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Hans Ulrich Gumbrecht’s recent work involves rethinking the basic features of our contemporary 

historical consciousness to describe the contours of human temporal experience within a new 

configuration that he calls the Broad Present. This text contains six chapters that intersect 

serendipitously with each other and with issues in philosophy, technology, media and communication, 

sports and aesthetic experience, as well as pedagogy in the humanities. A full understanding does 

require basic digestion of a number of assumptions, themes, and the method of inquiry developed by 

Gumbrecht. In terms of large-scale historical change, he gratefully acknowledges and applies a method 

of historical inquiry from the German historian Rheinhart Koselleck, author of “Future’s Past” and other 

path-breaking works in historiography. He also acknowledges a debt to Foucault’s approach to historical 

discontinuity. Gumbrecht thus eschews any teleological, dialectical, or narrative account of historical 

transformation in favor of a model based on unpredictable ruptures and shifts in the mood of a culture 

that the inhabitants quite suddenly, and unaware, find themselves unaccountably and inexplicably 

thrown into. At the ontological level, Gumbrecht’s hermeneutic framework, derived from Heidegger, 

serves as his way of understanding how beings dwell or exist in the Broad Present. 

One of Gumbrecht’s many strengths as a humanities scholar lies in the way he develops these 

methodological resources into elegant, underdetermined, nuanced, conceptual frameworks that allow 

for serious critical involvement with a writerly text whose pleasure unfolds in the reader’s imagination. 

For example, in a recent work on the topic of latency in culture1 he appropriates and revamps the 

Heidegger term Stimmung, a term that signifies a mood that we find ourselves in, that we do not 

become aware of until we are entangled in it. A mood like this can emerge within (or settle upon) an 

entire culture or a segment within it. Gumbrecht suggests that these moods come out of conditions of 

latency, a sense that something is there, but we know not what, or where, and certainly not why. The 

latency is generated by something unresolved, avoided, or too complex to understand. Whatever it is 

shows up as a mood that cannot be traced to its source. That is, the process that Gumbrecht describes is 

not Freudian. Stimmungen are not like symptoms that can be traced to their origins, which can then be 

worked through. Instead, we feel the latency as a feature of the ground of our being, and it colors our 

encounters with others, but we can never trace it to its source, or origin. The mood is also not Hegelian 

because it is not a necessary stage of the development of historical consciousness, pregnant with the 

next, and only fully comprehensible in light of the end of history. It comes and goes, unpredictably. 

                                                        
1
After 1945: Latency as the Origin of the Present. Palo Alto, Stanford UP, 2013. Print. 
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Gumbrecht implies that the production of latency is increasing as we find ourselves less capable 

today of finding any tangible, verifiable, evidence for our everyday experience of the physical world as 

described by basic science textbooks. We are also often unable to demonstrate anything more than a 

contingent relationship between our beliefs and the world. This failure of evidence applies even to the 

relationship between our beliefs and our actions, a relationship in which the concepts we apply to our 

actions, such as freedom, cause, intention, and will, are themselves historically contingent beliefs. 

In his Schulman Lecture, given at Yale, titled “All that Matters Is Invisible”, Gumbrecht points out the 

flaw in asking for evidence, data, representations, and correspondences between mind and world, and 

between thought and action. The bedrock that modern physics has discovered is unstable and 

fundamentally meaningless within a framework of action and belief that corresponds to human being-

in-the world. We can never come in actual contact with the tiny bits of matter that we are made of, and 

it is interesting that scientists and engineers can now create quantum computers but none of us can see 

our own cells divide as a sign that trying to “know” the world and “know” ourselves is forever 

impossible.   

The second meaning of “all that matters is invisible” is a reminder that no matter how close we come 

to mapping the world epistemologically, that type of understanding does not matter much on the road 

to human fulfillment. 

We take for granted a world we can never touch and a set of ultimate values and beliefs that we 

cannot confirm as true or real. Yet the latency produced by dwelling ambiguously between two layers, 

earth and sky, on nothing but a wing and a prayer, must be accumulating, as if waiting for the right 

configuration of circumstances to emerge. 

Gumbrecht points out that Heidegger’s notion of Dasein was an attempt to deal with the qualitative 

difference between the type of ontological structure in which humans exist and the type of physical 

structure in which quarks exist. From the perspective of Being and Time, the mind does not represent 

things in the world, or beliefs about things in the world, whether small or large, physical or spiritual, 

because the mind is not an entity that represents. Rather, the mind, consciousness, and its 

representations and cognitions, are, in some cases, necessary but not sufficient aspects of the 

organization of any given experience. It is the experience itself, in its totality, that replaces “subjectivity” 

in Heidegger’s philosophy. 

