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1. Bachelard 
 
The starting point for my paper was the sharp attention drawn by a sentence that I 
happened to read in Bachelard’s Dialectic of Duration. In the corresponding passage 
Bachelard is concerned with the question: what is an action? How is it initiated? How 
and from which elements does it emerge? What is its trigger? And which kind of 
temporal duration does it generate? 

 
Referring to Eugenio Rignano’s Psychology of Reason,1 Bachelard emphasizes that 

an action is not just effected by physiological impulses. Instead he points to much more 
abstract circumstances that initiate the possibility of activity. Bachelard writes:  

 
Il faut qu’il y ait permission d’agir, adhésion de l’esprit à l’être. Cette adhésion, 
cette présence de l’esprit, n’est sentie que dans un repos préalable, en confrontant 
nettement le possible et le réel. (DD, p. 73) 
 
There has to be permission to act, and the mind must lend its full support to being. 
We only feel this support, we only feel the mind’s presence, in the repose that 
precedes the action, when the possible and the real are clearly compared. (DDe,  
p. 86) 

 
So, what happens in this encounter of mind and being? What kind of agency does the 

moment of repose initiate? What does it mean to confront the possible and the real in 
this instant? Why is the mind only present in this encounter that takes place within the 
moment of repose? And why, for Bachelard, is the initiation of an action the origin of a 
temporal duration? Why is temporality only an effect of the agency within this 
confrontation?  

 
Bachelard ties his metaphysical interest in the agency that produces temporality and 

duration to the enterprise of a “philosophy of repose” (DD, p. V) and a “psychology of 
annihilation” (DD, p. 8). As a consequence his account requires the idea of nothingness 
(DDe, p. 29), the possibility of voids. It implies negativism, coercion, inhibition, 
hesitation, and destruction. In addition, and in contrast to the idea of a continuous 
creation in living processes (as proposed by Bergson), Bachelard’s philosophy of 
temporality is based on ruptures. It allows lacunae: realms of nothingness. It sets – as 
we will see – the possibility of initiating a development within these vacancies. This 
instant of nothingness is the point of departure for a temporal sequence. 

 
                                                 
1  Eugenio Rignano, Psychologie du raisonnement, Paris: Alcan, 1920. All abbreviations used for 

referencing quotations in the text are explained in the bibliography at the end of this contribution. 

http://nbn-resolving.de/urn:nbn:de:bsz:352-215429
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In his Intuition de l’instant Bachelard develops the ontology of being and the 
potentiality of development from the moment of isolation; he suggests that the 
possibilities of reality are enclosed in isolated instants or isolated points. In other words 
there is no direct connection between the scattered possibilities. They are not only 
disconnected in space (in the way Leibniz described the monads) Bachelard adds that 
these entities are also disconnected in a temporal dimension: there is no connection 
between an entity and the past, it is essentially detached and isolated (II, p. 60f.). It is 
this spatial and temporal discontinuity to which Bachelard links the potentiality of 
emergence. The multiple possibilities appear only in this state of isolation, within the 
instant of nothingness (II, p. 67). 

 
It is important to understand that Bachelard’s concept of nothingness, or the moment 

of repose, is a free and undefined sphere where a specific conjunction can take place: 
the fusion, the adhesion of the mind and the being, the collision of the possible and the 
real. This incidental conjunction of opposites breaks up every continuous development 
(DD, p. 71). Hence, there is also no immediate possibility of action. Instead Bachelard 
emphasizes that every action is the product of an instantaneous concurrence of 
discontinuous and unexpected events. It is initiated by contradictory and counter-acting 
elements (DD, p. 71). The collision of the possible and the real, as well as the fusion of 
mind and being, take place in the lacunae. As a result they become agencies for an 
“absolute beginning.” They initiate an action that is effective in a temporal dimension. 

