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Recent studies of capitalist modernity have defined one of its attributes as the acceleration
of social life. This article provides ethnographic insight into one of the drivers of this
acceleration by describing the labor of management consultants as speeding up corporate
activity. Since speed is hard to sell directly, management consultants foster an intense
temporality in the people they work with, one that highlights the temporal nature of all things
and stresses temporal finitude. As part of selling speed, consultants need to develop this
temporality themselves. The resulting alienation stems not only from temporal incongruities
but also from feelings of being trapped in time, as well as blindness to the long-lasting and
the potentially infinite aspects of human existence. [capitalism, corporations, consulting, time,
time management, temporality]

One of the defining contradictions of management consultants is that they dominate time
while simultaneously being perfectly subservient to it. This surprised me when I first
worked as an employee in the Berlin office of a consultancy firm based in the United
States and then studied these consultants as an independent researcher, totaling twenty-six
months, starting in September 2011. As part of this research, I also conducted interviews
with members of leading consulting companies.

On the one hand, my colleagues remained constantly aware of their project deadlines,
timelines, and appointments. They frequently worked with Gantt charts, i.e., visual repre-
sentations that meticulously delineated the expected completion of future work processes,
and they carried out time-and-motion studies in which corporate workflows were mea-
sured with a stopwatch. Moreover, they regularly described client employees in their slides
and spreadsheets as “full-time equivalents (FTEs)” and learned how to calculate the “net
present value” of corporate investments; that is, the fictive present monetary value of future
investments made over long periods of time. In all of these activities, my colleagues made
time an explicit matter of their concern, showing that they mastered duration, foresight,
sequencing, and rhythm as in few other professions.

On the other hand, they seemed to be subservient to time to an extreme. Many, if not
all, professed that days and weeks felt simply too short to get their work done, and they
frequently sweated over writing spreadsheet analyses and presentation slides until they
reached their physical limits. While at work, they often struggled with sleep deprivation
and rapid weight gain. In fact, my more established colleagues mentioned to me, only half
in jest, that after becoming a consultant, one would gain around five kilograms in weight.
One colleague broke her nose walking into a glass door after several days of very little
sleep, while another fainted repeatedly because of constant fatigue and an unhealthy diet.
When illness struck, many of my colleagues did not feel they could take time off from
work. As a result, three of them suffered from eardrum ruptures after they continued to
fly with heavy colds and the cabin pressure had become too much for them. One, who
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did not think she could ignore pressing work deadlines in spite of a bladder infection,
developed an inflammation of the pelvis, while others suffered from stomach ulcers and
seemingly endless colds. One colleague suffered a stress-related nervous breakdown that,
combined with depression, turned into hospitalized paranoia, and another had a heart
attack. These were among the very sad developments I witnessed in the field. While some
gendered exceptions to the tendency of overworking among management consultants may
exist, in that male employees occasionally fake work activity (Reid 2015), this was not
the rule among my colleagues. Instead, during my research, the ethnographic issue I was
confronted with was why management consultants should simultaneously be dominant over
and subservient to time to such an extreme degree.

Addressing this question seems particularly pertinent in light of how important yet
understudied management consultants are in anthropology (cf. Chong 2012). They have
played a major role in the global spread of the multidivisional management model made
popular in the United States (McKenna 2006), and in the establishment of a new spirit
of capitalism that rejects bureaucracy, embraces leadership and innovation, and fosters
self-control (Boltanski and Chiapello 2005). In Germany, management consultants are
predominantly hired in private sector manufacturing and finance (BDU 2014). Usually
employed by large and highly diversified corporations for projects that can last from just
a few weeks to several months, management consultants provide plans and analyses to
middle and upper management on how to significantly alter parts of their business. Most
academic writing on consultants has focused on their roles as information providers and
analysts (Armbrüster 2006; Thrift 1997), while some writing foregrounds the ways in
which consultants help foster corporate power hierarchies (O’Mahoney and Study 2015;
Stein 2017).

