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A(nother) brief history of time




‘For tribal man, space was the uncontrollable mystery. For technological man it is time that occupies the same role.’


– Marshall McLuhan, philosopher and forecaster of the world wide web





The acclaimed 1950s novel The Talented Mr Ripley follows a young charlatan named Tom Ripley trying to succeed in New York, either by fair means or foul. Through a series of events, Ripley ends up in high-society Italy, adopting the role of someone who is always around but rarely noticed in any meaningful way. His acquaintances know little about his underlying motives or character, but don’t seem to care. He is often disrespected by his associates, but he goes on to wreak havoc in their lives without any of them knowing the culprit. This description of Ripley is remarkably like a description of time. Time is always around but rarely noticed in any meaningful way. We know little about time’s underlying motives or character, but don’t seem to care. We frequently disrespect time, but it goes on to wreak havoc in our lives without any of us knowing the culprit.


If you were asked what time is, what would you say? It’s unlikely that you would draw parallels with a fictional fraudster, but you might point to a watch, a clock or the bottom right corner of your computer screen. But these instruments are simply modern-day gadgets that report what time it is, they do not explain what time is. Stephen Hawking’s cosmological classic A Brief History of Time eloquently and comprehensively captured time’s role in the structure of the universe. From this viewpoint, a physicist might define time as the progression of events from the past to the present, and into the future. Time is viewed as existing independently of the human mind, and can be described using mathematical formulae. But even some physicists are beginning to question this definition of time. Prominent theories that attempt to unify Einstein’s theory of general relativity and quantum mechanics no longer consider time as a fundamental component of the universe.


Defining time becomes even more complex when we adopt a philosophical perspective. Do the past and future exist anywhere but in the human mind? If the future does not exist yet, then how can time be a physical structure? The Greek philosopher Aristotle asked whether time exists at all if it consists of something that has not happened and something that isn’t happening anymore. This idea of the insignificance of time is difficult for many physicists to swallow, but not for some theorists who believe that time is comparable to religion because it is nothing more than a product of human intellect and our ongoing attempts to understand the universe.


These interpretations illustrate that time is inseparable from human experience and the environment in which we live. Yet apart from a few scientists scratching their heads, the rest of us do not consider time in any detail. Time is familiar to all, but few truly understand it. The debates within physics and philosophy highlight how complicated time is. It is these complexities that arguably make us stick our heads in the sand and ignore the immense influence that time has on our thoughts, feelings and the thousands of daily decisions that we make. This relationship we have with time is the underpinning theme of this book. A healthy relationship, where we interact with time positively and use it wisely, can provide multiple benefits for our physical and mental health, as well as helping us to develop and thrive. Unfortunately, for many of us, our attitudes to and interactions with time destroy our mojos. This totally unscientific term is used throughout this book, because it perfectly sums up the characteristics and consequences of a harmonious relationship with time. This book does not aim to make you a productive super machine that has the fitness regime of a Navy Seal and the work ethic of Elon Musk. There are many other books and podcasts that aim to do that. Neither does this book aim to cure mental illness, because for that, you need professional help. ‘Mojo’ primarily refers to a state of harmony between different aspects of your life. This book is about achieving personally meaningful goals, maintaining healthy habits and making positive lifestyle changes, while living in line with your core values and boosting your mental and physical health. It’s about knowing when to shift gears into overdrive or step off the hamster wheel of life and nourish the soul. Our relationship with time is the essential ingredient when it comes to restoring our mojos and allowing all parts of our life to function optimally.



The relationship has soured


Despite the intensity of the bond between time and the human mind, we catastrophically fail to recognise that the relationship has turned sour. Ironically, most of us do not have time to understand time. Numerous surveys in developed countries demonstrate that levels of boredom1 and busyness2 are simultaneously rife. We are seemingly trapped between monotony and mania. Consequently, many despise time for its ability to disappear when we need it, or for its abundance when we do not. Occasional bouts of boredom and busyness are innocuous, nothing more than a minor irritation in your day. But sustained boredom is implicated in the early stages of depression, overeating, excessive consumption of alcohol and self-harm.3, 4, 5, 6 On the other hand, prolonged time pressures are associated with sleep problems, headaches, digestive problems and poor mental health.7, 8, 9 Time is causing us significant harm, but we are doing very little about it.


The relationship with time has become so distorted in some individuals that they are, literally, terrified of time. Chronophobia is a specific disorder concerning the fear of time progressing. Individuals with this disorder irrationally and uncontrollably believe that time is passing them by, and they are wasting it by achieving nothing. People suffering with chronophobia often have cripplingly low self-esteem and high anxiety.10 In the past, this disorder was often called ‘prison neurosis’, because it was largely reserved for inmates. Similar conditions, such as gerascophobia (the pathological fear of growing old) and thanatophobia (the excessive fear of dying), are observed in the elderly and the terminally ill. But then the Covid-19 pandemic gripped the world in 2020. Sufferers of pandemic-induced chronophobia feared time slipping away during quarantine and lockdowns. They lived by the clock, wondering when the isolation would end, and attempted to cope in various ill-advised ways, like using alcohol and drugs. Chrono- and Corona-based fear in perfect destructive harmony. Most of the major implications of the pandemic have passed, yet those afflicted with chronophobia still suffer flashbacks.