 
For Bachelard, the interest in the initiation of an action is important in so far as it 

provides the foundation of temporality. Only the concurrence of discontinuous and 
counter-acting elements generates duration, temporality, reality, individuality, mind, 
memory, and knowledge (DD, p. 73). It continuously initiates a novel temporality and 
new temporal objects (DD, p. 69) and thus creates differential durations allowing 
multiple and anti-chronological times. It creates a temporal individual with its specific 
memory, a temporal object with its specific history and future. An action is not based on 
a physiological sequence. Instead, Bachelard emphasizes that the initiation of a 
temporal duration is based on a complex system of triggers. A temporal duration can 
only emerge from the complex arrangement (le groupement; DD, p. 73) of initiating 
elements. 

 
In addition, the mind, according to Bachelard, is not a consistent entity related to an 

individual. It is only an interaction of impulses. It only appears in the incidentally 
emerging coherent arrangement of impulses that triggers an “intelligent action” (DD, 
p. 69).  

 
It is important to understand what Bachelard suggests with this idea of an 

arrangement of initiating triggers at the basis of every action and every temporal 
duration. He suggests a de-subjectified understanding of mind, memory, and reason. 
With his concept of the instant he dissolves any idea of a pre-existing and permanent 
identity or individuality: he emphasizes that there is no persistent identity of the “I” 
outside of the synthesis that is realized within the instant. The “I” is essentially 
discontinuous, differentiating, temporary, and contingent: the individual is only a “sum 
of coincidences” and even “this sum itself is a coincidence” (II, p. 70). The person can 
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only be found in the “dust of events” (DD, p. 35). It is only due to the arrangement of 
triggers that we are able to desire, to suggest, and to observe (DD, p. 74). 

 
As we move on it becomes rather obvious that Bachelard addresses the isolated 

instant as a moment of solitude. However, Bachelard does not talk about an isolation of 
the subject from its environment, but about an isolation from ourselves – a rupture with 
our own past (II, p. 13). Bachelard’s instant is thus a de-subjectified2 isolation: an 
isolation without a subject. The moment of solitude is the pure void – devoid of any 
concept of individuality. In other words, Bachelard’s concept of the instant constitutes 
the moment in which we depart from ourselves in order to anticipate reality (II, p. 15). 
He suggests that we can discover the areas of repose, the realms of nothingness, the 
lacunae, or the vacancies exclusively “in the impersonal part of the person” (DDe, p. 
18). Or as he observes, the nothingness is in us (DD, p. 29). The void is within the 
instants. They generate an agency of framing that brings forth an individual personality 
– the mind, memory, a temporal duration of life, and differential layers of knowledge. 
Only in the solitary instant does the possibility of time appear. Bachelard thus aims at 
developing a differential temporality and individuality based on the idea of nothingness 
and a “psychology of coincidences” (DD, p. 29). By the same token Bachelard calls for 
a “kaleidoscopic and discontinuous character of material change” (DDe, p. 79). The 
existence of matter is only a singular event as much as the existence of individuals is: 
“The coincidences of subject and object will be atomized. They will have no duration.” 
(DDe, p. 46) There is no continuously existing matter that could be the object of 
research. Bachelard emphasizes that subject and object are microphenomena that are 
produced in the “knot of coincidences” (DD, p. 28). The nothingness, the absence, the 
lacunae are not only in the individual – they are also part of the materiality that is 
established in the process of research.3  

 
The moment of isolation constitutes the instant of the dissolved subject and the 

dissolved object. This de-subjectified instant is of crucial importance in Bachelard’s 
philosophy: it is the area where an unforeseen event can happen. It opens up the 
possibility of coincidences and creates a zone where obstacles, deviations, and 

                                                 
2
  On the concept of de-subjectification and the transgression of the human and the intellectual in 

Bachelard see Jean-Michel Le Lannou, “Le dépassement de l’humain. Bergson et Bachelard,” in: 
Bachelard et Bergson. Continuité et discontinuité? Actes du Colloque international de Lyon, 28-30 
Septembre 2006, Frédéric Worms, Jean-Jacques Wunenburger (eds.), Paris: PUF, 2008, pp. 73-93. 

