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Woody Allen once offered an appraisal of life as miserable, heartbreaking—and
over much too quickly. This sums up one of the paradoxes of lived experiential time
that Michael Flaherty describes in A Watched Pot: How We Experience Time. Fla-
herty sets out to explicate several ironic twists that inform an individual’s experi-
ence of time passing. He examines these twists and experiences to “formulate a gen-
eral theory of lived time” (p. 12) that can provide us with a coherent summary of
“the full extent of variation in our lived experience of time” (p. 33).

A Watched Pot includes revisions of several previously published papers turned
into distinct chapters. Chapters 1 and 2 acknowledge contributors to a sociology of
time, with references to Goffman, Mead, Durkheim, and Zerubavel most prevalent.
Although he is impressed with their contributions, Flaherty notes that most sociolo-
gists of time have either ignored or attenuated “the subjective experiences of the
people who manage and perceive time in various situations” (p. 14). Drawing on
James, Schutz, Denzin, and Berger, Flaherty emphasizes the subjective individual
who acts with agency and actively perceives the world according to his or her own
internal dynamics.

Like Cooley, Flaherty keys on the self as interpreter, evaluator, and judge of
one’s own experience in time, but, unlike Cooley, Flaherty avoids a solipsistic ap-
proach. The active perceiving individual who experiences time and evaluates this
experience draws on the markers and organizational referents that people in spe-
cific cultures use to separate and distinguish events. As individualistic as we are in
Flaherty’s terms, we still know about seconds and minutes and calendars and clocks.

Although Flaherty provides a subjective alternative to Mead’s social standpoint
and Durkheim’s emphasis on socialization, he draws heavily on both. Lived experi-
ences take on formal properties that connect individuals to broader patterns of gen-
eralized experiences. Researchers can detect such patterns through systematic in-
quiry for the purpose of discovering subjective “principles that make for ‘generic’
social processes” (p. 11).
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