In this article, I provide an alternative view of consultants’ work by arguing that one of
the principal products of their labor is to accelerate the working lives of others. Consultants
often get hired by managers to speed up processes and staff. In order to do so, they
need to establish modes of analysis and kinds of relations that constantly evaluate labor
with reference to its temporal attributes. They thus spread what is called an “intense
temporality,” that is a relationship to time that constantly highlights the temporal aspects
of life and focuses on temporal finitude (Gingrich, Ochs, and Swedlund 2002). As part of
their catalytic function, they need to serve as exemplars of temporal dominance, thereby
developing this intense temporality themselves. This drives both their long working days,
through which they try to achieve within the time of a project what others would deem
impossible, and the permanent urgency with which they operate. The resulting form of
alienation does not just stem from temporal incongruities, say between their bodies and
the constraints of a project, but also from a feeling of being trapped in time as well as a
blindness to the long-lasting and the potentially infinite aspects of human existence.

In providing a description of how speed is sold in a corporate environment, this ethnog-
raphy speaks to the curious fact that an increase in wealth among workers under capitalism
does not lead people to work less (Thompson 1967, 95; Rosa 2013). The management con-
sultants with whom I worked and whom I later studied specialized in “strategic” manage-
ment advice, and were among the top 10 percent of income earners in Germany. However,
their daily lives were dominated by feelings of impatience and the almost constant effort to
ensure a purposive use of time. Various explanations have been given as to how this tread-
mill effect of capitalist modernity is brought about. Eriksen (2001) and Boyer (2013, 5)
recently highlighted rapid improvements in communication technology and increased flow
of information as two of its drivers. These factors clearly mattered in my field site, where
all employees were meant to be constantly available to their bosses and peers. Nevertheless,
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the disproportionate speed and length of the workday with which consultants operate still
exceeded that of many other users of similar technologies.

As I show in the following, the temporality of management consultants is more closely
related to the nature of capitalist production. Postone famously linked social acceleration
and capitalism, arguing that capitalist value creation is static, and that each advance in
productivity compels all competing producers to follow suit (1993, 289–90). Harvey made
a similar point, holding that there is an “omnipresent incentive for individual capitalists to
accelerate their turnover time vis-à-vis the social average” (1992, 229–30); this incentive
serves as a main driver for faster economic processes and social life in general. This article
adds to these insights, by showing that in the work of management consultants, speed is
no longer just a by-product of capitalist value production but has become a commodity
in and of itself. The human activities that are already part of capitalist production are
constantly being put under renewed scrutiny as part of an ursprüngliche Akkumulation
(original accumulation) of time under capitalism (Marx 2005). This form of accumulation
is ursprünglich not in the sense of preceding capitalist production, but in that it explicitly
entails the reassessment of sources once production processes are already in place. In the
corporate context of the German middle class, speed is not sold as a biochemical substance
(Pine 2016), but consultants try to bring it about by establishing an intense temporality, that
is, a relationship to time that finds expression in analytic metrics, organizational structure,
and work practices.

Labor has been rediscovered as a key human activity for the creation of temporal con-
gruence in capitalist modernity (Bear 2014a, 2014b), which raises questions as to what the
consequences of speeding up work may be. Anthropologists studying corporate settings
have established the insight that time is multiple (Adam 1994). They have shown temporal
incongruities between financial spheres of circulation and material production (LiPuma and
Lee 2004, 37; 2005, 420–22), between corporate employees and idealized others (Miyazaki
2003; 2013, 103), and between the historical and the “attritional” temporalities of unionists
and political activists (Lazar 2014). They have equally pointed out that economic reasoning
may drive different aspects of temporal ordering, evacuating either the near future (Guyer
2007), the past (Abram 2014), or the contemporary (Holmes and Marcus 2006). While
these multiplicities persisted in my field site, the most noteworthy effect of selling and
exemplifying speed was that my colleagues felt as if they were trapped in time. They be-
moaned their private lives were durchgetaktet (booked solid), and that it was increasingly
hard to reinquätschen (squeeze) activities into their days. This points to the loss of less
immediately purposive conceptions of time, in which certain aspects of human existence
could be given greater prominence.

I begin by briefly describing a work project for a paper mill, and outline that speed was
one of the principal products that our team of consultants sold. I then describe a series
of organizational features and work practices that established an intense temporality as a
precondition for selling this speed. I finish by highlighting the nature of alienation in this
particular temporal context and the class-dependent ways of dealing with it.

