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To my parents




Living is the least important activity of the preoccupied man;
yet there is nothing which is harder to learn.
—SENECA




INTRODUCTION


SUNDAY NIGHT LETDOWN


QUILT CHIN HIGH on a Sunday night, by the light of his bedside lamp, my young son asks, “Was that the weekend?”


“Yes, it was,” I reply.


“But it didn’t feel like a weekend,” he says, employing his “rip-off” voice, the one reserved for bad trades in baseball and empty cereal boxes.


At twelve, he poses this question many Sundays—it’s a macabre family tradition—thereby prompting a review of my own weekend, which frequently looks something like this: hockey; work email; groceries; an ensuing onslaught of emails about the first email; homework help; hockey; dog wrangling; family dinner; cleanup; laundry; work reading. To keep Sunday distinguishable from Saturday, I might top off the above with some light toilet cleaning. We do change it up in summer, however: the kids play soccer instead of hockey.


For many of today’s (gratefully) employed, the workweek has no clear beginning or end. The digital age imagined by science fiction is upon us, yet we’re lacking robot butlers and the three-day workweek that economist John Maynard Keynes predicted in 1928. Working more than we did a decade ago is the norm for most employees, and those devices designed to liberate our time merely snatch it back. The weekend has become an extension of the workweek, which means, by definition, it’s not a weekend at all. Many Americans work longer hours today than a generation ago, and most work hundreds of hours more per year than their counterparts in European Union countries of similar economic status. A 2014 paper from the U.S. National Bureau of Economic Research reports that 29 percent of Americans log hours on the weekend, compared to less than 10 percent of Spanish workers. If the Spanish are too life-loving to bring home the hurt in that statistic, here’s another one: even fewer of the diligent Germans work on the weekend, at 22 percent. U.K. workers are the exception among Europeans, racking up almost as many hours on weekends as Americans. They call this, unflatteringly, “the American disease.”


I recognize this disease. Years ago, for a brief, not-so-fun time, I was an au pair. Mostly, I was shuffling through the post-college years, hiding in a small village on a windswept shore of northern France for a few months. Every Sunday, as far as I could tell, France shut down. There was no work. There was—and this shocked my North American mall rat self—no shopping. Instead, there was The Visit and The Activity. Three kids in tow, my single-mom boss and I visited grandparents, or brought flowers to a family friend in a nursing home. Some weekends, neighbors came to the house unannounced, and food and conversation would stretch into the night. There was always an outing: a hike along the beach shore; a bike ride; a stroll through the streets of a nearby village, peering in the windows of closed shops. We could look, but not buy. These weekend days felt like ritual, embedded in the culture; something sacred. Time seemed to slow itself. These were weekends of the imagination, rich with experience, a clean break from what came before and what would come next, on Monday.


Now, with my own kids and a job as a writer that leaks across the days, my Saturday often feels hardly different from a Wednesday. Sometimes, in fact, Saturday feels busier. On weekends, I’m always responding to the e-needs of clients and sources, even when technically off duty. But who’s off duty, ever? I’ve attended soccer games where parents are on iPads between perfunctory cheers. “TGIM,” jokes a friend at Monday morning drop-off, gratefully exchanging the children’s myriad playdates and activities for the relative calm of an office.


This borderless work life is no longer just a freelancer’s reality, or the domain of high-billing lawyers and Silicon Valley creative-class innovators. Post-recession, work means a patchwork of part-time gigs for many people, with no set pattern to the week. Millennials tend their brands around the edges of precarious work. My husband is a teacher, and he spends his nights and weekends managing emails from anxious parents and students, then scrambling back to his analog duties like marking and lesson planning. “It’s like we’re all doctors now, forever on call,” I tell him, leaning in the doorway late at night, taking in the familiar sight of his back turned to me as he punches away at the computer. “Really low-stakes doctors.”


Too many weekends, The Activity is deferred. The Visit is deferred. Pleasure and contemplation are deferred. “Sunday night is the new Monday morning,” a headline in The Boston Globe trumpets, noting that many workers are getting a jump on Monday morning emails by spending Sunday night in the Inbox. The executive recruiter and the venture capitalist interviewed for the article sheepishly give what amounts to the same reason for ceding their Sunday night: Since everyone else is doing it, I’d better do it, too. No one wants to be left behind, and so we are running, scurrying, our days streaming past.


For this blatant neglect of leisure, Aristotle would be mad at us. In Aristotle, leisure isn’t just the time beyond paid work. It’s not mindless diversion or chores—a binge-watch weekend or a closet overhaul. Leisure is a necessity of a civilized existence. Leisure is a time of reflection, contemplation, and thought, away from servile obligations. But today, leisure smells lazy, a word connoting uselessness and privilege. Somewhere along the line, the joyless Protestant ethos became a reality, if not a mantra: “Live to work,” not “Work to live.” To understand how sullied the idea of leisure has become, look no farther than the “leisure suit”—a louche fashion-crime, hopelessly out of date.


I offer feeble comfort to my son. But I feel it, too: something missing; a profound absence altering body and soul. I remember my own child self anticipating the weekend on Friday morning, the great expanse of possibility before me. My parents’ friends, and my friends, would fill the house. Bad TV was waiting to be consumed in the early-morning shadows. Mostly, I remember being bored, and in that boredom picking up a pen and paper, and discovering that writing felt better than any sport I’d tried or picture I’d drawn. Time wasn’t tight, but roomy, a space to explore.