The type of tangible experience that would put us most immediately in touch with the reality of 

modern physics is mentioned by Gumbrecht in an example from Heidegger. To know the power and 

potential of modern physics is not to understand the mathematics of matter and motion, but instead to 

ride at supersonic speed in a fighter jet. Just as the automobile put us in touch with the power and limits 

of acceleration and motion as explained by Newtonian Physics, so the jet allows us to directly 

experience crossing the threshold of sound and experience the subatomic world through a technology 

that touches it in the most direct manner possible. It is one thing to see sound waves and wave 

functions defined in a textbook; yet another to break the sound barrier and feel the terrifying, 

fascinating, potential of the unseen world. 

In addition to the concepts, stimmung and latency, Gumbrecht uses the word chronotope
2
 in a 

general manner to signify the social construction of temporality in a given epoch. 

To gain a sense of the chronotope as a useful concept and to shed more light on the situation in the 

Broad Present, first consider the chronotope that governed the most recent era in western societies, the 

modernist historical consciousness of the 19
th

 and early 20
th

 centuries. In that chronotope, the past was 

understood as a chronological sequence of determined events, usually consisting of: problems and their 

                                                        
2
Gumbrecht does not employ the term chronotope in the same way as its originator, M. M. Bakhtin. 
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solutions, errors and their consequences, and the lessons learned from them. The past was conceived of 

as gone forever, and although we could revisit it in memory, as a dimension of experience, pastness was 

impossible to experience directly; and why bother? This was the era of progress and creative 

destruction, after all. The future was seen as an open horizon of possibilities, inviting humans to launch 

all energy, freedom, power, and knowledge forward into the river of time, helping to give content to its 

form and thereby shape its course. The present was the tiny space of agency between the closed, 

deterministic, past, and the free, open, future. Agency in this chronotope becomes any type of action or 

experience in which we learn from the past in order to exercise a more effective, more efficient, or more 

rational, form of agency, resulting in progress for the individual or the species. 

This structure also contains a moral imperative, those who fail to learn, grow, develop, and make 

measureable progress, are guilty of squandering resources and opportunities that have been offered, 

perhaps entrusted, to them, so that they might advance themselves and the cause. The major systems 

of 19
th

 century thought, although diverse on the surface, all contributed to creating and reproducing the 

modernist chronotope: Hegelianism, Darwinism, Social Darwinism, Marxism, Capitalism, the 

Bildungsroman, which reaches its apex during this period, and Existentialism in its atheistic and theistic 

versions, all relied on a closed past full of mistakes, a present space of agency, sometimes fully 

intentional, sometimes with randomness as a necessary feature, from which the lessons of the past are 

applied to the future, bringing about progress, which is confirmed by a retrospective look at the results. 

Now we must picture, in contrast, human existence in the chronotope of the Broad Present. We are 

standing in the center of a receding horizon. It is so vast that we cannot fathom its boundaries, yet we 

know we are in it and we have access to large swaths of it through electronic technology. This is the 

Broad Present, an ever-expanding circle, containing all of the past, presenting itself as a collection of 

discrete, eternally-present possibilities with varying degrees of context and claims to authenticity. And, 

as an archive of all that ever happened, the Broad Present also contains within it the modernist 

historical consciousness, running, it seems on parallel tracks in opposite directions with divergent 

narratives of history. A variety of scenarios present themselves as equally real and available. Post-

human speculations about immortality, apocalyptic scenarios, imaginary histories, and revisionary 

histories, are dispersed with equal specific gravity in an ocean of information. The center does not hold, 

and yet, there is no sense of loss. The past is too much a part of the centrifugal force of the ever 

expanding present. 

The future, on the other hand, is ambiguously present, but not as an open field of possibilities which 

the humanist subject actualizes. Rather, the future is increasingly experienced as a dim horizon closing 

in upon us, with the same rapidity as the expansion of the present. We don’t have a clear idea of what 

will happen. There is a sense of constriction that does not feel right. Yet we cannot see the way forward. 

The stimmung that pervades our feel for the future is a correlate of angst or dread. The horizon has 

reversed, looming in upon us, and the problems we thought we might solve, or learn from, are now 

revealed as more complicated than we bargained for; and still we must go on. 

Our attitude toward the future, with its uncertainty, risk, and wildly varying scenarios about how it all 

ends, creates a culture of survival, a culture where coping, recovery, and resiliency have become an 

important part of everyday conversation. As we face climate change, the trauma of war, episodic 

eruptions of terrorist violence, persistent racism and xenophobia, recurrent crises in the international 

monetary system, we realize, in angst, that a host of problems we ought to have left dead in the past 

remain alive and come at us from the future. In this chronotope, human agency is constrained and 

enabled by practices of risk management and damage control. Whether making decisions about our 
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health, reputation, or finances, the future is defined as much by attempts to prevent or avoid the bad as 

it is to attain the good, to paraphrase one central idea in Ulrich Beck’s Risikogesellschaft
3
. 