Selling Speed
In April 2012, I began working as a management consultant on a project for a paper mill.
Giulio, the partner1 responsible for the project, had described the work over the phone as
a “diagnostic,” stating that it was our job to look at the mill’s work processes, identify
what worked well and what did not, and locate the mill’s growth potential. As an internal
document summarized it, the basic question to answer was: How can the mill improve
its operations (e.g., reduce costs, improve productivity) in order to further contribute to
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corporate competitiveness? This abstract question was to be answered in just slightly more
than two weeks. I first met Giulio late on a Sunday night at an airport near the mill. He was
in his early thirties, and he struck me as friendly, forthcoming, and highly energetic. We
had arrived a day before our project started so as to be able to begin work in the mill fresh
on Monday morning. During the long late-night shuttle ride to our hotel, Giulio explained
to me and to two other consultants that mill management expected our team to find at least
thirty million Euros worth of “potential,” with 50 percent to be found in labor costs. He
ominously repeated the words “got to find that potential” as we drove past the mill and
made our way to the hotel.

In light of the short time horizon of the project, every hour counted. Our international
team of around twelve consultants had daily morning meetings, during which everyone
reported the work they were about to do, and daily evening debriefing sessions during
which we summarized what improvement potential had been found. My colleagues were
visibly stressed, hammering into their computers and disallowing chatter that was not work
related. They minimized lunch breaks and dinners and generally continued to work after
dinner and until late into night. Giulio was known to work on all weekends to make projects
successful. For this project, we each slept about six hours per night. In this manner, we
were to prove to mill management that we could carry out this diagnostic much faster than
they themselves or any of our competitors would be able to.

Speed also mattered as a source of profit within the mill’s productive processes that
we analyzed. One way of finding potential was to examine the work of forklift drivers in
the company’s largest warehouses. My team received a tour of the mill, interviewed the
managers of different paper storage facilities, and observed forklift driver work routines. We
noted meticulously where and how enormous paper reels were moved from the production
line to storage areas, how long they were stored, when and how often trucks came in, and
how long it took to load them. These observations were summarized in a template provided
by Giulio. An estimated average for each main activity of forklift drivers was entered into a
bar chart. Forklift activities were then color-coded into categories: “value added” (green),
“enabler” (yellow), and “non-value added” (red). If the red activities were removed, either by
retraining staff or rearranging the warehouses, the same amount of work could be done with
fewer nonlabor costs (e.g., savings from fuel for the forklifts and less paper damage) and less
staff. In this process, work activities were converted into time and then imagined as sped up
via changes in training or warehouse layout. The difference between current and imagined
temporalities was then expressed in a percentage change, which could be translated into
monetized “improvement potential”: profit. Thus, by timing the work of forklift drivers,
we established that, ceteris paribus, two of the warehouses showed potential savings of
more than 50 percent. Similar analyses were carried out throughout the paper mill: in its
research and development labs; raw material storage facilities; and at points of interaction
with suppliers, clients, and transport companies. In each instance, recommendations of how
to speed up work processes were converted into potential monetary gains.

In the interviews I conducted, it became clear that management consultants were often
hired to speed up corporate clients in various ways. As Martina, a junior consultant with a
background in finance put it:

I believe that [we are] sometimes [called] because of time. It is much easier to
make decisions for people external to the company and it simply happens a lot
faster. This might sound silly, but in some cases getting things done half a year
later simply costs an awful amount of money.
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A former project boss of mine, who had a penchant for militaristic metaphor, put it more
bluntly:

[Consultants are] troops that you can send in somewhere. They work hard and
they work long hours and they will whip my own troops forward. A little bit
like a rapid Eingreiftruppe (deployment force), when you expect resistance and
do not want to burn yourself or your own men.

Another colleague, who was interning as a consultant expressed in shock that we were
“like the grey gentlemen in Momo,” fictional characters in one of Germany’s most famous
children books, who used mathematics and rhetoric to make people work harder and
steal their free time (Ende 1986). Finally, the point that consultants worked as agents of
acceleration was made most poetically by a senior consultant’s wife, who said with an air
of melancholy that we worked “only so as to make the world spin a little faster.”