These moments of vivid weekend experience are fewer now, and not only because I’m older, and farther from wonder. My time is bleeding out, and my days and nights are consumed by work and an endless chain of domestic pursuits that leave me snappish and unfamiliar to myself. In a 2013 survey, 81 percent of American respondents said they get the Sunday night blues. Surely this melancholy isn’t just about anticipating the workweek ahead, but about grieving the missed opportunity behind—another lost weekend.


After too many Sunday nights turning off the light in my kids’ rooms with an apology for the lameness of the previous two days, thereafter collapsing in exhaustion, I decided to dig deep into the weekend problem: how we lost it, and what it means to live without it. When I started investigating, two things became clear: I’m not alone with my Sunday night letdown, and smarter people than I are fighting to preserve the weekend—and winning. I talked to people who fiercely protect their weekends for the things they love. There are CEOs who are reinventing the workweek to spend time with their families, and successful corporations that are beginning to offer four-day workweeks, and companies that now ask their employees to drop their phones off on Friday night and pick them up on Monday. Shonda Rhimes, the ridiculously prolific and successful writer-producer-showrunner behind hit shows like Grey’s Anatomy and Scandal, no longer responds to emails at night or on weekends—and she’s a single mom with three kids as well as being busier than the average head of state. Everyone needs to do what she says.


I’ve tried, on occasion, to follow the lead of these people who have committed to a new relationship to time, one in which leisure is as precious as any material good, any professional accolade. An interesting thing happens when you reclaim your weekend: you reclaim your childlike abandon and sense of possibility. You unearth the self that’s been buried beneath the work. You discover that a well-lived weekend is the gateway to a well-lived life.


This is a book about how we won the weekend, and how we lost it. Mostly, it’s a book about how to take it back.




CHAPTER 1


WHAT IS A WEEKEND?


WHAT IS A WEEKEND?” sniffs the Dowager Countess, that cranky truth-teller in the series Downton Abbey. It’s been voted the most beloved quote in the show’s history, delivered by Maggie Smith while the Crawley family sits sparkling around the dining table in beaded dresses and dinner jackets as the (overworked) footman ladles the gravy.


Set in the first blush of the twentieth century, the PBS series shows one English family’s slow tumble through the decades as society shifted from aristocratic rule to the more egalitarian modern age. The Dowager Countess’s line gets the laugh because, for the British nobility, the idea of a week divided into days of work and non-work is incomprehensible—an abstraction. It simply does not apply. In the corridors of abundance where the Crawleys dwell, every day really is like Sunday—to steal a line from Morrissey—filled with tea, gossip, and directives like “Mrs. Hughes, do see to the marble bust of the Earl of Carnarvon today. Gleam is lacking.”


The Dowager Countess’s line resonates with today’s audiences because we, too, ask the question “What is a weekend?”—but for very different reasons. A century ago, workers were striking and marching and shedding blood to win the weekend. Today, many people can’t remember the last time they had two full days off in a row, even when they have a legal right to take them.


The fading of the weekend goes hand in hand with new ways of working. Gone are the days of long-term employment in one organization, with decades of mutual loyalty and a gold watch at retirement; job security is a relic of the past, like a butter churn, or a Slanket. For many, work is painfully insecure, a patchwork of short-term contracts or a series of small jobs that add up to one fragile living. With a swipe, our phones can conjure up workers: if you need a doorknob replaced or a microwave hauled, call Task Rabbit, an odd-job service; if you have a wedding to attend, call Glam Squad, on-the-go makeup and hair stylists. One person’s leisure becomes another person’s labor. It’s worth remembering that there are people on the other end of those swipes, living on high alert, 24/7, their workweek ever-changing. For some, that fluidity is liberating; for others, it’s the end of the weekend.


With the decline of manufacturing and the rise of so-called knowledge work, ideas, not widgets, are the white-collar stock-in-trade. But ideas, by nature, are hard to quantify; an idea doesn’t really have a beginning or an end. Just like work. The economist C. Northcote Parkinson is credited with “Parkinson’s law of efficiency,” which holds that “work expands so as to fill the time available for its completion.” The phrase came from a 1955 humor essay in The Economist, but it’s only funny because it’s true: Work is like a goldfish that grows to fit the bowl. Work will always take up all the space. And when we’re digitally connected to the office at any moment, day or night, work is virtually—pun intended—limitless. We’re bowl-free, and the goldfish is growing to monstrous, horror movie proportions. Attack of the Work Goldfish—a movie no one wants to see.


But the prospect of taking two days off sounds like lunacy in a flatlined economy where there’s fierce competition for jobs—even mediocre ones. Job insecurity is a strong predictor of poor health, and increases risk for depression. It nestles into the body like illness, this feeling of being constantly in competition with our hypothetical replacements (possibly “foreign”; probably robotic) as well as with the guy at the desk one over, who never seems to leave early for a doctor’s appointment or take off before 8:00 p.m. on a Friday.


For the luckiest workers, the relationship to leisure is complicated by the fact that we like our work. We’ve all had those periods of being lost in the myriad satisfactions of the job; we know the thrill of completion and flow. Another ripple effect of the global economy is that much of the drudgery of white-collar work has been eliminated by smart technology, and—if troublingly—farmed out to offshore workers. A certain kind of privileged knowledge worker might argue that we work more because work just isn’t as bad as it used to be. If one is lucky enough to have a job that requires thinking and creating, then working long hours straight through the weekend might not feel like a loss; it might not even feel like work at all. One might even take a certain pride in not having leisure or weekends. And letting everybody in the office know about those long hours and work-inflected weekends is a strategy—even a subconscious one—to manage anxiety about not having a job at all, an insurance policy against redundancy in downsized times.


