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This paper explores a vein of thought in the political theory of time. For several decades 

there has been a general call for political scientists to study the politics of time as 

thoroughly as sociologists have investigated the sociology of time (Schedler and Santiso 

1998a, 1998b; Gotz and Meyer-Sahling 1999). Political theorists are aware that time 

matters to politics and this has yielded important insights in areas such as studies of 

periodization and electoral timing. But we speak comparatively little about how time 

comes to matter to a political system and its larger meaning to politics. We make 

assertions about temporal justice in cases when people are unjustly imprisoned or have 

inadequate leisure time in which to participate in politics but we have no larger theory to 

explain the pervasiveness of political rules and processes that invoke time. Yet it is 

difficult to find a realm of politics in which a valuation of time does not figure 

prominently. We identify a person’s readiness for full citizenship rights with an age of 

majority; censuses and elections happen at appointed intervals; prison sentences last for 

periods of months or years. The prevalence of laws that reference durations of time 

represents more than necessity, accident, or convenience. Maturity could be evaluated 

using tests, elections can be scheduled based on circumstance, and punishment was for a 

long time meted in units of pain. Such non-temporal forms of measurement exist and in 

fact sometimes displace their temporal counterparts. Reliance on time as a political 
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metric is therefore a specific mode of conducting politics that warrants attention. It would 

be useful to know both why we choose temporal metrics and what we think time 

represents or measures when we use a temporal metric in politics.  

This paper takes on one question about time and politics: how and why does time 

come to have political value with respect to the core rights of democratic citizenship. 

Understanding the process through which time comes to have political meaning and value 

and the nature of this meaning and value sheds light on an array of contemporary political 

dilemmas including sentencing reform, early voting and immigration policies. I study the 

question through a set of propositions about why and how time functions with respect to 

the administration of citizenship rights in a liberal democracy. Citizenship is a 

particularly good context in which to answer questions about what time means and does 

for modern politics because creating a citizenry and defining the substance of that 

citizenry’s membership are constitutive political acts. Liberal democratic citizenship 

requires a well-delineated citizenry, a means for asserting citizens’ equality and a way to 

represent their consent to their citizenship (Song 2009). In order to begin to understand 

how laws of time function, I explore both the temporal delineation of a citizenry and how 

time relates to both egalitarianism and consent. I make four related points about time: 

First, calendrical time is integral to establishing the boundaries of a sovereign population, 

to the extension of citizenship within the boundaries of states, and to the creation of a 

demos. Second, calendrical time is also critical to the development of egalitarian forms of 

membership that are characteristic of liberal states. Third, durational time is an important 

means with which polities can represent and quantify intangible qualities or relationships 

such as allegiance, reason, civic virtue, and experience. Significantly, for the case of 
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citizenship, a duration of time can represent a process of reasoning that culminates in a 

“lived consent” through which an individual and a host society agree to that person’s 

entrance into the demos. Fourth, once the qualitative traits of a citizen have been 

expressed in the tangible quantitative terms of measured time, durations of time can be 

exchanged for rights and recognized political status. I argue that this effectively creates a 

political economy of time. Time is an impartial means with which a state can transact 

with its population. Rights are exchanged for time, creating and administering uniform 

rules for transforming non-citizens into citizens (and sometimes vice versa). This applies 

to children, who are not born with full rights of citizenship, to felons, who are deprived of 

parts of their citizenship, to immigrants who wait for probationary periods of time before 

naturalization, and to various other groups as well. According meaning and value to time 

allows the application of temporal formulae to citizenship. For example many immigrants 

to the US can perform a version of the following calculation: time+residency and good 

moral character = naturalization. The exchange of time for rights (and concomitant 

political status) can occur wholesale, in the grant of full citizenship, or partially, through 

the progressive granting of rights to people over specific periods of time. The devaluation 

of certain types of durational political time also allows rights to be denied to some 

people, for example long term undocumented residents whose time-in-residence will 

never qualify them for rights. 

 

Time and Politics in Social Science 

Beginning with Durkheim in 1915, social scientists ceased to assume that time is a 

natural and unproblematic background fact in social and political life. In political science, 
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time has been central to studies of institutional development and periodization, 

particularly in the context of American political development, much of which derives its 

basic premises from Durkheim’s theories about evolutionary complexity (Skowronek 

1993, 1997; Orren and Skowronek 1995; Khan 2008; McFarland, 1991). Of special 

interest have been the relationships of processes that unfold over long periods of time, 

path dependence, and the effects of ordering and sequences on causality (Pierson 2004), 

electoral timing (Thompson 2005) and political tempo (Scheuerman 2004; Connolly 

2002, Chapter 6; Wolin 1997). Political theorists have also have developed hypotheses 

about the temporal predispositions of legislatures, executives, and judiciaries, especially 

in light of recent interest in emergency powers (Levinson 2006; Feldman 2008). 

JGA Pocock’s The Machiavellian Moment dominates many discussions of time 

among historians of political thought (Pocock 2003). Pocock details the Polybian cycles 

that foretold a lifespan of ascent and inevitable political decline for early republics.1 

Political innovation came to be seen as inherently unstable and therefore fraught with 

danger (Pocock 2003, 183-4). More recently, democratic theorists have grappled with the 

temporal problem of “infinite regress,” in which the legitimacy of a democracy cannot be 

established without reference to a prior set of legitimate rules under which the present 

order was established (Thompson 2004). If there is no popular sovereignty, any rules that 

come about in this moment cannot be democratically legitimate. Michelman and 

Habermas and Rehg frame the problem as a contradiction between political norms and 

practices (Michelman 1998; Habermas and Rehg 2001). Relatedly, Jed Rubenfeld argues 

                                                
1 In ancient thought, “[t]ime was the inescapable condition of particular existence.” (Pocock 2003, 22). 
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against speech modeled “presentist” forms of legitimation displacing thicker historically 

rooted written models of constituting politics (Rubenfeld 2001). 

  Social justice theorists have focused their attention to time on injustices that result 

when a social welfare system affords people unequal opportunities for leisure time and 

forces some to spend more time working in order to survive (Goodin 2008; Fitzpatrick 

2004; Noonan 2009). Finally, a more topically focused school of thought has made 

normative arguments about the importance of time-in-residence to the political claims of 

undocumented immigrants (Carens 2010).  

These have been highly generative contributions to the study of time in politics, 

yet none captures the phenomenon identified by this paper: namely that time is used to 

carve sovereign boundaries around citizenries, as a means for measuring qualitative 

attributes of citizens, and for political exchange value in a political economy of time. In 

the following section I illustrate how time is integral to establishing the boundaries of a 

sovereign citizenry. This connection of time to political establishment is the basis for the 

linkage of time and egalitarian consensual memberships that develop in liberal 

democracies.  

