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Praise for 24/6


“24/6 reminds us of what we get from taking a break rather than what we give up. Tiffany Shlain is a twenty-first-century Marshall McLuhan, reminding us that having the best of both worlds is not getting consumed by one.”


—Jean Rogers, author of Kids Under Fire


“Shlain delivers a moving family story, documenting the connections that make the need for the Shabbat important in the first place.”


—Sherry Turkle, author of Reclaiming Conversation and Alone Together


“She convinced me . . . that a day of disconnection is a path toward reconnection to the rest of our lives.”


—Vint Cerf, vice president and chief Internet evangelist at Google and cofounder of the Internet Society


“Tiffany Shlain is a digital philosopher for our time. 24/6 proposes a simple but radical change in the power dynamic between humans and the Web. I, as a pediatrician, live it and recommend it as a best-parenting and best-living practice to the families I serve.”


—Michael Rich, associate professor of pediatrics at Harvard Medical School and director and founder of the Center on Media and Child Health


“For decades the promise of automation—giving people more leisure time—has been a distant dream. The reality is quite the reverse. We may well need to relearn the art of leisure or how to fill more of our time with enriched personal and social relations. Tiffany Shlain’s book is a much needed guide for how to start on this path.”


—Marina Gorbis, author of The Nature of the Future


“I don’t know how Tiffany Shlain does it. First the prize-winning movies, now an amazing book outlining a human way to manage our digital lifestyle. Like Tiffany, we all need to go 24/6. It’s a great way to seize back control from our digital overlords.”


—Andrew Keen, bestselling author of How to Fix the Future


“24/6 is a joy to read, from its compelling argument for a day of rest to its bonus challah bread recipe. Like the braided challah, Tiffany Shlain weaves together her intriguing personal story, practical advice, and research wisdom to show why taking a weekly tech break is so rejuvenating—and can fuel a healthy, meaningful life.”


—Rosabeth Moss Kanter, bestselling author of Confidence


“Tiffany Shlain provides much needed sanity in our data frenzied world. Do yourself a favor. Read this book and take back your life.”


—Stephen Balkam, founder and CEO, Family Online Safety Institute
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To my parents, and Ken, Odessa, and Blooma, my truest sources of connectivity





Introduction


Before living 24/6, I was on screens 24/7. While I loved the power of having the world at my fingertips, I felt powerless against the allure of the device in my hand. Screens both consumed most of my time and made me lose track of it. It was hard to focus while jacked into this primal-urge network that was constantly pulling me away from being present. Most important, I felt like I wasn’t paying enough attention to the people I loved who were right in front of me.


Then, ten years ago, within days, my father left this world and my daughter entered it, and all I wanted to do was end the nonstop distractions and slow time down. I needed a revolution to transform the situation, and remarkably, I found it.


My husband, Ken, and I started a practice of turning off all screens and unplugging from digital life for a full day, every week, for what we call our “Technology Shabbat.” Going offline one day a week for nearly a decade with our daughters has felt like an epiphany on how to fill the day with the best parts of life, and a radical act of protection against the always-on, always-available world.


Even though I’m Jewish and a mother, I’m not here to make you feel guilty (or become Jewish). I just want to share a practice that has improved my life in every way: a twenty-first-century interpretation of the ancient Jewish ritual of a weekly day of rest. It can work for anyone, from any background or belief, whether single, with a partner, or with kids. As concerns about the effects of excessive tech use on our individual well-being, our relationships, and our democracy come to a head, it’s never felt more urgent to share this idea.


Living 24/6 feels like magic, and here’s why: it seems to defy the laws of physics, as it both slows down time and gives us more of it. I laugh a lot more on that day without screens. I notice everything in greater detail. I sleep better. It strengthens my relationships and makes me feel healthier. It allows me to read, think, be more creative, and reflect in a deeper way. Each week I get a full reset. Afterward, I’m much more productive and efficient, with positive effects that radiate out to the other six days. It even helps renew my appreciation for all that I have access to online, giving me that Wow, the Internet realization fresh each week. Who would have thought technology could be more potent in its absence?


