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The Trickiness and Reality of “Time”

Zhang Xianglong

Abstract: “Time” has always been an issue of central concern for both Eastern and Western philosophies. The
“time” as tackled in philosophy is a living experience of human being rather than the “mechanical time” studied by
physics. Since ancient Greece, much attention had been paid to the explication of time’s nature by philosophers.
Basically, the Greeks attempted to grasp the nature of time as a “presence,” because it is the sole dimension in
time that can be experienced here and now. This caused trouble in understanding time as a lively whole and made
arguments such as Zeno's paradoxes on motion a sustained moot point. In modern society, due to wide application
of clocks and great changes in the ways of production as well as living mode, the experience of time is so much
conditioned by calculation and objectification that human beings end up slaves of time. As the Buddhist Yogacara
school and phenomenology both hold, the essence of consciousness is time. Time is a stream in which the past
and present are mingled in the same water; in which same stream people young and old are all bathed but undergo
different sensations. People cherish life and wish they could prolong their lifespan because longevity allows them
to experience richer meaning in life. Since meaning can only exist in time, the flow of primal time is literally the
primal meaning. Human being in its infancy has entered a fluid world of torrential meaning, and has since tried by
different means to construct and decipher time and its meaning. Traditional Western philosophy, focusing on time’s
institutionalized and manipulatable present phase, tried to locate eternity and truth beyond time; the Yangzhu
School of ancient China propounded a theme of carpe diem; while Confucianism propagated a life philosophy
of traveling along the stream of time, always laying emphasis on a sense of right “timing”, believing the key to an
understanding of the future was to be found in the intertwining network of the past and the present. The Confucian
middle way (the golden mean) is essentially to swim unhurriedly in the middle of time stream. In sum, rationalism,
the main stream of traditional Western philosophy, takes time as sub-reality and so strives to transcend it in order
to reach the ultimate truth. On the other side, the ancient Hindu Upanishad tradition tends to regard time as the
illusive manifestation of reality (Brahman or Atman). As the contemporary astrophysicist A. Frank points out, the
progress of technology has continually precipitated the changes of human being's perception of time. Since the
development of high tech and sciences has strengthened modernity, the time experienced by human beings has
become more in line with the objective time of physics, in consequence of which the meaning of life is reduced to
an ever contracting space, leading to the spontaneous resistance against time in its modern sense from some people.
Therefore, in order to come back to the fulfilling and life-enriching time, it is necessary for human being to go by the
inner measure of time, and to reinstitute both time and meaning in their primal sense. Freud proposes a distinction
between consciousness and sub-consciousness, arguing that only a balanced combination of the two can ensure a
healthy mentality, a fully realized participation in the real meaning of life; Bergson finds that to deteriorate time into

static space blocks the “duration” of time and therefore makes human unable to meet true world and life.
Keywords: time; primal time; primal meaning; illusion-making (maya)
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