But what if all that work is distorting your view of the world, clouding your perception of what matters, acting a little like … brainwashing? Welcome to the “cult of overwork,” which is a no-fun cult, free of sex and drugs. In this particular cult, workers have accepted fifty-, sixty-, eighty-hour work-weeks without weekends as status quo, or worse, as a credential of success. But in fact, working less makes you more productive. Overworked and under-rested people are bad employees. They make mistakes. They burn out. You don’t want them operating on your kid, and you probably don’t want to hang out with them because they’re boring. And, most urgently, members of the cult of overwork are missing out on their lives.


A weekend is the break that reminds you that you are more than a worker. That was the original promise of the Sabbath: God prescribing a day away from the monotony of labor. Exodus is filled with passages in which the bad boss Pharaoh admonishes the slaves about the bricks they’re being forced to carry back and forth to his endlessly expanding empty warehouse space: “You are lazy, lazy! … Go now, and work! … You shall not lessen your daily number of bricks!” But God has other ideas, and as He frees His people, He mandates a day of rest, like the one He took on the seventh day, tired from all that creating. He stuck the Sabbath into the commandments as a reminder that life isn’t defined solely by production, or its little friend, consumption. He built humanity into the week.


A brick is a pretty obvious burden, but so much of today’s labor doesn’t leave marks on our bodies; it breaks our spirits, which is an invisible kind of wearing down. The result is tangible: overwork leads to exhaustion, or even depression and suicide. Maybe we continue on in a kind of Stockholm syndrome state because accepting work’s bottomless infringement is a survival technique, a delusion to get through another leisure-free month, or year. But if your occupation is your preoccupation all the time—every weekend—the risk is the possibility of missing your life; of only doing, and rarely being. Even if you love your work, what’s going on? What is a week too full to allow for forty-eight hours of restoration? What is a life without reprieve?


IN ANSWER TO my son’s pleas for better weekends, I sat down with my laptop and did a quick, informal audit of my good and bad weekends. Three columns: Friday, Saturday, Sunday. Then the activities, as best I could remember. There they were, laid bare in their monotony and occasional doses of pleasure. There was kid stuff (hockey, playdates); domestic stuff (cleaning, groceries, laundry … so much laundry); work stuff (emails, article polishing, invoicing); some pleasure (dinner out, K. visited from Calgary, run by the water); and then back to the domestic stuff (basement overhaul, buying the kid running shoes again because running shoes are now made out of tissue paper). Reviewing a few months of weekends (ignoring those occasional special getaways and big events), it was easy to see that the least-satisfying ones were all the same: chores; shopping; work; screens. Repeat.


But the best weekends always included a few key elements, in various iterations: connection; pleasure; hobbies; nature; creativity. I can’t imagine a weekend where I feed all those needs, unless I can, as is my dream, transition to a one-day workweek so my weekends are six days long (please call me if you know how to make this happen). But I came to discover that, with some diligence, at least a few of those ingredients for a good weekend are available to anyone.


When I started writing this book, I wanted to understand what makes a good weekend by talking to people who take them. I thought I’d turn a cool, journalistic eye on the situation, notebook at the ready. But pretty quickly I realized that I needed to start copycatting these good weekenders. In the year it took me to write this book, I went from casual observer of good weekends, to occasional participant, to something of a convert (albeit a work in progress, who spent a chunk of last Saturday answering emails and then watched three Lord of the Rings movies … okay, rewatched). It turns out that there are all kinds of unique ways to build a good weekend, but the contours are the same: real leisure isn’t just diversion, it’s making meaning. A good weekend is alert to beauty. A good weekend embraces purposelessness. A good weekend wanders a million different paths, but always involves slowing down and stepping out of the rushing stream of modern life. This moment we live in is defined by what David Levy, professor in the Information School at the University of Washington, calls the “more-faster-better philosophy of life.” The Industrial Revolution established the mind-set that we must always be “maximizing speed, output, and efficiency.” Now, technology and a global economy that never sleeps have accelerated what was already grueling. Getting more, and getting it faster and better, takes time. We can be rich in stuff, yet starving for time. Which is why the weekend is more imperative than ever: it’s the corner of the week ordained to slow time.


Protecting forty-eight hours in a row in this day and age is a superhero move. It takes courage. But if you can put up your hand and hold off the rush, just for two days, you create space for all kinds of experiences that aren’t about success and acquisition, but about that humanity the Sabbath was put in place to safeguard.


On hearing the Dowager Countess’s question, the footman should have stopped ladling the gravy and answered for all of us: The weekend is when we put down the brick and remember what matters.




CHAPTER 2


THE RISE AND FALL OF THE WEEKEND


WE MADE UP the weekend the same way we made up the week. The earth actually does rotate around the sun once a year, taking about 365.25 days. The sun truly rises and sets over twenty-four hours. But the week is man-made, arbitrary, a substance not found in nature. That seven-day cycle in which we mark our meetings, mind birthdays, and overstuff our iCals—buffered on both ends by those promise-filled forty-eight hours of freedom—only holds us in place because we invented it.