3  In the Dialectic of Duration Bachelard develops this philosophy of coincidences based on recent 
studies in the fields of psychology, neurology, psychiatry, and sociology (referring i.a. to the works of 
the psychologist Pierre Janet, the anthropologist and neurologist W.H.R. Rivers, the biophysicist 
Pierre Lecomte de Nouy, and the psychiatrist Eugène Minkowski, relying on the psychological works 
of Eugenio  Rignano and the works on sociology and probability of Eugène Dupréel). However, he 
does not only use  these studies as a critique of Bergson’s philosophy. He tries to go even further – 
extending his philosophy of nothingness and discontinuity to questions of matter, causality, and 
microphenomena in the discipline of physics (DD, pp. 52ff.). Moreover, he emphasizes that his 
discontinuous account of time and duration is in accordance with Einstein’s theory of relativity and 
the subsequent critique of the concept of duration as such (II, pp. 29ff.). In his New Scientific Spirit he 
also relates his discontinuous philosophy to the concepts of the wave-particle duality and of 
indeterminism in quantum theory.  
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inhibitions can intervene (DD 86). Bachelard says that “Things are but opportunities 
[…] to be tempted” (DDe, p. 41). They are occasions for transformation.  

 
Following the critique of the traditional concept of causality that the Belgian 

philosopher Eugène Dupréel developed in his philosophy of the interval4, Bachelard 
then points to the possibilities that can enter in the interval between what is traditionally 
conceived as “cause” and “effect”. As he writes in Dialectic of Duration:  

 
 En effet, c’est dans l’intervalle temporel que pourront intervenir les 
empêchements, les obstacles, les deviations, qui briseront parfois les chaînes 
causales. Cette possibilité d’intervention, il faut la prendre pleinement comme une 
possibilitè pure et non pas comme une réalité ignorée. Ce n’est pas parce qu’on 
ignore ce qui interviendra qu’on manque à prévoir l’efficacité absolue d’une cause 
donnée; c’est parce que, de la cause à l’effet, il y a une intervention toute 
probabilitaire d’événements qui ne sont d’aucune manière liés à la donnée 
causale. En particulier, on n’aura jamais le droit de se donner l’intervalle. Dans la 
science, on peut construire certains phénomènes, on peut protéger l’intervalle de 
certaines perturbations, mais on ne saurait évincer toute intervention de 
phénomènes imprévus dans l’intervalle de la cause à l’effet. (DD, p. 85/86) 
 
Indeed, it is in the interval of time that impediments, obstacles, and deviations can 
intervene and these will sometimes shatter causal chains. This possibility of 
intervention must be wholly regarded as a pure possibility and not as a reality we 
do not know. It is not because we do not know what will intervene that we fail to 
predict the absolute effectiveness of a given cause; rather, it is because there is 
between cause and effect an entirely probable intervention of events which are not 
in any way at all connected to the causal datum. In particular, we shall never have 
the right to give ourselves the interval. In science, we can construct certain 
phenomena, we can protect the interval from certain disturbances, but we cannot 
get rid of every intervention of unforeseen phenomena in the interval between 
cause and effect. (DDe, p. 97) 

 
In this connection Bachelard emphasizes that there is a “free scope for possibilities 

of halts or deviations” (DDe, p. 98) in every development, every vital potency, and 
every continuous movement. The disturbances intervene within these undetermined 
zones (DD, p. 87). The obstacles, the incidental occurrences, the disturbances are pure 
possibilities for unforeseen deviations and novelties.  

 
For Bachelard, the temporal connection of two events is always contingent. The 

concurrence of events is important only because it can become effective as an initiating 
instant (DD, p. 53). As a consequence the crucial question is not how a specific 
concurrence comes about. Instead the crucial question is whether or not this 
concurrence triggers a temporal agency – an expectation that develops persistence and 
duration. The obstacles, the incidental occurrences, the disturbances operate as triggers 
for actions. When intervening within the interval they create attention and expectation 
towards further events. In this way they initiate a temporal dimension. An object is 
therefore only a temporal phenomenon that is generated due to a frame of expectation 
(DD, p. 65). Bachelard points out that even the process of material research is a 

                                                 
4  Eugène Dupréel, La cause et l’intervalle ou ordre et probabilité, Bruxelles: Lamertin, 1933. 
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temporal activity – essentially based on waiting for discontinuous events: “You will 
have to wait for it [matter] to produce its events” (DDe, p. 46). 