A weekly day without screens improves our family’s lives, too. Our daughters, Odessa (sixteen) and Blooma (ten), have done this practice most of their lives, and it’s shaped how they interact with technology in extremely beneficial ways. They enjoy their time off screens and look forward to it. It feels like a vacation every week. We look forward to it with the same anticipation, and it provides that same feeling of deep relaxation we get when we go away. And because it expands your sense of time, it makes your day off feel like two days in one. Going screen-free once a week is like having a metaphysical remote control, with a pause button for the 24/7 world, that turns your life back on.


The fact that my family has practiced Tech Shabbat so long surprises people. Ken is a UC Berkeley professor of robotics. I’ve spent my career exploring the online world, first by establishing the Webby Awards, then as a filmmaker examining how all this connectedness is changing our lives today and will continue to do so in the future. We’re both deeply involved with technology and constantly pushing on its edge.


Yet what I’m exploring here is the power of a technology invented several millennia in the past. More than three thousand years ago, the concept of Shabbat (also known as the Sabbath) transformed the world. Before then, time had no pauses: it was day after day after day. Shabbat made it so each week ended with a day off, for everyone, of every social class. The run-on sentence of time got a period, and humankind got a chance to catch its breath and focus.


All these years later, practicing our version of Shabbat helps my family be more present with one another, appreciate the small things, daydream, and get a different viewpoint on living. It encourages resourcefulness and recalls a simpler time. Doing something the same day as others all over the world do also reminds us that we are connected to something larger than ourselves. Ultimately, turning off screens and disconnecting from the online network weekly helps us use tech in a way that prevents tech from using us.





If you’re reading this book, you’re probably looking for a change, too. How often have you looked up from your screen, eyes dazed, and realized you’ve just wasted thirty minutes or an hour or more? You look around and see everyone else with their heads down staring at their screens, too. You worry about how this is affecting you as an individual and society at large. You think you should do something about it, then your phone buzzes, you respond to the text, and you’re pulled back to the screen again. We’ve become ostriches, burying our heads in silicon sand.


In 1876, when the inventor of the telephone, Alexander Graham Bell, made his first call, he said to his assistant on the other line: “Mr. Watson—come here—I want to see you.” More than one hundred forty years later, with the proliferation of everyone staring at the screens of their smartphones 24/7, we might rephrase: “Humanity—come here—I want to see you.” Having one day off each week shocks you anew into the realization of how bizarre it is that everyone is head-down, looking at screens all the time. That should never feel normal.


If you feel like screens rule too much of your life, living 24/6 offers a way to reclaim your attention, time, and perspective, and—if more and more people do it, I hope—will help our collective humanity.


I won’t pretend there aren’t costs in taking time off, or that it’s easy for everyone. I know that having the space to think about time away from technology is a luxury that many don’t have. It’s true that in the past ten years, the digital divide has flipped, and now it’s often a privilege to be able to be offline. You can’t just unplug if you have to answer your boss’s calls. And unlike the titans of Silicon Valley (many of whom created and deploy this addictive technology), who ban smartphones for both their children and the nannies who watch them, many of us rely on screens as child care when we absolutely need to get things done.


But there’s still a cost to excessive screen use, and I want to share a practice that’s free and simple and can make your life better. Yes, many people need to work seven days a week. But others have allowed themselves to be available seven days a week. Wherever you are, I urge you to try unplugging on the work-free days you do get, even if it’s only doable every few weeks or every few months. If you are able, once a week is ideal. For me, it’s restorative in a way that nothing else is.


Living 24/6 is a ticket to a richer life that coexists with technology in a more balanced way. The practices I suggest are for people of all backgrounds, and they don’t follow the traditional rules of the Jewish Sabbath, like refraining from driving or using electricity. I should mention that I’m a cultural Jew, not a religious one (i.e., I love bagels, lox, cream cheese, and Gilda Radner, and I had a bat mitzvah). I value the traditions, the humor, the rituals, the food, the existential angst, and many key ideas, without necessarily believing in God. And while I have great appreciation for all the different ways my fellow Jews observe Shabbat, I don’t view unplugging for a Technology Shabbat as just a Jewish practice. For me, Tech Shabbat is like yoga or meditation. I do both and respect the traditions they come from, but I don’t think that doing them suggests I’m Hindu or Buddhist. These practices enhance your life whether you subscribe to that faith or not.