While the diagnosis of this disorder is rare, many more individuals experienced the depressing feeling that they were ‘wasting time’ during the pandemic and were helpless to prevent it. These stolen years meant missing out on time with loved ones, significant gaps in education, or just missing out on living life to its fullest. Prior to the pandemic, approximately eight per cent of US adults experienced anxiety symptoms, and six per cent experienced symptoms of depression. During the pandemic, these figures rocketed to approximately thirty per cent for both conditions.11 Even those who evaded mental illness were very likely to have experienced a weird distortion of time. During the lockdowns, a day seemed like a week for some, time rushed by for others, and the rest of us experienced a mindboggling mix of the two.12


The pandemic might be an extreme scenario, but other illustrations of time influencing our mojos are everywhere. Many of our concerns – from daily worries to existential crises – stem from our relationship with time. Am I wasting my time in this meeting? Why don’t I have any free time? Am I going to be on time? Can I manage my time better? Is this the right time to look for a better job/have a relationship/buy a house? Am I making the best use of my time on Earth? The adverse effect of time on deteriorating levels of mental and physical health demonstrates how dysfunctional our relationship with time has become. This state of disrepair was not always the case.


Where did it go wrong?


Any subject worth writing about should have an ancient god associated with it. The ancient Greeks had at least three gods of time; the most celebrated was Chronos. Greek mythology has become somewhat distorted and confused over time. In early writings, Chronos was distinct from Cronus, who memorably cut off his father’s genitals and ate his children (and a rock that he thought was his son, Zeus). The two gods eventually merged, helped by the ancient Romans, who blended the characteristics of the two Greek deities into their equivalent, Saturn. Most art and literature subsequently depicted Chronos as a bearded old man holding a scythe and an hourglass, resembling Death. The Hindu goddess of time, Kali, is often pictured dancing on corpses, wearing a belt of skulls and severed hands. These portrayals illustrate some of our earliest beliefs about time. Time was all powerful. Time was worshipped.


Our relationship with time evolved when we began to measure it. The ancient Egyptians developed sundials and similar instruments to measure time around 1500 BCE, and these devices remained common for over three millennia. Cleopatra and her forebears split daylight periods into twelve sections, which formed the basis for modern twelve- and twenty-four-hour timekeeping. Of course, a major flaw in this technique was that the periods varied according to the seasons and location. The further away one was from the equator, the more the twelve periods varied. In the northernmost parts of the Egyptian empire (modern-day Syria), daylight varied by approximately four hours over the course of a year. As the use of the twelve periods spread across the globe, this variation became even more dramatic. Another feature of this timekeeping system was that time stopped during the night because human activity stopped. This oddity may seem unthinkable now, but what is the point of measuring something that isn’t useful? Our ancestors did not think of time as we do now. Time was flexible.


Living life according to the sun seems idyllic. Start the day when the sun rises, retire to bed when it sets. But what if it is cloudy? More importantly, as global societies developed, people began to desire consistency. In Europe, during the Middle Ages, sandglasses (a precursor to the hourglass, originally made from two bottles with their openings attached) and candles began to be used as continuous measures of time without needing to keep an eye on the sun. The widespread uptake of devices like these provided the illusion that time unfurls predictably and reliably forward. This impression was mirrored in folklore and literature. For example, a derivative of the phrase ‘time and tide wait for no man’ appeared in 1395 in Geoffrey Chaucer’s prologue to the Clerk’s Tale. A marked change in how we viewed time became apparent, and it was during this period that the first cracks in our relationship with time were seen. We no longer benefited from time aligning with the seasons and the sun, and we began to attempt to control something that was once worshipped. Time was now consistent. Time was now unrelenting.


Increased ability to travel further altered our relationship with time. In the nineteenth century, the railway networks of industrialised countries were chaotic because the time showing on one city’s clock would often differ to that in another city by several minutes. At one point in the United States, over eighty regional timetables were used, each based on their own local time. The increasing reliance on rail meant a uniform timetable became necessary. English rail companies decided to run their timetables according to the time in London. Despite some local resistance, almost all public clocks in England began to show London time by 1855, which would later become known as Greenwich Mean Time, or GMT. Because of the United Kingdom’s global influence and shipping prowess, GMT became the standard by which all other times were calibrated across the world (the last country to adopt standardised time zones benchmarked by GMT was Nepal, as recently as 1986). The Greenwich Observatory knew that they held precious information, and would charge a fee for clients to receive the precise time via telegraph lines. Time became a commodity. Viewing something so fundamental to our existence in this way leads to damaging individual and societal consequences. Just look at what is unfolding around the world thanks to our similar attempts to treat natural resources as a commodity.


Viewing time as a purchasable and consistent product cemented artificial views on time into our psyche, but every now and again we are forced to acknowledge this mistake. On twenty-six occasions in the last fifty years, a second has been added to everyone’s day to adjust for the Earth wobbling and the rate of its spin changing. For instance, when El Niño, a climatic system in the Pacific, causes wind speed to change dramatically, it can slow the rotation of the Earth slightly. Indeed, the Earth’s spin is generally slowing because the moon’s gravity is acting as a drag, so days are getting longer by about 1.7 milliseconds per century (although oddly, the Earth has recently started to spin faster again). Events such as El Niño and the moon’s gravitational pull disturb the similarity between man-made time and more flexible time based on the Earth’s naturally occurring rotation. When events like this happen, a bunch of humans you probably have never heard of (the International Earth Rotation and Reference Systems Service, should you wish to thank them) make the decision to add a small slice of time to your day, without your knowledge. We try to force our fixed, man-made view of time on to nature in the false hope that it will yield. It doesn’t.