 
Quoting Jean-Marie Guyau’s La genèse de l’idée de temps,5 Bachelard emphasizes 

the role of desire in the emergence of duration: only the ability to desire something 
creates time. The future and the past are therefore not dimensions of time as such. 
Instead Bachelard points out that the duration of time is produced by the tensions of our 
desires (II, p. 51) that effectuate the emergence of habits and intentions. These habits 
and intentions create a “perspective of actions” (II, p. 74) and make us set aims for our 
future. Organizing the relationship between the past and the future, they thus generate 
the persistence and development of an entity (II, p. 60f.). Nevertheless, Bachelard 
emphasizes the discontinuous origin of the desire, the habits, and the intentions. They 
are essentially based on the isolated instant and initiated by the intuition emerging from 
within (II, p. 51). In this way the intention frames the future – it organizes time as a 
perspective related to an initiating instant as the centre of projection. As a consequence 
it is crucial for Bachelard that the emergence of duration always depends on a viewpoint 
(II, p. 34). 

 
In the Dialectic of Duration Bachelard again sets the emergence of duration in 

relation to the instant. This time he emphasizes even more the role of the arrangement 
and re-arrangement of instants that set a framework of expectation. He points out that 
only the arrangement of triggers6 in a framework – in an “artificial system” – gives 
meaning to them (DD, p. 50). It creates a project of expectation and hence brings forth 
temporality: a temporal object and a temporal subject that is acting in a temporal 
dimension. It creates both history and future. More generally, Bachelard underscores “If 
we think time, it means that we place life in a framework” (DDe, p. 92). It is this 
activity of framing that Bachelard denotes as “rational”. It enables time, duration, and 
history. The activity of framing and re-framing events is, for Bachelard, even the 
starting point for the emergence of memory (DD, p. 46). He conceives the arrangement 
of triggers as a “rationalized memory” (DD, p. 74) and emphasizes that only the order 
and arrangement of involved instants and elements can be the basis of the “rationalized 
memory.” This kind of memory is not a recollection of duration in itself. On the 
contrary, Bachelard points out that the arrangement of initiating triggers is the origin of 
duration (DD, p. 73). Hence, memory can only emerge from the present interaction of 
elements that generates a framework of attention: the “expectation makes temporal 
frameworks in order to receive memories” (DDe, p. 62). This activity of framing 
consolidates memory and history. On the other hand, it is always related to its other: the 
unexpected novelty and innovation as the “discontinuity of time” (II, p. 15). “There can 
be no [emotional] memory without an initial drama, without surprises by opposites” 
(DDe, p. 63). 

 
In relation to this notion of a “rationalized memory,” it is important to understand 

that in his L’intuition de l’instant Bachelard proposes a concept of rationality that does 
not only refer to thinking and reasoning, but to every activity of framing that develops a 

                                                 
5  Jean-Marie Guyau, La genèse de l’idée de temps, Paris: Alcan, 1890 
6  “L’ordre des déclics,” “schème de déclics,” “groupement” (DD, p. 74).  
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temporal duration and persistence based on the incidental coherence of instantaneous 
triggers. Bachelard uses the term “rational” to refer to a de-subjectified system of 
triggers that generates permanence: it effectuates a coherent and continuous activity in 
time based on the projection of a frame towards the future or towards the past. Since 
this is a dynamic process, Bachelard rather uses the term “becoming rational” (“en train 
de devenir rationnel,” II, p. 91) instead of rationality. The process of becoming-rational 
can thus also be attributed to feelings and emotional activities that create permanence: 
“On ne peut pleurer longtemps qu’un être qu’il est rationnel de pleurer” (II, p. 91).7 In 
this regard Bachelard emphasizes that “le temps est affectif” (II, p. 93) – time is an 
affective formation. It is created from within the isolated instant by the desire to expand, 
to develop permanence, a past, and a future. In every present instant this “rational” 
agency aims at “preparing the future” (II, p. 92), namely its specific kind of future 
related to the coordination of the specific possibilities present in the instant. According 
to Bachelard this agency of the rational is effective in two ways: by its desire to expand 
and to prepare the future, it generates a temporal dimension and at the same time reason 
has an anti-hereditary effect – it interrupts every kind of memory and heritage (II, p. 
97). Bachelard thus proposes a concept of rationality that is not eternally valid and 
innate – it needs to be shaped temporarily just as the experience does (NES, p. 172). 