The weekend begins, then, with an enduring love of seven. The clean, sleek digit is our preferred dose of dwarves, sins, and brides for brothers. As a baby name, Seven has been on the rise for both boys and girls since the 1980s (hardly anyone is named Four). Ancient civilizations loved seven: the Babylonians saw seven celestial bodies, and imbued the number with mystical significance, using it in incantations and exorcisms. Seven is special: the only number between one and ten that cannot be multiplied or divided within the group.


This very ancient idea that seven signifies totality and uniqueness carried over into ever so slightly less ancient Jewish liturgy (perhaps because the Jews were exiled in Babylon, absorbing Mesopotamia’s astrological leanings). In the Old Testament, when God dictated rest on the seventh day, He was not kidding around: “Whosoever doeth any work in the Sabbath day, he shall surely be put to death.”


Surely it wasn’t only death threats that prompted most religions to protect one day out of seven, though. Humans possess a deep, unassailable need for repose. Hindus, Buddhists, and Taoists all exhort a day of rest. Roman emperor Constantine shifted the calendar to emphasize Sunday as the Sabbath day, a move befitting a Christian convert looking for a way to distinguish the new Church from Judaism. The prophet Mohammed decreed that Muslims required one special day in seven for prayer and congregation, and Friday got the nod; some scholars maintain this is because Saturday and Sunday were taken and there was a little three-way competition to attract that coveted undecided pagan audience. Jumu’ah, as Friday public worship is called, isn’t strictly a Sabbath, as work halts for a short time only, long enough for an hour of prayer and a sermon. But for that hour, businesses shutter and a community comes together, even if most congregants return to their daily lives right after. So all three monotheistic religions have anointed one day per week as spiritually significant and set apart from work, and all three of those bump up against one another: Friday, Saturday, Sunday. The outline of the weekend is etched in the sacred.


By 1725, most American colonies had passed Sabbatarian legislation banning Sunday work, but the other six days often started and ended in darkness for the laboring class. Newspapers frequently ran anonymous editorials by workers fuming about their epic hours and lousy pay, including one in The Philadelphia Independent Gazetteer by “An Old Mechanic” who complained, in 1784, that his lot “have barely sufficient time to acquaint themselves with the true interests of our country.” The mechanic was too spent after a fourteen-hour workday to down a glass of ale let alone participate in bettering the republic. Framing this plea in nation-building terms may have been an easier sell to eighteenth-century powers-that-be than the more contemporary, first-person strategy many of us shout in our fantasies: “Please, boss, let me go home before eight so I can eat with my family.” But the old mechanic was sincere: the citizens of the fledgling country knew that the success of the great New World experiment required—and revered—a hearty Protestant work ethic. Yet as Benjamin Kline Hunnicutt, historian and professor at University of Iowa, points out in his book Free Time: The Forgotten American Dream, work wasn’t virtuous in and of itself, but as a means to a higher end. For the religious majority, that end was God’s kingdom on earth. For Walt Whitman, writing in the century after the mechanic’s lament, the true work of the citizenry must be oriented toward “higher progress.” America was already realizing its dream of political freedom and material abundance, meeting the physical needs of its citizens—but then what? Whitman’s “higher progress”—the goal of the new American—called for the pursuit of the arts, the spirit, and the body in nature. He pleaded for attention to “the interior life.”


But when, during these long, hard days, was the average worker permitted to tend his humanity? As Hunnicutt told me, “In the nineteenth century, as industry is becoming more and more efficient, Walt Whitman is writing this beautiful poetry, these democratic vistas, as if he were on a hill looking forward into the future and he sees this coming era when people would be able to meet their material needs with less and less effort.” (Whitman didn’t anticipate email.) “It’s not that work is a bad thing at all; work is absolutely essential for the human creature. But after a certain point, after you get enough, acquire enough, it’s time to move on to those things that are more important, things that constitute the best of the possibility of our humanity.”


HOW THE WEEKEND WAS WON


We abuse time, make it our enemy. We try to contain and control it, or, at the very least, outrun it. Your new-model, even faster phone; your finger on the “Close” button in the elevator; your same-day delivery. We shave minutes down to nanoseconds, mechanizing and digitizing our hours and days, paring them toward efficiency, that buzzword of corporate America.


But time wasn’t always so rigid. Ancient cultures like those of the Mayans and the pagans saw time as a wheel, their lives repeating in stages, ever turning. The Judeo-Christians decided that time was actually linear, beginning at creation and moving toward end times. This idea stuck, and it’s way more boring than a wheel. Straight time means that we are rushing toward an invisible finish line, one without ribbons or high-fives. Our sprint through time, if you really think about it, is because we’re trying to outrun the inevitable: death. Isn’t that ultimately what’s behind the need for speed? Becoming efficient is a way of saying I’m going to conquer time before it conquers me. To slow down, to stop fighting time, to actually feel it—this is an act of giving in, which is weakness. Bragging “I never take a weekend” is a gesture of strength: I corralled time, I beat it down. Actually, taking a weekend means ceasing the fight with time, and letting it be neutral, unoccupied. Why isn’t this a good thing?


Not long ago, free time was a defining political issue. The first instance of American workers rising up in unity wasn’t about child labor, or working conditions, or salaries—it was about shrinking long work hours. Those who came before us fought—and died—for time.