 

Calendrical Time and the Temporal Boundaries of Populations  

Time enters the political life of the state at its inception, as sovereignty is established. We 

identify the establishment of sovereignty with a precise date because a regime’s dominion 

exists side-by-side with, and in contrast to, the dominion of other regimes. Just as 

geographic boundaries identify where one sovereign power begins and another ends, 

temporal boundaries show us when a sovereign regime begins or ends. As 
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historiographers know, “[t]he history of periodization is juridical, and it advances through 

struggles over the definition and location of sovereignty (Davis 2008, 6). From this fact 

flows a definition of who is governed by the regime.  

Calvin’s Case is the legal precedent for the establishment of citizenship in the 

Anglo-American tradition. Calvin’s Case initiates the practice of using a date to carve a 

temporal boundary between members and non-members. In 1608, Edward Coke 

documented the decision in Calvin’s Case that stated persons born in Scotland after the 

ascent of James I to the throne in 1603 (postnati) were subjects in his allegiance. Those 

born prior to his ascent (antenati) were not considered his subjects. This decision turns 

the date of James’s ascent into a political boundary between subjects and others, those 

people who were not “in the allegiance of the king.” The 1603 boundary was as stark as 

any territorial border.  

The establishment of a date to differentiate between members and non-members 

is not unique to the early modern era or the British context nor is it exclusively a function 

of jus soli regimes that accord citizenship to people born within a territory. Despite its 

association with blood based citizenship (jus sanguinis), Germany’s Basic Law allows 

citizenship for persons present or related to those present as of December 31, 1937, as 

well as anyone expelled between January 30, 1933 and May 8, 1945, as long as those 

persons were also present after May 8, 1945. Such “zero option rules,” as they are 

known, are common (Obliger and Munz 2005, 109). After the breakup of the Soviet 

Union, Latvia and Estonia excluded from citizenship large numbers of people who had 

been born in their territories during the Soviet Era and who were present during 

separation but whose parents and grandparents had not been present prior to the moment 
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when the Soviet occupation began (Chinn and Truex 1996). Kuwait’s 1959 Nationality 

Law “defined nationals as persons who were settled in Kuwait prior to 1920 and who 

maintained their normal residence there until the publication of the law.” (Southwick and 

Lynch 2009, 51). Cyprus applies a tangle of laws privileging people born to Cypriot 

fathers before its 1960 independence from the British, as well as those born after who 

have Cypriot (rather than Turkish) mothers. In these cases the use of precise dates is 

essential to identifying the sovereign boundaries of each state’s citizenry.2 Zero option 

logic also applies to people who travel between countries. Visas specifying a length of 

legal residence create a temporal boundary for non-citizens living abroad. In many 

countries, including the US, a large proportion of the undocumented population does not 

cross a geographic border illegally but instead crosses temporal borders, becoming 

“illegal” by overstaying their visas. 

A demos itself is often demarcated by temporal boundaries even after founding 

moments. While we think of electoral districts as geographically determined they are also 

bounded in temporal terms and these terms matter a great deal. The most obvious 

temporal boundary of the US electorate is maintained by the 10-year schedule of the 

census on which apportionment is based. The membership and boundaries of districts are 

confirmed or reconstituted every ten years. But, as Adam Cox points out, compliance 

with the one-person one-vote rule weighs in favor of revisions after each election cycle 

(Cox 2007, 409-10). For a long time, the Voting Rights Act marked its own temporal 

boundary, keying the applicability of Section 4 to voter registration rates in 1964 and 

                                                
2 Citizenship laws in Bulgaria, Romania and the former Yugoslav republics also established rules that 

singled out residence during specific time periods (Spaskovska 2010, 5-6).  
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authorizing the provision for a period of five years. Over time, Congress repeatedly 

reauthorized it for specific periods of years and changed the temporal boundary to 1968, 

then 1972, and so on, until the Court struck down the provision in 2013. It is noteworthy 

that the Shelby decision repeatedly refers to the fact that over 40 years have passed since 

the racially motivated laws that justified the Act were legal (Shelby County, Ala v Holder, 

133 U.S.). No explanation is offered for why 40+ years (or any number of years) is the 

precise amount of time needed obviate the need for the Section. But the Supreme Court 

has traditionally used time in partisan gerrymandering cases as a way of determining 

when a gerrymander is responsible for unjust outcomes (Cox 2007, 379). Using White’s 

logic in Bandemer, Cox shows that losses over a period of time represent what White 

terms “continued frustration” that rises to the level of a harm requiring remediation (Cox 

2007, 377-8). However Cox is adamant that there is no consensus or discussion about 

what constitutes the precise temporal frame in which we identify continued frustration or 

the permanent conclusion of such frustration (Cox 2007, 381-2). Such discussion would 

no doubt be illuminating.  

While the idea of territorial boundaries receives a great deal of attention, few have 

questioned the above examples or other instances of temporal boundaries around 

citizenries. Perhaps it is assumed that territorial sovereignty must take effect in time as 

well as space. But the temporal side of sovereignty is an inevitability that even early 

modern philosophers noted. Hobbes cautioned that men must live in the present because 

they are unable to imagine eternity. Law provides happiness by “transforming men’s 

temporal consciousness.” (Brunner 2007, 286). The work of law is to carve a boundary 

into eternal time that permits men to live in the present. Once this is accomplished, men 
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can circumvent living in a perpetual state of uncertainty (Brunner 2007, 285-6). As 

historian of time measurement David Landes notes in his discussion of time and military 

conflict, the breakdown of sovereignty is signaled by the breakdown of a temporal order 

(Landes 1983). Each of the above-mentioned acts offer a set of cases in which time – 

generally specific dates – is used to carve political boundaries around a population. Thus 

it is the boundary carved into time, as much as into territory, that grounds the formation 

of the population. It is law, and in this case a law of time, that we use to punctuate our 

political durees. 

 

Time and Egalitarianism 

The specific form that temporal laws take reflects fundamental political norms in a polity. 

The norms at stake in Calvin’s Case made subjecthood contingent upon allegiance via 

birthright rather than the consent of equally situated citizens. Almost two centuries later, 

in 1792, the recently founded French Republic imposed an entirely new calendar and 

means of measuring time on the population as a way to demarcate the end of the 

monarchy and the creation of a sovereign citizenry. In some ways this act bore a 

similarity to Calvin’s Case. “The new time line marked the death of the old and the birth 

of the new.” (Perovic 2012, 6). Just as was the case with the ascent of James to the 

throne, the “new time” of the FRC “offered a fixed point from which a new chronology 

commences, analogous to the originary or ‘first’ time of a new civilization.” (Perovic 

2012, 26). This calendar was the “original time of state formation.” (Perovic 2012, 30).  