 
According to Bachelard, developing a temporal dimension thus means to develop an 

arrangement of instants – to make use of instants within the constellation of a frame (II, 
p. 88). Only in this way can the isolated instants get consolidated in a specific history. 
The ongoing adaptation of the framework is the recurrent determination of the present 
by the expected future (DD, p. 78). It creates “differentiated temporal realities” (DD, p. 
81) and constitutes specific temporal formations (DDe, p. 91). Bachelard emphasizes 
that the future – and I would like to add, history – is a project, a program of promised 
actions. The intuition of the future promises the possibility of action. Anticipating the 
future and reverting to the past (that never happened as such) means fixing its frame and 
thereby neglecting its initial vacancies (DD, p. 35). Only the framework of expectation 
opens duration towards the future as much as towards the past, like a perspective (DD, 
p. 40). 

 
Focusing on the relevance of the instant, Bachelard is also interested in the “instant 

of the emerging knowledge” (II, p. 6). He suggests that knowledge (i.e. connaissance) 
emerges from the instant that generates a frame of anticipation and expectation (attente) 
(II, p. 90). In the same way, Bachelard emphasizes again in an epistemological context 
that the contemporary science goes beyond the subject and the object and is instead 
based on the project. (NSS, p. 11f.) Science sets programs and thus shapes the 
differential temporality of its research, of its objects, and of its subjects. As he writes in 
the New Scientific Spirit:  

 
“Objective meditation” in the laboratory commits us to a path of progressive 
objectification that gives reality to both a new form of experience and a new form 
of thought. […] The scientist, when he has done with his days’ objective 
meditation, has his program of research for the following day in hand, and at 

                                                 
7  “One can only cry for a long time if one has the intelligence to cry.” (Translation M.W.) 
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the end of each working day he repeats the following article of faith: tomorrow I 
shall know […].8 (NSS, p. 171) 
 

In other words, we can find the concepts of the repose and the interval also in 
Bachelards epistemological writings. Their use is not restricted to his metaphysical 
early works. In his writings on epistemological questions these concepts are 
transformed into the notion of the rupture and the no. Again, they constitute the 
moment when the epistemological obstacle can intervene and transform the whole 
epistemic scene. The ontological discontinuity of isolated instants appears again as a 
discontinuous epistemology. It constitutes the capability to negate and to make 
decisions in view of different possibilities.9 This moment of the rupture where the 
obstacle can intervene is the basis of a temporary and provisional epistemology – a 
historical epistemology. It is concerned with temporal objects and thus with temporary 
epistemologies that frame their research in provisional programs at any moment from 
the perspective of their actual research. 

 
While Bachelard thinks of life, memory, and reason as discontinuous and 

instantaneous activities, he also describes the progression of scientific knowledge as a 
discontinuous and unexpected event. He emphasizes that the scientific progress is a 
phenomenon of suddenness: the epistemic innovation bursts out. At the same time, it 
makes the traditional epistemology burst (éclater). (MR, p. 210)  

 
From this perspective Bachelard criticizes a historiography that only builds up a 

“sum of facts” as a chronological line. He emphasizes the “uselessness” of such a 
history (II, p. 82). Bachelard’s critique thus addresses a history that does not pay 
attention to the instant and does not make use of instants. It is the critique of a 
chronological kind of history that does not incorporate and appropriate initiating 
coincidences for developing its own framework. In contrast, Bachelard suggests a 
concept of time and history that is ruptured, framed, serial: history is affected by 
intervening obstacles, deviations, and events. Time is a product of the “use of instants” 
(II, p. 88). He thus proposes a dynamic kind of history that operates on the basis of 
temporal frames emerging from the “synthesis in the instant” (II, p. 82). The duration of 
time, the characteristic of history, is for Bachelard therefore an ongoing innovation and 
invention emerging from the instant – the zone of nothingness, the interval, the moment 
of the rupture, of the no. As a result we can understand the historical epistemology with 
Bachelard as a formation emerging from within the epistemic void: the rupture in our 
memory and reason, the break created by the no, the nothingness in ourselves and in the 
epistemic objects.  