For about a hundred years, through the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, one of the central campaigns of the organized labor movement was getting time off for workers. But before the two days of a weekend could even become imaginable, they had to tame that rangy workday, and the first U.S. strike over hours occurred in May 1791. A group of Philadelphia carpenters walked off the job, asking for a day’s work that would start at six in the morning and end at six at night, with two hours for meals. Their strike had no immediate impact, but it did articulate the end game of what came to be known as the “10 Hour Movement.” Hundreds of organized protests and strike meetings (perhaps announced by a town crier) took place throughout the late nineteenth century, in big cities like Boston and Detroit and smaller manufacturing towns like Lowell, Massachusetts, and Rochester, New York.


In 1835, in the wake of one such strike, labor leaders released a fiery document called the Ten-Hour Circular: “We have too long been subjected to the odious, cruel and unjust and tyrannical system which compels the operative Mechanic to exhaust his physical and mental powers by excessive toil, until he has no desire but to eat and sleep, and in many cases he has no power to do either from extreme debility.” The authors disdainfully noted that many bosses plied their workers with “a half pint of ardent spirits” on the job, essentially drugging them to work longer and harder. (Remember this next time you imbibe at your office’s “Beer Friday” hang.)


The short, articulate circular catalyzed the movement: the first general strike in U.S. history was about hours worked. Over several days in June of 1835, the Philadelphia Trades Union organized a mass strike across the trades where coal heavers, housepainters, leather dressers, cigar makers were all fighting together under the banner “From 6 to 6.” They won. Within months, Philadelphia had legislated the ten-hour day for municipal workers, with no reduction in pay. Even as other states followed suit, however, a shorter workday was still mostly theoretical, rarely enforced, and often evaded by industry. In the weeks leading up to the implementation of ten-hour-day laws in New Hampshire, corporation agents set out to corner workers to sign “special contracts” that would circumvent the new rules. Those who didn’t sign were often fired or blacklisted.


As the Industrial Revolution changed the very nature of work, things got worse. The new machines required uninterrupted tending to avoid the costs of starting and stopping. Dickensian misery abounded. Windowless factories locked in darkness. Rats scurrying. The deformities of child laborers with soft, bendable bones and knees pointed inward from standing in the cotton mills. The “mill girls” who populated the factories of Lowell complained of working the looms in the dark at both ends of the day, their eyes strained by the candles that provided their only light.


All of this was happening on the clock; the clock became the ubiquitous new boss. Previously, workers tended to complete their work organically, in accordance with natural laws: the fisherman’s tasks beholden to the tides; the farmer’s to the seasons. But with industrialization, clocks now determined the task, and the measure of productivity was how much labor could be wrung out of a worker over a period of time. As historian E. P. Thompson wrote, it was the moment when work went from “task time” to “clock time.” Time had a dollar value, and became a commodity, not to be wasted. “Time is now currency: it is not passed but spent,” wrote Thompson. Clocks in factories would often mysteriously turn forwards and backwards. Bosses were stealing unpaid hours from workers, who feared to carry their own watches for, as one factory worker wrote in his memoirs in 1850, “it was no uncommon event to dismiss any one who presumed to know too much about the science of horology.”


EIGHT HOURS FOR WHAT WE WILL …”


A ten-hour day was still grueling, and eventually workers set their sights on shaving off two more hours. The eight-hour day we know came a little closer with the birth, in 1771, of Robert Owen in Montgomeryshire, Wales. Owen was a middle-class, bookish kid, a fan of rationalist thought and the utopian ideals of Thomas Paine. He loved a big idea—various biographies describe him as a “dreamer,” and in portraits he has a curious face with raised eyebrows like two footbridges. Later in his life his big ideas got a little nutty, and he lost most of his fortune trying to start a utopian society in New Harmony, Indiana. But as a younger man, in the early nineteenth century, he was running new-model cotton mills in New Lanark and Clyde, Scotland, that were widely admired as living examples of social reform. His ideas for improving the lot of his workers were simple. He set up a company store so employees could buy goods cheaply rather than getting fleeced by unscrupulous shopkeepers. He banned alcohol. He established a school for workers (the syllabus included geography, math, and dancing in kilts). Owen’s factories proved profitable because—as every good boss knows—happy workers are better workers. So for his next big initiative, Owen seized upon working hours, noting that shorter workdays made laborers both more efficient and more cheerful. He’s credited with coining the phrase that defined the ideal working day: “Eight hours’ labor, Eight hours’ recreation, Eight hours’ rest.”


Owen’s maxim showed up, revamped, in a poem written by American activist J. G. Blanchard and set to music by the Reverend Jesse Jones, published in 1878. Their popular version allotted the workers a little more autonomy: “Eight Hours for Work, Eight Hours for Rest, Eight Hours for What We Will!” The catchy phrase fit tidily onto a banner and was held high at protests, which were frequent. From 1881 to 1885 in the United States there were at least 142 strikes around the issue of work hours.


