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On the evening of 15 February 1894, a man was discovered in the park near the Royal
Observatory at Greenwich in a most distressing condition: it appeared that he had been
carrying or otherwise handling some explosive which had gone off in his hands. He later died
from his injuries. The fact that he had been in Greenwich Park naturally provoked
speculation: was he attempting to blow up the Observatory? Around this puzzling and
ambiguous incident Joseph Conrad constructed, in The Secret Agent, a story of a double agent
who had been instructed by a foreign power to blow up the Greenwich Observatory and so
provoke outrage at what would be perceived as an attack on science or technology itself, the
idea being that (1)this would be a much more subtly unsettling attack on society than any
assault on a prominent individual or group of innocent people.
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By 1894, Greenwich had acquired a peculiar significance: it not only marked O°longitude, it
also stood for the standardization of time. For much of the nineteenth century different towns
in Britain kept their own time, and travellers from one place to another would often have to
reset their portable timepieces on arrival. But the development of the railways made it
increasingly important to dispose of (2)these local variations, and 1852 saw the introduction of
a standard 'Railway Time,' as it was called. Finally in 1880, Parliament passed the Definition
of Time Act, which introduced a universal time, this being defined by the time on the
Observatory clock at Greenwich. (3)This, as we might imagine, could well have induced in
some quarters the same resentment as the idea of a single European currency does in others
today, though whether feeling ran sufficiently high as to motivate the blowing up of the
Observatory is a matter for debate.
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(1)On the evening of 15 February 1894, a man was discovered in the park near the Royal Observatory at
Greenwich in a most distressing condition: it appeared that he had been carrying or otherwise handling
some explosive which had gone off in his hands.
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(2)He later died from his injuries.
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(3)The fact that he had been in Greenwich Park naturally provoked speculation: was he attempting to blow
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(4)Around this puzzling and ambiguous incident Joseph Conrad constructed, in The Secret Agent, a story
of a double agent who had been instructed by a foreign power to blow up the Greenwich Observatory and
SO pr e outrage at what would be perceived as an attack on science or technology itself, the idea being
that would be a much more subtly unsettling attack on society than any assault on a prominent
individual or group of innocent people.
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(5)By 1894, Greenwich had acquired a peculiar significance: it not only marked 0° longitude, it also stood for
the standardization of time.
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(6)For much of the nineteenth century different towns in Britain kept their own time, and travellers from one
place to another would often have to reset their portable timepieces on arrival.
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(7)But the development of the railways made it increasingly important to dispose of [#{SleleIRZVgtNalelols,
and 1852 saw the introduction of a standard 'Railway Time,' as it was called.
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(8)Finally in 1880, Parliament passed the Definition of Time Act, which introduced a universal time, this

being defined by the time on the Observatory clock at Greenwich.
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(9)This, as we might imagine, could well have induced in some quarters the same resentment as the idea of
a single European currency does in others today, though whether feeling ran sufficiently high as to motivate
the blowing up of the Observatory is a matter for debate.
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The idea of a standard time implies a standard timepiece, which raises the question of what
it is for a timepiece to be entirely accurate. I discover that the grandfather clock is slow by
noticing a discrepancy between it and my 1950s wristwatch. But on comparing my
wristwatch with your digital watch, bought only last week, I discover that my watch is losing a
few minutes every day. And were we to judge your timepiece against the standard of a
caesium clock, we should no doubt discover some further discrepancy. (1)But this process
must have a limit. (2)Eventually, we arrive at a means of measuring time that we take to be
as accurate as anything can be, and we take this to be our standard, according to which all
other timepieces are to be judged. Now, does it make sense to inquire, of this standard,
whether it is truly accurate? This may strike one as a strange question. Surely, one can ask
of any means of time-measurement whether it is truly accurate or not, a truly accurate clock
being one that judges two adjacent periods (for example, successive swings of a pendulum) to
be of the same duration when and only when they are indeed of the same duration. But here
we come up against a problem. There is simply no way of telling, for certain, that anything
meets this requirement. We can only compare one timepiece with another.

94

(3)Although we can perform a test that will show some kinds of timepiece to be more
accurate than others, it is impossible to tell whether an instrument is 100 per cent accurate
since all one has to judge accuracy by is other instruments, whose accuracy can always be
called into question.
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(10)The idea of a standard time implies a standard timepiece, which raises the question of what it is for a
timepiece to be entirely accurate.
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(11)I discover that the grandfather clock is slow by noticing a discrepancy between it and my 1950s
wristwatch.
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(12)But on comparing my wristwatch with your digital watch, bought only last week, I discover that my
watch is losing a few minutes every day.
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(13)And were we to judge your timepiece against the standard of a caesium clock, we should no doubt
discover some further discrepancy.
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(14)But this process must have a limit.
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(15)Eventually, we arrive at a means of measuring time that we take to be as accurate as anything can be,
and we take this to be our standard, according to which all other timepieces are to be judged.
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(16)Now, does it make sense to inquire, of this standard, whether it is truly accurate?
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(17)This may strike one as a strange question.
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(18)Surely, one can ask of any means of time-measurement whether it is truly accurate or not, a truly

accurate clock being one that judges two adjacent periods (for example, successive swings of a pendulum) to

be of the same duration when and only when they are indeed of the same duration.
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(20)There is simply no way of telling, for certain, that anything meets this requirement.
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(21)We_can only compare one timepiece with another.
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(22)Although we can perform a test that will show some kinds of timepiece to be more accurate than others,

it is impossible to tell whether an instrument is 100 per cent accurate since all one has to judge accuracy by

is other instruments, whose accuracy can always be called into question.
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