But the FRC went one step further than Calvin’s Case and offers insight into how 

Enlightenment philosophy reshaped temporal law for the purposes of liberal democracy 
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rather than monarchy. Unlike their British forebears, the use of time by the French bore 

the imprint of burgeoning Enlightenment egalitarian norms that were absent from Coke’s 

jurisprudence. Perovic notes that the revolutionary effect of the calendar “was that people 

from different religions and social classes could be given equal weight by belonging to 

the same time.” (Perovic 2012, 47). This embodies a point Benedict Anderson makes 

about the importance of temporal measurement and a sense of shared calendrical time to 

the founding of nations. Anderson writes that, “The idea of a sociological organism 

moving calendrically through homogeneous, empty time is a precise analogue of the idea 

of the nation…” (Anderson 2006, 26). Perovic points to the philosopher Sylvain 

Marechal’s influential almanac, whose calendar was a precursor to the FRC, and which 

the FRC eventually adopted, as further evidence of this phenomenon. “Marechal is able 

to represent this common or lived experience of time as if…it emanated from the rational 

measure of time itself.” (Perovic 2012 46). For the purposes of revolutionary-era France, 

time facilitated a political regime whose explicitly stated purpose was to transcend legally 

established class boundaries and treat all citizens as equals.  

 

Time and Consent in Political Thought 

However, neither the subjecthood authored by Coke nor the French Revolutionary 

government established a durable form of democratic citizenship. Each lacked, among 

other things, effective and stable government by consent. It was the philosopher 

Condorcet who articulated the idea that would complete the transformation of sovereign 
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populations into citizenries.3 As Nadia Urbinati has illustrated in great detail, Condorcet 

was preoccupied with the mechanisms through which popular sovereignty could be 

realized. Condorcet’s discussions of the democratic preference formation and deliberation 

that precedes voting elucidate the relationship between time and consent. He was deeply 

concerned with the challenge of creating a stable government rooted in popular 

sovereignty. To Condorcet, Rousseau had failed to theorize a viable model of popular 

sovereignty because he “collapsed the time of politics into the instant of voting.” 

(Urbinati 2006, LOC 2582). At stake were several factors, notably deliberation, 

considered judgment, and the tempering of impulses. Condorcet was certain that 

participation alone could not ensure democracy. Participatory democracies in which the 

electorate made hasty decisions were prone to impulsiveness and misunderstanding the 

good. Haste was of grave concern to Condorcet, who urged avoiding spontaneous and 

intemperate acts of self-legislation by ensuring that citizens had adequate time in which 

to form considered judgment. I would describe Condorcet’s politics as a rigorously 

structured “slow democracy” that encourages careful consideration and truth seeking. 

Distinctive to his theory is “a complex system of time delays.” (Urbinati 2006 LOC 

2772). Various temporal intervals for intermediate deliberations were built into his 

constitution. (Urbinati 2006, LOC 2772). Condorcet also focused on the temporal 

element of democratic politics because it would allow individuals time on their own to 

free themselves from the prejudices of a group (Urbinati 2006 LOC 2595). In contrast to 

Rousseau, who collapsed the moment of proposing legislation with the vote (Urbinati 

                                                
3 Scholars discussing temporality and the pace of modernity have returned to Condorcet’s point. See Wolin 

(1997); Virilio and Polizzotti (1977); Giddens (1990); Connolly (2002). 
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2006, LOC 2897), for Condorcet, “[e]lection is one moment in the continuum of political 

action that involves citizens and representatives…” (Urbinati 2006, LOC 2846). Only 

with time to deliberate and consider could people master their impulses in order to give 

true consent.  

Condorcet described a connection between time and consent that others have 

noted. Urbinati points out that, much earlier, Cicero conceived a similar relationship 

between deliberation, truth and time. (Urbinati 2006, LOC 2852). And well after 

Condorcet wrote, social philosophers and psychologists have come to recognize that 

“[t]he self is at root a temporal phenomenon” and “[a]ctors’ temporal orientations are 

shaped by situational exigencies, with some situations calling for extensive focus on the 

present and others requiring an extended temporal orientation.” (Hitlin and Elder 2007, 

171). But Condorcet’s recommendation did not take root in revolutionary France, which 

instead descended into terror and eventually chaos. To see the connection between time 

and consent realized in practice one must turn to the establishment of citizenship in the 

US. 

The establishment of a US citizenry vividly illustrates how time came to be used, 

not only to carve sovereign boundaries around a population of equally situated subjects, 

but also as a means to represent the intangible qualities that are integral to democratic 

citizens. The establishment of US citizenship was complicated by a diverse group of 

“antenati.” Their political status required clarification in order for the country to affirm 

its sovereignty and political legitimacy. Among these were: persons born before the 

Revolution; before the treaty concluding the Revolution; and before the adoption of both 

the national and state constitutions. Intersecting with these divisions were differences 
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among people who had sided with Americans, loyalists who had sided with the British 

but whose circumstances of birth, residence, or behavior led American authorities to 

consider them American, and finally “Real British Subjects,” whose affiliation with the 

Crown was never in question (Kettner 1978, 183). In addition, there were questions about 

people from America who had fled to England but who at one time had shared allegiance 

to the same sovereign as their compatriots who stayed behind.  

American jurists did not replicate the Calvin’s Case rule of jus soli. Instead they 

tempered the rule by prioritizing consent (Schuck and Smith 1985; Smith 1999). 

Allegiance in Coke’s terms began at birth and could not be foresworn. By contrast, 

Lockean consent was neither ascribed at birth nor perpetual; it could only begin at the age 

of consent and the kind of political status it produced could be abjured (Kettner 1978, 55; 

Schuck and Smith 1985; Smith 1999).4 The American marriage of consent and jus soli 

was made possible because legislators and jurists built temporal boundaries to demarcate 

consent that reflected many of Condorcet’s ideas about durational time and democracy.5 

What emerged from this marriage of ideas and practices was novel: a way to establish a 

citizenry that comports with basic tenets of democratic theory.  

 

US Citizenship: Durational Time and the Idea of Lived Consent 

Beginning in 1804, a series of Court decisions determined who among otherwise eligible 

antenati (people born before the establishment of US sovereignty) could be a citizen. The 

                                                
4 On expatriation see Casper (2008). 

5 Here I note a congruence but do not intend to comment on the degree of direct influence Condorcet had 

on the founders. See McLean and Urken, (1992); Ansart (2012).  
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first clarifications about citizenship came in McIlvaine v Coxe’s Lessee (280 U.S.). The 

plaintiff, Daniel Coxe, was of questionable allegiance because he had fought for the 

British during the war. The arguments for and against Coxe’s citizenship focused on 

where Coxe resided when the declaration of war was made (1776), the signing of Jay’s 

Treaty (1794), and legislative acts during intervening months in New Jersey that 

explicitly defined his behavior as treasonous. Ultimately the Court sided with Coxe, 

calling him a citizen based what I would term his lived consent. The decision roots 

Coxe’s citizenship in the fact that he “…remained in the state of New-Jersey; not only 

after she had declared herself a sovereign state, but after she had passed laws by which 

she pronounced him to be a member of, and in allegiance to the new government.” 

(McIlvaine, 280 U.S. at 6). Coxe’s citizenship sprung from his continuous residence in 

New Jersey during this critical duration of time.6  The decision set forth three 

interlocking principles of American citizenship: consent (“right of election”); jus soli 

(“remained in the state of New-Jersey”); and a temporal principle (“not only after she had 

declared herself a sovereign state, but after she had passed laws…”).  