From the point of view of clients, this was equally true. Dr. Marke, a senior member of
the strategy department of a major German manufacturing company stated in an interview:

I find it incredibly fast to discuss a topic with [management consultants] and
to have the first slides on it already on the following day. This is what they are
very good at [ . . . ]. You do not wait for long but you can simply run for it and
see the board with [the documents]. This is an advantage because your own
company often does not have the time and the people to do this.

Dr. Marke added that he was aware of the downside of this style of work; namely, the
consultant analyses that he had seen had not been of the highest quality because they
privileged structure and speed over analytic rigor.

A Permanent State of Exception
As the example above has shown, the catalytic function of consultants is based on establish-
ing an intense temporality—a relationship to time that foregrounds the temporal attributes
of most if not all activities in a corporation while at the same time highlighting temporal
finitude. On the one hand, this is done via the collective understanding of management
consultants and their clients that the former are called when the latter consider themselves
to be in turmoil (Berger 2014), in need of some radical change (Isern & Pung 2007) or
far-reaching structural change (Bain & Company 2014). Management consulting was thus
understood to take place in a state of exception, which justified the high daily fees that
consultancy companies charged, since exceptional times were assumed to have long-lasting
economic implications. This in turn warranted exceptionally expensive advice, in which
decisions parted from established norms so as to be revealed in their “absolute purity”
(Schmitt [1922] 2005, 13). Since the state of exception was assumed to be limited in time,
senior consultants negotiated contracts with clients on a so-called per diem basis, where
each consultant’s time cost a predefined daily amount and project deadlines with clearly
delimitated outcomes were set from the start. From the perspective of the client, the excep-
tion stopped when a project came to an end, while from the perspective of the consultant,
it was permanent (Agamben 2005, 2).

On the one hand, this meant that after selling a project, senior consultants had an incentive
to claim that exceptional amounts of work would be possible for their teams, both to justify
the vast amounts of money spent on them and to prove that they were capable of using time
better than anyone else. It also meant that the work of consultants was always marked by
a clearly demarcated deadline, at which time analyses were to be rendered and promises
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were to be fulfilled, and when ties with a client were to be ended. In this “promissory
atmosphere” (Strathern 2011), future activity was established as being finite from Day 1,
and the finitude of time was enshrined in the Gantt charts, prescheduled meetings, and
“milestones” presented at the beginning of each project.

Interestingly, this emphasis on temporal finitude persisted with respect to the consultants’
own careers. My colleagues and then interviewees had specifically temporal understandings
as to where they should be on the consulting career ladder: after one to three years, one
should able to run one’s own subprojects; after three to five years, lead a project; and make
partner around the seven-year mark. This high degree of specificity concerning the expected
timeline of job promotions is a rare feature in capitalist corporations. It more closely reflects
the tightly temporally regulated workings of educational institutions, which might be one
of the reasons why consultancy companies prefer to recruit recent university graduates.

The consultants’ progress was thereby not primarily assessed based on their salaries,
the size of their bonuses, or the access they had to exclusive meetings and workspaces.
It was more about whether or not they lagged behind their peer group, that is, the group
of people with whom they had started their job. Biannual promotion rounds were held, at
which time one was expected to advance to the next level. The most successful consultants
were promoted early while the less successful ones were promoted late, and hierarchy was
expressed in how “fast” one had made it to a particular position. Regular e-mails to the
whole firm that announced who had been promoted in a specific round thereby fostered
competition among company employees through the use of a temporal idiom.

Consulting was also a state of exception in the sense that common degrees of temporality
did not apply. Consider how consultant Susanne described her work, when talking about
the characteristics of a good consultant: “The standard saying [on projects] was things are
burning, things are burning, things are burning everywhere. [This is when you need to]
exude calm and sobriety with the client and with your team.” She pointed out the paradox
that projects were routinely conceived of as being exceptionally urgent. Meetings could not
be postponed, analyses that clients had asked for had to be available right away, and delays
of any kind were interpreted as a lack of professionalism. The consultants transmitted this
understanding to the lower echelons of client staff. For example, when they asked members
of Sales or Human Resource departments for internal company data, they made clear in
e-mails, phone calls, and personal encounters that they would need this data as soon as
possible. Employees who did not deliver quickly enough were regularly reminded of the
urgency of the situation, until data requests were “escalated,” that is, passed up to their
superiors. Consultants thus acted as representatives of upper management, to whom any
delays in work activity needed to be justified. The state of exception was spread from the
top of a corporation down to its lower levels.

