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CHAPTER 3

“A Life at Hard Labor"":
Capitalism and Working
| Hours

The labouring man will take his rest long in the morning;
a good plece of the day is spent afore he come at his work;
then he must have his breakfast, though he have not earned
#t, at his accustomed hour, or else there is grudging and
murmuring: when the clock smiteth, he will cast down his
burden in the midway, and whatsoever he fs in hand with,
he will leave it as it Is, though many times it is marrved afore
ke come again; he may not lose his meat, what danger
soever the work is in. At noon he must have his sleeping
time, then his bever in the afterncon, which spendeth a
great part of the day; and when his hour cometh at night,
at the first stroke of the clock he casteth down his tooks,
leaveth his work, in what need or case soever the work

standeth.
—the Bishop Pilkington

ne of capitalism’s most durable myths is that it has reduced
Jhuman toil. This myth is typically defended by a comparison of the
modern forty-hour week with its seventy- or eighty-hour counter-
part in the nineteenth century. The implicit—but rarely ar-
ticulated—assumption is that the eighty-hour standard has pre-
wvailed for centuries. The comparison conjures up the dreary life of
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44 THE OVERWORKED AMERICAN

medieval peasants, toiling stcadily from dawn to dusk. We are
asked to imagine the journeyman artisan in a cold, damp garret,
rising even before the sun, laboring by candlelight late into the
night.!

These images are backward projections of modern work pat-
terns. And they are false. Before capitalism, most people did not
work very long hours at all. The tempo of life was slow, even
leisurely; the pace of work relaxed. Qur ancestors may not have
been rich, but they had an abundance of leisure. When capitalism
raised their incomes, it also took away their time.2 Indeed, there is
good reason to believe that working hours in the mid-nineteenth
century constitute the most prodigious work effort in the entire
history of humankind.

Therefore, we must take a longer view and look back not just
one hundred years, but three or four, even six or seven hundred.
Admittedly, there is a certain awkwardness in this exercise, Such
caiculations are by necessity rough. Since there are no compre-
hensive, average figures for any time but the recent past, we must
use individual estimates for various types of workers, as well as
data representing the typical, rather than average, working day

and working year. Also, in medieval times the information that
does exist is mainly for men. Descriptions of women’s houschold
labors are available, but, to my knowledge, there are no estimates
of the amount of time women spent doing them. (As I argue in
chapter 4, the demands of domestic work have been variable over
time.) The greater regularity of women's tasks (cooking, animal
husbandry, care of children) suggests their workyear was more
continuous, and therefore longer in total, than the male workyear;
but we have no direct evidence on this. The other caveat is that
because no medieval estimates are possible for America, I have
oriented this part of my discussion to Western Europe and mainly

England. (For a discussion of “why England?” see the notes.) De-

spite these shortcomings, the available evidence indicates that

working hours under capitalism, at their peak, increased by more
than 50 percent over what they had been in medieval times (see

figure 3.1).3

Consider a typical working day in the medieval period. It
stretched from dawn to dusk (sixteen hours in summer and cight
in winter), but, as the Bishop Pilkington has noted, work was
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Figure 3.1 Eight Centuries of Annual Hoyrs
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intermittent—called o a halt for breakfast, lunch, the customary
afternoon aap, and dinner. Depending on time and place, there
were also midmorning and midafternoon refreshment breaks.
These rest periods were the traditional rights of laborers, which
they enjoyed even during peak harvest times. During stack periods,
which accounted for a large part of the year, adherence tO regular

working hours was not usual. According to Oxford Professor James

E. Thorold Rogers, the medieval workday was not more than eight

hours, The worker participating in the eight-hour movements of the
late nineteenth century was “simply striving to recover what his

ancestor worked by four or five centuries ago.™

The pace of work was also far below modern standards—in part,
dieval society was leisurely.

because the general pace of life in me
The French historian Jacques LeGoff has described precapitalist
labor time “as still the time of an economy dominated by agrarian
rhythms, free of haste, careless of exactitude, unconcerned by pro-
ductivity—and of a society created in the image of that economy,
sober and modest, without enormous appetites, undemanding, and
incapable of quantitative efforts.” Consciousness of time was radi-
cally different. Temporal units we take for granted today—such as
the hour, or the minute—did not exist. There was litde idea of ime

{ear perception of past and future.

saving, punctuality, or cven a c
Consciousness of time was much looser—and time had much less

economic value.? .
But the pace of work was slow not only for cultural reasons. On
¢ knowledge of caloric intake, we can infer that work

the basis of ou
had to have been a low-cnergy affair. The food consumption of all

but the rich was inadequate 1o sustain either a rapid pace or contin-
wous toil, (This may be why lords provided substantial meals to
laborers during harvests.) A long, hard day of agricultural labor

well over three thousand calories per day, an amount out

requires
od became available

of the range of common people. As moOrc fo
the nineteenth and twentieth centurics, 2 significant fraction of

over
d up by an accelerated

those additional calories have been burne

pace of work.$

The contrast between capitalist and precapitalist work patterns is
most striking in respect to the working year. The medieval calendar
was filled with holidays. Official—that is, church—holidays in-
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M:awa not only fong “vacations” at Christmas, Easter, and midsum-
. er but also numerous saints’ and rest days. These were spent both
in mo_uwn. nrc.nn:mo:-m and in feasting, drinking, and merrymakin

:“. addition 6 official celebrations, there were often weeks' ﬁonﬂ
Mq n““nm|8 mark important life events (bride ales or wake ales) as
N as less momentous occasions (scot ale, lamb ale, and hock
Mwmm told, holiday leisure time in medieval England took up
M:n ably &.uo:n one-third of the year. And the English were appar-
: y S.o_._ﬂsm harder than their neighbors. The ancien régime in
aabnn is mnﬁwana to have guaranteed fifty-two Sundays, ninety rest
aﬁﬁ. and thirty-eight holidays. In Spain, travelers noted that holi-
. days totaled five months per year.”
:oﬁmwﬂnﬁ»mﬂ.m free time extended beyond officially sanctioned
’s. There is considerable evidence of wh i
" . : ‘ what economists call
ﬂM vmnwﬁma.wn:a:wm supply curve of labor—the idea that when
n me rise, workers supply less labor. During one period of unusu-
: y mm_ wages (the late fourteenth century), many laborers refused
o work “ ‘by the year or the half year .
year or by any of the 1
but only by the day.' ” And th s a5 were
. ey worked only as many days as wi
necessary to earn their customary income—which 5%&5 nMMM
MMMM:MMM Hozm_umn 120 a year, for a probable total of only ,440
ually (this estimate assumes a 12-ho u
-hour day because the
Mw.m dﬁmmwna were probably during spring, summer, and fall). A
i MH :WnnmEQ n“wmnauﬁ finds that whole peasant families did
more than 150 days per year on thei
ir land. Manorial
MMMHA“MOQMB fourtcenth-century England indicate an extremely
rking year—175 days—for servile lab
. . orers. Later evidenc
o - i -
for farmer-miners, a group with control over their worktime, indi-
cates they worked only 180 days a year8 ,
Th i .
moﬁmm WMMMHNMHM%QM reveals an important feature of precapitalist
: ce of a culture of consumption and i
There was far less interest i " i ot s
t in and opportunity for earnin i
: g or savin,
MM&MN. Material success was not yet invested with the oﬁa&uM
pnificance it would assume. And co i
uld . nsumerism was limited—
MM% U%. the .,.Emg.__mgr_% of goods and by the absence of a middie
nw Mm AM:Q anmwaoummw income. Under these circumstances, the
iﬂu o wonﬁcmm_os to work is understandable.? Of course H,UOmn
who object to this characterization argue that free time w: the
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middle ages was not really leisure but underemployment. If work
effort was low, they claim it is because the economy provided few
opportunities for earning money.

What are we to make of these claims? It is certainly true that
holidays were interspersed throughout the agrarian calendar, fall-
ing after the peak periods of planting, sowing, and harvesting. And
in both agriculture and industry, the possibilities for earning addi-
tional income were limited. Yet cause and effect are hard o un-
tangle. If more work had been available, it is not obvious that many
people would have taken it. The English case provides consider-
able evidence that higher incomes led to less not more labor—for
example, the casual laborers of the thirteenth century, the farmer-
miners of the sixteenth, and even the early industrial workers who
resisted work whenever their incomes allowed it. Just after wages
were paid, as employers learned, absenteeism, failure to work, and
much-decried “laziness” resulted. But wherever one stands on the
causes of medieval leisure, one fact remains: steady employment,
for fifty-two weeks a year is a modern invention. Before the nine-
teenth—and, in many cases, the twentieth—century, labor pat-
terns were seasonal, intermittent, and irregular.1¢

The argument I will be making is that capitalism created strong
incentives for employers to keep hours long. In the carly stages,
these incentives took the form of a fixed wage that did not vary
with hours. In the twentieth century, this incentive would reappear
in the guise of the fixed annual salary, which proved to be a major
reason for the white-collar worker's long hours. Other incentives
also came into play by the end of the nineteenth century, such as
employers’ desires to keep machinery operating continuousty, and
the beneficial effects of long hours on workplace discipline. Later,
peculiarities in the payment of fringe benefits would have an im-
pact. Each of these factors has been important in keeping hours
long. Of course, there have been countervailing pressures, the most
important of which was the trade union movement, which waged

a successful hundred-year struggle for shorter hours. But once this

quest ended after the Second World War, reductions in hours virtu-

ally ceased. Not long after unions gave up the fight, the American

worker’s hours began to rise.