Advocates presented the eight-hour workday as a two-sided coin, a boon to both labor and industry. Shorter workdays would lead to the creation of jobs for those without them and leisure for those already employed. A higher standard of living for all workers would mean more consumption. Consumption would stimulate the economy, and stave off overproduction, and the dreaded boom-and-bust economic cycle would be halted


Around the world, the movement for a manageable workday was rumbling in economically developed countries. Melbourne stonemasons held a strike in 1856 for an eight-hour day, arguing that the extreme Australian heat necessitated shorter hours. In England in the late 1880s, the Eight Hour League successfully pressured the Trades Union Congress, which represented (and still does) the majority of unions in Britain, to adopt the eight-hour day as one of its major goals in bargaining. On April 15, 1872, in Toronto, a group of two thousand printers paralyzed the publishing industry by striking for a shorter workday. Starting downtown, the small group snaked through the city’s core, gathering bodies as it moved. By the time it reached the legislative buildings at Queen’s Park, the group had swelled to ten thousand people—one tenth of the city’s population.


But it’s Chicago’s Haymarket Affair that remains the best-known Eight Hours demonstration, darkly famous for its blood-soaked, tragic climax. On May 1, 1886, in booming, industrial Chicago, at least thirty thousand workers walked off the job. In his book Death in the Haymarket, labor historian James Green describes the strangeness of the day, when the thick gray smudge from the smokestacks that usually coated the city was absent, the sky over Lake Michigan clear. The “great refusal” picked up thousands more as it headed toward Haymarket Square, closing businesses as it moved through the factories on the South Side. Side by side in the square, the demonstrators were now eighty thousand strong. The ranks of the unions and the workers, thick with European immigrants, celebrated day’s end in Swedish beer gardens and Irish pubs. German anarchists gathered in large halls, toasting one another.


One of the strike leaders was August Spies, editor of the German socialist paper Arbeiter-Zeitung and an ally of the robust anarchist movement. On May 3, Spies delivered a speech about the eight-hour day to a small group of German and Czech lumber shovers. When the bell rang for the end of the day at McCormick Reaper Works, the scab-riddled factory nearby, a few hundred men from the crowd marched toward the gates, some with stones in their hands. The stones begat police bullets, and a striker was killed by gunfire. Several others were injured.


Despite the combustible atmosphere, the crowd that gathered the next night in Haymarket Square remained calm. By 10:00 p.m., as the sky darkened and rain began, only about five hundred people were listening to the speaker when a wall of policemen suddenly appeared, calling for the group to disperse. As people were doing so, a red light arced through the air, and in seconds a bomb exploded. In the ensuing chaos, police began firing. Six police officers would die of wounds in days to come. At least three protesters, too, lost their lives.


Anarchists were rounded up and held accountable for the attack on the “hero cops,” as the press anointed them. There was no evidence proving who had thrown the bomb, and the trial was considered a farce, a pre–Court TV spectacle played out in the papers, pitting patriotic Americans against the immigrant agitators. In the end, all eight men were convicted of murder, and seven of those eight were sentenced to death. One killed himself in jail by setting off a cigar-shaped bomb in his mouth. Four were hanged in public, August Spies among them.


Because of Haymarket, and the chaos and violence that came in its wake, workers’ rights were no longer an abstraction; sacrifices had been made for the cause of time, and the issue would not be abandoned. In tribute to the affair, May 1 is still known as May Day, a holiday to honor worker solidarity, and protest, celebrated around the world.


BEFORE THE WEEKEND became official, many workers took it anyway. Between the late eighteenth and mid-nineteenth centuries in England, vast numbers of employees didn’t bother to show up on Monday, playing the religious holiday card by saying they were “keeping Saint Monday” (there is no Saint Monday, it turns out). Benjamin Franklin rather prissily bragged that as a young man he got promoted simply by showing up on Mondays for his job in a London printing house: “My constant attendance (I never making a St. Monday) recommended me to the master.”


Binge work leads to binge play, and many workers were hungover on Mondays, recovering from bar games at alehouses, outdoor dogfights, and boxing matches. They were paid on Saturday, and stuck in church on Sunday, so they stole that Monday to burn through their paychecks and have some fun. By the 1840s, popular pastimes included day trips out of town on the new railways, or perhaps a cricket match—recreation that’s the stuff of our own modern weekends. An 1867 memoir from “A Journeyman Engineer” named Thomas Wright describes, in slightly condescending terms—behold the casual use of the term “great unwashed”—how the average worker filled his day off: “On Monday everything is in favour of the great unwashed holding holiday. They are refreshed by the rest of the previous day; the money received on the Saturday is not all spent; and those among them who consign their best suits to the custody of the pawnbroker during the greater part of each week are still in possession of the suits which they have redeemed from limbo on Saturday night.” Nothing says weekend like getting the suit out of hock! (The idea of the weekend as the time to blow the paycheck holds today: Americans spend the most money on Friday and Saturday nights, and the least on Mondays and Tuesdays.)


Monday absenteeism was a chronic problem for the bosses. In 1855, a London-based group called the Metropolitan Early Closing Association began advocating for a “half-Saturday”—a 1:00 p.m. closing. In Waiting for the Weekend, Witold Rybczynski writes that while the group was genuinely concerned about the eighteen-hour workdays endured by many shopkeepers, it was also a Christian organization, and angling for a higher turnout at Sunday services. By locking the doors at 1:00 p.m. on Saturday, they hoped workers would wring out their bacchanalian inclinations on Saturday night and then head straight to the pews on Sunday.


