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Free Time: the Pinnacle of Progress for Industrial

Nations A History Benjamin Kline Hunnicutt
( The University of lowa)

I am an historian.

For well over forty years, I have been trying to understand the history of work and leisure in
the industrialized nations in the West.

My history begins, for it must, with the Industrial Revolution: with the coming of factories,
technology, new machines, the opening of large scale, free markets (with the birth of modern
capitalism) , and the beginning of labor-markets in which ordinary people were, for the first time,
able to sell their time, their “work” to others.

Industrial revolutions are still going on in many countries around the world today as peoples
and nations leave behind traditional agricultural-based ways of living and adopt modern machines,
factories, and market-place customs and institutions. This transition is characterized by the buy-
ing, for the first time, of most of the necessities of life from others who sell their work and time
needed to produce those necessities.

In the West, the Industrial Revolution occurred primarily in the late 18" and early 19" centu-
ries, setting a pattern that exits today for the industrializing nations. Before the coming of industrial-
ization, modern “work” and “free time” (leisure) can hardly be said to have existed. Before,
what we know today as “work” and “free time” were blended together for the majority of people for
thousands of years. Certainly, a few, the rich and powerful, were free to do as they wished for most
of their lives. For most people, however, “work” and “free time” was not separated in daily life as
they are today. People did what needed to be done, most of the time together, obeying the tradi-
tional customs of agricultural life and artisanal workshops in small towns and villages. Productive
effort ( “work”) most often combined with community and family living ( “leisure” ). Often the
productive effort was hard and demanding. But just as often, aside from planting and harvesting,
the pace of life was gentle. People talked, and even joked together as they worked in the fields
and small workshops. They had amble opportunities to interact with their families and neighbors,,
and to enjoy the natural world as they were doing their chores.

Moreover, most people produced most of the things they needed, sharing them, or trading
them in small scale, local markets. Little money changed hands. Salaries were rarely, if ever

paid. Only the rich bought luxuries (those things not vital for life) or imported goods from world



[ 3
*:?f 2015 E kiR SIEBTRIEL 4 - B8

markets.
The Coming of Work Discipline

With the coming of factories and new machines, and with the arrival of capitalism, “work”
(productive effort) was separated from traditional daily living ( “leisure” ). Workers begin to sell
their productive efforts to others, to bosses and owners of factories. Of course, these bosses and
owners wanted their money’s worth. The older, more casual, agricultural way of producing things
did not suit the new factory situation. Modern “work” then begins as the intensive, closely super-
vised effort we know today. A new work-discipline emerged to ensure optimal production per
hour. Visiting together, taking breaks to do things for a friend, even talking were prohibited.

The modern “worker” was born. Having to sell his time and devote himself to the new job,
the worker becomes acutely aware of the difference between having to go to work and being “off”
from the job—the clear difference between “my time” (leisure) and “work time” that belongs to
the boss and the company. Work and leisure are thus born together, historically speaking.

Having to adjust to the new, more intensive kinds of “work” and the new work discipline re-
quired by the factories, workers feel a keen sense of what they have to give up. The conviviality,
the friendly interaction with family and neighbors, the ability to control their own labor, the close
contact with the natural world—most of those things that characterized preindustrial forms of pro-
ductive effort are lost at the new industrial jobs.

Thus, the time “off” from the job, the new “leisure” becomes more and more important to
the worker as an opportunity to regain some of those things that were lost. Leisure becomes the
modern free space to regain the beautiful contacts with nature and to regain parts of the lost, more
convivial and traditional world of our ancestors.

Such motives account for worker’s insistence on the gradual reduction of their working hours
in the West. Beginning in the early part of the 19" century, workers struggled to reduce their
working time, envisioning a time to come in which work in the capitalist, industrial world would
be reduced to a “ minimum” and the balance of the people’s lives would shift to free
time. Eventually as industry progressed, workers would have more and more time to be with their
families, to spend with their friends, to enjoy the natural world, to read and learn, to know
more about history, the world and other people, to investigate the mysteries of human spirit, to
practice their faiths and keep their traditions alive.