st
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CAPITALISM AND THE EROSION
OF LEISURE

Moments are the elewments of profit.
—Leonard Hosner, English factory inspector

Mﬁwﬁu.“ﬂm_mﬂ mﬂn.m&q eroded the leisure that pervaded medieval soci-
mvmnmnnnnw % Mwwmlib the form of modermn conflicts over time—
€ast one “capitalist” enclave a

op s early as the four-

noohwamn:_,.ﬂ.uq, when the textile industty was faced with an

eco Hunn% MMM_m Mﬂo first response of the cloth makers to this crisis

i € they announced reducti i

s b . : ons in wages. But the

Son_ﬁﬂoaamoanmzmm new: the imposition of 2 longer, ::E@:Qm

o EMS MM. %M Mao_.nn this new regime, employers introduced

1s believe are the first public clo i
. : cks, which a
MMO HMunEm centers across Europe. These work Qonw%lowvﬂmwwwa
cren, as they came to be called—s; -
. —signaled to worke
should arrive at work, the timj ottt
» the timing of meals, and the o
The idea was that the ¢l “ s the repenry
ock would replace the
of working hours, But unli o ol petor
. ike the sun, the cl
the conirol of the cmployer. Flocks would be wnder
A

.mnam MMW,. as the Werkglocken were introduced, they became ob-

M el ”nhﬂwﬁmmo:_ma. As they were actuaily not mechanical
ut bells which were rung manuall
and city officials vied for Worters seasen bloyers
control of them., Workers S

and : . staged uprisin

t mHMmer the .Qonxm, fighting what the historian Jacques Hh%om. :WM
o M _“W_M of the cloth makers.” City officials responded by

yers’ interests. Fines were levied i
o disotere ! vied against workers
junctions of the bells, by comin
. ) g late to wo
MHHOM@%ME early, Harsher benalties—including Qnm&l;mimzmw
N10s¢ wito used the bell to signal a re
volt.!! Faced with the alij
of employers and state, th lods s
! » the workers® resistance failed:
o ed; and the
: igned Ew_ﬁmn_ﬁwm to the longer hours, the higher pace of N
and the regimentation of the clocks, or
_Bﬁﬁ Crisis .o_.. labor time in the textile industry illustrates two
b vo.nm:m points about capitalism and work, First employers used
! MM itself to regulate labor. In medieval Europe, consciousness of
was vague. The unit of labor time was the “day.” It was tied

. to the sun and, as I have noted, tended to be approximate. Modern
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time Cconsciousncss, which includes habituation to n.—on”wm_ nnos.H
. . ; o

omy of time, and the ownership of time, became an Eﬁﬁonw_ )

weapof which employers used against their employees. I

s of the English historian E. P. Thompson, time hecame “cur-

o » As employers consolidated con-

- it is not passed but spent. a
MMQM«MMWMW Mgﬁonnnﬁ the day was Ennmmmﬁmi %mﬁ Ewb MMM
kinds of time: “owners’ time, the time of work”; and “their o~
time, 4 time (in theory) for leisure.” m<nzm:mm€, éoa.nnwm nMBH o
perceive time, oot as the milieu in which they ._Znn. Eﬁnw_ﬁm ) u
an objective force within which ftheyl .ﬂﬁ.n imprisoned. | eco.

The second point is that working time an.umBn a Q..coﬁ >
nomic variable, profoundly affecting the mgrﬁw of wzmﬁnmmnwo -
survive and prosper. In the textile case, the nﬂﬁnaw wm .ﬁwn %ﬂ% nM-
ers to raise hours emanated from an WBmeﬁﬁn crisis in t Q,M M. >
graphically widening and fiercely compettve market. In or oo
carn sufficient profits to survive, employers took advantage of an
intensification of labor. They tearned that the market system has
structural imperative to exploit labor: those who do EM mMM“M oy
raising hours of work of accelerating Hrn.wmnn of m_.o zﬁﬁ Lo
very well be driven out of business by %wm noEMmsﬁMMm‘ the fgo
of the market are particularly demanding during mﬂ Bnuwa e
depressions in trade which lower prices and choke off dem

ucts. .

_u_.w“ capitalism grew, it steadily lengthened worktime. mwm:n MM”MMWM
was felt in carnest by the eighteenth century. The wor mﬂB\m :m:
the cottage industries which sprang up throughout the hmws
countryside. Rural people, nmmmn._»__%. éoanwr moww on m%onmmnmm_
weaving, lacemaking, and other s»ua_mm»nw“ in 9.0:. own .S_n:m
in order to earn a litte cash to survive, The time nwﬂmmmoa o
ranged from a few hours 2 day for the better-off, noa.ﬁmr . .émm or
twelve hours a day for those who énﬂ.n. poor. >.: ﬁwym e
addition to regular domestic responsibilities. Quiside the moam Wom..
workdays rose as employers nannomwn% _”Mw %Mmmumﬂmmwnwmm ods for
i resting. Farm laborers, nuwe : , ,
MMW%WMW&%E@WQ to tighter discipline and M,_mﬁ.mnﬁﬁ. mn?&cﬁw MMM
invention of factories, in the late Qmwﬁgﬁ_ nQ.:dQ, m:oMM o
ployers fo squeeze out the vestiges of ﬁnn.@m?ﬁ:mﬁ Mwon oma.am.
Eventually, when artificial lighting came Emo use, the Mﬁwna
“day” stretched far into the night, and mnrnacﬁmﬁ hours cli .
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Some workers—such as the most highly skilled, well-organized
male craft workers in England—were able to withstand increases
beyond the ten-hour mark. But even in some skilled trades, such as
baking and potteries, the men could not hold out. In any case,
skilled male workers were a minority of the workforce. The major-
ity of laboring people, in both England and America, would eventu-
ally work longer days. Men, women, and children in home-based
and factory labor, farm laborers, slaves, domestic servants, and
even a large fraction of male crafismen experienced a progressive
lengthening of work hours. Twelve-, fourteen-, even sixteen-hour
days were not uncommon. 13

A second change was the loss of nearly all the regular holidays
medieval people had enjoyed. The Puritans launched a holy cru-
sade against holidays, demanding that only one day a week be set
aside for rest. Their cause was aided by the changing econonic
incentives of the market economy, particularly the growing com-
mercialization of agriculture which resulted in more year-round
activity. In the sixteenth century, the long rise in holidays was
arrested; and during the seventcenth, reversed. The eighteenth saw
the demise of the laborer’s long-honored Saturday half-holiday. By
the nineteenth century, the English agricultural laborer was work-
ing six days per week, with only Good Friday and Christmas as
official time off. A similar process occurred in the United States,
during the nineteenth century, as steady employment grew more
common.'4

Taken together, the longer workday and the expanding work-

year increased hours dramatically. Whereas 1 estimate a range of
1,440 to 2,300 hours per year for English peasants before the seven-
teenth century, a mid-nineteenth-century worker in either England
or the United States might put in an annual level of between 3,150
and 3,650 hours.

Workers' progressive loss of leisure stemmed from structural
imperatives within capitalism which had no counterpart in the
medieval economy. The European manor survived on its own ef-
forts, mainly consuming what it produced itself. Neither peasants
nor their lords were dependent on markets for basic subsistence.
They were not exposed to economic competition, nor driven by a
profit motive. Their time was their own. Medieval industry was also
protected from market pressures. Guilds had strictly defined hours
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of work, and apparently “few conflicts arose over the time of
work.”1% Custom, rather than competition, dictated economic activ-
ity. And custom dictated strictly limited work effort,

The growth of markets, both national and international, thrust
workers out of their world of custom and into a competitive dy-
namic. Capitalist businesses, in contrast to medieval manors, strove
for maximum profits. They lived or died by the bottom line. Time
off was costly, hence bitterly resisted. Whenever one employer
managed to squeeze a bit more work out of his workers, others
were compelled to follow. As long as a critical mass of employers
was able to demand longer hours, they could set the standard.
Workers became victims in a larger-than-life struggle for financial
dominance. When textile workers in Manchester lost an hour a day,
the repercussions would be felt in Lancashire or maybe far across
the seas in Lowell. As local outposts were knitted together into a
world market, an economic relay system was created-—and it oper-
ates to this day. American textile workers, who enjoy paid vacations
and official five-day weeks, are rapidly losing out to their counter-
parts in China, where daily, weekly, and hourly schedules are far
more arduous.

Given the high value medieval people placed on a leisurely way
of life, why did they accede to grueling hours and the loss of their
free time? The answer is straightforward, Capitalists were successful
because workers lacked alternatives. In the medieval econ-
omy, peasants—whether serfs or freepersons—had secure, time-
honored access to land. And land was what nearly everyone de-
pended on for survival. Crop failures might lead to hunger or
starvation, but most ordinary people retained socéal rights to some
part of their manor’s holdings, and hence to food. They were
not dependent on the market for their “subsistence.” Indeed, a
“market” in land did not even exist. Custom dictated its use and
disposition.