 
Much could be said about the critical enterprise of the Dialectic of Duration and the 

concepts of time and duration based on discontinuity which Bachelard set out against 
Bergson and his conception of continuity. Instead, I want to relate Bachelard’s concept 

                                                 
8  The English translation of this last passage reads “Tomorrow I shall know the truth.” With regard to 

the procedural character of Bachelard’s epistemology, I suggest following at this point the French 
original version more closely: “Demain, je saurai” (NES, p. 173). 

9  James Williams, “How Radical is the New? Deleuze and Bachelard on the Problems of Completeness 
and Continuity in Dialectics,” Pli. The Warwick Journal of Philosophy, vol. 16 (2005), pp. 149-170. 
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of the isolated instant in a different direction: I want to relate it to the philosophy of 
Louis Althusser. While the relation between Althusser and Bachelard is widely 
acknowledged as far as the concept of the epistemological rupture is concerned, I would 
like to relate Bachelard’s concept of the interval where obstacles and disturbances 
intervene and unsettle us to yet another theoretical constellation in Althusser’s work: 
namely to the emphasis on the void and the moment of surprise in view of the incidental 
encounter in Althusser’s conception of an aleatory materialism. 

 
 
2. Althusser 
 
With his concept of a materialism of the encounter, the late Althusser establishes a 
philosophical account that denies any pre-existing purpose or cause of reality. Instead, 
he aims at constituting the contingent character of every specific occurrence of reality. 
According to him, at the bottom of every reality lies a coincidence: a contingent 
encounter of elements in a realm of the vacuum – in the void.  

 
Bachelard starts his “psychology of coincidences” from the interval, the solitude, the 

nothingness in us. Althusser places the contingent encounters in the realm of 
nothingness, the void, the disorder. While Bachelard understands the instant as “a kind 
of temporal atom” (II, p. 26), Althusser’s aleatory materialism is based on the Epicurian 
atomism. It relies on the idea of a parallel rain of atoms falling in the void. In this rain 
of atoms a clinamen, an infinitesimal deviation in the route of the isolated atom, is 
possible. It can cause conjunctions of elements (MB, p. 87). This random deviation and 
encounter is the origin of reality in a specific formation. Althusser suggests that with 
this incidental encounter “a world is born” (SPh, p. 40). The atoms thus do not have any 
reality in themselves – they only obtain reality and materiality in the contingent 
encounter. As a consequence the aleatory materialism denies any pre-existing purpose, 
cause, or ultimate goal preceding and underlying the formation of a specific world; 
every reality is based on a mere coincidence (SPh, p. 42). Reason, necessity, and 
purpose are constituted only within the formation of a specific reality (SPh, p. 41). It is 
an account of materialism without any subject dominating the aleatory material 
development (SPh, p. 40). 

 
Althusser uses the term “conjuncture” for the contingent encounters that underlie 

every specific formation of reality.10 With this term he points out the pure coincidence 
of a specific encounter that took place and that, however, could also have happened 
differently. Every kind of order emerges and exists only within a fundamental disorder. 
Every encounter might not have happened although it had taken place. The emergence 
of a specific encounter, of a specific reality, can therefore only be understood in a 
recurrent action – recurring from the actual event that developed specific individuals 
and specific formations. 

 

                                                 
10  He develops this concept with regard to his reading of Machiavelli. 



INTERVALS, POSSIBILITIES AND  ENCOUNTERS 

85 
 

 
 

Reproduced from: Louis Althusser, “Du matérialisme aléatoire,” Multitudes, vol. 21 
(2005), p. 187. See also Louis Althusser, Materialismus der Begegnung: Späte 

Schriften, translated and edited by Franziska Schottmann, 
Zürich: diaphanes, 2010, p. 87. 