Nonetheless, we continue to hold our totally artificial view of time, and many aspects of daily life are now shaped by it. Companies pay their employees what they think their time is worth. Interest charges on loans and credit cards are nothing more than a fee for the length of time for which the money is borrowed. Prior to this twisted conception of time, early Christians banned usury, or charging interest on a loan, because time belonged to God and could not be bought or sold. In Islamic law, this practice is called riba and remains forbidden (although Islamic banks provide several workarounds, such as murabaha, which is the prior agreement of the markup of a product). Not only had humans created an artificial view of time by trying to add uniformity where there was none, but we also began to give this man-made imposter an overbearing presence in our lives. Just like the acquaintances of Tom Ripley had discovered, allowing dangerous fraudsters into your life is terrible news for your psychological and physical health.


The last few decades have seen the biggest changes in how we interact with time. It may be incomprehensible to Generation Z, but it was not too long ago in the UK that people frequently dialled a phone number sponsored by a watch company to get an accurate reading of the time (you can still reach a telephone speaking clock in the UK, but it is no longer common to do so). Now, as I sit at my desk, authoring this book, I can see the time on my laptop, desktop screen, mobile phone, office telephone and sports watch. All the timepieces are completely synchronous, because they are based on incredibly precise atomic clocks that keep time by monitoring the consistent wobble of an atom. All devices produced by Apple, for example, base their timekeeping on an atomic clock situated at the US Naval Observatory in Washington DC. The integration of clocks into our everyday items makes time omnipresent, ruling over us in a covert dictatorship. Some people even use apps that tell us what time to eat and drink, rather than doing so when we are hungry or thirsty. Time’s favourite device of tyranny, however, is the dreadful alarm clock.


Despite their admirable dedication to spending hours with loved ones at the dinner table, the French seem particularly keen to create time-centric lifestyles that ruin our mojos. Not only did the Paris Observatory introduce the first telephone speaking clock in 1933, but the first patent for an alarm clock was developed by a Frenchman, Antoine Rédier, in 1847. This novel device soon spread around the world and had significant consequences. It is common nowadays to bemoan technological advances because they are reducing the need for humans to be employed. Robotic and artificial intelligence innovation in the manufacturing industry, for example, has reduced the need for human input on factory floors across the world. But situations like this one are not a new occurrence. Prior to the alarm clock, thousands of ‘knocker-uppers’ were employed in the UK and other countries to go from door to door, waking factory employees at their desired time. They used various tools, such as sticks and pea shooters, to fulfil their duties. In some industrial towns, miners would write the times of their shifts in chalk outside their homes so that the knocker-upper knew when to start tapping. The increasing availability of the alarm clock led to the extinction of the knocker-upper. What’s more, the sound of the alarm clock has gone on to strike fear into millions of people across the world.


Jet lag, but not as we know it


Whether it be a pea striking your window or an alarm clock, aligning ourselves with man-made schedules rather than our natural biological rhythms is a harmful habit to develop. Anyone who has taken a long flight will have experienced jet lag. It occurs when your normal sleep pattern is disturbed after travelling across several time zones. After a few restless nights and some daytime fatigue, the effects usually disappear. However, in 2006, a potentially more serious type of jet lag was defined – social jet lag.13 This phenomenon arises from a significant difference between our natural waking time based on our internal body clock and the time we actually wake up thanks to obligations like education or work. It is formally measured by calculating the average difference between the midpoint of our sleep before working days (or ‘school nights’) and days when we don’t have commitments. For example, if you normally sleep from 11pm to 6am on a school night, and midnight to 9am on a work-free night, then your social jet lag is two hours (the difference between 2.30am and 4.30am). An easier way to establish whether you are suffering from social jet lag is to determine your reliance on an alarm clock on workdays. If you set an alarm as a precaution but usually wake up before it goes off or do not need one at all, then it is unlikely you are suffering from social jet lag. Many of us, however, wake abruptly when a hideous artificial noise says so, not when our biological clock tells us we have had enough sleep. Social jet lag is incredibly prevalent in industrialised countries. Seventy per cent of students and workers experience at least one hour per night of social jet lag, and almost fifty per cent experience two hours or more.14


A variation of social jet lag can also occur when your normal waking time is significantly earlier than sunrise, which presents a little-known problem in some countries. The further people live from the location that their region or country’s time is based on, the more likely they are to have this type of social jet lag. This is not much of a problem in the UK, where nobody lives that far from Greenwich. Bristol, for example, is located two degrees west of Greenwich, which means 7am should really be 6.50am (this was the case before the standardisation of clocks). Ten minutes of social jet lag per night will not have significant consequences for Bristolians. But spare a thought for people residing in Chengdu in the Western Sichuan province of China. Since 1949, time in China has been entirely based on the sun’s location in Beijing, which lies in the far east of the country. According to the sun, Chengdu time should deviate by several hours from Beijing time, but Chengdu inhabitants are constrained to living according to the sun in Beijing. When it’s 7am in Beijing, it should be the middle of the night in Chengdu, yet it’s also 7am.