The growth of a world market led to the uprooting of the peas-
antry from the Iand that had sustained them/for centuries.’s Lords
enciosed open fields, in order to claim hNSmBE@ {0 camry out
commercial schemes. Peasants lost no:ﬁ@ over what had once
been a “common treasury” from whic \mﬁu\ had derived a measure
of independence. Now their survival/depended on participation in
the market in labor. They had become proletatians, reduced to
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seliing time and toil. An analogous fate befell artisans, with the
elimination of En.EoR or less assured upward mobility of journey-
men into masters promised by the guild system. Increasingly, mas-
ters turned themselves into small capitalists and permanently hired
apprentices and journeymen. The labor practices enforced by guild
traditions were jettisoned in favor of reliance on “what the market
would bear.”

These changes degraded the status of many common people:
“To lose control over one's own (and one’s family’s) labour was to
surrender one’s independence, security, liberty, one’s birthright.”
In England, this “commodification” of labor had occurred by the
scventeenth century. In the United States, the process took place
much later and followed a different path; but by the mid-nineteenth
century, similar pressures were operating. In the words of E. p.
Thompson, “enclosure and the growing labour-surplus at the end
of the eighteenth century tightened the screw for those who were
in regular employment; they were faced with the alterpatives of
partial employment and the Poor Law, or submission to a2 more
exacting labour discipline.” As a result, living standards were de-
pressed, and widespread poverty developed. Observers in seven-
teenth-century England suggest that between a quarter and a half
of the rural population lived in poverty. Many commentators main-
tained that poverty was necessary: “It is only hunger which can
spur and goad [the poor] on to labour.” The struggle for subsistence
had become the paramount fact of life for many people—and in
the process, leisure time became an unaffordable [uxury.17

The Daily Wage and the Expansion of
Worktime

The growth of a world market and the creation of a proletariat were
major social developments which formed the backdrop for the rise
of working hours. Specific features of the emerging labor markets
also exacerbated pressures toward long hours. For exampie, capi-
talists followed the centuries-old custom of fixing wages by the
day, the week, or even the month—in contrast to the modern
practice of payment by the hour, which had not been introduced.
The daily wage was largely invariant to hours or intensity of labor,
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a worker carning neither more nor less as the working day €x-
panded or contracted. This flexibility of working hours was 4 de-
parture from past practice. On medieval manors, setfs’ jabor obliga-
tions to their lords were spelled out in detail, and a certain amount
of effort was expected. But with the decline of serfdom, these labor
obligations faded away.

The fact that daily wages wWerc fixed gave employers 2 simple
e worktime: each additional hour worked was free.

incentive to rais
And because workers were unablie to resist the upward pressure on
ro:mmﬂﬁo%manno% dramatically—especially in factories in En-

gland and the United States. Marx's famous description of early
a harsh reality to the laborers in them: “The ‘House of
only dreamed of by the capitalist mind in 1770,
{ater in the shape of 2 gigantic
mself. It was called the

hadow compared with

factories was
Terror for paupers,
was brought into being few years
workhouse' for the industrial worker hi

factory. And this ime the ideal was a pale s

the reality.”*®
In these “Satanic mills,” the custom of a Aixed daily wage led the
hatever means they could

owners to extend hours of toil by W

manage. They tried “petty pilferings o
and cribbifed] at mealtimes.” These methods produced pure

profit.'? One factory operative explained:

were no regular hours: masters and managers did
The clocks at the factories Were often put
forward in the morning and d instead of being

back at night, an
instruments for the measurement of time, they were used as cloaks
for cheatery and oppression. Though this was known amongst the

hands, all were afraid to speak, and a workman then was afraid to
carry a watch, asitw ent to dismiss any one who

a8 NO UNCOMMON ev
presumed to know t0o0 mu

In reality there
with us as they liked.

ch about the science of horology.®

Testimony of this sort was not uCcoOmMONn:

summer time, and 1 could not

We worked as long as we could see in
d. There was nobody but the

say at what hour it was that we Stoppe
master and the master’s son ..ﬁ:o had a watch, and we did not know

the time. There was onc maf who hada watch. . . . It was taken from
him and given into the master’s custody because he had roid the men

f minutes.” They “nibblled}
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Similar strategies were in use in the United
MMM“M MMWM”.MWWM MMoE .moﬁ:Q-m.En to EmanMMMW Mq“MnMxmwﬁoQ
Of course SM_.WQM Mm_ﬁnn“p& et -
. tse, not passively accept
MMMWnMMMMMMMQAHm.ﬁ;mm%.nnmn and took m@ﬁ”ﬂw&ﬁmﬁ% | their
oo hedules o:ﬁn H.usﬁ timepieces, failed to show up »WMW as
ctory e v mMB_S to recoup lost leisure. In a New J ork
orom the you Mwo cmb s went on strike to protest the shifting Mm_.m =
o e R ue server noted: “the children would not siy g&n
oo trem ot M m.amnama H.o this, the next thing Eocma._w for
(oprive them nnbMM:m at all."2* However, until the second h e
oo con ry, MNQOQ houss in both Britain and the Gm# o
ey sot i uvanu cll. Workers’ position in the market Sﬂﬁa
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were reluctant to do without their “help.” In the United States, free
time was one cvening or half-day every week or every other week
until the 1880s, after which Sundays were added. But even on a
“day off,” servants were required to do an average of seven and a
half hours.? ’

Similar dynamics operated where labor was formally enslaved.
Slaves in the American South received 4 subsistence living—mea-
ger food, clothing, and shelter, which did not vary with their hours
of work. Field hands worked “every day from 'fore daylight to
almost plumb dark™; and during picking season, lighting kept them
going at night, often sixteen hours a day. One slave noted: “Work,
work, work, . . . I been so exhausted working, 1 was like an
inchworm crawling along a roof. I worked till I thought another lick
would kill me.” If the owners were able to squeeze out an extra
hour here or there, it was purely to their benefit. Slaves’ “wages”
did not rise.%

Employers (and slaveowners) managed to push working hours
to the brink of human endurance because they were far more
powerful than the common people they hired (or owned). They
had the law on their side, to punish those who went on strike or
fled the plantation. They had superior resources, to outlast 2 work
stoppage or buy off opposition. They could also invoke the disci-
pline of the market. When businesses arc squeezed from above,
workers below may find it impossible to resist. In the end, labor lost
the battle over working time because it was just too dependent on
capital for its very survival,

Piece Rates: “Under-Pay Makes
Over-Work”

Not all workers were paid by daily rates. Where it is possible to
measure an individual’s output, as in the sewing of garments or the
cutting of machine tools, there can be payment by the “piece’
that is, on the basis of actual work accomplished. This form of labor
contract would seem to vitiate the pressure toward long hours. In
theory, the worker can choose a level of effort, and the employer
can pay for only what is ac@n. There is no obvious incentive to long

hours.
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Piece rates were common in the first phase of industrialization in
both England and the United States. As I have noted, this phase did
not take place in factories but was a small scale, low-tech affair,
operating out of cottages in the countryside. Similar arrangements
also developed in cities. Because the work took place in a2 worker's
own dwelling, this arrangement has come to be calied the “putting
out,” “domestic,” or “outwork” system. Workers received raw ma-
terials from a capitalist entrepreneur and returned finished goods.
In both countries, the bulk of putting out was in textiles, but it was
also used for other handicrafts.

Unlike the factory, where the boss or his representatives kept
watch over the worker, in the putting-out system the laborer would
appear to retain control over the pace and conditions of work This
is certainly the classic interpretation: after turning in finished goods
and receiving their pay on Friday or Saturday, workers might spend
the next few days drinking, relaxing, and working at a leisurely

« pace, if at all. Only on Wednesday or Thursday, as the deadline for

handing in finished goods approached, did the pace of work pick
up. “Whatever else the domestic system was, however intermittent
and sweated its labour, it did allow z man a degree of personal
liberty to indulge himself, a command over his time, which he was
not to enjoy again.”? In fact, this “degree of personal liberty” was
enjoyed mainly by adult men and mainly in the carly days of the
system. The system’s freedom was iltusory. Eventually piece rates
would spawn a rise in work effort even more prodigious than that
engendered by the factory.