Shortly thereafter, in Inglis v. Trustees of Sailor’s Snug Harbor (99 U.S.), Justice 

Thompson’s decision and Justice Story’s frequently cited concurrence confirmed this 

interpretation of McIlvaine. This case involved an even more complex clarification of 

when US sovereignty commenced and the appropriate amount of time required for 

individual consent to be affirmed (Inglis 99 U.S. at 3). In the decision, Justice Thompson 

                                                
6 Kettner makes the corollary point that, prior to states passing treason laws, individuals were not 

prosecuted for treason even though Congress had defined the crime, stating “that individuals were generally 

allowed to choose sides before that time.” (Kettner 1978, 194)  
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states, “To say that the election must have been made before, or immediately at the 

declaration of independence, would render the right nugatory.” (Inglis 99 U.S. at 45). 

Condorcet himself could not have written a more concise statement of the relationship 

between time and consent. A government that imposed itself at a specific date was 

arbitrary and non-consensual. Only a state to which citizens could subscribe within the 

space of a reasonable period of time was consensual.7 Story tightly linked time and 

consent writing, “the nature of the Revolution made it crucial that individuals be allowed 

an appropriate duration of time in which to choose their allegiance.” He wrote, “This 

choice was necessarily to be made within a reasonable time. In some cases that time was 

pointed out by express acts of the legislature; and the fact of abiding within the state after 

it assumed independence, or after some other specific period, was declared to be an 

election to become a citizen.” (Inglis 99 U.S. at 161). In other words, consent requires 

reason, and reason is measured in durations of time.  

These Supreme Court decisions were not anomalies. Even during the war years, 

most states were also already moving toward a conception of “volitional allegiance” that 

embraced the idea of a temporal duration in which people could elect their own 

citizenship (Kettner 1978, 40). By instituting such a policy, many states effectively 

created a temporal formula, or equation, that both expressed and “solved” the problem of 

Americanization by taking into account a person’s age, length of absence, and period of 

re-immersion in America society, economy, and politics. 

The treatment of time in the early citizenship cases highlights a critical difference 

between the British model of birthright citizenship and the US model of consensual 

                                                
7 He cites Vattel 1820 (Ch. 3, Sec 33). 
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citizenship.  In the course of making decisions about the American antenati the Court 

became increasingly strident about the fact that electing citizenship required a period of 

time in which reason could occur, and culminate in consent. The time was demarcated by 

two dates rather than identified with a single moment as in Calvin’s Case. Judges writing 

decisions about the antenati explicitly called for “reasonable” periods of time in which 

persons could elect to become citizens. These durations were times of crucial political 

reasoning during which people had information (newly adopted constitutions and social 

and political context) to help them to make “enlightened” decisions about their consent.8 

In Calvin’s Case, an unchosen lifelong obligation (allegiance) to the sovereign 

commenced at the moment of birth (Cohen 2010, 15). Citizenship was now predicated 

not just on birthright allegiance, but also consent. Coke’s conception of jus soli seemed 

arbitrary to the colonists, who replaced the model of conquest with a “right of election” in 

determining the citizenship of the antenati (Kettner 1978, 193). They solved this problem 

by creating times of political reason to legitimize consent. The consensus that emerged 

from the citizenship decisions was that, in living in the time of election and the sovereign 

territory of the new country, antenati created “lived consent” that was not entirely tacit in 

exchange for their citizenship. 

Durational time infused the American version of jus soli with reason, thus 

avoiding the arbitrary quality of Coke’s perpetual allegiance. The decision to assign 

durational time a political value stood in opposition to Blackstone’s related writing on the 

subject, which expressly stated that natural allegiance was due from the moment of birth 

                                                
8 “Enlightened understanding” one of Robert Dahl’s prerequisites for democratic decision-making. (Dahl 

1989, 21) 
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because infants were incapable of protecting themselves and “cannot be forfeited, 

cancelled, or altered by any change of time, place, or circumstance…” (Schuck and Smith 

1985, 43). This contrast was noted in the McIlvaine case, among others (McIlvaine 280 

U.S. at 33).  

As with calendrical boundaries using single dates, early modern British thinkers 

forecast the relationship of durational time to consent-based social contract government. 

In Leviathan, Hobbes describes how, in the exchange of the uncertainty of the state of 

nature for political right, divine time is exchanged for earthly time. Divine right required 

exchange of inconceivable eternal time for a limited earthly time. Thus Hobbes reminds 

us that the act of contracting does not occur in a single instant. Once we assert that the 

initial foundational act is an act of exchange involving a duration of time, it becomes easy 

to recognize that durations of time delimited by dates will be integral to the establishment 

of sovereignty and citizenship. Similarly, the idea of constituting consent through time 

and place can be analogized to Locke’s formulation of consensual citizenship, which 

invokes durational time. Less than a century after Calvin’s Case, Locke advocates 

shifting the conferral of political status from the moment of birth to the duration of time 

in which a child born into a polity matures and acquires the capacity to give consent 

(Locke 1988). The transition from drawing boundaries using only a moment in time to 

bounding the population using durations of time marks the shift from non-democratic to 

democratic forms of rule. It also follows Locke’s shifting of political relationships from 

the realm of the innate to the experiential, which was part of his larger move to shift 

philosophy away from scholasticism and toward empiricism (Forde 2013, Chapter 2). 

Furthermore, while under Calvin’s Case birthright allegiance bound people from the 
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moment of birth, birthright citizenship is really a misnomer because children do not 

receive most rights of citizenship until they reach the age of consent, or discretion in 

Locke’s terms.9 Indeed, time is critical to conferring legitimacy on the kind of “tacit 

consent” that Locke discusses and that is integral to social contract democracy (Simmons 

1976, 279). But lived consent measured by durational time isn’t entirely tacit, as 

Kettner’s term “volitional allegiance” suggests. Justice Story says as much in his Inglis 

concurrence, arguing that durational time and residence together formed an “overt act or 

consent…to their [citizens] right of election.” (Inglis 99 U.S. at 159).10 Time has value 

and the choice to spend it in one place and one political system over another place and 

political system is overt.  

The US Supreme Court, like Condorcet, thought most of time’s value had to do 

with acts of reasoning that precede consent. But others saw a larger family of acts and 

traits and relationships that could be represented by time. The section that follows 

examines the more extensive meanings accorded to temporal durations by legislators 

concerned with citizenship and naturalization rules. It also highlights the establishment of 

a process through which durations of time that had been valued in connection with 

important norms could be exchanged, in this case for political rights and status. The 

precedent of exchange sets the stage for the creation of a political economy of time. 

 

                                                
9 Schuck and Smith point out that Burlemaqui also believed that jus sanguinis allowed children a 

“provisional political membership at birth” and that they could elect full citizenship upon reaching maturity 

(Schuck and Smith 1985, 44-6). 