As the above descriptions of bodily breakdowns have shown, the permanent urgency of
management consulting was often unsustainable. This was reflected in the “steep pyramid
structure” of consulting companies, in which a large number of junior consultants worked
for a few years at the bottom and only a handful of profit-sharing seniors operated at the
top. This structure was necessary in a macro-economic environment of declining demand
and increasing competition to ensure high salary increases with each promotional step
(McKenna 2006, 193; Hill 2013). However, it was also required to enable a vast number
of new recruits to uphold the catalytic function of management consultancies, and to retain
people who could keep up the pace years on end, like Giulio. Again, recent graduates from
top universities made for particularly apt recruits in this case, not primarily because of their
intelligence, skill, or experience but because they were ambitious, respected hierarchy, and
had been trained to work long hours toward clearly defined deadlines.
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Common degrees of temporality also did not seem to apply with respect to the consultants’
own career paths. Here, management consulting constituted an exception in the sense that
colleagues and research participants conceived of it mostly as a break from normal life.
For most, if not all, it was understood that their jobs were to last only a couple of years,
and served as a Sprungbrett (springboard) into something else. It was a liminal episode of
their lives and a training ground for later, either to make it into upper-management levels
of private corporations, to gain money and experience for starting businesses, or to pass
the time until really understanding what one wanted to do in life. This idea was shared by
recruiters of consulting firms, who actively presented the profession as a means of learning
what other jobs were out there. In all of these cases, consulting itself was to be a catalyst that
sped up a career. Time was of the essence in all of these considerations, and a conception
of time marked by finitude was one of its main expressions.

Temporal Exemplars
Buying and selling speed required the exemplary instantiation of temporal dominance in
daily work practices (Robbins 2015). During the first few weeks of working as management
consultants, my colleagues and I took part in a series of training camps that were meant to
prepare us for the job. In each of these, the emphasis on speed and on constantly finding
a purposive use of time stood out. We were asked to solve business case studies in small
teams, but were systematically given far too much literature and information to digest in far
too little time. Our trainers reminded us that we would never be able to solve the cases in the
time provided unless we structured our work efficiently among our teams, and they regularly
entered our offices to remind us that we had only a few minutes left until we needed to
present our findings. Other exercises taught us to top-down kommunizieren (communicate
top-down); that is, when asked what we were working on, to state only the outcomes of our
work rather than its process or shortcomings. Trainers equally engaged us in role-play in
which one of them pretended to be a distracted and visibly hectic CEO, to whom we had
to present project results in just a few seconds as we shared an imaginary elevator.

Living and exemplifying an intense temporality remained essential while on the job.
Consulting was seen to require physical presence with the client, so my colleagues usually
woke up between 4 a.m. and 5:30 a.m. on Mondays, caught taxis to the airport, and boarded
early flights between 6 a.m. and 7 a.m. It was the industry standard to be impeccably
dressed and to travel with an absolute minimum of belongings, as anything other than
carry-on luggage would slow down check-in and exiting at airports. Thus, every Monday
at around 6 a.m., the airports of Düsseldorf, Frankfurt, Munich, and Berlin turned into seas
of men and women in dark suits, aged between twenty-five and thirty-five, who made their
way with a mixture of fatigue, routine, and impatience through security checks, business
lounges, and boarding queues.

One could feel the tension rising during these early hours of the week. While waiting at
gates, my colleagues were already on their smartphones to write e-mails or text colleagues
(Ho 2009, 179). A few had their laptops open to work on particularly urgent slide presenta-
tions, more e-mails, or quantitative analyses. Upon arrival, we would be the first to deplane
so as to catch taxis to our clients’ office buildings. Everyone continued to read and write
messages on their smartphones and laptops in taxis, letting team members already onsite
know where they were, when they would arrive, inquiring if any work had come in, and
reviewing documents.

Late on a typical Monday evening, we took taxis to nearby hotels, where my colleagues
and I often worked until bedtime. This continued throughout the week, usually until
Thursday evening, when everyone returned home, often leaving for airports at the last
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possible moment. Friday was known as office-day, during which team members worked
from their home cities. They tended to end work early, usually between 6 p.m. and 8
p.m., and many found themselves relatively relaxed, as they were not under the direct
supervision of bosses or clients.