Piece rates led to fong hours partly because the rates were set so
low. These low rates had a variety of causes. For one thing, the
system was dominated by women, whose pay has always been
low. A second factor was that there were virtually no barriers to
participating in putting out: there was little capital, and materials
were advanced by the capitalist “putters-out.” With so many people
involved, the putters-out could easily reduce rates. Finally, the
structure of these industries has typically been highly comipetitive,
often leaving the capitalist with a small profit margin. Margins were
frequently squeezed during downturns in trade, and rates cut to
compensate,

For the many piece-rate workers who were perched perilously
tlose to the line between survival and starvation, work was a
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veritable imperative. The historian J. D. Chambers has provided an
apt description of an English village swept up in the system: “They
knitted as they walked the village streets, they knitted in the dark
because they were too poor to have a light; they knitted for dear
life, because life was so cheap.” In New York City tenements,
women all but sewed themselves to death. They often toiled fifteen
or sixteen hours a day in cold, badly ventilated tenements. The
introduction of the sewing machine further drove down rates, by
increasing productivity and consequently the supply of garments.
The system also extended working lives. Both the very old and the
very young were led to participate, to raise family income. Three-
and four-year-olds were put to work, helping their parents in the
cottages or slum dwellings. In England, “schools” were started,
where, by age five or six, girls would be taught the discipline of
twelve- to fifteen-hour days of lacemaking, knitting, or scwing.2®

The piece-rate workers were caught in a vicious downward spi-
ral of poverty and overwork, a veritable catch-22. When rates were
low, they found themselves compelled to make up in extra output
what they were losing on each piece. But the extra output pro-
duced glutted the market and drove rates down farther. The system
kept them poor. A pair of aphorisms summarized their dilemma:
“Over-work makes under-pay” and “Under-pay makes over-
work.”®

Eventually the putting-out system declined in importance in both
England and the United States. Picce rates did not disappear but
were introduced in factories, spurred on in the early twentieth
century by reformer Frederick Winslow Taylor's philosophy of
“scientific management.” Taylor aimed to eliminate the conflict
between capital and labor, by paying strictly on the basis of actual
work done—that is, by the piece. In order to make the setiing of
rates “scientific,” and thereby insulate them from conflict, scientific
management pioneered the use of time-and-motion studies to de-
termine the pacing of individual tasks within factories, or what
were termed'“standard times.” Piece rates were then calculated on
the basis of ﬁ?wmn standards.

But scientific. management was unable to eliminate workplace
conflict. The process of discovering standard times became a game
of cunning between the operative and the man with the stopwatch.
An operative in a machine tool shop explains: “If you expect to get

R
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any kind of a price, you got to outwit that son-of-a-bitch! . .. You
got to add in movements you ain’t going to make when you're
running the job! . . . They figure you're going to try to fool them,
so they make allowances for that. . . . It's up to you to figure out
how to fool them more than they allow for.” Once a rate is set, the
conflict does not end. Management can always change it. When
workers show that they can do more than they have been allocated
for, the company frequently reduces its rate: thus, “a couple of
operators (first and second shift on the same drill) got to competing
with each other to see how much they could turn in. They got up
to $1.65 an hour, and the price frate] was cut in half.” With lower
rates, they had to work more. The tendency for underpay to create
overwork thus reappeared in another guise.>

WAGE QOWwam. RISING HOURS

The resistance of workers to long hours did not lead back to the
earlier, more relaxed patterns of work but to cementing the link
between hours of work and pay. As employers demanded more
work, workers demanded more money. Eventually, the principle of
paying by the hour (or even smaller units) became the dominant
form of labor contracting. Although tying wages to workhours
would seem to eliminate the employer’s preference for long hours,
with extra hours no longer being free, other factors perpetuated the
employer’s interest in long hours, These were increased mechani-
zation in the second half of the nineteenth century, the use of long
hours and the concept of employment rent, to promote workplace
discipline, by the twenticth century, and the bias created by the
structure of fringe benefits since the Second World War.

The Demands of Mechanization

For about a hundred and fifty years, manufacturing industries have
been on a path of increasing mechanization. The machinery started
out simple but over time grew more complex and costly. By the
twentieth century, corporations were spending fantastic sums on
expensive equipment. Once capital is invested, its owner has
strong financial incentives to see that it is used as intensively as
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possible. If employees opt to work short hours, the machinery may
well sit idle—an expensive proposition for the firm, which may
have borrowed money to buy it or need high production to fill its
orders. This drive to use machinery intensively has been an impor-
tant cause of long hours, whether workers are paid by the hour or
the piece or a fixed rate. Employers typically prefer to hire fewer
people and keep them on long schedules because they cannot
count on finding additional workers of comparable quality and
experience.3!

This helps explin why some of the most heavily capitalized
industries, such as steel and raitways, have had especially long
hours. The U.S. steel industry did not relinquish its “twin relics of
barbarism™—the twelve-hour day and the seven-day week—until
1923.32 For a company operating around the clock, two twelve-
hour shifts require far fewer workers than three eight-hour ones,
This is one reason companies. in the manufacturing sector (where
investment is high) remain opposed to reforms such as the six-hour
day. Low capitatization is also one reason hours are shorter in the

Service sector,

Workplace Discipline and the
Employment Rent

For some employees, the job is defined by the “task.” The piece-
rate worker gets paid by the piece. Many professionals are paid to
“get the job done,” rather than by the hour. The person who pays
(be it employer or customer) may have little or no financial incen-
tive in the amount of ume it takes. The wage worker, by contrast,
sells not a finished product, but time itself. It falls to the employer
to make sure that the time purchased is used productively. But
what ensures that workers actually work during all the hours for
which they are being paid? Who sets the pace of work? How is the
-quality of the product maintained? In order to solve these problems,
capitalists took on the role of “boss.”33 :
Employers found the first generation of industrial workers almost
impossible to discipline. Attendance was irregular, and turnover
high. Tolerance for the mindlessness and monotony of factory
work was low. “The highlander, it was said, ‘never sits at ease at a
loom; it is like putting 2 deer in the plough.' * Employers devised

1
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various schemes to instill obedience. They posted supervisors, ley-
ied fines, and fired their workers Beatings were common, espe-
cially among slaves and child laborers. One early factory owner
explained: “I prefer fining to beating, if it answers . . . [but] fining
does not answer. It does not keep the boys at their work."3¢

Many employers and social reformers became convinced that the
adult population was EmannEmE% unfit for factory work. They
looked to children, hoping that “the elementary school could be
used to break the labouring classes into those habits of work disci-
pline now necessary for factory production. . . . Putting little chil-
dren to work at school for very long hours at very dull subjects was
secn as a positive virtue, for it made them ‘habituated, not to say
naturalized, to labour and fatigue.” 35 Schooling ameliorated, but
did not solve, the discipline problem. As late as the beginning of the
twenticth century, capitalists still had not consolidated their control
within the workplace, in cither the United States or Britain, Then,
in 1914, Henry Ford devised a sophisticated . approach to labor
discipline which would change the face of worker resistance for
decades to come.

Ford's first step was a technical innovation. In order to speed the
flow of work through the massive Highland Park (Michigan) plant,
he installed a moving conveyor belt. This technology ceded to
management far more say over the pace of work than the system
it replaced, in which teams of workers rotated among stationary
placements of unfinished automobiles. But using machinery to set
the pace of work was only a partial solution. Not all production
steps or products are amenable to moving-process technology. The
more serious problem was that workers did not respond well to the
new system: they found the rapid pace and the loss of autonomy
unpleasant. Ford was still faced with absenteeism, fIateness, and
constant tamover of workers. 36 Therefore, as a complement to the
conveyor belt, he instituted a new financial strategy—the five-
dollar day. This dramatic reform would ultimately prove to be a
powerful weapon in the employer’s arsenal, The five-doliar day
created a “carrot’—a sophisticated economic incentive, which we
call the “employment rent.”

In its simplest terms, the employment rent is the value of a job to
the worker. The term renz follows economists’ usage. Owners are
able to command rents when the “property” they own is fixed in
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supply. Owners of Iand, oil sheiks, star basketball players, and
Noble Prize laureates can all garner rents. When Henry Ford an-
nounced the five-dollar day, he made jobs at Ford far more valuable
than at any other auto plant. The going rate was then about $2 a
day. By paying his men (only men were eligible)’” $5 a day, Ford
gave them an employment rent of $3—the difference between
working for him or for Studebaker or Packard,

Eventually employment rents spread throughout the economy,
albeit with less fanfare and smaller wage increases. Unions played
a major role in the creation of rents, as the organizing drives and
sitdown strikes of the 1930s transformed high-turnover, low-paid
“mass production” jobs into valued positions. In the process, capi-
talists consolidated their control over production. At Ford, observ-
crs described the men as “absolutely docile” after the five-dollar
day came in. Common sense suggests the connection: when a job
pays a rent, a worker is less willing to lose it. There is more willing-
ness to work hard, show up regularly, and follow company rules.
My research has borne out this common sense. In a study of British
factory operatives, the higher the rent, the faster factory operatives
work. The willingness of workers to go on strike or quit a job is also
directly correlated with the size of their employment rent. Overall,
the greater the employment rent, the more disciplined and profit-
able a workforce will be (see figure 3.2).38

Long hours raise the employment rént, thereby giving employ-
ers an incentive to schedule them. If the cmployment rent is the
difference between income on the job and expected income if a
worker is terminated, the effect of long hours is clear. By the
same reasoning, employers are also reluctant to reduce hours.
Consider Bert Johnson, who works in a Houston oil refinery
where the Oil, Chemical and Atomic Workers Union has success-
fully bargained for an hourly wage of $17. Johnson’s regularly
scheduled workweek is 40 hours, and weekly pay is $680, ex-
cluding benefits. Even at regular hours the job yields a substantial
rent, because union jobs are not €asy to get. If Johnson loses this
one, he anticipates he wouldn’t be able to get another in the in-
dustry, and might be unemployed for a while. He thinks he’d
have to retumn to machining, with jts hourly wage of $11 to $12
and substantial loss in benefits.3

When his hours go up, the job becomes even more economically
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valuable. Johnson works overtime, on average one eight-hour shift
a week. At time and a half (or $25.50 an hour), this extra work
brings in an additional $200 a2 week. As with most of his co-
workers, the pay has made it possible for Johnson to leave the
polluted inner-city neighborhood that surrounds the refinery, and
buy a house in a cleaner, safer middle-class suburb. For many of the
workers, the acquisition of 2 house has also made the job at ARCO
more valuable: losing the high pay and the long hours might well
mean losing the house as well. .