Because I am Jewish, I incorporate Jewish elements into my interpretation of Shabbat (like Friday-night dinner with challah and candles), and that’s the tradition I’ll be using to illustrate my practice throughout the book. But I appreciate the fact that people from different backgrounds honor their day of rest in other ways. So whatever your tradition, even if it’s no tradition, take a day. Grab it and don’t let it go. Your day away from screens and off the network will rejuvenate your mind, your body, and your relationships, whether you do it on Saturday, Sunday, or a weekday.


I see Tech Shabbat as part of a solution to a modern human problem. It breaks up the constant disruptions and rejects the status quo. Unplugging for a full day each week is a punk-rock reaction to our always-on, 24/7 world. It makes the world wait while we do what we want. It’s totally freeing, and totally free.


While today unplugging means turning off screens, as technologies evolve and become more invisible—e.g., smart eyewear, microscopic earbuds embedded in home devices, and various forms of augmented reality—the core of what I’m talking about will remain the same: the need to turn off the online world for a full day each week and enter a different kind of space and time that allows for inner reflection, longer-term thinking, and more focused connection with your friends and family.





To practice the same ritual almost every week for nearly ten years has changed me in ways both big and small. In this book, I will share my story and what I have learned from rethinking Shabbat for the twenty-first century.


The first sections offer context, looking at the history and philosophy that demonstrates why rest and unplugging are so important. After that, I’ll show you what living 24/6 looks like, and how it can improve your life 24/7. Then I’ll explore the shifting role of technology in our lives, looking at what it amplifies for us—and what it amputates. We’ll look at the neuroscience behind productivity, practice, silence, sleep, empathy, and creativity, examining how they’re enhanced by turning off screens. We’ll consider what all this means for the bigger picture, and I'll propose some ideas for change for the tech industry and society.


The last section of the book, “It’s Easier Than You Think: A Step-by-Step Guide,” offers hands-on instructions for making these ideas work for your own circumstances. I have strategies to help convince the people you want to do this with you (a partner, kids, friends, or anyone), including thinking about what you all want more of in your life, so you can fill your screen-free day with those activities. There are lists of things to do, questions, prompts, and resources to help you tailor Tech Shabbat and living 24/6 to your own life, as well as strategies for more balance with tech the other six days of the week. You can also read firsthand accounts from people who have tried and adapted the practice themselves.


Ultimately, this book is a why-to and a how-to, not a have-to. (There are enough Commandments as it is.) 24/6 living is also a get-to: it’s about what you get back, not what you give up. This is what’s worked for us. You can customize to make it work for you.


I’m excited to share with you what I’ve learned so far.


To the power of unplugging and looking up,


Tiffany Shlain


2019





PART I:




A DAY DIFFERENT FROM ALL OTHER DAYS
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Why I Went 24/6


In 2008, Ken and I found out I was pregnant with our second child after multiple miscarriages. That same week, my father was diagnosed with stage-four brain cancer and given nine months to live. For the next nine months, all I thought about was life and death.


My father and I were incredibly close. We spoke every day, and although I saw him through more realistic eyes as I got older, most of my life I viewed him as a combination of Superman, Einstein, Willy Wonka, and Tevye from Fiddler on the Roof.


During the period when he was dying, there were times when he had only one lucid hour a day. When I went to visit him, I would turn my phone off completely. I needed to protect a space and time around us to focus on him and the moments we had left.


This made me think a lot about how little time we actually have. One of my favorite quotes by author Annie Dillard is: “How we spend our days is, of course, how we spend our lives.” I was spending too much of my days looking at screens. I no longer wanted to spend every waking moment being sucked into the digital vortex.


It’s stunning how sickness and death can jolt priorities into alignment. Those nine months were painful yet illuminating. I was fully awake and present—both to my father’s dying and this new life growing inside of me.


In May 2009, my father died, and Ken’s and my second daughter was born. These events seemed to unfold in slow motion and in deeply saturated colors and emotions. I described the colliding of these two profound moments as a six-word memoir:


Father’s funeral. Daughter’s birth. Flowers everywhere.