Workdays were marked not only by working at high speed but also by long days that did
not end until, on average, at 11 p.m. Tim, a junior project leader who suffered a minor heart
attack a few months after our interview, said:

As a consultant you are always in survival mode . . . because somehow you
quickly have to get information, process things fast to understand them and
rapidly decide what is important. In this setting you are always a bit hunted.
. . . I have just been on holiday for six weeks and many people have told me
that I seem very relaxed in contrast to how they used to perceive me. I myself
also noticed a really silly thing: somehow this bruise on my arm that had not
healed in four months healed within a month of holidays, which tells me a lot.
I think this teaches [me] to rigorously prioritise.

This intense temporality did not seem to decrease the further one climbed up the company
hierarchy. Project leaders were overworked: they had to constantly deal with clients while
being held responsible by senior partners for project success. The latter were in charge of
several projects at a time, which meant they usually flew three to five times a week to check
in at least once on each project. They depended heavily on their secretaries for managing
their “back-to-back” calendars, and they could become furious when this was not done
correctly.

For consultants, their intense temporality was a key marker of distinction between them
and their clients. This was particularly true for middle management and lower-level white-
collar employees at client offices, with whom junior consultants would work on a daily
basis. These groups were frequently derided in conversations among colleagues as getting
to work late, leaving early, and generally unable to mithalten (keep up the pace). It was
also true for client companies as a whole, which were often labeled during my interviews
as unattractive potential future employers, because one could stagnate, staying in the same
position for years. These clients were likened to oil tankers, because they took a very long
time to change direction.

My colleagues used a temporal idiom to mark themselves as superior to their clients.
When someone produced a large number of analyses and slides, or ran many seemingly
productive meetings in a row, it was sometimes called “magic time.” This intense temporal-
ity thus positioned the client as a temporal Other, not merely through allochronism—that is,
the deliberate denial of coevality by locating others in another time (Fabian 1983, 32)—but
also by defining their differing kinds of temporality as sources of weakness.

Clients clearly recognized this temporal discrepancy. At times, they would do so with
admiration, such as when they commented on how impressed they were at the speed and
the times of the day at which we were still working. At other times, they would joke about
us spending nights at the office, and mention with a mixture of compassion and mockery
how they received e-mails from us both late at night and early in the morning. In the latter
instances, they presented their own temporality as one based on personal life choices rather
than as an inability of living up to objective temporal demands.

One of the ways in which temporality was expressed by my interviewees and colleagues
was through a loss of patience. When asked how the work had changed her overall,
interviewee Andrea stressed:
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I believe work has rendered me a little more impatient. . . . That must be due
to the fact that we are used to working under pressure and to having all kinds
of deadlines. When you are under stress, the unnecessary things, like a queue
at the airport or a dysfunctional boarding pass, are a little too much. It is the
small things that you did not expect that become the last straw that breaks the
camel’s back.

This was observable on a daily basis: when at work, consultants walked fast and often
interrupted one another in conversation. Entering an elevator, they would always press
the button that closes the elevator doors, so as to gain a few seconds, and everyone used
their smartphones whenever they had moments to spare. It was common to be on smart-
phones (mostly via headset) while driving, dealing with taxi drivers, or checking into
and out of hotels. In conversations, everyone quickly wanted to get to the point; at air-
ports, restaurants, hotels, and taxi stands, there was very little tolerance for having to wait
in line.

Impatience was also increasingly notable in people’s private lives. Michaela, for example
explained:

My mother . . . does not know how to communicate top-down. When she tells
me what she did yesterday, then I ask her to say the same thing with only half
the words, now again with half the words, now again, and now it is ok. You
simply value your time very differently and you get upset about periods of
Leerlaufzeiten (unused time).

Time Management and Temporal Angst
The intense temporality of management consulting increased the risk of becoming over-
worked. During initial job training, we were taught that time management2 would be a key
skill to learn. Poor time management, in turn, would cause one to overstrain. Nevertheless,
overwork was frequently discussed during rare breaks and weekend get-togethers. It also
came up regularly in work performance evaluations, in which having strong time manage-
ment skills was one of only a handful of official prerequisites necessary to make it to the
next level in the company hierarchy.