While ARCO does not relish paying time and a half, it does prefer
it to hiring additional employees. The structure of fringe benefits,
as I shall discuss, is part of the reason, The rest is that the company
makes back part of the additional outlay because a forty-eight-hour
week ordinarily yields a higher employment rent 1 At the higher
rent, workers are willing o put in more effort on the job. Every
hour is therefore more “productive” (see figure 3.2). With a E.mwna
rent, they are also Jess likely to be absent or to quit altogether.
Because their jobs are hard to replace, they're more productive and
hence more profitable employees. .

Figure 3.2 Productivity and the Employment Rent

Productivity

Value of the employment rent
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The other way to think of it is that the longer hours make the
worker more dependent on the company, at least in income terms.
Dependency translates into control and, ultimately, profitability.
This is why employers have traditionally liked company towns
(there’s no alternative employment) or prefer married men to single
ones (family respounsibilities make them more reluctant to chal-
lenge management’s authority). Today two factors exacerbate this
dependence. The first is the scarcity of high-paying jobs. The disap-
pearance of unionized blue-collar work means that many men like
Bert Johnson are unable to find comparable positions if they lose
their current _.omum. White-collar, managerial types face a similar
dilemina, owing to recent retrenchments in corporate America.
Second, the extra income earned in long hour jobs locks workers
into costly expenditures. Debt is an important part of dependence:
paying off a mortgage, a car loan, and a credit card balance can
make long hours absolutely necessary. So, too, is the enthusiasm of
children for the market's latest fad—the skateboard, “Air-Jordans,”
or an acid-washed jean jacket. (See chapter 5, where 1 explore how
consumption habits have perpetuated long hours.)

Concern about employment rents is one source of employers’
opposition to reductions in hours. Unless a shorter workwecek is
accompanied by higher wages, it will lower the employment reat.
And employers are usually reluctant to grant higher wages, because
they fear costs will rise. As I show in chapter 0, there are cases in
which this fear is unfounded: hours can be lowered profitably.
Nevertheless, employers have been skeptical of this possibility,
preferring to remain with the long-hours status quo. And the con-
servatism of some affects the rest. Cnce long hours proliferate, as
they did, it becomes difficult for individual firms to break out of the
mold. Custom and inertia take hold.#

The connection between long hours and high employment rents
can be seen across the occupational and industrial structure of the
economy. The jobs with the highest rents—white-collar profes-
sional and managerial positions or the best-paying manufacturing
jobs—tend to have the longest hours. Men’s jobs pay higher rents
than women’s jobs—and tend to have longer hours. In the parts of
the economy where employment rents are low or nonexistent, such
as the service sector, hours are shortest. Employment at McDon-
ald’s can be had at almost any time, at a rate of pay which will be
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instantaneously matched by Burger King. McDonald’s pays no em-
ployment rent. And the McDonald’s and Burger Kings have short
workweeks and hire Jots of part-time workers.#

The high-tent jobs are more demanding. When Henry Ford
raised wages, he also expected more effort. According to one pro-
duction foreman, “[Theyl called us in and said that since the work-
ers were getting twice the wages, {the management] wanted twice
as much work. On the assembly lines, we just simply turned up the
speed of the lines.” Thus, the logic of capitalist labor relations
points in the direction of jobs becoming all-consuming. According
to the economist Chris Nyland, the conclusion that “average inten-
sity levels in industry have risen significantly over the last century
has been generally accepted by scholars familiar with the work of
fatigue researchers.”3

As a result, our employers ask for more and more from us—and
getit on account of the lure of the carrot (the employment rent) and
the fear of the stick (dismissal for failure to meet the demands). One
autoworker notes;

Where I work at the auto plant, the workers are just dropping like
flics. When there’s a lot of work because of a new model coming
out, they make people work 10 and 12 hours every day, 6 days a
week. Lots of pcople, even the younger ones, are developing high
blood pressure, having accidents on the job, or car accidents on the
way to and from work, or other serjous health problems. But they
have to do it. If you don’t like it, you can just quit. %

The situation in the auto plant suggests that there are physical limits
to this process. If the demands of work are too great, productivity
suffers, because people are just not capable of maintaining the
pace. In the early twentieth century, opponents of long hours mar-
shaled a great deal of evidence to show that worker fatigue was
impairing efficiency. The pace of work and the availability of lei-
sure time also influence employees’ valuations of jobs. If employers
push the pace too far or demand too many hours, they may face

“resistance or find their workers quitting. There is a point beyond

which it is no longer profitabie for employers to raise hours. On the
other hand, the employee’s valuation of leisure time does not ai-
ways rise as free time falls. Long hours can reduce the value of time
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off the job, as the workaholic syndrome erodes people’s ability to
function outside the work environment. Many people who have
especially long hours find themselves unable to cope with leisure
time. %5 ..

The Role of Fringe Benefits

For both salaried and hourly workers, in the second half of the
twentieth century, pensions, health and life insurance, paid vaca-
tions, and other fringe benefits have become a powerful incentive
for the perpetuation of long hours. Since most of these additions to
basic earnings are paid on a per-person basis, rather than by the
hour,% they create a strong discontinuity in cost structures. It be-
comes far more profitable for a company to hire a smaller number
of people for long hours than to extend those hours over more
workers (who would also be paid benefits). The long hours of the
postwar period owe a lot to the “bias of fringe benefits.”

This bias has grown in recent years, as the value of fringes relative
to wages and salaries has mushroomed. The standard figure of 15
percent (fringes as a percentage of pay) which prevailed in the
1950s has risen sharply. By 1987, total benefit payments as a per-
cent of wages and salaries stood at 36.2 percent; at some firms, the
figure reaches as high as 60 percent (see table 3.1).47

Tax structures for government-administered programs have
added to this effect, even when paid on an earnings rather than a
per-capita basis. Employers’ contributions to social security, unem-
ployment insurance, and other programs are capped, so that no
taxes are levied after a certain fevel of earnings. This creates a
further bias toward requiring extra hours for existing workers, be-
cause no additional tax liability is incurred. If 2 new employee is
added instead, the tax bill rises.

These institutional arrangements have led firms toward the use
of overtime and against incremental hiring. The overtime premium
required by the Fair Labor Standards Act of 1938 was included in
the bill precisely to discourage employers from this reaction. But it
has turned .out to be a weak sanction. Economists Ronald Ehren-
berg and Paul Schumann have found that firms use more overtime
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TABLE 3.1
The Growth of Fringe Benefits
(Expressed as a Percentage of Wages
and Salaries)

1955 17.0
1965 21.5
1975 30.0
1986 35.5
1987 36.2

SouRCE: Research Center, Economic Policy Divi-
sion, U.S. Chamber of Commerce, Employee
Benejits 1988 Edition: Survey Data from Benefit
Year 1987 (Washington, D.C., 1988}, 33, table
17. Estimated from U.S. Depariment of Com-
merce daia.

when the ratio of fringe benefits to wages rises. While the magni-
tude of the effect differed with various statistical techniques, in all
cases it was substantial.#®

Additional factors have created similar incentives. As the econo-
mist H. G. Lewis noticed, in a paper written almost twenty years
ago, firms that provide on-the-job training—as many companies
surely do—will not be indifferent to the hours their employees
choose, because there are fixed costs associated with each
worker.%® Recruiting and hiring new employees lead to other fixed
costs which encourage firms to prefer long hours for existing ¢m-
ployees. As these costs rise, their pull becomes more powerful.

In the aftermath of the early 1980s recession, this set of incentives
was a strong brake on employment growth. In the steel industry,
which was particularly hard hit by unemployment, it was estimated
that the price of the overtime hours worked by employed workers
was ten thousand fewer jobs. In 1983, USX issued a directive to
plant managers (which was subsequently leaked) ordering them to
use overtime, specifically so that they could avoid calling back
laid-off workers. This decision was based on the desire of the
company to avoid re-entitling workers to benefits. The situation in
the mining industry at the time was similar; the coal companies
demanded overtime in the midst of severe unemployment. And in
the auto industry, the United Autoworkers’ Union has calculated
that in 1988 overtime resulted in the loss of eighty-eight thousand
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jobs. Once again, we see the paradox of long hours in the midst of
uncmployment,3°

THE SALARIED LABORER'S:
FREE HOURS

The 80-howur man has far more sizzle. Nine out of ten
companites will take the guy who's always there, whose
exarmple Is one of brute force of effort. His exampie filters

down lo those beneath him.
~——a corporate recruiters?