10 Regarding the question of whether jus soli is consensual see Lister (2010). On Locke’s discussion of the 

political status of children see Shapiro 1996 (70). 
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The Plural Values of Time 

If we look beyond these court cases to legislative debates about citizenship we can see 

that other relationships, actions, norms, and traits besides consent have been represented 

with temporal durations. The establishment of citizenship requires not just a statement 

about the existing population but also rules for transforming newcomers, who in the case 

of the US would be essential to the survival of the young nation, into citizens. The bulk 

of early debates over political incorporation occurred at one of two points: during the 

Constitutional Convention when the matter of prerequisites for national office-holding 

were discussed and a few short years later when naturalization legislation was debated. 

The myriad worries and aspirations of the representatives – their concern about foreign 

influence and purchase of offices, of creating inequalities among the population, of what 

people with foreign attachments might accomplish, of becoming an illiberal society – 

were expressed using the language of durational time. The sheer volume and range of 

discussion about the meaning of time, the fairness of temporal rules, and the effect time 

has on the division of citizenship into lesser statuses, is impressive. Parsing these debates 

makes evident the degree to which linking intangible values such as loyalty and civic 

incorporation to durational time, measureable in precise increments by clocks and 

calendars, created a formula for the extension of citizenship status and rights to foreign-

born persons.  

At the Constitutional Convention discussion was devoted to deciding how many 

years of residence after naturalization should new citizens be required to wait before 

becoming eligible to hold congressional office. Some advocated no waiting period while 

others went so far as to advocate a seven-year bar for the House and a 14-year bar for the 
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Senate. Madison’s record of the deliberations shows intense disagreement over whether 

the waiting periods were so long as to “give a tincture of illiberality to the Constitution.” 

(Madison 1966, 419). George Mason demanded a 7-year period for the House in order to 

prevent “[f]oreigners and adventurers” from making American law and to ensure 

adequate civic knowledge for all lawmakers.” (Rowland 1892, 149). Gouverneur Morris, 

who sought a 14-year waiting period, claimed the loyalty of foreigners would always be 

to their first governments (Madison 1966, 421.) The final result of this temporal haggling 

was a 9-year waiting period for the Senate and a 7-year waiting period for the House.  

The Congressmen referred to a diverse yet limited set of values that they believed 

time represented. Like Coke and the American judges who drew on his thought, some 

legislators identified probationary time periods prior to naturalization as a means of 

measuring “fidelity and allegiance.” (1 Annals of Congress 1790, 1147). Others nudged 

the debate beyond allegiance into the valuation of the government and citizenship. 

Hartley said, “an actual residence of such a length of time would give a man an 

opportunity of esteeming the Government from knowing its intrinsic value, was 

essentially necessary to assure us of a man’s becoming a good citizen (1 Annals of 

Congress 1790, 1147-8). Madison, connected the amount of time an immigrant is in 

residence with understanding the value of citizenship itself, rather than just the 

government and laws (1 Annals of Congress 1790, 1156). Sedgwick also connects it with 

shedding “prejudices of education, acquired under monarchical and aristocratical 

governments [that] may deprive them of that zest for pure republicanism which is 

necessary in order to taste its beneficence…” and, taking this one step further, with forms 

of civic knowledge that will make them good citizens (1 Annals of Congress 1790, 1156). 
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Besides the length of the probationary period, other subsidiary temporal issues were 

raised. For example, a debate ensued over how important continuity in time is in the 

context of questioning the citizenliness of people who frequently traveled outside of the 

US (Franklin 1906, 42). A few even wanted to expatriate citizens who left and stayed 

abroad for a specified length of time (1 Annals of Congress 1790, 1149). Continuous 

residence remains integral to the naturalization of permanent residents in the US.  

As the Court would affirm with respect to the lived consent of the antenati, the 

probationary period of the 1790 Act allowed people not born with US citizenship the 

opportunity to exchange two years of their time for the status of citizen. The architects of 

the legislation were explicit that this was a market-style exchange in which time was the 

currency. Direct reference was made to the fact that time has a political exchange value, 

excoriating states in which men could become citizens immediately upon arrival at all for 

making citizenship too “cheap” (1 Annals of Congress 1790, 1148).  By the time of the 

Alien and Sedition Acts, the threshold had been raised to 14 years though further 

dickering revised it to five by 1802 (Tichenor 2009, 54).  

The concept of a probationary duration was not an American innovation. It can be 

traced back to Roman laws pertaining to the status of newly conquered people (Sherwin-

White 1973, 61; Howard 2006, 4-5). However the English common law precedents to 

which Americans turned for guidance in creating their own citizenship rules did not allow 

for the full naturalization of newcomers. US legislators advocating probationary periods 

prior to naturalization looked to the Roman practice of requiring probationary periods. 

But the US legislators’ valuation of the probationary period of time identifies 

distinctively American citizenly qualities and values. Indeed, among the virtues of 
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temporal metrics is their ability to represent different values, both in different contexts 

and for different actors who share a context. The next section of this paper will reflect on 

how and why time flourishes as a political metric and how temporal metrics produce 

political economies of time. 

 

Creating A Political Economy of Time 

Why did philosophers, legislators, and judges all converge on the practice of valuing time 

in order to answer questions about membership and rights? What is common among their 

invocation of time is the idea that durations of time represent relationships, norms and 

traits that are integral to democratic citizenship but difficult to observe and measure. By 

treating durations of time as measures of traits, norms, processes and relationships, time 

is assigned a political value. As others have noted, societies across the world exhibit a 

common reliance on the value of time for the purpose of creating the building block 

metaphors that are essential to any system of communication (Lakoff and Johnson 1980, 

456-7). In democratic politics, amounts of time become a favored way to approximate 

sufficient learning, attachment, reasoning, etc. for citizenship. We often measure these 

traits and relationships using precise durations of time.  

The assignment of a political value to time is a crucial transition for democratic 

politics. Assigning a political value to time leads to the creation of a political economy of 

time in which time serves as a form of currency that facilitates political transactions. This 

is consistent with what social scientists already know about commensuration and time.  

It seems natural that things have prices, that temporality is 
standardized, and that social phenomena can be measured. Our theories 
presume that we commensurate when choosing and that values can be 
expressed quantitatively. Commensuration changes the terms of what 
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can be talked about, how we value, and how we treat what we value. It 
is symbolic, inherently interpretive, deeply political… (Esplund and 
Stevens, 315).  

 

Connecting this insight about commensuration and standardized temporality with 

observations about how time functions in economic markets is useful for framing the idea 

of a political economy of time. Barbara Adam describes the process thusly. “…time is the 

decontextualized asituational abstract exchange value that allows work to be translated 

into money.” (Adam 2004, 38). Work itself could be (and sometimes is) measured in 

various ways: effort, output, profit, etc.. However measuring work in units of time, often 

demarcated by uniform start and stop times as well as regularized quantities (e.g. the 8-

hour day), mediates between the uniformity required by efficient capitalist production 

and the less regularized lived experience of people doing and being paid for work. 