Various time management techniques existed. For reasons of brevity, I will discuss only
one of them; namely, the practice of pushback geben (giving pushback), an activity that
some considered an art form. It consisted simply in refusing to carry out particular tasks
while still conveying personal enthusiasm and willingness to help to the person requesting
it. Partners, secretaries, research staff, and consultants all quickly picked up on how to do
this: They would love to help out but were “unfortunately on a very urgent project;” they
would like to look into something but “other tasks were currently much more pressing;”
they would think that doing an additional bit of analysis was a great idea but they were
currently “totally under water” (in other words, flooded with work).

Refusing job requests in this polite yet very firm fashion, which still expressed one’s
desire to do more work, was considered a key skill. Giving pushback was so important that
it was explicitly mentioned in internal documents for newcomers and regularly discussed
at work. Project leaders often made jokes about how they gave pushback to partners and
clients, showing that they were willing to take risks for their teams. They also joked about
the trickery that it involved. Pushback showed skills for upward management by exerting
influence over clients and bosses who always wanted more work while the goal was to gain
some free time or work in a more relaxed way.
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Giving pushback involved not only refusing work in the right kind of tone but also
judging the importance of particular tasks so as to refuse, or de-prioritize, the right ones.
For example, a consultant might be able to conduct an analysis and present findings quickly,
after only one hour or so into the job. If the project leader, partner, or client insisted on
going further, then the consultant could always do more; frequently, however, a first-shot
analysis was considered sufficient. If this was the case, the consultant had Zeit gespart
(saved time) or Zeit gewonnen (gained time) by not doing too much.

Another way was to emphasize one’s limited amount of time to partners and clients, and
to ask which exact tasks were expected within the given timeframe. That said, there were no
hard-and-fast rules for giving pushback well. It depended on gauging what tasks the people
in charge expected, and at what stage they might consider the work insightful or convincing.
Consultants, therefore, needed to rely on their knowledge of the social constellations of the
people involved, their emotions, and communicative styles as well as the temporal nature
of their projects (Zaloom 2012). The management of one’s own time thus turned out to be
a fundamentally social exercise.

In spite of the consultants’ constant concern with time management, their goal of getting
free time was systematically missed. I suggest here that this was in part due to a tragic
aspect inherent in the notion of time management itself. Like the analytic approaches,
organizational features, and work practices described above, time management constructed
all activities principally with reference to their temporal attributes and to an understanding
of time in which it was inherently limited. It thereby made reference to death as the mother
of all deadlines (cf. Bloch and Parry 1982; Willerslev, Christensen, and Meinert 2013),
both in the sense that all activity will at some point be over and that everything aims at its
own finitude (Heidegger 2006, 245). Consultants were thus conditioned to disregard the
infinite aspects of all things temporal; thus time management was tragic, in the sense that
it co-created what it was supposed to counteract.

Moreover, time management locates the responsibility for how time is spent in the
individual subject. Many of my colleagues and interviewees complained in private con-
versations that upon pointing out to their bosses that they were overworked, accusations
of mismanaging their time were likely to follow. As one put it: “When you work too
hard and when you do long hours [they simply tell you that] you are shit at prioritiz-
ing.” I do not believe that my colleagues and interviewees aimed at failure as an endpoint
in these instances (Miyazaki and Riles 2007). Partners tended to defend the normative
ideal of working from 8 a.m. to 8 p.m. even if junior consultants complained that it
hardly ever materialized. Thus, time management techniques served as one avenue through
which the hope of making the job sustainable in the long run was upheld (cf. Miyazaki
2006).

In light of the intense temporality with which consultants operated, a key form of
alienation, here understood as an unfruitful appropriation of self and world (Jaeggi 2014,
256n), was the feeling of being trapped in time. The constant focus on temporal aspects,
finitude, and the individual subject formed a peculiar sort of existentialism, in which
temporal angst or angoisse became the daily norm (Sartre 1970, 2; Crowell 2004). My
colleagues were not just concerned with the temporal politics of work (Verderey 1996,
39). Neither were they primarily anxious about the contingent nature of future social
relationships (Stafford 2007, 72), nor temporal incongruities (Vogl 2010, 126; Borneman
1993; Miyazaki 2003). What they struggled with was their potential inability of living
up to temporal constraints that seemed objective, inescapable, and exceedingly important.
Every aspect of their lives, whether it was a weekend visit to the movies or a telephone
conversation with their parents, was now construed with respect to its temporal attributes.
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This kind of temporality stood in polar opposition to the long-term time horizons of ecology,
religious belief, or the timelessness of, for example, certain parts of Balinese temporality,
in which death can be rendered less relevant through the emphasis on depersonalized and
eternal symbolic orders (Geertz 1973, 389–91). Such alternative temporalities were made
invisible by the work regime analyzed here.