Pressures toward long hours may be strongest for the third .B&Q.
form of labor contract—payment by salary. Like those early indus-
trial workers who received a fixed daily or weekly wage, the earn-
ings of the salaried worker do not vary with hours. Extra hours are
ore gratis to their employers. .
Enmﬂwanam employment increased substantially in the gnsanma
century, as firms added white-collar ﬂo_.wnnmlamummn.a, engi-
neers, and a variety of professionals, from lawyers to social Aénw.
ers. Today almost 40 percent of all U.S. nEE.ouSnm .E.m paid .v%
salary, rather than hourly wages.52 As my analysis ?..n&nﬁm, salaried
workers have longer hours of work than workers paid by Ew hour.
Half the nation's salaried workers belong to the :Bmmmmnn.m; and
professional specialty” group, the occupational category with the
urs.
EMMMMMrMm_man groups are still toiling at nineteenth-century
schedules. Medical residents, investment bankers, corporate faw-
vers, and many other professionals can be expected to work 70 wn.
80 hours routinely, with extra effort during particularly rnncn
times. A 1970s study found that most managers at %oiaxm. ,v.oo
corporations put in from 60 to 70 hours a week, excluding business
travel: “They'd leave home at 7:30 A M. and return at about the same
time that evening. They'd also bring home a few hours of work
each day.”** Not only the top echelons, but employees down the
i hy, are expected to put in the hours.

EM.M“&M& ZOmmm Kanter’s classic study, Men and Women of the
Corporation (1977), describes the prodigious effort large corpora-
tions traditionally expect of managers:
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{They) tended to put in many more hours than workers, and they
spemt more of their so-called Ieisure time in work-related activities.
- - . Question: How does the organization know managers are doing
their jobs and that they are making the best possible decisions?
Answer: Because they are spending every moment at it and thus
working to the limits of human possibility. Question: When has a
manager finished the job? Answer; Never. Or at least, hardly ever.
There is always something more that could be done.

When hard times led a California corporation to cut back worktime
by 10 percent, managers spent a quarter of this “leisure” time at the
office, working without pay.54

Many of these workers find that they cannot escape such long
hours and remain successful on the job. Their employers require
total commitment, expecting more than nine to five; they want
Saturdays and nights. Even those near the bottom of the hierarchy
feel the pressure:

Upper management cxpected you to come in on Sundays too—not
to work, but just to be seen on the premises—supposed to show
how much you loved the damn place... . Well, [ have a family. What
are you supposed to do, live at the plant? Lots of the foremen came
down to the lounge on Sunday and drank coffee for a couple of
hours. I did a few times, and then said to hell with it—-it’s not worth
it. ... I started to get passed over on promotions, and I finally asked
why. My boss said they weren’t sure about my attitude.ss

More recently, a forty-one-year-old public relations worker in a
major corporation expressed these sentiments: “I can't imagine
having a baby, which I want to do, and still keeping this job. All
corporate jobs are like this—you're valued according to the long
hours you are willing to put in, and the schedule is 50 rigid that
anyone who wants to do it differently has to leave."s6

Similar pressures exist outside large corporations, in smaller pro-
fessional “shops.” Architecture and law firms, universities, publish-
ers, and consulting agencies demand long hours from their salaried
workers. Not even government workers are immune these days,
One state official wared a job candidate: “We feel that anybody
serious has got to he willing to work at least 60 hours a week. If
you’re not, we know we can get someone whe will.” Competitive
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forces operate on the sclf-employed as well. This group, which
clocks in some of the country’s longest hours, faces an exception-
ally harsh econormic climate, as small makes for costly.’” Ominously
low survival rates for the self-employed make self-exploitation vir-
tually inevitable.

The pressures on professionals to work long hours have grown
more intense in recent years. In the 1980s, reported weekly hours
rose almost an hour a2 week for both men and women. The impetus
has come largely from companics, in response to market condi-
tions. Kanter’s qualitative research at the nation’s innovative firms
bears out the quantitative evidence: “ ‘enough’ is defined not by
some pre-existing standard like the length of the workday but by
the limits of human endurance.”s8 .

Some observers feel that it is not employers who enforce iong
hours of work, but a pervasive workaholism. Indeed, there is his-
torical precedent for the idea that Americans are obsessed with
work; as early as 1648, Massachusctts legislated idleness a punish-
able crime. There is no denying what the historian Daniel Rodgers
described as the nation’s tendency to “the elevation of work over
leisure . . . an ethos that permeated life and manners.” Yet it is
important not to overstate the case. The work cthic was the doc-
trine of the northeastern middie class and “never penetrated very
far” into the urban working classes or into the South. But however
strong this cultural predisposition to hard work, “workaholism” is
to some extent a creation of the system, rather than its cause. As
long as there are even a few workaholics, competition will force
others to keep up. Employers will prefer the hard workers, and
these will win out over their colleagues who, either out of personal
preference or because they have family responsibilities, do not put
in the hours. One engineer noted, “I don’t like to put in 80 hour
weeks, but a lot of people do. And those are the people who get
the projects and promotions.” This suggests that the workaholic
can set the standard to which others are compelied to adhere.
Co-workers may not like the grind. They may not be psychologi-
cally invested in it like a classic workaholic. But the eventual out-
come—in terms of howrs—will be just the same.??

Other observers say that since, after all, workers can leave their
jobs, it is 2 mistake to place the onus of fong hours on employers.
If employees agre unhappy enough, companies will be unable to
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retain personnel and will encounter difficulty hiring and promoting
into these long-hour jobs. While there is some truth in this logic, it
ignores two realitics of the economic system. First, companies
themselves are subject to harsh competition which drives the mar-
ket standard: those who cannot induce long hours from their work-
forces are at a disadvantage in comparison with those who can. The
companies that get the hours set the pace.

The second reason is that employers have a structural advantage
in the labor market, because there are typically more candidates
ready and willing to endure this work marathon than jobs for them
to fill. These surpluses of candidates exist because the jobs in
question are either on the high rungs of the occupational ladder or
are necessary lower rungs. They are the most desirable prizes the
market has to offer, carrying high incomes, excellent benefits, and
many perquisites. And these employment rents are not just finan-
cial but associated with superior status and job satisfaction. For
example, managers have higher job satisfactionr than other major
occupational groups. As one moves down the occupational ladder,
satisfaction declines. Managers and professionals are in a better
position to ¢scape many of the petty tyrannies that make the work-
lives of many Americans frustrating, stressful, and unrewarding.5®

I have used the term occupational ladder. While the world of
work often does involve a climb from bottom to top, the structure
of jobs resembles a pyramid more than a Jadder. There are far more
people at the bottom than at the top. A manager has many under-
lings who are managed. A supervisor watches over whole groups
of workers. The pyramidal shape virtually guarantees that the best
jobs are in short supply. The employer will have the pick of many
actual or potential applicants. For every aspiring manager deter-
mined to limit his or her hours, there are usually many more willing
to give the company whatever time it demands.

In some occupations, the process that created surpluses of labor
has been deliberate. Professional organizations (the American Med-
ical Association, the American Bar Association, and their counter-
parts in other occupations) have intentionally limited entry into
their respective fields. They “control,” in vital ways, the profes-
sional schools, licensing processes, and social networks. As a result,
incomes are kept high and unemployment low. But favorable job
prospects within the professions are mirrored by surpluses of
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potential members outside the charmed circle, as would-be doc-
tors, lawyers, and engineers occupy positions as nurses, paralegals,
or draftspersons.

Some professionals and managers are starting to refuse the long

hours. The rising numbers of professional women with children
and a new ethos of fathering are leading many in long hour jobs to
desire more time away from work. It is likely that these demands
will grow, rather than recede. Yet at the moment, few who feel this
way have been able to reconcile the conflicting demands of em-
ployer and family. The vast majority of salaried workers are still
subject to elastic hours. Unless larger numbers of people both make
their voices heard and start voting with their feet, the overworking
of salaried men and women is likely to continue.

THE FIGHT FOR SHORTER
HOURS

The fact that the market typically favors employers does not mean
that they will always be able to raisc working hours, or that a
transition to a “short hours” economy is impossible. As I noted at
the beginning of the chapter, therc was one long period during
which hours fell, rather than rose. After 1850, the U.S. workweek
began to decline and was eventually almost halved.®* This decline
occurred because of pressure from the other side of the market.
Workers, through their unions, waged a protracted, bitter, and
ultimately successful struggle to reduce %ou.mmsm time.

The first documented activity in support of shorter hours in the
United States occugred in the 1780s. The participants were union-
ized male artisans and craftsmen. These were the workers who had
already been most able to resist the expansion of working time
which capitalism brought for their wives, children, and less well-
positioned male counterparts. Their quest was for a ten-hour day,
an unthinkable goal for most workers. The struggle was confined
to skilled artisans until the 1840s, when women operatives in the
textile industry joined the fray. An 1845 petition summarized their
grievances: we are “toiling from thirteen to fourteen hours per day,
confined in unheaithy apartments, exposed to poisonous conta-
gion of air fand] debarred from proper exercise.” Unlike their
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artisan counterparts, these factory workers did not readily win their
cause and would not see ten houss until after the Civil War 62

There is little dispute about what motivated these groups of
workers: “The most frequent cause of complaint among working
people [during the Age of Jackson] was the lack of leisure.” Pure
exhaustion was an important part of what was driving workers into
the streets. Throughout the nincteenth century and into the twen-
tieth, the call for leisure continued to propel the struggle. Workers
articulated the need for more family time, time for cultural activities,
and eventually just “eight hours for what we will.” As the nation
hecame more prosperous, even leisure for feisure’s sake started to
become culturally acceptable.©?