Similarly, using time to represent processes and traits such as reason and citizenliness 

mediates between the uniformity required by a government bureaucracy and the less 

regularized lived experience of people actually engaged in political reason and other acts 

of citizenship. 

The similarities between work and citizenship elucidate the comparison of the 

temporal and economic markets. Like work, citizenship involves a contract that offers a 

reward (citizenship rights) in exchange for the fulfillment of obligations. The contracts of 

various nation-states specify different obligations and people will be variously qualified 

to fulfill those obligations. Governing citizenship requires the evaluation of subjective 

information in order to facilitate the translation of qualities, traits, and actions associated 

with citizenliness into the concrete reward of citizenship rights and status. This is a 

particularly difficult task for large nation-states to accomplish on behalf of many diverse 
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individuals. Time mediates between the uniformity required by large-scale governments 

and the lived experience of citizens. As we saw, the adoption of the 1790 Uniform Rule 

of Naturalization in the US was spurred by fears of what would happen to the nation if 

immigration continued in the absence of a uniform means for transforming foreigners 

into citizens. Time is one medium of exchange via which citizenly attributes, actions, and 

relationships can be translated into uniform rights-bearing statuses. In the case of US 

citizenship antenati were thought to “give” consent over a period of time following the 

establishment of US sovereignty. Newcomers were given the opportunity to demonstrate 

their capacity for reason and other qualifications for citizenship, during probationary 

periods leading to naturalization. They were asked for durations of their time, time that 

presumably could be “spent” doing other things in other places. Time translates 

individuals’ political capital (e.g. civic experience, loyalty, reason) into measurable terms 

of years that can be exchanged for citizenship. In exchange for their durations of time 

those people became eligible to receive citizenship. Because time has been accorded 

value in politics it becomes the medium – the currency – of that exchange.11  

 As we start treating time as a means of representing the political traits, processes, 

and relationships that we value it becomes a favored means for effecting political 

transactions such as decision-making and rights-granting that would be difficult to 

achieve using other means. Temporal formulae can be adjusted to account for all manner 

of values associated with rights. For example, immigrants who enlist in the military, 

marry citizens, or invest significant amounts of cash, qualify for reduced probationary 

                                                
11 Meyer-Sahling and Goetz (2009) apply the term “time budgets,” to the development and expansion of the 

European Union, evoking the idea that politics includes a political economy of time.  
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periods prior to naturalization. The citizenly traits associated with service, marriage, and 

property, are represented in durations of time that are deducted from the standard 

probationary period. Less time is required of these prospective immigrants because they 

were able to take actions that serve the purpose time serves for ordinary immigrants. It is 

even the case that we create temporal formulae to accord some undocumented persons 

“amnesty.” The 1986 Immigration Reform and Control Act gave temporal credit to 

persons who had continuously worked and lived in the US for specific periods of time, 

even when they did so without legal permission. This happened the same year that the US 

instituted its infamous federal “mandatory minimum” sentencing guidelines that created 

temporal formulae for translating non-marijuana drug offenders’ criminal histories into 

precise prison sentences. Temporal formulae for rights are currently also applied to 

abortion waiting periods, Social Security eligibility, and numerous other laws and 

policies. The next section explores a few important reasons that the political economy of 

time flourishes in the context of the nation-state.  

 

Why Time? 

Time is uniquely well-suited to the task of performing political transactions for large 

necessarily bureaucratic nation-states. Temporal rules dovetail with the modes of politics 

Foucault describes using the word governmentality. Governmentality is the set of 

techniques that transform government into a science that is reliant on political economic 

knowledge and whose goal is the security and preservation of its population. It arises in 

very early modern Europe and flourishes along with burgeoning nation-states. Because 

time is measured in quantities using instruments that are regarded as having scientific 
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authority it is an ideal tool of governmental politics. Temporal rules are also conducive to 

governmentality because they take the qualitative, intangible and subjective and create a 

precise, quantitative, and objective-seeming measure of those things. In fact, Condorcet’s 

reliance on time as a means of identifying how to achieve truth in decision-making 

reflects his larger belief that political morality could be expressed in scientific terms. 

Time holds singular potential for the exercise of political power in a state because it can 

take almost any kind of action or relationship and create a way to measure it using an 

impartial scientific language. Using a quantity of time to measure loyalty, maturity, or 

criminality, for example, makes it possible to govern aspects of citizenliness as if they are 

scientifically observable and measurable qualities.  

As Foucault points out, the invention of political economy fundamentally altered 

government in two relevant ways. First, it introduced an efficiency principle that rewards 

the state for achieving its ends by doing less. Self-regulating individuals require fewer 

resources to govern. If an argument can be made that people acquire the qualities of 

natural-born citizens by “spending” their time in the civitas, the work of conversion has 

been achieved easily and efficiently Foucault 2008, 129). Second, the advent of political 

economy meant that the market was defined as a site of justice: a place where the “fair 

price” of anything could be discovered. Applying Adam’s insight about the exchange 

value of time to the realm of politics reveals the deliberations over probationary periods 

to be, in part, an elaborate dickering ritual in which power-brokers determined the exact 

temporal worth of citizenship. And recognizing market-like exchanges as just meant they 

could do so while maintaining their commitment to democratic norms. Democratic 

citizenship could not have an explicit valuation in dollars but the rights of citizenship 
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nonetheless have a “fair price.” The question was whether that price was 14 years, 7 

years, or some other denomination.  

The establishment of democratic citizenship in the US was an opportune moment 

at which to develop a political economy of time for a liberal democracy. Using clocks 

and calendars to make observable measurements of reason and consent dovetailed with 

the beliefs of the deist and rationalist founders. Like Locke, they were inclined toward 

empiricism even in the realm of political norms. Furthermore, the founding occurred in a 

larger context of burgeoning unitization and measurement. During this period both states 

and individuals were starting to conceive of a secular political time that could shape 

political relationships (Anderson 2006, 46-55). Pocock observes that the eighteenth 

century foundation of the National Debt in England marked a watershed that allowed an 

entire society to begin to extend credit for future actions based upon actuarial 

assessments of the past (Pocock 1985, 90; 1976, 98-9). Similarly, offering a permanent 

political status (citizen) to people who were willing to demonstrate a personal history of 

commitment to the country and its political system by living there for a period of years 

extends rights to people based on an assessment of their past using a quantitative 

measure.12 

A consensual democracy required a way to assess and measure consent. The 

judges who established temporal citizenship rules for the US had a plethora of existing 

means for demonstrating and even documenting consent, several of which were already 
                                                
12 The opposite logic applies to sentencing criminal offenders in the US. Prison sentences are calculated 

using a formula that retracts rights for a precise period of a person’s future based on an actuarial assessment 

of their past behavior. A career criminal with multiple felony offenses will receive a longer sentence than a 

first-time offender who committed the same act. 
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widely in use. Oaths of allegiance, to take one example, are far more direct, concrete, and 

active expressions of consent for a population that had been divided against itself (Bodin 

1992). While an oath is regarded as some to be an actual transformation of consciousness 

there are competing views on whether or not such overt verbal promises are effective 

predictors of future behavior (Levinson 1996, 1448; 1459). At the time of the founding, 

one of the preconditions for consent, voluntarism, was coming to be “regarded as the 

ability to orient oneself in time without obeying the dictates of the church” and this “went 

hand in hand with a world that was increasingly seen as being scientifically determined.” 