Low-paid workers—the aforementioned “great unwashed”—were actually willing to lose out on a much-needed day’s salary in exchange for a day of freedom, so deeply felt was the need for two days’ reprieve. It’s a trade-off most of us make all the time: time versus money. Do I pay the parking ticket or challenge it and lose an afternoon to the process? The financial hit of that lost Monday was real, so when the paid half-Saturday was offered, most workers were glad to accept the compromise. Saint Monday faded from tradition, and the half-Saturday holiday became the standard in Britain in the 1870s. The full day off wouldn’t take hold until sixty years later, but the first recorded use of the word “week-end” that seems to fit our current definition appeared in 1870 in Food Journal, according to the Oxford English Dictionary: “‘Week-end,’ that is from Saturday until Monday,—it may be a later day in the week if the money and credit hold out,—is the season of dissipation”—with “dissipation” in this context meaning “movement” or “activity.” An affluent British family in the Victorian era was likely to spend the weekend socializing at a country house, enjoying eight-course meals between shooting, embroidering, and matchmaking. The first weekends were about escape and movement—and the best ones still are.


One of the key agents in normalizing the weekend for the rest of American workers was actually a staunch anti-unionist, auto tycoon Henry Ford (he was also a well-known anti-Semite, which makes his championing of the Sabbath a little delicious). In 1914, Ford raised the daily wage in his factories from $2.34 per day to $5.00. It was a radical move, and a PR sensation. Thousands showed up hoping for work, causing a near riot that was damped down when the police department turned fire-hoses on men in bitter winter. But the raise wasn’t exactly the Owen-style socialism it superficially resembled; Ford was convinced to go along with an increased wage only when his vice president, James Couzens, pointed out that not only would the move be great publicity, but more money would give the workers an incentive to spend—perhaps on cars. In 1926, Ford echoed this argument when he introduced the five-day work-week. “People who have more leisure must have more clothes,” he argued. “They eat a greater variety of food. They require more transportation in vehicles.”


Ford, probably by accident, articulated a contradiction that sits at the heart of the weekend as we have come to know it: it’s both a time of rest and a time of consumption. A Marxist might point out that the weekend is an act of corporate trickery, a dangling carrot that keeps workers tethered to their jobs. As the economist John Kenneth Galbraith put it, the mission of production—and business—is to “create the wants it seeks to satisfy”—and the weekend is the time of satisfying wants.


All of which is probably true, but it’s just as true to say that the yearning for a weekend doesn’t arise solely from a desire to shop. With work quelled, space opens up in which to be with others, or in solitude with the self—or both. The clock that propels us all those other days is silenced (or quieted, at least), and time opens up, awakening our own desires, our thoughts and impulses. In The Sabbath World, Judith Shulevitz likens the Sabbath to a psychoanalytic session, tough but profound, as it “takes you out of mundane time and forces you into what might be called sacred time—the timeless time of the unconscious, with its yawning infantile unboundedness, its shattered sequentiality.”


It was less poetry than pragmatism, however, that finally cemented the two-day weekend. During the Depression of 1929, many industries began cutting back to a five-day schedule. In a tumultuous, underemployed economy, fewer hours for some would mean more work for others (an idea that still reverberates in some European countries: in Germany, the response to the 2008 economic crisis was to implement a nationwide work-sharing program called Kurzarbeit, meaning “short work”). Americans experienced what it was to work less, and—shocker—they liked it. Politicians noticed. Guided along by organized labor, with President Roosevelt signing off, the Fair Labor Standards Act of 1938 enshrined the modern weekend: Americans were now promised the eight-hour day, and the forty-hour workweek.


The weekend was inching closer to realization. But it’s worth noting that what looks like progress was, in a way, a return to what came before. The long, work-tethered week was really a two-hundred-year (approximately) blip in history, a product of the rise of industrial capitalism and the shift away from feudal life. In other words: you, right now, with all your gadgets and time-saving devices, probably work longer hours than a medieval peasant. In medieval times, work and play were less distinct categories. Serfs were beholden to their lords, but they were in “task time,” living where they worked, taking sustenance from the land where they lived, and finding leisure there, too. Unlike the archetypal work martyr who refuses to take a vacation, these people were not afraid of holidays: before the Reformation, a European church calendar might note as many as 156 holidays, a clever way of keeping parishioners loyal. One estimate is that the average English medieval peasant spent about one-third of his year on leisure and holiday time. In fourteenth-century England, during a period of high wages, there were lots of good reasons not to work: weddings, births, and deaths; a juggler passing by; Sunday. The work itself was drudgery, and physically draining, but there was unoccupied time to buffer it. (Of course, most of us would not choose to go back to lives of hand-plowing and famine, no matter how excellent the perks.) “The tempo of life was slow, even leisurely; the pace of work relaxed,” writes Juliet Schor, professor of sociology at Boston College, and author of The Overworked American. “Our ancestors may not have been rich, but they had an abundance of leisure.” Working five days a week is a relatively new concept, and we still haven’t got it right.


The weekend skipped across the globe over the next several decades. By 1955 the two-day weekend was standard in Britain, Canada, and the United States, and short Saturdays were common across Europe. By the 1970s, no European country exceeded a forty-hour workweek—many worked less—and all observed the weekend.


In the Middle East, Friday-Saturday weekends became the norm over the last half of the twentieth century, while some Gulf and North African countries booked off Thursday and Friday. But as economies have reoriented from local to global, the financial boon to a country that keeps hours in line with the West has altered the shape of the weekend. Oman switched from a Thursday-Friday weekend to a Friday-Saturday weekend in 2013. The same year, Saudi Arabia followed suit with a royal decree that looked a lot like an open-for-business sign.