The second stage of struggle began after the Civil War, with the
birth of the eight-hour-day movement. This time, labor explicitly
tied shorter hours to higher pay. As the wife of Ira Steward, a
leading eight-hours agitator, quipped, “Whether you work by the
piece or work by the day, decreasing the work increases the pay.”
But despite its appeal for many workers, the eight-hour goal took
fifty years to reach. Even the massive protests of 1886 were insuf-
ficient to move employers. What finally proved crucial were the
intecvention of President Woodrow Wilson and the willingness of
Henry Ford to grant eight hours. Favorable labor market conditions

also played a role.54

Business Opposition

Although there were some exceptions such as Ford, the vast major-
ity of employers opposed workers’ demands for shorter hours,
They used a wide range of tactics and arguments but did not waver
in their message. Shorter hours were un-Ametican, indecent, un-
profitable, and a threat to prosperity. In 1831, when Pittsburgh
carpenters went on strike, their masters had them indicted and tried

" on grounds of conspiracy. In the 1840s, factory women were “lazy

Devils,” and business blocked their petitions for state legislation. In
the 1880s, after the Haymarket explosion, those held responsible
were executed, vilified as “vipers,” “serpents,” and foreign traitors.
A few decades later, the National Association of Manufacturers
argued for the American workman’s right to work more than 480



74 THE OVERWORKED AMERICAN

minutes of 2 calendar day. As Saturday work was contested, busi-
ness “equated increased leisure . . . with crime, vice, the waste of
man’s natural capacity, corruption, radicalism, debt, decay, degen-
cration, and decline.” Businessmen wamed that idleness breeds
mischief and——even worse—radicalism. The common people had
to be kept at their desks and machines, lest they rise up against their
betters, 53 .

Business also countered the shorter-hour demands by appealing
to the bottom line. Time after time, they put forward grim predic-
tions: shorter hours would lead to financial ruin; their workers were
driving them out of business. Employers coupled their threats with
displays of brute power. They locked out cmployees and hired
strikebreakers. They called in the police, national guards, and their
private army—the Pinkertons. They blackmailed and fired work-
ers. They used their influence with the newspapers, the courts, and
the politicians. The tactics of business are far more moderate today,
as well they might be. Union opposition has been considerably

.tamed, and the great struggle between capital and labor blunted.
still, employers as a whole retain their dislike of short hours. M. A.
Bicnefeld, author of a prominent work on hours reductions, identi-
fies a crucial asymmetry between labor and capital: “the employer
usually values the maintenance [of hours of work] more highly than
the employee values their reduction. s

The Last Major Battle: The Thirty-Hour Week

The 1930s mark a turning point in a struggle that had been going
on for a hundred and fifty years. This was to be labor's last major
battle for shorter hours. In the midst of depression, the uigency of
mass unemployment dominated the agenda, and calls for higher
wages and more leisure time were put aside, Ironically, mass unem-
ployment became the route to leisure. The thirty-hour week was
first and foremost a plan to spread employment and put people
back to work. The crux of thirty-hour logic was that employers
would hire back those workers they had already laid off. A one-
quarter reduction in hours (from forty to thirty) would reabsorh the
25 percent of the workforce who had become unemployed. It
appeared that full employment, labor’s elusive but persistent goal,
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could finally be achieved. But this was not to be. As soon as
thirty-hour legislation passed the Senate and the real possibility of
enactment appeared, business threw up fierce opposition, barrag-
ing the Roosevelt administration with pressure and threats. Quickly
changing course, the President abandoned his support for thirty
hours. Sixty years later, we are still far from full employment and
even farther from a thirty-hour week. ‘ .

The opposition of business to the thirty-hour week points up an
additional structural incentive operating against short hours. When
working hours are reduced for many workers simultaneously, the
pool of unemployed workers shrinks. This makes employers un-
comfortable, for at least two reasons. The first is the effect on the
employment rent and, hence, on {abor discipline. The great Polish
cconomist Michal Kalecki argued, in a now-classic article:

{Ulnder a regime of permanent full employment, ‘the sack’ would
ceasc to play its roie as a discipiinary measure. The social positio
of the boss would be undermined and the self assurance and class
consciousness of the working class would grow. . . . [Business lead-
ers’] class instinct tells them that lasting full employment is unsound
from their point of view and that unemployment is an integral part
of the normal capitalist system.s

Rephrased in our terms, Kalecki’s point is that full employment
reduces the employment rent, because workers know the market is
full of companies eager to hire them. Under these conditions, em-
ployers are in danger of losing the upper hand.

The second problem is that hiring new workers suddenly be-
comes much more difficult. They are harder to find, cost more, and
are less experienced. Such shortages of labor are extremely costly
for a firm. At my own place of work, Boston’s low unemployment
rate during the late 1980s induced the Harvard Corporation to turn
its own personnel into bounty hunters: employees who brought in
new recruits were given cash rewards.

These considerations help to explain why full employment has
been rare. With the exception of wartime, this country has never
experienced a sustained period of full employment. The closest we
have gotten is the late 1960s, when the overall unemployment rate
was under 4 percent for four years. But that experience does more
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to prove the point than any other example. The trauma caused to
business by those years of a tight labor market was considerable.
Since then, there has been a powerful consensus among business,
government, and the economics profession that the nation cannot
withstand such a low rate of unemployment. Economists have
defined and redefined upward their “full employment rate of
unemployment” to justify the considerably higher rates of the 1970s
and 1980s. Meanwhile, the government has assiduously avoided
counting all the unemployed and underemployed, sticking instead
to a4 narrow statistic that missed, during the last decade, over half
the relevant persons. Business opposition also accounts for the
paradox of long hours and unempioyment. The forced idleness of
some helps perpetuate the forced overwork of others. It is possible
that everyone would be better off with a more equitable distribu-
tion of work, but capital has maintained a veto on such a solution .8

In recent years, the attitudes of business have been far less visible
on the hours question. In the absence of a union challenge, there
has been little need for employers to show their hand. Once the
issue disappeared from the social agenda, hard evidence -of em-
ployers’ opposition has become difficult to find. Nevertheless,
there are signs that their longstanding opposition has not disap-
peared. Corporate lobbying in the late 1970s against the Hum-
phrey-Hawkins bill—in part, a spread-the-work measure——was a
rare display of employer sentiment. And in recent years there have
been a few surveys of corporate executives. In one, not a single
exccutive would lend support to hours reductions; in fact, the
sentiment was for increases. A Forfune poll of CEOs indicates
similar views: three-quarters say that global competition will re-
quire them to push their managers “harder”; and only 9 percent
think they are already demanding too much. My own interviews
with labor union officials confirm this view: employers are still
typically far more willing to grant wage increases than cede control
over scheduling hours of work.

Labor Gives Up the Fight

After the Second World War, labor made far less progress on the
worktime issue. While a shorter workweek was achieved in a few
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industries, such as printing, rubber, and ladies’ garments, on aver-
age there was no further decline in full-time weekly hours. Unions
did bargain for longer vacations and other paid tme off, and some
contracts contain generous provisions. But the gains for workers as
a whole were modest. Especially in comparison to prewar objec-

tives such as the thirty-hour week, the postwar efforts appear negli-

gible. The shorter-hours movement, which once mobilized mil-
lions, had become a peripheral concern. What happened? Why did
the AFL, and then the AFL-CIO, stray so far from the cause that had
virtually constituted its identity? Why has the shorter-hours move-
ment Jaid “dormant for nearly half a century?”’® Although it is
difficuit to provide a full accounting, as 1o in-depth studies of the
shift have been done, the outlines of an answer can be identified.

To a certain extent, labor abandoned the cause because it was
losing. The inability to win thirty hours had left the unions in a
weak position. A key problem was ideological: the unemployment
issue had crowded out all others in the discourse over hours. Ear-
lier, labor had based its struggle on positive values, such as the need
for family or civic time, the need for leisure, or, in the 1920s, an
anticonsurnerist message, In the 1930s, these had given way to the
purcly defensive spread-the-unemployment rationale. Under the
circumstances, defensiveness was probably inevitable, but in
the fong run it proved damaging. As employment revived, labor
was left without a compelling rationale for its cause.

Once the Second World War began, the pressure for longer hours
was unstoppable. The manufacturing workweek rose more than
seven hours between 1940 and 1944, Capital used the war to attack
labor at home, laying military defeats at the feet of the forty-hour
week., War heroes were paraded across the country speaking
against worktithe reductions. At war's end, the anticommunist hys-
teria which swept the nation proved a further obstacle, Virulent
anti-union legislation was enacted, and a major drive to organize
the South failed. In alliance with conservative forces outside the
labor movement, centrists and right-wingers within the CIO ex-
pelled eleven unions for allegedly being communists. Labor's own
move to the right had a profound impact on the hours question.

_Although shotter hours had traditionally been a demand for all of

fabor, it came to be increasingly associated with the left wing. Now

. the cause itself was questioned. In 1957, the machinists’ newspaper
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queried: “Will Soviets Cut THEIR Overtime?” Unions were adopting
the longstanding rhetoric of management.”!

