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Less Is More: A Call for
| Shorter Work Hours

BARBARA BRANDT

Barbara Brandt is a community organizer and social change activist

who lives in the Boston area and focuses her work on issues of gender;
communily, economics, and environment. She is the author of Whole
Life Economics: Revaluing Daily Life (7995). This essay was written in
conjunction with a collective called the “Shorter Work Time Group,”
of which Brandt is a member, and appeared in the July-August issue
of the Utne Reader as part of a section on work.

Brandt argues that increases in technology such as computers and
fax machines, while they initially seem to offer us more convenience,
save us time, and decrease our workload, have actually increased the
pace of our lives and raised our standards of productivity. Brandt
makes the case that, while the typical American work week—8 hours
a days, 40 hours a week—seems to most Americans like “the natural
rhythm of the universe,” we could alf benefit from a conception of
work that included more free time to care for families, explore hobbies
and interests, and develop community.

America is suffering from overwork. Too many of us are too busy, trying to
squeeze more into each day while having less to show for it. Although our grow-
ing time crunch is often portrayed as a personal dilemma, it is in fact 2 major
social problem that has reached crisis proportions over the past 20 years.

The simple fact is that Americans today—both women and men—are
spending too much time at work, to the detriment of their homes, their fami-
lies, their personal lives, and their communities. The American Dream prom-
ised that our individual hard work paired with the advances of modern
technology would bring about the good life for all. Glorious visions of the lei-
sure society were touted throughout the *50s and *60s. But now most people
are working more than ever before, while still struggling to meet their eco-
nomic commitments. Ironically, the many advances in technology, such as
computers and fax machines, rather than reducing our workload, seem to have
speeded up our lives at work. At the same time, technology has equipped us
with “conveniences” like microwave ovens and frozen dinners that merely
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- enable us to adopt a similar frantic pace in our home lives so we can cope with
- more hours at paid work.

A recent spate of articles in the mainstream media has focused on the new
problems of overwork and lack of time. Unfortunately, overwork is often por-
E  trayed as a special problem of yuppies and professionals on the fast track. In real-
£ ity, the unequal distribution of work and time in America today reflects the
decline in both standard of living and quality of life for most Americans. Fami-
lies whose members never see each other, women who work a double shift (first
on the job, then at home), workers who need more flexible work schedules, and
unemployed and underemployed people who need more work are all casualties
of the crisis of overwork.

Americans often assume that overwork is an inevitable fact of life—like death
and taxes. Yet a closer look at other times and other nations offers some startling
surprises. :

Anthropologists have observed that in pre-industrial (particularly hunting
and gathering) societies, people generally spend 3 to 4 hours a day, 15 to 20
hours a week, doing the work necessary to maintain life. The rest of the time is
spent in socializing, partying, playing, storytelling, and artistic or religious activ-
ities. The ancient Romans celebrated 175 public festivals a year in which every-
one participated, and people in the Middle Ages had at least 115. ;

In our era, almost every other industrialized nation (except Japan) has fewer
annual working hours and longer vacations than the United States. This
includes all of Western Europe, where many nations enjoy thriving econormies
and standards of living equal to or higher than ours. Jeremy Brecher and Tim
Costello, writing in Z Magazine (Oct. 1990), note that “European unions during
the 1980s made a powerful and largely successful push to cut working hours. In

1987 German metalworkers struck and won a 37.5-hour week; many are now
winning a 35-hour week. In 1990, hundreds of thousands of British workers
have won a 37-hour week.”

In an article about work-time in the Boston Globe, Suzanne Gordon notes
that workers in other industrialized countries “enjoy—as a statutory right—
longer vacations [than in the U.S.] from the moment they enter the work force.
Tn Canada, workers are legally entitled to two weeks off their first year on the
job.... After two or three years of employment, most get three weeks of vaca-
tion. After 10 years, it up to four, and by 20 years, Canadian workers are off
for five weeks. In Germany, statutes guarantee 18 days minimum for everyone,
but most workers get five or six weeks. The same is true in Scandinavian coun-
tries, and in France.” :

In contrast to the extreme American emphasis on productivity and commit-
ment, which results in many workers, especially in professional-level jobs, not
taking the vacations coming to them, Gordon notes that “In countries that are
America’s most successful compettors in the global marketplace, all working
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people, whether lawyers or teachers, CEOs or janitors, take the vacationg'
which they are entitled by law. ‘No one in West Germany,’ a West Germay
embassy’s officer explains, ‘no matter how high up they are, would ever say they
couldn’t afford to take a vacation. Everyone takes their vacation.’” k
And in Japan, where dedication to the job is legendary, Gordon notes tha
the Japanese themselves are beginning to consider their national workaholisy,
serious social problem leading to stress-related illnesses and even death. Ag 4

result, the Japanese government recently established a commission whose goa] -

is to promote shorter working hours and more leisure time.
Most other industrialized nations also have better family-leave policies thap

the United States, and in 2 number of other countries workers benefit from -

innovative time-scheduling opportunities such as sabbaticals.

While the idea of a shorter workweek and longer vacations sounds appealing to

most people, any movement to enact shorter work-time as a public policy will

encounter surprising pockets of resistance, not just from business leaders but -
even from some workers. Perhaps the most formidable barrier to more free time

for Americans is the widespread mind-set that the 40-hour workweek, 8 hours
a day, 5 days a week, SO weeks a year, is a natural rhythm of the universe, This
view is reinforced by the medias complete silence regarding the shorter work-
time and more favorable vacation and family-leave policies of other countries.
This lack of information, and our leaders’ reluctance to suggest that the United
States can learn from any other nation (except workaholic Japan) is one reason
why more Americans don’t identify overwork as a major problem or clamor for
fewer hours and more vacation. Monika Bauerlein, a journalist originally from
Germany now living in Minneapolis, exclaims, “I can’t believe that people here
aren’t rioting in the streets over having only two weeks of vacation a year.”