 
This is a sketch of how Althusser pictured his concept of the materialism of the 

encounter. There is the void in the center; the circles are the formations of persistent 
conjunctions that constitute realities and that develop formations of necessity.  

 
Althusser’s materialism of the encounter is, however, not only based on the void in 

the center. Beyond the formation of a temporarily stabilized reality and its specific 
necessities, the material encounters again face the danger of becoming de-stabilized. 
They are again confronted with the void in the fringy margins, in the intervals and 
neutral spaces that are not yet determined by persistent encounters. These undetermined 
interstices give a provisional status to every specific formation of reality.  

 
On this basis Althusser suggests a concept of materiality that can shift and change at 

any time (SPh, p. 44). It faces its own instability in the margins of disorder. Since there 
is no reason for a conjunction in the elements themselves there is no reason and no 
teleology at the bottom of our reality. So, when every encounter is contingent and 
temporary, how is a permanent encounter, a permanent kind of reality, possible? 
Althusser emphasizes that a permanent encounter (a duration of specific formations of 
reality) can only originate from a coerced connection, from external coercions and 
necessities that generate persistent conditions of conjunctures. With regard to Bachelard 
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this coerced connection might also be called a framework. It creates the reality of our 
specific history: the reality of specific individuals, specific societies, languages, the 
state, and even of knowledge.11 

 
From his considerations on the changing materiality of every reality, Althusser also 

derives a conception of history and historiography. He criticizes that the “history of the 
classical historians” takes its objects as fixed and accomplished in the past (SPh, p. 44). 
On the basis of his concept of aleatory materialism he therefore suggests a kind of 
history that is based on the singular events causing unforeseen bifurcations: a “histoire 
au present” (SPh, p. 45) that does not deal with objects accomplished in the past but 
with objects that are open to a random and uncertain future. The historiography of this 
present history emerges from the singular and incidental encounter in the present. It 
develops a history from within the current events recurring to the past that has never 
happened as such.  

 
 

3. Rheinberger 
 

In his contributions to the historical epistemology of modern biology, Hans-Jörg 
Rheinberger also uses the concept of conjuncture (“Konjunktur”). He characterizes it as 
“a kind of structural linking.”12 He emphasizes that the conjunctures come along with 
unexpected events in the research process. They entail the reorganization, 
rearrangement, and recombination of experimental systems. The conjunctures can 
effectuate hybrids and bifurcations; they can operate as “insemination” 
(“Einverleibung”, Ex., p. 148), “grafting,” or “dissemination” (Hist., p. 136). The 
experimental systems are, for Rheinberger, linked by this “material” interaction (Ex., p. 
150). They have fringy margins (Ex., p. 146), they are not self-contained and they 
operate at the edge of their own dissolution and collapse. They linger at the border 
between knowledge and non-knowledge. They operate – as Rheinberger emphasizes – 
“at the border of their breakdown” (Hist., p. 135). 

 
Conjunctures play an important role in the development of an experimental system in 

so far as they create an open horizon of the epistemic situation. As unprecedented 
events they bring forth solutions to questions that initially were not thought to be solved 

                                                 
11  With regard to Bachelard’s emphasis on the instant of nothingness and solitude from which action, 

intention, and the reality of time emerges, I moreover want to point out the relevance of Althusser’s 
concept of the void within the philosophical practice. The void is – for Althusser – also a therapeutic 
remedy in the philosophical activity: it can be the basis for a theoretical as well as practical technique, 
a kind of philosophical yoga for the self-analysis and self-control of every philosophical position 
(MB, p. 89). In this respect the void of the aleatory materialism does not just enable a shifting reality 
and materiality. In the same way, the philosophical void effectuates a differentiating philosophical 
practice. It does not only enable us to develop a theoretical position; moreover, it allows us to shift, 
rearrange, and reframe philosophical positions. As a critique of a philosophy that aims at eternally 
valid truths, the philosophical void is thus, for Althusser, the basis for a temporary and provisional 
kind of philosophy. 