(Perovic 2012, 46 citing Landes 1983, 77-8; 90-97). What could be a better tool of a 

scientifically informed politics than temporal measurements of consent? Furthermore, the 

scientific measurement that flourished in the 18th century was specifically associated with 

the maturation of technologies that allowed market-style exchanges. The era in which 

consent came to be understood in temporal terms roughly coincides with the first 

maturation of wage labor necessary for factory work. If we accept Adam’s explanation of 

how time functions with respect to factory work, a political economy of time measuring 

political value in units of time is a likely companion to a market economy.   

The US was not alone in its development of a political economy of time that 

applied to citizenship. Following the French Revolution, which famously adopted 

scientific techniques to regulate many aspects of French citizenship, rules of 

naturalization quickly came to include a 5-year probationary period. Prior to this, 

eighteenth-century French “letters of naturalization” (not equivalent to modern 

naturalization) had not required any probationary period before the grant, although they 

famously required naturalized people to commit to making France their “constant 
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residence,” echoing the theme of perpetual allegiance emphasized by Coke and his peers. 

This period was not required of persons who acquired property, married a French woman, 

formed a commercial establishment, or were in possession of town letters of bourgeoisie. 

Furthermore, the new laws distinguished between “simple” citizenship and “active” 

citizenship, with the latter referring to a political status with participatory rights that 

entailed a 25-year period of domicile. These instances underscore the fact that the 

transition from non-consensual qualitatively defined allegiance to consensual quantitative 

probationary periods in the US, while more precocious and thoroughgoing than any of its 

peers, was not anomalous (Wells 1995; Sahlins 2004, 76-8).  

The creation of a political economy of time makes crucial political transactions 

possible on a much larger scale than would be possible without such a system of 

measurement and exchange. Durational time is an unusually efficient and precise means 

of facilitating difficult political transactions on the mass scale required by 

governmentality and the bureaucracy of the liberal democratic state. It is hard to imagine 

mass democracy without temporal rules. With temporal rules, we no longer need to see 

the evidence of deliberation in the form of Athenian public debates. The passage of time 

can serve to reassure us that people have had an opportunity to reflect and deliberate. 

With that understanding, citizenship does not have to be solely a birthright privilege. 

Temporal rules also facilitate the extension of egalitarian treatment to the large numbers 

of diverse citizens that liberal democratic states include. Clock and calendar time can be 

regarded as scientific, secular, and impartial. Scientifically measured time proceeds at the 

same pace in everyone’s life. Time is a resource that everyone has, regardless of social 

class, material means, race, or any other ascriptive characteristic. As the discussion of the 
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French Revolutionary Calendar showed, we think of time as common to all political 

subjects. This makes it an egalitarian basis for political transactions. Rainer Bauböck 

describes this as the “objective” quality of time in the context of citizenship (Bauböck 

1998, 329). Earlier, Walter Benjamin described mechanically measured time as value-

free and points to its astonishing malleability (Benjamin 1968). We do not pass time 

intergenerationally as we do property nor does time pass differently based on social class. 

For a country that explicitly rejected birthright aristocratic political offices, but affirmed a 

relationship between the normative foundations of the country and access to the 

franchise, durational time proved a convenient tool to qualify people for citizenship. 

A political economy of time does not carry with it the taint that would follow if 

we used monetary currency or property as a means of political exchanges involving 

rights. Michael Sandel points out that whenever we put a monetary value on something 

we weaken our attachment to it, sometimes to the point where it becomes entirely 

dispensable (Sandel 2012, 9).  The same is not true when we put a temporal value on 

something. But perhaps more significantly, time is an ideal vehicle for transcending 

birthright citizenship and the privileged status of property owners. In a temporal political 

economy people who are not born into the allegiance of a regime and people without 

property can still acquire political status and rights. A temporal political economy 

appears democratizing. Everyone, poor, rich, native-born and foreign, has time. Just as in 

Adam’s discussion of work, time’s abstractness is fundamental to its deployment as a 

form of political currency. In theory, anyway, time is equally available to people of all 

social classes, races, etc., as long as they are considered moral equals. It allows people 
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who are morally equal according to liberal theory to become politically equal in the eyes 

of a particular democratic polity.  

 

The Dark Side of Temporal Politics  

Despite this gloss of egalitarianism, there are members of every society who are excluded 

from the temporal political economy. Although everyone exists in the same time, political 

hierarchy persists. The prejudices that inform people shaping the political economy of 

time contradict our expectation that time is a great equalizer. Along with its valence of 

scientific neutrality and egalitarianism, time also necessarily has a set of thickly situated 

meanings within every society. Time attaches to a group’s deepest normative traditions 

and takes on a distinct meaning in any society. Benedict Anderson has famously pointed 

out that shared temporal context, facilitated by the regularization of clock time, was 

crucial to the development of the modern nation-state (Anderson 2006). Thomas M. 

Allen illustrates this process at work in the context of eighteenth century America, 

writing that America made “time the medium for an effusive nationalism.” (Allen 2008, 

23).13  Drawing the discussion back to the first point made in this paper regarding the use 

of time to forge political boundaries, Anderson and Allen show how time is shared and 

understood by a people constituted as a nation. 

 But the situated and malleable treatment of time allows a political economy of 

time to replicate structural inequalities even as temporal rules are cast as neutral, 
                                                
13 Writing about the effect of the French Revolution on European identity, Peter Fritzsche proposes a 

dualist thesis about European identity in which shared context and differentiation were produced by the 

“specific temporal identity not unlike the feeling of generation, and separated or decoupled …from their 

forebears two or three generations earlier.”(Fritzsche 2004, 53). 
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scientific, and egalitarian. As Allen’s description of 19th century America underscores, 

“[t]he heterogeneity of time itself provided opportunities for diverse agents with different 

interests to produce competing accounts of American identity.” (Allen 2008, 3). The 

American political tradition encompassed conflicting ideologies that expressed 

themselves in the temporal political economy. Significantly, ascriptively Americanist” 

belief systems have co-existed with liberal consent-based philosophies (Smith 1999, 74). 

There are corresponding versions of time-based law to accompany all of these belief 

systems. Miriam Feldblum makes a similar point about French citizenship, writing of the 

“inextricably intertwined” traditions of racial egalitarianism and racial 

hierarchy/exclusion (Feldblum 1999, 73). Temporal representations of this opposition can 

also be found in arguments over revision of the French nationality code (Code de la 

Nationalite Francais: CNF). 

