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Not only is the pace of our lives accelerating, as James Gleick has shown us
in*his splendid book, Faster: The Acceleration of Just About Everything, we have
become virtually full-time workers. Out technology has allowed our jobs to fol-
low us everywhere. We' have become long-distance runners, plunging headlong
* at a sprinter’s pace. No end seems in sight, except the grave or exhausted retire-
 ment. What happened?

@B eams of Leisure

After the “Neolithic Revolution” when we began domesticating food crops,
farmers and city dwellers found it necessary to work a good deal longer than tribal

societies and subject themselves to a more regular routine. Periodically, they have -
had to work very long and very hard indeed with harvesting, planting, etc. Even

s0, they were never as devoted to work, or so absorbed by it, as we..

Moreover, throughout history, humans dreamed of less, never more work.
Through the ages, leisure was seen as the “basis of culture,” the human condition
~ yearned for, the hope expressed in. legend and myth, the promise of heaven. At its
very best, paid work was a subordinate value understood as a means to other, bet-

order to have leisure” a sentiment the modern reader finds hard to understand.
This view continued well into the modern age. For over a century, prior to the
1930s, laborers throughout the industrial nations successfully reduced their working
hours, cutting them virtually in balf, and fully expecting their victories to continue.
Led by the United States, peoples of the industrial nations believed that indus-
try and capitalism would continue to provide humans with more and more of the
good things of life; more money and more time. This was how most people
defined “progress” for centuries—higher wages and shorter hours. This is why

- they submitted to the rigors of work's new discipline and to the stress of living in-

a capitalist world driven by greed and envy. These two demands were the essence
of the Labor Movement. .’ . |

" The American Federation of Labor’s 1926 recommitment to the “progressive
shorténing of the hours of labor” celebrated labor’s achievements to date—the
eight-hour day and five-day week—and called for continuing action. The six-
hour day was next on the agenda, then the four-day week and the four-hour day

‘were soon to follow. | 1

“The original vision that persisted throughout the nineteenth century, that work
would be reduced to a subordinate role in life, and the peoples of the indqstrial
world would be able to work more to live, and live less to work, seemed about to

come true, nearly eighty years ago.

Se Old Economic Wisdom

Economists agreed. Describing the hundred-year-long work reduction process
around the turn of the twentieth century, most confidently predicted that this
decline would continue well into the future. There was no reason to expect it to
stop. Indeed, this was arguably the longest and most influential social and economic
movement in modern times. | .

What other movement had lasted so long and involved so many people through-
out the industrial world? Stacked up against other “social movements” and “eco-

nomic trends.” this one was gigantic. Moreover, unlike other more abstract, hard-

to-see “movements.” this was close to home, involving the way in which ordinary

- people lived their lives and spent their time everyday.

Hundreds of books and articles were written predicting that work would soon

~ become a subordinate part of life, and rightly so. Speaking before the Young Men’s

Hebrew Association in New York in the mid-1920s, Julian Huxley called the two
day workweek “inevitable” because of the simple fact that “the human being can

 consume so much and no more. .. .2 |

' John Maynard Keynes, the best known economist of the century, wrote in the
early *30s that, “when we reach the point when the world produces all the goods
that it needs in two days, as it inevitably will . . . we must turn our attention to the

great problem of what to do with our leisure” Indeed the time was rapidly

approaching when “three hours [work] a day [will be] quite enough to satisfy the
old Adam in most of us!” 3 Keynes and Huxley agreed, as so many had maintained

L at the time, that leisure would overtake work well before the century ended.

This view of progress spread even to conservative business people. Walter Gif-
ford, president of AT&T, the largest ration in the United States in the 1920s,
was one of several business leaders who frecognized that “industry ... . has gained a
new and astonishing vision.” The final, best achievement of business and the free
market need not be perpetual economic growth and everlasting consumerism, he

argued, but “a new type of civilization,” it which “how to make a living becomes less
important than how to live As it had been doing for a century . .. '

“{m]achinery will increasingly take the load off men’s shoulders . . . Every one
of us will have more chance to do what he wills, which means greater opportunity,
both materially and spiritually. . . . [Steadily decreasing work hours] will give us

2. “Professor Huxley Predicts 2-Day Working-Week,” New York Times (Nov. 17,1930): 41:1.
3. Keynes, John Maynard. Essays in Persuasion. New York: Harcourt Brace and Company,

1932: 369.
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