The conservatism of the postwar years also led labor to be far
more accepting of capitalism as an economic system. Labor’s earlier
opposition to unbridied growth and consumerism disappeared. At
the AFL-CIO’s first joint conference in 1956—ironically, on the
topic of the shorter workweek—one official summed up the new
position: “{W]e should emphasize that we do not welcome shorter
hours if they reflect the fact that the nation’s total level of produc-
tion is not keeping up the pace.” Labor should counter “the impres-
sion that the nation is threatened by too much output and excessive
possibilities for leisure.” Along with almost everyone else, unions
had jumped on the growth bandwagon,”2

The flip side of growth was the emerging climate of consumer-
ism. As a middle-class standard of living came within the reach of
more and more working-class people, their desires for shorter
hours could no longer be taken for granted. At the 1956 confer-
ence, one official claimed confidently that workers had become
“eager to increase their income, not © work fewer hours.” For
males, who were now earning the overtime premium of one and a
half or two times their hourly pay, this claim may have been correct.
However, as a sccond official noted, ser 300,000 mainly female
telephone operators wanted shorter hours more than anything else.
Given the waning influence of women within the labor movement
during the 1950s, it is not surprising that these voices were ig-
nored.”3

Gender politics aside, it is certainly possible that “the end of
shorter hours”” was due partly to workers’ preferences for money
over free time. The immediate postwar years witnessed a surge of
pent-up consumer demand. The baby boom and the spread of
home ownership encouraged the acquisition of consumer goods.
Workers wanted and were getting the American dream. To say,
however, that long working hours merely reflect workers’ desire
for income is simplistic and misleading. As I argue in chapter 5, the
consumer boom itself was partly driven by employers’ ability to get
long hours. The nation became locked into a pattern of work and
spend. Leisure was left out of the loop.

2
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THE RISING HOURS OF THE
POSTWAR ERA

During the early postwar era, employers’ natural inclination to push
up hours was kept in check by prosperity. Labor’s inattention to the
hours question was not decisive. This was the “golden age” of U.S.
capitalism, the “fat years.”7? American corporations had virtually no
international competitors, and the domestic market was booming.
For their part, unions stili retained considerable economic clout.
They were abic to capture a substantial share of the large profits
business was accumulating. Had firms attempted to raise working
hours, it is unlikely they would have been successful. In any casc
they did not. Firins were flush with money and could afford to give
rather than to take.

These circumstances produced what was essentiaily a period of
stable hours. Although the data needed to calculate our annual
hours measure are not available for the early postwar decades,
alternative measures indicate stability in hours. Between 1948 and
1969, the most comprehensive measure—hours worked per
adult—rose modestly—from 1,069 to 1,124 per year. Hours per
labor force participant fell only slightly, from 1,968 to 1,944, (The
difference between the two is accounted for mainly by women’s
increased participation in the labor force. Because women work
fewer hours than men, their inclusion lowers the labor force trend.)
Surprisingly, weekly hours for nonstudent men were virtually con-
stant over the period (39.9. to 39.5), even when increases in vaca-
tion and holidays are included. The claims of some researchers that
paid time off greatly reduced annual hours appear to have been
exaggerated: paid time off increased by fewer than four days a year
for the average worker.”¢

After 1969, hours began to rise. The workweek crept up, espe-

‘cially for women, as did the percentage of the year people found

themselves on the job. As I showed in chapter 2, labor force partici-
pants would eventually register an annual increment equivalent to
an extra month of work. At the most general fevel, this rising work
effort can be traced to the economic problems that ended the era
of high prosperity. The golden age of the 1950s and 1960s was
followed by oil price increases, a slowdown in productivity growth,
heightened international competition, and sluggish demand.
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Corporate profits, which had been at record highs, fell substan-
tially. Recessions became deeper and more damaging. Businesses
were under increasing pressure to cut costs and improve profit
margins. Predictably, a large portion of the burden was “down-
loaded” onto employees—particularly during the 1980s, when the
squeeze on many U.S. corporations hit hardest. Their strategy has
been to require workers to do more for less.

This economic distress has raised hours in two ways. The first
method was direct; employers simply demanded longer hours and
more work effort. The 1980s were a period of increased overtime
and reductions in vacations, rest periods, and other paid time off.
Among better-paid white-collar employees, large-scale layoffs and
the cutthroat environment made greater commitment of time and
CHCIZY necessary to retain one’s job. At the low-wage end of the
labor market, sweatshops reappeared, with nineteenth-century
style conditions. The government contributed by eroding legal
protections for employees, as well as failing to enforce existing
regulations.

The second cause of longer hours has been a steady reduction in
hourly rates of pay. Workers paid by the hour—a majority of U.S.
cmployees—saw their average wage peak in 1973, Since then, it
has declined substantially and now stands at its mid-1960s level.
This erosion has had a profound effect on hours: in order to main-
tain their current standard of living, these employees must now put
in longer hours. Like the piece-rate workers who were forced to
produce more as the rates fell, a large number of American families
arc now in a similar bind, Many men—the group that bore the
lion’s share of the decline—have expanded their worktime through
overtime and second jobs. Unmarried men especially have had a
tremendous rise in hours (334 per year). Many of these men are
young—the group that suffered the biggest earnings decline. Un-
married women have also increased hours substantially. Among

married couples, wives, rather than husbands, have had the largest .

growth in worktime. By adding a second income or increasing the
wife’s hours, many families have averted a real decline in their
material standard of living. The trends in income have led to a
public consensus that it is no longer possible for families to “make
it” on a single income~—a view that cight out of ten Americans now
hold. While our understanding of what we “need” turns out to be
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quite complicated (see chapter 5), there is no denying that the
perception of financial necessity is widespread.”?

In one sense, workers are choosing these extra hours. No one
forces Valerie Connor to work two eight-hour shifts or Bert John-
S0n to put in the overtime. But the pressure to work the hours Aas
come from companies. In return for a 1970s standard of living,
employers are now demanding far more hours. For the production
and nonsupervisory employces who make up 80 percent of the
labor force, these demands have been substantial. According to our
calculations, just to reach their 1973 standard of living, they must
work 245 more housrs, or G-plus extra weeks a Year.™

Among salaried workers as a whole, eamings have not de-
clined.” These employees also tend to have higher incomes to
begin with, so they have been less affected by the financial hard-
ship that bas plagued many less well-off families. However, their
hours have also risen. Some of the increase has come from employ-
ers, who have cut back on paid dme off and subtly {or not so
subtly) required longer wecekly hours. But financial incentives have
also affected salaried workers. Although their incomes have not
fallen, they have not grown by much either. Therefore, to keep up
with the ever-more-expensive middle- or upper-middle-class life
style, more work has been necessary. Finally, among women, the
desire to pursuc a career, independent of the monetary rewards,
has also led to increases in total working time.

Ounly now are the consequences of labor's blindness to the hours
question fuily visible. Workers, both as individuals and through
their unions, have been virtuaily powerless to stop the onslaught of
work. Amidst the high unemployment and economic insecurity of
recent years, there have been few solid impediments to long hours.
And the problem is not only economic. The nation no longer pos-
sesses a culture of resistance to long hours or a political movement
to press for government reforms. There have been few ideological
vantage points from which to stake a claim to Ieisure.

The importance of labor’s inaction can be scen by a comparison
with Europe. In Europe, labor did retain interest in shorter hours,
keeping this issue at the top of its agenda throughout the postwar
period. When economic crisis hit, unions were determined to resist
the inevitable pressures for longer hours. Despite the mnﬁwmg of the
tconomic downturn in Europe, weekly hours have continued to
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TABLE 3.2

THE OVERWORKED AMERICAN

Paid Vacation in European Countries

Country By Law By Agreement
Austria 5 weeks cf. law
Belgium 4 weeks 5 weeks
Denmark - 5 weeks
Spain 30 civil days 414 to 5 weeks
Finland 5 weeks 5 to 6 weeks
France 5 weeks 5 to 6 weeks
Great Britain — 4 t0 6 weeks
Greece 4 weeks cf. law
Ircland 3 wecks +/— 4 weeks
Iceland 4 weeks, 4 days cf. law
Italy —_ 4 to 6 weeks
Luxembourg 5 weeks 25 10 30 days
Malta 4 weeks f. law
Norway 4 weeks, 1 day cf. law
Netherlands 4 weeks 4 1o 5 weeks
Portugal 30 civil days 414 to 5 weeks
FRG 3 wecks 512 to 6 weeks
Sweden 5 weeks 5 to 8 weeks
Switzerland 4 weeks 4 to 5 weeks

Soukce: European Trade Union Institute, Collective Bargatning in Western
Europe {n 1988 and Prospects for 1989 (Eurolny; 1988/89), 62, table XI.

fall. After bitter strikes through the 1980s, the large German union
IG Metall has now won a 35-hour week for its members, a gain that
is expected to spread throughout the labor force, And vacation
hours have risen substantially. Collective agreements have set an-
nual leave at 5 to 6 weeks in France, 5.5 to 6 in West Germany, and
4 to 6 in Great Britain (see table 3.2). Partly as a cure for unemploy-
ment and partly in search of a higher quality of life, European
workers have successfully articulated a vision of a more leisured
society. That vision js still missing in Amezica, not only in the
workplace but in the home as well.