It is therefore no surprise that inegalitarianism can take root in a political 

economy of time. Lynn Hunt points out that while universality arrived as soon as a 

temporal frame of reference encompassed all people, “it was and is much harder to 

stomach the idea that everyone’s time, that literally all experience, has the same 

ontological weight, as it were.” (Hunt 2008, 26 citing Adam 2004, 166). Some people’s 

political time is valued more highly than others and some people’s time has traditionally 

been accorded political value that others’ time is denied. As David Noble points out, the 

“state of nature” anthropology that Europeans had developed by the time of the 

Enlightenment treated the nation as natural and rational and everything outside its 

boundaries as unnatural and irrational (Noble 2002, sxxvii). However some outsiders 

were deemed capable of reason, hence a period of time in which to engage in political 
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reason allowed them to breach an otherwise seamless border that guarded the nation from 

the threat posed by the irrational. Thus, persons reared in aristocratic societies could 

engage their rational capacities during probationary durations of time and become 

American citizens. Persons who were not capable of reasoning were not given this 

opportunity and were disqualified from temporal opportunities for inclusion although 

they occupied the same land as the American nation and were governed by its laws. 

Women, racial minorities, and others deemed incapable of reason were excluded from the 

temporal political economy and hence from citizenship. 

The import of devaluing a persons’ time has rarely been lost on those legislating 

the extension and retraction of rights. Congressmen in 1790 acknowledged that it would 

be both constitutionally and morally problematic to create citizenships that accorded only 

partial rights to some persons. Some also asserted that according some rights upon arrival 

and various others after specified lengths of residence went against the charge to create 

one rule of uniform naturalization (1 Annals of Congress 1790, 1150). Others refer to 

Blackstone’s commentaries to make the point that citizenship cannot be conferred 

progressively or piecemeal (1 Annals of Congress 1790, 1158). Opponents of lengthy 

probationary periods also argued that European nations that required longer time 

restrictions did so because they were more bigoted and prejudiced against foreigners (1 

Annals of Congress 1790, 1148). 

But legislative debates about the subject of naturalization did not address the 

question of whether excluding Native Americans and Black Americans contradicted 

claims that residency periods demonstrated someone’s fitness for citizenship. No amount 

of time-in-residence, valor, or political acumen could alter the natural unfitness of women 
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and many racial minorities. Long after the 1790 law passed, when the issue of 

naturalizing native-born black men arose in the discussions leading up to the Missouri 

Compromise, opponents of naturalization successfully cited the ineligibility of blacks for 

naturalization according to the 1790 naturalization law. They indicated that those who the 

nation’s first legislators had deemed morally unequal were still unfit for citizenship 

(Smith 1997, 176). For much of US history one can easily determine who has not been 

considered the moral equal of the modal citizen by examining the political value assigned 

to those individuals’ time.14 The time of the morally inferior is treated as politically 

valueless. It can never accrue sufficiently to qualify them for citizenship. 

Time remains an important litmus test of moral equality. Speaking of 

contemporary citizenship and immigration regimes, Tomas Hammar points out that very 

often the time people have spent in a country where they are residing illegally does not 

“count” toward the amount of time they must reside in a place legally even if their status 

is eventually “regularized.” (Hammar 1994, 194). Similarly, guestworkers in the US who 

receive green cards cannot deduct their years of temporary labor from their naturalization 

probationary period. That time was, for political purposes, valueless. By contrast, asylees 

must wait one year from the time that their status is adjusted to reflect the formal 

acceptance of their asylum claim before applying for green cards. However once the 

green card is issued, the year waiting period is “credited” so that they need only wait four 

                                                
14 Historian Mae Ngai makes reference to the different temporal standards that have been applied to racial 

minorities (Ngai 2009).  
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rather than five years before they become eligible to naturalize.15 People who cannot 

naturalize or vote are not just disenfranchised. They also lack a host of other rights 

associated with democratic citizenship.  

 

Conclusion 

This paper has developed an argument about how and why time comes to play an integral 

role in politics. Time enters a political system at the moment a sovereign regime 

establishes itself. The use of a temporal boundary to distinguish sovereign systems from 

one another has spanned all manner of regime types. In order to transition from autocratic 

to democratic forms of government, durations of time rather than single moments in time 

must be accorded political value that corresponds to norms, traits and behaviors that are 

associated with democratic citizenship. Durations of time can then validate reasoned 

consent to constitutions, electoral outcomes, and other democratic procedures. Time thus 

acquires value in politics. Formulae for conferring and denying democratic rights often 

include a temporal variable. In exchange for their time and other actions or goods people 

can acquire or lose rights. The valuation of time sets up a temporal political economy in 

which time serves as a form of currency that gives the appearance of being both impartial 

and egalitarian. Because time is a resource that is ostensibly equally available to all and 

time proceeds at the same rate for all, a politics in which time is accorded value is 

thought to treat citizens more fairly than one in which money, birthright, or other less 

                                                
15http://www.uscis.gov/portal/site/uscis/menuitem.eb1d4c2a3e5b9ac89243c6a7543f6d1a/?vgnextoid=d7f6a

6c515083210VgnVCM100000082ca60aRCRD&vgnextchannel=d7f6a6c515083210VgnVCM100000082c

a60aRCRD 
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accessible variables stand between people and rights. Yet the temporal political economy 

also reflects existing structural inequalities, often devaluing the time of oppressed or 

disfavored groups in a way that thinly veils outright bias. Time turns out to be only as 

impartial as the lawmakers who accord it value and the people or procedures that 

implement those rules.  

If we accept that time is not a natural feature of political systems and that 

temporal rules are malleable and reflect norms and biases, then political theorists cannot 

take time or temporal rules for granted. Condorcet would wonder why our theories of 

democracy, of deliberation, and of justice pay so little systematic attention to the modern 

temporal political economy. We might question laws that allow the trial of a minor as an 

adult but exhibit no corresponding flexibility with regard to receiving political input 

from, or offering representation to, minors. Discussing temporal justice will require 

systematic thought about waiting periods (for gun purchases, abortions, rights associated 

with state citizenship, Social Security, etc.), prison sentences, ages of consent, permanent 

residency and citizenship, guest workers, temporary asylum, immigration amnesty, early 

voting, and so on and so forth. We can look to the meanings assigned to time in a society 

and ask whether we are treating everyone’s time according to those norms and in an 

egalitarian fashion. While the heterogeneity of those norms might make the evaluative 

task seem daunting it also allows us to envision practical solutions to normative conflict. 

Temporal rules can facilitate political compromise because time spans such an unusually 

wide range of meanings even in a single society. Few other political metrics are 

associated with as many meanings, both unsituated and situated, as time. This means 

temporal rules can help facilitate compromise in situations of normative conflict. And 
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because clock time is easily divisible, temporal referents for the establishment of 

sovereignty, such as that created by Coke in Calvin’s Case, create the possibility of 

gradation and the progressive granting of rights to the disenfranchised. Finding ways to 

slice citizenship into constituent parts that can be granted progressively requires a deft 

tool. The temporal formulae described in this paper exhibit this very deftness.  
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