At my father’s funeral, over and over people told me: “Your father made me feel like the most important person in the room.” “He was so present.” “He always looked in my eyes when we spoke.”


I remember growing up, how he never answered the landline when it rang at dinnertime. “Who has the nerve to call during dinnertime?” he would say. “Family time is sacred.” To him, interrupting the family meal was an assault on the most important event of the day. The fact that his death occurred just as our smartphones began to take over all our waking hours is more than just significant; to me, it felt like that’s when “being present” died—for all of us.





My father was the reason I met Ken. On a rainy night in 1997, my father was giving a reading of his book Art & Physics at an art gallery in San Francisco. A dashing man walked through the door of the gallery with a dog-eared copy and said to my father, “Hello, Dr. Shlain, my name is Ken Goldberg. I’m a professor at UC Berkeley, and I loved your book.”


I can imagine the mental checklist going through my father’s head:


1) Goldberg, Jewish: Check.


2) Professor, smart: Check.


3) Loves my book: Check!


Without missing a beat, my father walked Ken over to me, asking, “Have you met my daughter Tiffany?” We fell in love instantly.


Ken introduced me to the idea of Shabbat as a weekly break from work. Most Jews I knew did not observe Shabbat, or if they did, it was just candles, blessings, and a nice meal on Friday night. I remember so clearly being shocked when he said, “I don’t work on Saturdays; it’s Shabbat. I need a day off.” I was impressed. It struck me as profound and sexy. I was drawn to how much this ancient Jewish wisdom guided him.


During our first ten years together, Ken and I were focused on creating a life and a family, and also on our careers. This meant we were really busy—and on our screens a lot. But that was a time when screens were mostly stationary. Until smartphones were released around 2007, we couldn’t plug in anywhere, anytime. (It’s hard to remember how different things were.) Back then, it was pretty much just flip phones and the Palm Pilot. Remember those original models with a screen and cool little pull-out stylus that let you both make a call and keep a calendar? The Palm Pilot was a huge leap from the oversize bricks that came before. And that was nothing compared to the moment when that device turned into a computer + a mobile phone + access to the Web. Now, everyone was online all the time.


I clearly remember the night we took the iPhone plunge in 2007. I tried to convey to Ken why I worried that smartphones might be a detriment to our relationship. But, of course, we opened our white Pandora’s boxes from Apple and started mainlining data, texts, emails, and calls like everyone else. We could bring our screens with us everywhere, and we did. We now had these intoxicating, compelling devices in our pockets, ready for a hit of distraction, entertainment, or escape at any moment.


And like everyone else, we got addicted. Researchers have compared the sense of technological dependency—the feeling that we must be accessible and responsive at any time—to that of drugs and alcohol. It’s all because of the hormone dopamine, which is related to mood, attention, and desire. When you find something that feels good, dopamine makes you want more of it. I recently heard the term “digital obesity.” Yes, I get it. Too much of anything can be detrimental to your health and well-being.


When you’re up late, clicking from website to website, or compulsively texting or emailing, it’s reinforcing dopamine-induced loops. And just as we’ve discovered the hard way when we have too much sugar or too much alcohol, we can also have too much information: literally TMI. But back when the iPhone first came out, we couldn’t imagine how much it would encroach on our lives. We thought we could stop scrolling and clicking whenever we wanted to.


Unfortunately, that’s not how human brains work. Within a year of its release, everyone around me seemed addicted to their smartphones. My attention span got shorter. I felt distracted all the time. I was more available to everyone and connected to everything, but not in a meaningful way. This was at the time of my father’s health crisis, and I was doing a lot of thinking about thinking. Specifically, I was thinking about the brain, and how it responds when it’s attacked or in an unhealthy situation.





My father, Leonard Shlain, was a surgeon and writer whose work focused on the brain. At the time of his illness—which, in a painful irony, was brain cancer—he was working on his last book, Leonardo’s Brain: Understanding da Vinci’s Creative Genius. He finished the book days before he died. Attention and mindfulness would be important to anyone in that situation, but to him—an author who had spent a lot of time considering the evolution of the brain and communication—they were especially so.