The opportunities of dealing with this kind of alienation were specific to the class
position of the consultants in question (Carrier and Kalb 2015). When my colleagues felt
that they could not keep up the pace anymore, that the temporal constraints of their lives
had become overwhelming, or that the full dedication of their lives to their workplace was
not worth it, they also felt that they could find another job fairly easily. All of them had high
incomes and excellent CVs, were still young enough to be hired elsewhere, and possessed
the necessary habitus to begin working in the Berlin start-up scene or into more relaxed
yet stable employment arrangements in the public or private sector. This opportunity, to
change temporality when they reached its limits, was not available to people of lower-class
positions (Pine 2016). Consultants thus lived and spread a temporality that they were only
rarely able to uphold.

Conclusion
I have followed Gell (1992) in trying as much as possible to hold assumptions at bay about
the nature of time while focusing on how consultants related to it through a series of analytic
approaches, organizational features, and work practices. I have argued that these most often
expressed an intense temporality; that is, a relationship to time that stressed the temporal
nature of all things and highlighted temporal finitude. This constituted the precondition for
selling speed, here discovered as a source of income for consultants and their managerial
clients in contemporary capitalism.

This argument has provided a new angle on the broader question of why speeding up the
world may be seen as generative of capitalist value creation, even if it causes severe bodily
strain on many of the people involved. While the approaches by Postone (1993) and Harvey
(1992) foreground the competitive position of companies, the material described here points
instead to a view of the firm held by consultancy partners and upper management. For them,
firms were first and foremost collectivities in which the idea of profit was closely tied to
predefined company functions. Insofar as capitalist firms are functionalist collectivities, the
friction of concrete production processes (Tsing 2005)—namely, the temporal constraints
described here—had to be constantly overcome. Consultants’ unachievable end state would
have been one that would fully transcend temporal constraints and thereby time itself. The
efforts of consultants in spreading the temporality inherent in this vision of the firm were
doomed from the start insofar as time remained inescapable (Munn 1992, 93). Nevertheless,
to the extent that consultants altered the intervals of social life (Leach [1961] 1971, 135),
they could create capitalist value by speeding up those parts of production that were held
to be conducive to a company’s concrete functions and sources of profit, provided they
avoided bodily collapse in the process.

A second driver for the value of speed lay in the abstract nature of the work regime itself.
While many anthropological studies of time have focused on the material requirements of
products and tools in economic activity, ranging from the rhythms of agricultural production
(Dobler 2016) to the use of raw materials and machines in artisanal shops and factories, the
timeframes of consulting were largely removed from these constraints. The link between
the length of a project and actual productive processes—for example, the temporality of
paper production and the two weeks that our project in the mill lasted—was sometimes
tenuous, and at other times fully arbitrary. In spite of this, the shared understanding that
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consultants demonstrated during exceptional times and the need to instantiate temporal
dominance as part of selling speed meant that finitude was experienced as hyper-real.

The concrete effects on the bodies of my colleagues were not hard to miss. and showed
that even the most abstract forms of labor do not lack reality for those who carry it out.

Notes
I would like to thank the APLA Student Paper Prize Committee, including Jennifer Curtis,
Kathleen Sullivan, and Dominic Boyer for greatly improving this article. I would also like
to thank my PhD supervisor, Sian Lazar, as well as the three anonymous PoLAR reviewers
for helping me refine the article from its initial drafts. The Heinrich Böll Foundation and
the Wellcome Trust (106635/Z/14/Z) generously funded this research.

1. All names are pseudonyms. Partners are senior consultants, responsible for selling
projects to clients.

2. The term was mostly used in the original English. Sometimes consultants also referred
to it as “Zeit managen”.
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