The Chinese would really benefit from resorting back to having five different time zones. Trying to artificially modify time and ignore the sun’s suggestion is bad for the health of their nation. The further west people live in any given time zone, the greater their risk of developing many diseases, including obesity, diabetes, heart disease and breast cancer.15 This effect has been attributed to people in the west getting less morning light, which disrupts their natural body clock and leads to social jet lag. China’s huge single time zone raises the prospect of some inhabitants living several hundred miles to the west of Beijing and get very little morning sunlight. Although China are the worst offenders, they are not the only country that falls into this trap. India also has a single time zone when they should have two.


Many societies also mess with time by moving the clocks forward, usually by one hour, during warmer months. There’s good reason for what is commonly called ‘daylight saving time’; it means evening darkness occurs later and jobs, such as farming, can continue a little longer. It also means social jet lag occurs across many parts of the world, because people wake up earlier than nature and their bodily rhythms would recommend. In 2011, Russia stopped changing their clocks back and forth to remain in daylight saving time, but then decided to shift the clocks back an hour to permanent standard time in 2014. Scientists happened to be monitoring young Russians’ sleep patterns and mood during these transitions, which presented an opportunity to test what happens when we meddle with time.16 The three years in permanent daylight saving time led to increased social jet lag and lower mood in the winter months. Messing with time in this way also disrupts the body’s ability to regulate energy consumption. In other words, we struggle to consume the right types and amount of food when socially jet-lagged. This likely explains why social jet lag is associated with increased body mass index, waist size, and diseases related to weight, such as type 2 diabetes.17


Positive effects occur when we loosen our attachment to artificial time and let nature lead us. Many of us were forced to work from home during the Covid-19 pandemic. Although this arrangement was stressful for some, it meant avoiding the commute to work and adopting a more flexible start to the working day. Surveys from around the world demonstrated that people generally slept longer on workdays, more in line with how long they slept on work-free days. A seventy per cent drop in alarm-clock use was witnessed, and social jet lag was reduced by around an hour.18 History and science have repeatedly shown that when we align our lives with nature’s timing, whether that be the setting of the sun or our own biological clocks, we tend to be physically and psychologically healthier.


It is generally inconvenient to move across the country to align your sleep patterns with the sun, but social jet lag can be mitigated in other ways. The condition most likely occurs because sleep on school nights is not of sufficient quality or length, so individuals need to catch up on other days, usually the weekend. All the common sleep habit recommendations will help with this problem, including limiting screen time, alcohol or caffeine before bed on school nights. Getting some sunlight and exercise soon after waking up will also help your biological clock to develop a healthy rhythm. Sunlight helps regulate serotonin and melatonin, both of which are important neurotransmitters that control our body clock.19 Exercise can also achieve this, albeit to a lesser degree.20 Further lifestyle modifications might be necessary on work-free days when most people have more control over their time. You could tone down the late-night partying or put the Saturday-night film on sooner so that you naturally wake a little earlier on work-free days. This isn’t the sexiest piece of advice, but it will be good for your health. It should also be used as a general guideline rather than a strict rule (an occasional party is good for most people’s mojo). If you’re in control of your workday wake time, then replicate the pandemic and stay in bed a little longer if it helps to align your sleep patterns. Spending an extra few minutes snoozing is not lazy if it leads to better health.


The fabricated attitudes to time developed by industrialised nations and cultures have backfired, and there is little doubt that time impacts our lives on a grand scale. Living according to our alarm clocks, experiencing chronic levels of boredom, and feeling constantly under time pressure have drastic consequences. People often talk about having time to do an activity. Sometimes we have time to exercise, sometimes we do not. Sometimes we have time to visit a friend, sometimes we do not. ‘I don’t have time’ is not only a poor excuse for inaction, but also completely misleading. This phrase implies that we have control of what we do with our time. I regret to tell you that many of us need to wake up, rub the sleep from our weary eyes and smell the single-origin Guatemalan coffee. We do not have time, time has us, even if we largely do not notice it. Time dictates what we do and when we do it. Most of us do not wake up when we want to, but when time tells us to. Most of us do not go to work when we feel like it, but when it’s time to do so. We (usually) don’t order a glass of Merlot at 10am, because it’s the wrong time. We have little choice over when we die, we just exit the stage when our time is up. We cannot stop time, but time can – and often does – stop us. Make no mistake: time is our master. We must fight this oppression, defeat our tyrannical ruler, and become masters of time to restore our mojos.