A short time after my father’s death in 2009, an organization that Ken and I belong to called Reboot asked us to participate in a collective day to rethink the Sabbath for our modern age called the National Day of Unplugging. For the occasion, the two of us rewrote Allen Ginsberg’s “Howl” as a modern takedown of our tech-addicted society (“I saw the best minds of our generation distracted by texting, tweeting, emailing!”). At that point, Ken and I had been doing partial versions of Shabbat, but those screens always pulled us in and out of being together. The abridged form just wasn’t enough.


We were ready for something bigger. While Reboot’s plan was for one full day offline annually, the experience made us feel so good and present that we decided to continue the practice weekly. We called it our “Technology Shabbat” because we combined a screen-free twenty-four hours with some Shabbat rituals, like a special Friday-night meal with family and friends. We had no idea how many years we would continue this weekly Tech Shabbat ritual or how much it would change our lives.


We also had no idea ten years ago how crazy everyone would become with their screen obsessions. Our 24/7 society is a fire hose of media, news, emails, tweets, posts, likes, texts, pings, notifications, and buzzes. We all need a break. This weekly boundary we created around our life not only reconnected us but also enriched our time and space.


I mean this literally. For many, and definitely our family, the day means treating the house and nature like a sacred space. In his seminal book, The Sabbath, the twentieth-century Jewish philosopher Abraham Joshua Heschel writes, “The seventh day is a palace in time that we build” (italics mine). We have to create it, brick by brick, detail by detail. There is the specialness of how we set the table. We invite over friends, family, or new people we want to know better. We perform our own version of the Shabbat rituals. I have always loved the line from author Stephen R. Covey, “I think the most significant work we’ll do in our whole life, in our whole world is done within the four walls of our home.”





Here’s what our house is like Friday evenings as we prepare to close the door on the network and the nonstop world. The smells of rosemary, garlic, onions, chicken, and baking challah fill the house. All the piles of papers and books and laptops that normally lay claim to the kitchen table are put away, and the table is set with a tablecloth, candles, and freshly cut flowers. Before the guests arrive, everything gets powered down. The whole night is like a slow exhalation to end the week.


If you’re imagining one of those perfect families that eats dinner together every night, that’s not us. Ken and I both need to travel for work, and we tag-team when he’s teaching late or I am working long hours on a film. In reality, we all eat together as a family two to three nights during the week. After all the weekday craziness, this grounding Friday-night dinner resets and frames our week for our family.


It takes a little bit to adjust. Sometimes on Friday night, I have the phantom-limb sensation of reaching for a smartphone that isn’t there, to look something up or check email. So I keep paper and a black Sharpie out on the kitchen counter and jot down whatever combination of to-dos, reminders, questions, or ideas that tumble from my head. Then I feel set free, with a full twenty-four hours of time and space to think and be. In this palace, we’re walled off from distractions, temptations, pings, and obligations. We laugh more. We’re looser. More engaged.


The sleep of Friday night is the most delicious deep sleep of the week. We usually go to bed shortly after our friends and family leave. There are no Siren screens to seduce us.


Because we have gone to bed early and slept well, Ken and I wake up early, before the kids. We enjoy a leisurely morning over coffee, reading, and writing in journals.


Saturday morning, I’m prepared. I’ve already printed out the schedule the day before and placed it next to a coffee-stained sheet of phone numbers on the counter that used to just live on my cell phone. Friends and family know they will not be able to text, email, Facebook, or FaceTime with us for twenty-four hours; if they need to get in touch, they’ll have to call the landline or come by the house.


Your schedule may be more structured, and that can work, too. Some people say, “We have so many events on Saturday, how would I coordinate with people?” My answer is to print out a schedule and make a plan on Friday afternoon. It’s amazing how we were all able to survive prior to smartphones. When we do have a plan with others, we just pick a time and place to meet, and then we meet them, without all the text exchanges: I’m running late. I’m parking. 2 mins away. Do we really need that blow-by-blow account of everyone’s journey? We usually say “We’ll be there” or “We’ll be a little late.”


With some advance planning it’s easy to go phone-free, even if your Saturdays are busy, as ours sometimes are when the girls both have soccer games. Not taking our phones actually makes these days feel less hectic, too, because we stick to set plans, we’re not being interrupted, and we can focus on what we’re doing in the moment.