12  The expression appears only in the German version of Rheinberger’s book on experimental systems. 
In this passage, he also relates the term “conjuncture” to Althusser’s concept of historical conjunctures 
(Ex., p.144). 
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by the means of the experimental system. Rheinberger emphasizes that it is a matter of 
intuition as much as of the design of the experimental process itself to follow the 
conjunctures or to even provoke them (Hist., p. 134). He understands the experimental 
systems as machines for generating these conjunctures, coincidences, and unexpected 
events. In so far as they generate an unforeseen future, they do not generate a linear and 
chronological temporality. 

  
On this basis, Rheinberger suggests a specific kind of temporality that emerges in the 

experimental systems: namely a “differential temporality” (a concept, which he adapts 
from Althusser/Balibar’s Lire le Capital; see Hist., p. 182; Ex., p. 198 and the 
corresponding footnotes). The specific temporality of experimental systems can thus 
only be understood recurring from their contingent conjunctures that form their 
temporary results. This differential temporality cannot be registered in a chronological 
line since it is the effect of the experimental systems and the specific mode of operation 
of its differentiating machinery. It involves two aspects of contingency: the actual 
unforeseen coincidences and the ongoing re-arrangement of the experimental systems 
that created them.  

 
This differential temporality of the experimental system also affects the 

historiography of knowledge. It creates an anti-chronological temporality of knowledge. 
As a consequence, both the temporality of the experimental system and the temporality 
of its history (of the “historical epistemology”) are based on a retroactive activity that 
re-organizes and re-arranges its elements initiated by the conjunctures of unexpected 
events. It produces differential shifts and relocations. Only in the re-arrangement of the 
system do the current conjunctions appear as the result of a past that has never taken 
place as such. With this emphasis on the persistent disruption between the unexpected 
events and the ongoing recurrent re-arrangement of the system Rheinberger aims at a 
history that makes the irritation of differentiated epistemologies appear.  

 
 

Conclusion 
 

With his concepts of the instant, the rupture, and the realm of nothingness, Bachelard 
creates a sphere for the confrontation of the possible, the unexpected, and the real. It is a 
zone for the intervention of unforeseen events that trigger the activity of framing and re-
framing reality and thus create differential temporal realities. 

 
With his conception of an aleatory materialism, Althusser aims at conceiving how a 

specific reality in its necessity opens up to the contingency of incidental events and, 
conversely, how the contingent event of an incidental encounter can become a necessary 
relation when a persistent connection of its elements is created: when the encounter with 
specific disturbances forms the new persisting framework for our reality.  

 
Rheinberger emphasizes the recurrent activity of re-arrangement in the experimental 

system that is initiated by the occurrence of unforeseen events. He points to the 
differential epistemology that emerges from this fractured temporality. 
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In the context of this conference I would like to ask what it could mean for today’s 
history of science (and the history of knowledge) to treat history as an “experimental 
system” and to understand the materiality of history as contingent – a given space that 
can be rearranged and that gives way to interaction between its elements, a space for 
being surprised about unforeseen events and outcomes. What is the moment of the void, 
the coincidence, the encounter, the unexpected event from which we start to arrange and 
re-arrange our experimental systems of history? What are the triggers from which we 
frame our historical shifts? How do these incidental encounters appear in our recurrent 
historical frames of attention? What would it mean to show these events as the starting 
point for the differential history of a past that has never happened as such? 

 
The attention to the differential historicity of knowledge, to the historicity of 

materiality, to the material aspects of the research processes is thus related both to the 
possibility of unforeseen events and to the idea of the void (1) in the process of 
research, (2) in our epistemic conditionality, and (3) in the epistemic objects 
themselves. In the laboratory as well as in the history of science (or historical 
epistemology) the infinitesimal instant of the epistemic void could give us the 
opportunity to ask a new, a differentiated, question of research, to re-arrange the 
elements of the history in the present with regard to a moment of surprise. The 
differential temporality of history relies on the current moment of incidental encounter: 
a moment of confusion, of disorientation in view of the unexpected, a moment of shock.  
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