Too many of us are allowing various features of time to destroy our health, squash our spirits and wreck our wellbeing. Time can also trample on our dreams and ambitions, preventing us from achieving anything of personal value and thwarting our healthy habits and behaviours. When we allow time to make these transgressions, our actions conflict with our core values. We get angry with those we love, feel apathy when we used to be enthused, and remove the joy from our lives. It is these related attacks by time on our mojos that this book aims to prevent. Mojo is characterised by feeling good and energised, while at the same time maintaining routines and behaviours that we personally value, which keep us healthy and help us develop. It’s not easy progressing, developing, learning and achieving, while also being happy, relaxed and uplifted. I once had a chat with a gentleman at an airport who had an extremely successful career but understood he had neglected his family for years. He felt helpless to do anything about this situation. I’ve seen many parents with a beautiful family life, but their itch to regain their individual identity continually irritates and they feel like time is simply passing them by. Almost weekly, a sports news story will describe a supreme champion who has been mentally crushed by their efforts to get to the top because they have spent too little time supporting their wellbeing. Understanding time and developing a healthy relationship with it will harmonise the major aspects of your life, from personal development and professional achievements, to happiness, health and relationships, or any other context that is important to you.


Relationship therapy


Our relationship with time may be dysfunctional, but there are things we can do to break free and stop feeling like we live under time’s tyranny. Chapter two of this book explains that having no time to nourish your soul and replenish your mojo in your life has nothing to do with how packed your schedule is. The feeling of frantic busyness is caused by disruptions in our perception of time. The brain is designed to manipulate our perception of time to benefit us, but it’s often too concerned with trying to cope with stress, anxiety and life’s curve balls to do so effectively. Subsequent chapters illustrate how time compels us to intend one thing but do the opposite. Time makes us feel like saints one moment and sinners the next. Time encourages us to chase our dreams but chains us to the sofa. Chapter three advises that you will probably fail to sustain any new, meaningful and spirit-enhancing activities if you expect willpower to perform over time. Chapter four explains that we frequently renege on our worthwhile intentions because we are wildly inaccurate at predicting the future. Chapter five illustrates how quitting and failure are common if time penetrates the gap between your actions and the outcomes that you desire.


Later chapters illuminate how important factors in shaping your spirit and helping you achieve your goals change over time. Chapter six focuses on your recall of previous experiences. In contrast to what we might think, we do not assess entire experiences and events evenly, but recall different moments depending on their place in time. Chapter seven focuses on how our effort waxes and wanes predictably over time, and identifies key phases in a project or activity when different strategies are needed to initiate or maintain effort.


Time can also be a loyal sidekick if we allow it. Chapter eight emphasises the importance of time in solitude to enable creativity and original thinking, and to allow new features of your character to be awakened and flourish. Chapter nine encourages you to let time employ its healing powers when your mojo has gone on vacation. Chapter ten describes how spending some well-earned time to define and live your life according to your true identity is the essential characteristic of a regained mojo. Your core identity is a potent motivational weapon that can be employed to override the trickery of time, provide a large tonic for your mojo and allow you to sustain any hobbies, projects and lifestyle changes that you wish.


I have spent twenty years researching how motivation and wellbeing can simultaneously occur. As a result, I describe the scientific theory and evidence underpinning the ideas contained in this book, but I also dip into other fields, such as religion, literature, film, sport and business to elaborate on these ideas. Throughout this book, straightforward strategies are provided that will help improve your mojo. These strategies can be adapted to whatever aspect of your life requires attention, from business and personal finance to exercise, family life and new hobbies. This book is, therefore, relevant to anyone looking to get a little more out of their life, whether that be a CEO of a company or a full-time parent, an elite athlete or someone about to put on trainers for the first time. Some of the strategies will create a noticeable shift in your life from the moment you implement them. Others will make smaller contributions that you may not notice at first. All of them will cultivate your relationship with time, and help you understand how your brain works and how to get the most out of life.
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Time warps




‘Time is an illusion. Lunchtime doubly so.’


– Ford Prefect, fictional galactic hitchhiker





The phrase ‘space-time continuum’ conjures up images of intrepid time travellers hurtling through hyperspace and strange planets in galaxies far beyond our own reality. But the continuum is not a fantasy restricted to the imaginations of science-fiction enthusiasts. It is a fundamental principle in mathematics and physics. It forms the basis of much of what we understand about life. The work of two of the world’s best-known scientists, Albert Einstein and Stephen Hawking, was heavily underpinned by the continuum, or ‘spacetime’, as physicists like to call it. Rather than a form of intergalactic voyage, spacetime is any mathematical model that combines time and the three dimensions of physical space into a single integrated concept.


Being based on the laws of physics and the formulae of mathematics, it would be sensible to assume that space and time are permanent and inflexible structures. In fact, this conclusion would be completely wrong. Imagine you are watching a friend who is standing on an airport travellator travelling from left to right. She then drops a golf ball. Your friend watches the ball drop vertically to the travellator floor, because she is moving at the same speed as the travellator. But from your viewpoint, the ball has travelled on a diagonal path downwards and slightly to the right, because your friend was moving that way. This is strange because the ball took an identical length of time to hit the floor, but travelled a longer distance from your viewpoint than your friend’s. This means that the same ball travelled faster for you than for your friend. For many people experiencing a lack of mojo, the same could be said about life. A misplaced mojo is often characterised by a frantic feeling of busyness, where your own life feels like it is racing by seemingly much faster than everyone else’s. This is accompanied by a feeling of being helpless to do anything about it.