A second obstacle to launching a powerful shorter work-time movement is
America’s deeply ingrained work ethic, or its modern incarnation, the worka-
holic syndrome. The work ethic fosters the widely held belief that people’s work
is their most important activity and that people who do not work long and hard
are lazy, unproductive, and worthless.

For many Americans today, paid work is not just a way to make money but
is a crucial source of their self-worth. Many of us identify ourselves almost
entirely by the kind of work we do. Work still has a powerful psychological and
spiritual hold over our lives—and talk of shorter work-time may seem somehow
morally suspicious.

Because we are so deeply a work-oriented society, leisure-time activities—
such as play, relaxation, engaging in cultural and artistic pursuits, or just quiet con-
templation and “doing nothing”™—are not looked on as essential and worthwhile
components of life. Of course, for the majority of working women who must work
a second shift at home, much of the time spent outside of paid work is not leisure
anyway. Also much of our non-work time is spent not just in personal renewal,
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puilding and maintaining essential social ties—with family, friends, and
rger community.

bday, as mothers and fathers spend more and more time on the job, we are

- ning to recognize the deleterious effects—especially on our young people—
“he breakdown of social ties and community in American life. But unfortunately,
e pation reacts to these problems by calling for more paid professionals—
£ re police, more psychiatrists, more experts—without recognizing the possi-
ity that chorter work hours and more free time could enable us to do mu

ke ssary rebuilding and healing, with much more gratifying and longer-

)t course, the stiffest opposition to cutting work hours comes not from citizens
e from business. Employers are reluctant to alter the 8-hour day, 40-hour work-
F-cek, 50 weeks a year because it seems easier and more profitable for employers
¥ hire fewer employees for longer hours rather than more employees—each of

Evhom would also require health insurance and other benefits—with flexible
E hedules and work arrangements.
i ist Juliet B. Schor, who has been studying issues

ork and leisure in America, reminds us that we canmot ignore the Jarger rela-

jtionship between unemployment and overwork: While many of us work too

F-nuch, others are unable to find paid work at all. Schor points out that “workers -
jobs. The threat

work longer hours lose more income when they lose their
the shop floor.”

¢:ob loss is an important determinant of management’s power on
temn that offers only two options—long work hours or unemployment—
- ves as both a carrot and a stick. Those lucky enough to get full-tme jobs are

ed into docile compliance with the boss, while the spectre of unemployment
ays looms as the ultimate punishment for the unruly.

Some observers suggest that keeping people divided into “the employed”
“the unemployed” creates feelings of resentment and inferiority/superiority
tween the two groups, thus focusing cheir discontent and blame on each other
er than on the corporations and political figures who actually dictate our
f nation’s economic policies. -

Our role as consumers contributes to keeping the average work week from
ing. In an economic system in which addictive buying is the basis of corpo-
rate profits, working a fuil 40 hours or more each week for 50 weeks a year gives

us just enough time to stumble home and dazedly—almost automatically—
k about deepet issues ot to work effectively

shop; but not enough time to thin
f view of corporations and policymakers,

r social change. From the pomt 0
orter work time may be bad for the economy, because people with enhanced

free time may begin to find other things to do with it besides mindlessly buy-
g products. It takes more free time to grow vegetables, cook meals from
ratch, sew clothes, or repair broken items than it does to just buy these
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Any serious proposal to give employed Americans a break by cutting in;
the eight-hour work day is certain to be met with anguished cries about inter

i seems gripped by the fear that ouf
nation has lost its economic dominance, and pundits, policymakers, and busines
leaders tell us that no sacrifice is too great if it puts America on top again, -

As arguments like this are put forward (and we can expect them to incregg
in the years to come), we need to remember two things. First, even if Americy
maintained its domina

quitably betwee;
upper management and everyone else. Second, the entre issue of competitive-
ness is suspect when it pits poorly treated workers in one country against poorly
treated workers in another; and when the vast majority of econotnic power, any-
way, is in the control of enormous multdnational corporations that have no loy-
alty to the people of any land.

EXERCISES

Some of the Issues

. What was your immediate reaction to Brandt’s first paragraph? Do you
agree or disagree? Why or why not? -

. What does Brandt see as the irony of modern technology (paragraph 2)?
How, in your opinion, has technology changed our commitments to work,
family, and community?

- According to Brandt, who in America suffers from overwork (paragraph 3)?

- In paragraphs 4 through 10 Brandt contrasts the work habits or preindus-
trial and other industrialized nations with those of the United States. Why
does she make these comparisons?

- In paragraphs 11 through 15, Brandr discusses two reasons why individuals
resist a shorter workweek. What are they? Do you agree with her com-
meats on the “work ethic”?

6. Why are employers reluctant to alter the 8-hour day (paragraph 16)?

. According to Brandt and Juliet B. Schor, how does overwork divide us
(paragraphs 16 through 19) and which groups are pitted against each other
(paragraph 21)? What are the consequences of this division?

- According to Brandt, what role do corporations play in encouraging con-
sumpton and keeping the workweek long (paragraph 19)? Do you agree
with her analysis?