Consider that today’s most optimistically voiced and scientifically argued utopian scenarios are 

viewed by many as dystopias. The reason for this is very simple. Myths or religious beliefs about the 

future are far more believable than scientific predictions, because mythical or religious beliefs are 

accepted as part of a worldview, which contains an eschatology, and a chronotope of its own. However, 

once we find ourselves outside of that mythic framework, yet still trying to prove and predict the future, 

all science is equivocal. 

For example, scientist, author, and Google executive Raymond Kurzweil has been taken seriously by 

some when he claims that the interconnectedness of various forms of information technology, 

biotechnology, nature, and humanity will integrate, learn, become conscious, and form a singularity. The 

optimists believe that the singularity will be intelligent in ways we are too dumb to imagine and will 

perceive things in ways we cannot visualize. Whether our own lives will have some continuity, or we will 

be submerged in the singularity, is an open question. After all, the singularity is not Heaven, it is a 

hypothesis about how the physical world will be organized in the near future. This provides no certainty, 

but instead, looms as an ambiguous and unsatisfying account of how the future shapes, or perhaps 

devours, us. 

We are here, now what do we do? Gumbrecht identifies an affinity between the chronotype of the 

Broad Present and an approach to existing, knowing, and creating that he calls The Prose of the World. 

This is a phrase from Hegel, who stated that certain forms of consciousness, which he associated with 

the writing of Diderot, frustrated and fascinated him because he could not synthesize them or fit them 

into his narrative of historical progress. The Prose of the World suggests a form of perspectivism in 

which historical events, works of art, and human beings are studied and evaluated because they are 

intrinsically interesting, not because they are world historical individuals who fulfill a role in the march 

toward the absolute. The Prose of the World approach places a heavy demand on our ability to carefully 

observe, analyze, and synthesize information in service of our life plans. However, rather than trying to 

verify whether one’s beliefs and actions are correct, measureable, and fit into a plan, we ought to spend 

our time retrieving, refashioning, and reimagining the resources in the Broad Present. 

For example, people who devote two months out of the year to re-enacting Medieval lifestyles 

certainly do not believe they have travelled back in time and have thereby “really” become Medieval. 

They may simply believe that investing themselves in enacting a version of a life that intrigues them is a 

more valid way to create the present in the face of an uncertain future rather than drifting along 

through life aimlessly, yet on schedule. 

How can scholars in the Humanities contribute to the Prose of the World? Gumbrecht recommends a 

way of approaching material that is better suited to our age and to the continued relevance of the 

humanities. This pedagogy is defined in terms of: Contemplation, Riskful Thinking, and Imagination. 

Gumbrecht encourages us to deliberately slow down, to revisit texts that we think we understand, to 

compare, to synthesize, to assemble a deeper understanding of a fewer number of things, rather than, 

for example, serve as information providers in the new digital humanities industry
4
. 

Contemplation allows perspectives to emerge and give rise to fruitful associations over time. 

Contemplation should also include tangible presence. One can publish an article about the Mona Lisa 

without ever seeing it and then go stand in line, perhaps with aching feet, and contemplate its presence. 

The lasting memory will be of the contemplation of its presence, not facts assembled in the article. 

                                                        
3
Ulrich Beck, Risk Society: Towards a New Modernity. London: SAGE, 1992.  Print 

4
The example is the Reviewer’s. 
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Scholars and thinkers should therefore describe as well as inhabit modes of engagement that are 

tangible, like experiencing the presence of sunlight touching the body, or being-in-the-sun, as opposed 

to consuming pills as a means to absorb vitamin D. 

Riskful Thinking is best exemplified in Gumbrecht’s own conflicted relationship with the work of 

Heidegger, whose politics and anti-semitism Gumbrecht repeatedly points out and condemns, but 

whose philosophy, for many, provides the most relevant way of understanding the world we inhabit and 

the dangers that remain concealed within it. More generally, Riskful Thinking involves practicing 

techniques such as close reading, deconstruction, counterfactual analysis, and random utopian 

speculations, that introduce nuance and complexity into our understanding and provide signposts and 

faint paths between the layers of information that the world consists of. This is also another way to 

short circuit our tendency to serve as conduits for information. 

Imagination refers to developing the ability to fashion memories, impressions, sounds, and smells, 

into snapshots of time and place. History is here, now, and the future provides no way to make sense of 

it, so it is up to the scholarly imagination to enrich, enliven, transform, and embody the past. Gumbrecht 

performs this task beautifully through his life and work.  