Things get more bizarre if we were to switch the golf-ball scenario and keep distance and speed, rather than time, constant (remembering that time equals distance divided by speed). The ball would take less time to travel the same distance for you than for your friend. Indeed, the faster the travellator moves, the bigger the difference in perception of time between you and your friend. This effect is an example of time dilation, which was one of the foundational ideas behind Einstein’s work. Time dilation also means that time passes more slowly for your head than your feet (when standing). The further away from the Earth’s centre, the faster the speed as the Earth spins, which means time passes more slowly. The difference is incredibly small: a year would be about fifteen microseconds longer on the top of Mount Everest than if you were at sea level.


This effect will be familiar if you’ve seen the film Interstellar. The astronauts in the film don’t age as much as characters who remain on Earth, because their speedy space travel means time passes slower than it does on Earth. If you were to hop in your spaceship and travel at ninety per cent of the speed of light for a year, your friends on Earth would have aged approximately two years and four months. Importantly for us, these examples of travellators, spinning worlds and space travel demonstrate that time is not stable but outrageously flexible. Our perception of time is altered depending on what we are doing and the perspectives we take. To restore our mojos and alleviate the busyness we often experience, we need to open our minds and embrace this fact. Not having enough time is one of the defining aspects of a lack of mojo. Are we so busy we don’t have time for friends and family? Do we really have no time to exercise, read a book, dust off that musical instrument, sign up for a language course or learn a new skill? Are we too busy – or is it that our outlook and environment are making us feel too busy?


Take your nose off the grindstone


In many countries, a hard-working, dynamic life is viewed as a sign of success, but few of us have stopped to contemplate where this doctrine stems from, and whether it is of any use to us now. Whether you personally subscribe to a religion or not, religious texts continue to hold enormous influence over your life and the society that you live in. For example, we can observe the championing of hard graft in the Old Testament. God created Adam to get busy cultivating the Garden of Eden. The Big Man played a blinder when he granted humans the Sabbath to rest and divert attention from the Monday-to-Saturday toil. Centuries later, the sixteenth-century monk Martin Luther advocated that work should be an obligatory duty, and the term ‘Protestant work ethic’ was born. A few hundred years later, philosopher and mathematician Thomas Carlyle emphasised that meaningful labour was essential for a healthy person and a healthy society. No wonder keeping your nose to the grindstone is viewed as admirable. And it is not just in our paid work that we should slog, either. A persistent reluctance for labour in all aspects of life – or sloth, as it is better known – is a cardinal sin. ‘The devil makes work for idle hands’, after all. We are programmed to view sustained endeavour as admirable, so we crack on and get busy.


This idea of busyness equating to success is an odd status signal that only became prominent in the last couple of centuries. In the UK period drama Downton Abbey, the matriarchal Dowager Countess of Grantham, Violet Crawley, asked ‘What is a “weekend”?’, revealing her ignorance of the difference between the leisurely Saturday-to-Sunday and the remainder of the week. This humorous quip was consistent with the real status signalling of that era. Then, unlike today, financial and societal prowess was demonstrated by not working. For example, a pale, smooth complexion was desired to signify that people didn’t engage in hard outside labour. Prior to this era, in the late Middle Ages, exceedingly long and pointy shoes that were not suitable for work were worn by wealthy men for the same reason. Why on earth would you work if you were wealthy?


Fast-forward to the twenty-first century, and many industrialised cultures encourage us to promote how busy we are. Social media is riddled with posts encouraging us to work as hard as Beyoncé in the studio or David Goggins in the gym. Friends relentlessly busy-brag when you ask them how they are. If you are not busy, then your life must be worthless or irrelevant. In the 1980s, ‘moonlighting’ referred to having a second job in addition to regular employment. It was typically frowned upon, because it seemed unethical or detrimental to the main job. Nowadays, having a second income is known as a ‘side hustle’ and is essential if you want to be seen as successful in some social circles. Advances in technology and an increase in working from home have also led many to feel unable to free themselves from the pressure to be productive, and they no longer know whether they are working from home or living at work. These pressures have led people to sell their time to employers as though it is cheap and limitless.


Busyness as a status symbol has been studied extensively by scientists. In one experiment, half the participants read about Jeff, a thirty-five-year-old man who works long hours and has a calendar that is always full.21 The other half read about another Jeff, also thirty-five years old, but this Jeff does not work and has a leisurely lifestyle. In contrast to the post-Edwardian values conveyed in Downton Abbey, the first Jeff was deemed to have a much higher social status than the second. This belief was especially strong in participants who believed that success was based on hard work. In a second experiment, participants read about thirty-five-year-old Anne, who wore either a hands-free Bluetooth headset (to signify busyness) or listened to music through headphones (to signify leisure). The first Anne was rated as having a higher social status than the second, even after the researchers accounted for how expensive and innovative the headwear looked.


Researchers have also investigated whether busyness matches wealth as a status symbol. Some participants read about an individual who used an online shopping and delivery service, implying that they were busy. Others read about the same individual, except they bought expensive shopping brands, implying that they were wealthy. A third group of participants read that the individual shopped at an average grocery store as a comparison to the other two shoppers. The online shopper was perceived to be of a higher status than the average grocery store shopper, even though the two shopping methods were perceived to cost the same. Furthermore, the online shopper was deemed to be of the same social status as the luxury brand shopper. If you want to demonstrate status, being busy is as good as being rich.