The state of the weekend is an ongoing battle in Israel, where the official weekend is the day and a half that constitutes the Sabbath, from Friday evening through Saturday. I remember walking the streets of Jerusalem on a Friday at dusk, where in a matter of minutes a flurry of activity transformed the thick crowds and bustling market stalls to shuttered businesses and empty, tumbleweed-ready streets. It’s quiet and otherworldly (but buying a sandwich is nearly impossible).


Israel’s weekend is changing, too—tensely. Some Orthodox Jews, appalled at Sabbath-breakers, have reportedly thrown stones at Israelis taking the bus on Saturdays. Yet Saturday is also a big shopping day in Israel. Many malls are open because the day-and-a-half-long weekend is so short. When exactly are working people supposed to get stuff done? ask the shoppers. With Arabs and Christians to please, there have been calls for a full, two-day Friday-Saturday weekend to accommodate holy days for all groups. In 2016, a bill for six three-day weekends per year was before the Knesset, with much grumbling on all sides of the debate.


Israel’s conundrum is a tidy illustration of the confusion so many of us face about the weekend: the need to tend the domestic front collides with the need for a sacred, protected pocket of time in which we do nothing. Our urge to protect time is in constant conflict with the need to spend it. Whether it’s motivated by the push of business or the pull of the soul (or some combination of the two), two days off is what feels normal and human. After hundreds of years of debate, bloodshed, and dogma, a weekend should be an enshrined right—yet that isn’t exactly what happened. It took a century to win the weekend. It’s taken only a few decades to undo it.


THE FALL OF THE WEEKEND


Recently, on an airplane, I sat next to a young man who appeared to be masquerading as an adult. His face was teen-smooth yet he wore a suit, like a kid playing the dad in a middle-school play. He initiated the awkward, kiss-close chitchat of the airplane companion with a line I hadn’t heard before: “So—what keeps you busy?” It was, he explained, his favored icebreaker, a Millennial alternative to the uncool, old-fashioned “What do you do?”


He was an executive from the car-sharing service Uber and one of the oldest guys in his office. “I just turned thirty,” he told me cheerfully. As he described his workplace, with pride and affection, a picture emerged: open concept, filled with twenty-somethings who worked deep into the night, every night. I mentally embellished with Ping-Pong tables and wandering Labradoodles and clear-glass refrigerators stuffed with Red Bull. “So—what do you do on the weekend?” I asked, trying out my own new line. He informed me, puffing with pride, that in his life, there were no weekends. Work kept him busy.


There’s an historic cord linking Haymarket Square to my neighbor on the plane, or rather, a severing thereof. Those forty-eight hours, so hard-earned, have been slowly whittled away, and with little to no marching from a post-organized-labor workforce. This was not supposed to happen. In 1930, British economist John Maynard Keynes, rose-colored glasses perched firmly on nose, published his famous essay “Economic Possibilities for Our Grandchildren.” For decades, he’d seen a decrease in workers’ hours as technology accelerated the pace of production. This would surely continue, he predicted, and leisure would replace labor as the driving force in people’s lives. The world was becoming global; an age of abundance was at hand (the market crash of 1929 was just a blip, he assured his audience). By 2030, Keynes imagined that his grandchildren would work a fifteen-hour workweek. Here was capitalism at its best, liberating citizens from the “love of money as a possession” and instead allowing them to see money “as a means to the enjoyments and realities of life.” This future swell of leisure would upend avarice; the central desire would be the “good life”: “We shall honour those who can teach us how to pluck the hour and the day virtuously and well, the delightful people who are capable of taking direct enjoyment in things, the lilies of the field who toil not, neither do they spin.” Keynes was far from the stuffed-shirt stereotype of the economist, living among the artists and intellectuals of Cambridge’s Bloomsbury group, commiserating with his friend the writer Lytton Strachey over their various affairs. From that vantage point, he saw the upcoming leisure surplus as a creative possibility, time to appreciate “the art of life itself.”


But he also expressed concern. What if all this free time led to a “generalized nervous breakdown”? Leisure anxiety sprouted up right alongside leisure promise. Boredom—the province of aristocrats—would trickle down to all Americans, becoming a curse. “We spring from a long line of compulsive go-getters,” read a panicked article in Life magazine that ran in 1964. “And the joys of contemplation are not a part of our tradition.” Theorists and economists wrung their hands over the upcoming onslaught of leisure, a result of American ingenuity that no one was prepared for. Some predicted a utopia where man would finally realize his full potential, emotional and artistic; others fretted over an undereducated (unwashed?) class that would fritter away its free time doing nothing, a slacker nation in waiting.


Of course, it didn’t play out that way. It’s true that workers in almost every advanced economy in the world are putting in fewer hours on average than a half century ago, including in the United States, so Keynes’s starry-eyed soothsaying wasn’t entirely wrong. But, as Derek Thompson points out in The Atlantic, this statistic is an average: overall, hours haven’t declined significantly in thirty years, and looking more closely it turns out that, in North America, educated, high-wage earners are working longer hours than fifty years ago, while less-educated, lower-wage workers are working less (i.e., are underemployed and unemployed, stuck with only part-time work). Economists call this phenomenon of the rich having less leisure than the poor “the leisure gap,” and it’s relatively new. In 1965, college-educated men had more leisure than men with a high school degree; by 2005, the college grads had eight hours less leisure than the high school grads. The rich are no longer the leisure class.
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