The Prose of the World approach does shift the emphasis in both learning and living toward sifting 

creatively through information and creating coherence in experience. And yet, the deeper point is really 

not that “information overload” is overwhelming us. Humans always find ways to reduce, synthesize, 

and pay attention to things that matter in a complex environment. The stimuli available to a 

Neanderthal are enough to cause bewilderment if not blocked, shaped, channeled, and framed in a way 

that allows him to survive. The process of selection, canonization, and valorization will still apply to what 

a culture remembers and attends to in the Broad Present. We will not simply be flooded with 

information
5
. 

Information selection and retrieval will also be structured by Bourdieusian “fields” of interest and 

taste. These fields will continue to overlap, reinforce each other, and shed light on aspects of the Broad 

Present that are significant. Conversely, what is forgotten or cast into oblivion will not really be present, 

even if stored forever.  

The deeper problem has to do with a diminished space for experiences of presence and the 

expansion of a space of deferral. This, although humans have also always dwelled within technologically-

mediated environments, the type of hyper-mediated environment that we now inhabit, which produces 

a way of relating to the other in a mode of deferral of presence because the totality of our experience 

cannot be made present. 

The first reason for this is that sufficiently large dimension of our experience, especially in 

information-rich, hyper-mediated environments, bears the trace of its own status as a representation 

which is present in that moment as something potentially present forever. Whether this be a kind of 

action, like an instructional video, or a digital image of a location, “the Taj Mahal”, or an idea; it appears 

to us as doubled, containing an eternal copy of itself within our experience of it; one part here now, one 

part there forever. Moreover, dwelling in an environment whose temporal structure is radically 

asynchronous, characterized by rapid shifts in content and context, constant interruptions, and the lure 

of escape and distraction, must produce the dim perception that major aspects of one’s experience feel 

as if they are not really happening, and probably never will, but are still somehow present, contributing 

to the experience. 

This aspect, the interweaving of digital and physical structures of time, space, and interaction in our 

experience, the infusion or even conquest of memory over present experience and the complexity of 

                                                        
5
http://www.npr.org/2016/12/07/504706640/information-overload-not-everybody-is-feeling-it-pew-study-says 
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temporal experience is only part of the issue, and has been addressed in its fully reflexive form by 

modernist authors such as Proust: 

 

No sooner had the warm liquid, and the crumbs with it, touched my palate than a shudder ran 

through my whole body, and I stopped, intent upon the extraordinary changes that were taking 

place. An exquisite pleasure had invaded my senses, but individual, detached, with no suggestion of 

its origin. And at once the vicissitudes of life had become indifferent to me, its disasters innocuous, 

its brevity illusory - this new sensation having had on me the effect which love has of filling me with a 

precious essence; or rather this essence was not in me, it was myself … Whence could it have come 

to me, this all-powerful joy? I was conscious that it was connected with the taste of tea and cake, but 

that it infinitely transcended those savors, could not, indeed, be of the same nature as theirs. 

Whence did it come? What did it signify? How could I seize upon and define it? … what an abyss of 

uncertainty whenever the mind feels it has strayed beyond its own borders; when it, the seeker, is at 

once the dark region through which we must go seeking, where all its equipment will avail to 

nothing. Seek? More than that: create. It is face to face with something which does not so far exist, 

to which it alone can give reality and substance, which it alone can bring to the light of day (Proust 

34-35). 

 

In light of passages like this, living in the Broad Present can be understood as a rarefied version of the 

typical Proustian experience of time, memory, and existence. 

Yet the most intractable part of the problem of losing touch with presence is that we are not 

electronic-brainish enough to sustain it for long. We now face a situation in which the form of a great 

number of technologically mediated experiences available to us requires a qualitative transformation in 

the way that we inhabit a nexus of interaction whose evolution we have amplified to the point where 

technologies are so intelligent and efficient that they gather our world together into totalities we cannot 

experience directly. These smart technologies contribute to the ambiguity and lack of fit by 

misidentifying our tastes, habits, and preferences, through algorithms that work without the context 

sensitivity of humans, such as those which compile lists of things we ought to like, listen to, or watch, 

which often contain hilarious anomalies. 

The space of deferral will expand, it seems, because the evolution of perception and consciousness 

runs behind the evolution of the conditions of experience, making “online presence” impossible at this 

point. 

The form of life in which “we” dwell in the future will have to be based upon a symbiosis of biology 

and technology, given our experience features of connectivity and plasticity that reveal the world that 

we currently touch indirectly and in a jerky, stilted, manner more readily accessible. The kind of beings 

we have become may allow for dwelling in meaningful presence in ways that we cannot conceive of. 

And yet, once we have become those beings, new gaps and fissures will emerge. 

 

Hans Ulrich Gumbrecht is the Albert Guérard Professor in Literature, Emeritus, Professor of Comparative 

Literature, and of French, Italian, and German Studies at Stanford University, USA. 
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