Not all countries or cultures value busyness as an indicator of status. In a replication of the experiment involving the thirty-five-year-old Jeff, Americans were found to value busyness, but Italians valued leisure. Americans typically believe that hard work can lead to climbing the social hierarchy, but Italians do not hold this belief to the same extent. US citizens are a prime example of a monochronic society; they tend to live their lives by the clock, equating busyness with success and the American Dream. For Americans, time is money. Monochronic cultures view time as a quantifiable commodity, much like the Greenwich Observatory did in the nineteenth century. These cultures measure time in precise units to enable planning and management. Time can be spent or saved, but shouldn’t be wasted. If you live in a country underpinned by a monochronic culture, like the US or UK, you probably haven’t considered that an alternative perspective exists. We rarely sit down with a coffee and contemplate our temporal values, unless you are authoring a book about time.


But a different view of time does exist. Many Latin American, African, Asian and Arab cultures are underpinned by polychronic attitudes to time and busyness. Polychronic cultures believe that time is flexible. Schedules are guidelines rather than rules, and multitasking is favoured. A work meeting scheduled to finish at 11.15am while another one is due to start at 11am would not be out of the question. Time does not need to be monitored and traded so precisely, partly because it is impossible to know how long some activities will take. The length of time needed to build a business relationship between clients, for example, cannot be quantified. An appointment delayed by hours would largely go unnoticed. Many traditional cultures where an agricultural or hunter-gather lifestyle is still common also have conflicting approaches to busyness compared to monochronic countries. The Kapauku people living in Papua New Guinea do not typically work on two consecutive days, while traditions in other South Pacific Islands dictate that men only work four hours per day. Some communities living in the Kalahari Desert only work six hours per day, on two or three days per week.


The course of history also provides examples of nonconformists who didn’t subscribe to the perspective that more toil means more success. Major industrial figures Henry Ford and W. K. Kellogg went against the grain and discovered that their employees were more productive when they worked less. Oscar Wilde advocated that: ‘Work is simply the refuge of people who have nothing whatever to do.’ Nobel Laureate Bertrand Russell authored a magnificent essay called ‘In Praise of Idleness’, in which he demolished many of the prevailing ideas about work and suggested that ‘… immense harm is caused by the belief that work is virtuous’. Several contemporary authors agree with these sentiments. In his 2017 book Utopia for Realists, Rutger Bregman dedicates a whole chapter to the benefits of the fifteen-hour working week. And you can guess what Tim Ferris’s bestseller, The Four-Hour Workweek, concerns.


Some individuals have also been incredibly effective at protecting their time against people who want to take it. Allegedly, an English ambassador asked the leader of pre-war Germany, Otto von Bismarck, how he dismissed visiting statesmen who took up too much of his time. ‘I have an infallible method,’ said Bismarck. ‘My servant arrives and informs me that my wife has something urgent to tell me.’ Immediately after he said this, a servant entered with an urgent message from Bismarck’s wife.


There are hopeful signs that change is on the way in work settings. In the US and Ireland, a four-day work week was implemented in various companies for six months in 2022 with very promising results. Employee stress, burnout, fatigue and work–family conflict all decreased over the course of the trial.22 On the other hand, physical and mental health, work–life balance, and satisfaction in several areas of employees’ lives increased. Ninety-seven per cent of all the employees wanted to continue with a four-day work week, and almost all the participating companies rated the trial a massive success. After a similar trial ended in over sixty UK firms in 2023, fifty-six continued with the four-day work week, and eighteen organisations made it a permanent policy.23 What is most surprising, however, is that implementation of a four-day work week almost always maintains or increases productivity. Irish and US company managers were asked to rate how the four-day work week had impacted productivity, and the average score was nearly eight out of ten (0 = very negatively and 10 = very positively). These benefits to productivity were not achieved by employees speeding up and having to work until exhaustion during the other four days; they just worked smarter. A four-day work week makes people value their time appropriately. People plan better, identify priorities and don’t feel the need to accept every meeting invitation. Counterintuitively, having less time made people put strategies in place that made them feel like they had more time.


We are joining those revolutionaries who view time and busyness differently in order to change how we interact with time in all aspects of our lives. We cannot add a little time to our days like the folk from chapter one who monitor the rotation of the Earth, but we can radically alter our perception of time. To be more precise, we can mend the warp in our perception of time that has left our mojos and motivation in tatters.


The illusion of busyness


For the majority, ‘not having the time’ is one of the most common barriers to making life changes. ‘I haven’t got time to cook properly’, ‘I haven’t got time to exercise’, ‘I haven’t got time to start a new business’, ‘If only I had the time to take up a new hobby’. When people declare that they do not have the time for something like exercise, they are being imprecise. If someone put a gun to their head and instructed them to complete ten star jumps or eat lead, they would miraculously find time to exercise. This example may seem pedantic and extreme, but it is essential to define the problem precisely. People have the time, but they think they do not, because they have other, higher priorities. When people feel this way, they often think they need to be more efficient and reach for various strategies aimed at becoming more productive. These tactics are generally designed with the goal of fitting more into one’s life, but often create more time pressure, not less. In fact, many former proponents of uber-productivity and supremely efficient lifestyles, such as Tim Ferris in the US or Oliver Burkeman in the UK, are now turning their backs on these ideas and embracing a more balanced, mojo-filled lifestyle. The solution to not having enough time is to remove the feeling of time pressure, not to cram more activities in.