What if people need to get in touch with us in case of an emergency? We have a landline for just that purpose. (And in all the years we have been practicing this ritual, really only our family members call on that line, and mostly, it doesn’t ring at all.)


What about the emails, the voice mails, the texts that pile up? They’ll still be there the next day, and in ten years, I’ve hardly ever missed something important because I took twenty-four hours to recharge and respond. Alerting people in your life and at work that you’re taking a day off to rest and recover is a positive example to set.


What if your work is too important to take a day off? Remember that well-being is important, too, and that you can’t do your best work if you don’t take care of yourself.


What if you can’t afford to take the day off? A weekly day off may not be possible right now. When you do get time away from work, even if it’s every few weeks or less often, give yourself a true rest by not spending it on screens.


When people first learn about our Tech Shabbat, their reaction is usually one of disbelief—You can do that?—as if we need permission. It’s incredibly freeing to realize you have the power to turn it all off.


Some people say to me, “My teenage kids would never do it.” But you are the parent. You can make anything happen. Parenting is about modeling behavior. Insisting that there will be one day a week without devices and knowing that we will have more authentic connection with one another without screens, more time to just be and think in a different way, delivers a powerful message. And whether our kids realize it or not, they need that time offline, too.


If you are single or child-free, just think how much you’d prefer your Saturday as a day focused on friends, relationships, health, and hobbies rather than wondering what you might have missed or stressing about work. I recall how meaningful it was to Ken as a single young adult.


If you don’t think you can get your partner to agree because they’re glued to their phone, this is pretty hard evidence that they need to unplug more than anyone. I will share strategies to get them on board. Once they are, I doubt they’ll want to go back.


The point is, you can come up with a lot of reasons not to try it. But I’ve found that there are many more compelling reasons why you should. Things will come up, and you’ll need to make adjustments; life can be messy and we are all only human. However, what you gain by having this practice in your life is transformative. Our Tech Shabbat is a force field of protection that gives us the strength, resilience, perspective, and energy for the other six days. It lets us achieve the balance we need to live in both the online world and real life. It is our favorite day, and we look forward to it all week.


That’s how it goes every week. Of course, there are times each year when we can’t pull it off (work or family travel, a big deadline), but that rarely happens. When it does, it makes me feel unmoored. I’m more “orthodox” and almost never break the tradition; Ken, who hates strict rules, will bend it more, because that’s what works best for him. You’ll find your own balance.


A person has an average of thirty thousand days on this earth. I discovered the power of practicing Tech Shabbat around fifteen thousand days into my journey. I’m so glad I did. Wherever you are on your path, it’s never too late. Living 24/6 brings back balance, resets your focus, and gives you the space to think about how you want to live your life.


So even though it may never feel like a good time to start unplugging, now is the best time. Let’s get started by considering the origins of a day of rest.
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A Brief History of a Day of Rest


The arrival of digital technology has completely changed how we view time, how we structure it, and, often, how we have lost control of it. In the process we’ve created a culture where we’re almost never fully off duty, and even leisure time, when it must be carefully staged for Instagram, can be exhausting. We need to reclaim our time off. As history shows, few things are more important.


When the day of rest originated, it changed the world. It began several thousand years ago when an ancient desert tribe, the Hebrews, started observing a weekly day of rest they called Shabbat, or Sabbath, which was enshrined as the Fourth Commandment. The fact that a few people just put down their plows and took a day off might not sound like much, but it was huge.


First of all, it’s what actually gave us the week. Without a day off, how did anyone know when one set of days ended and another began? It was endless day after day after day. Shabbat gave us defined times. There was sacred time, and there was regular time. There was time to work, and there was time to rest and recover, to connect and do the big-picture thinking that drives culture forward.


Shabbat redefined time and how we spend it. Over the coming millennia, other cultures as well as civil groups would develop similar observances. The need to pause and recharge is universal; most religions have some form of rest day. For Christians, it’s Sunday. For Muslims, Friday became a day for communal worship and family time, and Buddhists observe periods of rest and communal worship called Uposatha. During the new moon, the Cherokee traditionally abstained from work for a period known as “non-days” or “un-time.” In the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, secular movements, like labor unions, would call for much-needed days off as well.
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