As Karl Marx observed in Das Capital ;

“The realm of freedom actually begins only where labour which is determined by necessity
and mundane considerations ceases; thus in the very nature of things it lies beyond the sphere of
actual material production.... Beyond begins that development of human energy which is an end
in itself, the true realm of freedom...The shortening of the working-day is its basic prerequisite. ”

This was no utopian, unrealistic dream. Technology made the hope for “progressively shorter
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hours of work” of work a real possibility. New machines were making it possible to produce more
and more with less and less human effort—in the nineteenth century, writers regularly predicted
what we are now witnessing as realities; robots, machines that make other machines, self-driving
cars, helicopter drones, and computers that now threaten/promise to replace virtually all human
jobs.

The Forgotten American Dream

Through the 19" and early 20" century, working hours were cut virtually in half across the
industrial nations. Progress was widely understood as providing two good things: higher wages and
shorter working hours. I have tried to tell the history of this vision of progress in my most recent
book, Free Time; The Forgotten American Dream.

Beginning with Johnathan Edwards, the most important theologian-philosopher America has
ever produced, leading figures in American History regularly commented on this phenome-
non. Scores of important philosophers, writers, poets, and statesmen in the 19" and through
much of the 20" centuries, including Benjamin Franklin, Thomas Jefferson, Abraham Lincoln,
Walt Whitman, John Maynard Keynes, Frank Lloyd Wright, and Robert Hutchins believed that
progress was defined by the efficient production of the basic necessities of life, and then by the
freeing of humans for finer things— for beauty, conviviality, virtue, and nature. Such progress
would overshadow mere material progress, outshining our magnificent cities, luxurious cars and
houses, and the clutter of throw-away consumer goods.

The list of the beautiful things that would become possible in the new opening space of free
time is lengthy—I have made only a small start cataloging them in my book and other writ-
ings. Some of the most import “voices” expressing the vision of humane and moral progress were
those of ordinary working people, many of whom I have included in my writings, such as the
workers in the Kellogg’s cereal plant in Battle Creek, Michigan, who struggled to preserve their
six hour work day for over fifty years.

However, recently (since the 1930s) this dream has been obscured by corporations and
capitalists eager to keep people working for new consumer products in order to maximize profit. A
new vision of the future emerged in the 20" century—a fantastic vision of the eternal creation of
wealth for the sake of more wealth, and of “full time” work for the sake of more work. Work and
wealth have emerged together as self-justifying ends in themselves.

As a consequence, leisure has been trivialized—made to look silly. Now leisure is too often
taken over by consumerism. People have become helpless and passive in their free time, watching
TV and idling away their lives. The old dreams and plans for increasing free time have been forgot-
ten along with the old expectation for what Marx called the opening realm of freedom—a realm of
freedom in which humans make progress in their abilities to live together joyfully and, to experi-

ence the world, nature, and that which is transcendent in the human experience.
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However, the perpetual search for work and wealth without end is proving destructive to the
natural world and to the relationships between peoples. The scramble for ever more has become a
cancer in the West, eating at health culture, distorting human relationships—greed and selfish-
ness are overgrowing the healthy mutuality and sharing human beings are capable of.

As Marx recognized, a return to “the progressive shortening of the hours of labor” offers an
escape from the modern prison of more wealth and work forevermore. The revolution of the proletar-
iat need not be violent. Workers, gaining the necessities of life through new technologies, may
freely choose to leave the world of modern work, in part, to reclaim their lives and freely express
their “human energy which is an end in itself, [in] the true realm of freedom. ”

The English word “leisure” is often translated into Chinese with the characters K& and &
P . Traditionally, and in the writings of such renowned figures as Chuang Tzu and Confucius,
these two ideograms imply a free space, or an opening out ( [/ and ) together with {K, impl-
ying beauty, fine qualities, preciousness and virtue in people as well as things. Once, the west-
ern nations shared this understanding—of free time as the opening and opportunity for beauty and
virtue. I hope that as an historian, I might represent this old vision—help keep it alive for the fu-
ture. I also imagine that the developing nations such as China, might recognized in their tradition

the better path to industrial progress, held out by the possibilities of {K[] and {&fH . @

@® Huimei Liu, Chih-Kuei Yeh, Garry E. Chick & Harry C. Zinn (2008), “An Exploration of Meanings of
Leisure: A Chinese Perspective,” Leisure Sciences, 30: 5, 482 — 488, To link to this article: go to http: //
dx. doi. org/10. 1080/01490400802353257.
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