Scientists asked around 250 middle-aged women to keep a diary for seven days to track their daily activities.24 As you’d expect, these diaries revealed that some women were extremely busy, spending most of their days working, looking after family and so on, while other women reported being much less busy. But this was not the interesting point about the investigation. The women were also asked whether they felt they had the time for physical activity in their schedules. Their responses revealed that actual time available had no relationship whatsoever to the perceived time available. In other words, being too busy and feeling too busy are very different, completely unrelated issues. Being busy is not the problem, and it does not stop us from making lifestyle changes or taking up new activities. Feeling busy is the driving factor behind a lack of time for anything meaningful or enjoyable.


Feeling overly busy can have dire consequences. Everyone knows that speeding in your car is dangerous. Speeding kills several hundred people on UK roads every year. Despite this ominous fact, two-thirds of UK drivers who responded to a survey said they break the speed limit if they are in a rush.25 Put another way, six out of ten drivers would increase the probability of killing someone because they feel busy. Maybe the current state of rush hour – potentially the biggest misnomer ever created – is not such a bad thing. In central London, rush hour lasts for two hours, and the average speed for motor vehicles is approximately nine miles per hour.26 This crawl means that a six-mile trip takes over forty minutes across central London. A good amateur runner would be able to run it in the same time. At least no one is likely to die at these speeds.


The distinction between being and feeling busy is why the phrase work–life balance is misleading. This expression falsely implies that you need equal measures of work and leisure in your life to feel energised. More important for your spirit is work–life harmony, which acknowledges that equal measures might be unnecessary and different people have different priorities at different points in their lives. In my younger years, I felt I had so much time that I could work sixty hours per week, have lots of opportunities for socialising, keeping fit and other activities, and still feel great. I was busy, but I didn’t feel busy. If I attempted to work that many hours in a week now, it would make me feel very busy and out of control. Problems also occur when the people thriving on a sixty-hour week expect others to do the same without considering their individual circumstances. These types of work–life disharmony are catastrophic for wellbeing.


A survey undertaken in the US found a magical few – just less than ten per cent of survey responders – who reported having very little free time but also felt completely unrushed.27 These people were twice as happy as everyone else who responded to the survey. They did not feel like they were on the relentless hamster wheel, but they had created a lifestyle that kept them active and thriving. These contented folk weren’t from a particular demographic; there was a mix of married and single people, young and old, wealthy and poor. This assortment of individuals implies that anyone can hit the sweet spot and achieve a serene state of being busy without feeling busy.


One solution to feeling less frantic might be to copy the early Roman republic, who timetabled eight days per week. One of these days was ring-fenced for shopping. Life would be much easier if there was a day designated for going food shopping, ordering that essential item from Amazon and perusing the latest season’s fashion. It was only when Rome embraced Christianity in the fourth century that the seven-day week was implemented. However, if there is no relationship between being and feeling busy, simply adding time to our calendars is unlikely to lessen the frantic feeling of busyness, so this strategy is not the answer. In any workplace, you’ll find a colleague lamenting that they are completely overworked, yet they have managed to make their coffee break extend to ninety minutes. Giving these individuals more time or fewer tasks will not make them feel less busy.


A more realistic strategy is to manipulate our perceptions of time. A watched pot never boils, time drags like RuPaul when you are bored, and time flies when we are having fun. These phrases aren’t just clichés; time seems to be abundant when we are waiting for something to happen, but disappears when we are not. Rather than time dictating when it enters or leaves our lives, we need to be in the driver’s seat. German physiologist Karl von Vierordt is most famous for inventing the sphygmograph, the first instrument that could measure blood pressure without using invasive methods. Less well known is the fact that he also noticed differences between people’s perceived length of time spent on a task and the actual time taken. In what later became known as Vierordt’s law, he suggested that short intervals are more likely to be overestimated (e.g., five seconds feels like six seconds), while long intervals of time tend to be underestimated (e.g., five years feels like four years). But this perspective is overly simplistic. Sometimes an hour feels like ten minutes, and sometimes it feels like two hours. Our perception of time is totally flexible, and its direction and flow seemingly haphazard.


How do we warp time?


To understand why our perception of time passing varies so much, we can turn to William James, widely recognised as the godfather of American psychology. He gained an eclectic education studying art, physiology, medicine, psychology and philosophy. It was while studying at Harvard University that James became a member of an informal gentlemen’s group called The Metaphysical Club. The collective contained a renowned novelist, a future Supreme Court Justice, and several philosophers who went on to shape American society and influence presidents. These guys knew their onions, so we should take their advice. James’s nineteenth-century masterpiece, The Principles of Psychology, contains more than twelve hundred pages of physiology, psychology and philosophy. Within it, he succinctly wrote: ‘our feeling of time harmonises with different mental moods’. The key to becoming the master of time and bending it back into shape is our underlying emotional state. As we counterintuitively discovered in the four-day work-week trials, giving employees less time at work made them feel better and like they had more time to get things completed. Emotions will control your outlook on time if you let them – or they can be harnessed to improve your life.
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