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Preface

Many moons ago in the summer before I started university, I went on a
trip to Papua New Guinea, then still an Australian protectorate. I had a
pen friend from a coastal fishing village, an hour’s slow boat trip from
Lae. I remember this time vividly, as I felt like I had experienced what
was then thought of as “primitive communism,” a utopian natural state
of cooperation.

Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels use this concept to denote an early
form of society whose members collectively share all resources and in
which there is no hierarchy. I have since read “The Original Affluent
Society,” where anthropologist Marshall Sahlins describes how hunter-
gatherers, with very little of what we would call technology, spend most
of their time relaxing or in leisure pursuits, as they satisfied their needs
with a three- to five-hour working day.

In the village, I was plagued by mosquitoes but tropical fruit grew
abundantly for the picking, taro and sweet potato were cultivated in gar-
dens, and fish in the sea were plentiful. The living conditions were indeed
primitive, and I slept on a bench next to a row of girls in a women’s hut
with no privacy whatsoever. But there seemed to be all the time in the
world. Needless to say, there were no clocks!

I recall one day, as it was nearing Christmas, spending an entire day
making coconut milk. Young and ignorant as I was, I suggested that if
we altered the method by which the coconut flesh was squeezed in the
cloth, we could make the milk much faster and increase productivity. The
young people I was doing this with looked quizzical and told me that the
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making of the milk always took a whole day. They were not in a hurry.
They were not interested in speeding up the process—it always had and
always would take a full day to make. Now, forty years later, as I write this
book on time pressure, I wonder why I so insisted that saving time should
be our overriding orientation, an unquestioned good. I have since learned
that the important things in life can’'t be quantified, timed, measured, or
accelerated.
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Introduction

Tools for Time

Time, it seems, is at a premium. There is a widespread perception that
life these days is faster than it used to be. We hear constant laments that
we live too fast, that time is scarce, that the pace of life is spiraling out of

” o«

our control. Phrases such as “high-speed society,” “acceleration society,”
“time famine,” and “runaway world” portray more and more aspects of
our lives as speeding up.

These concerns are reflected in debates about work-life balance as
people try to cope with the pressures of contemporary society, finding
enough time for work, time for families, and time for leisure—even time
for sleep. Indeed, the desire to slow down the pace of life increasingly
features in studies of happiness and well-being. A lack of control over
one’s time and unequal access to leisure are being identified as important
dimensions of social justice. As leading European social scientist Helga
Nowotny summed it up in her classic book Time, the challenge for mod-
ern citizens, who are liable to feel increasingly harried, is to “find time for
themselves.”*

But hang on a moment. Weren't modern machines supposed to save,
and thereby free up, more time? Not so long ago, commentaries about
postindustrial society predicted a “leisure revolution” driven by automa-
tion in industry and the home. Economic progress and increased pros-
perity would free people from having to focus on providing for subsis-
tence needs, delivering more leisure time. Sociologists talked of the “end
of work” and wondered with some apprehension how the vacant hours
would be occupied.
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Instead, the iconic image that abounds is that of the frenetic, tech-
nologically tethered, iPhone- or iPad-addicted citizen. Academic discus-
sions of the impact of digital devices, such as the Internet and the smart-
phone, typically confirm the popular view that technologies are speeding
up life and making us busier. Rapidly evolving information and com-
munication technologies are seen as marking a whole new epoch in the
human condition. It is as if the exponential growth in computing power
predicted by Moore’s law applies to every aspect of modern society?

As technologies proliferate, we find that we do not have more time
to ourselves; in fact, many of us have less. How, exactly, has technology
hastened the pace of everyday life? How has it made us busier rather than
making us more free? Why do we turn to digital devices to alleviate time
pressure and yet blame them for driving it? This is the central paradox
that I want to examine in this book.

Modern patterns of time can scarcely be conceived of without the use
of technology. We rarely have a chance to live outside technologies—they
are inextricably woven into the fabric of our lives, from birth to death, at
home, in school, in paid work, and in leisure. From simple tools to large
technological systems, our lives are intertwined with technology. We
delegate tasks to devices and use them to mediate ever more complex
social networks. Our actions and society itself are built on and with tech-
nical artifacts.

While sociologists emphasize that time is a social entity, formed
through collective rhythms of human engagement with the world, tech-
nology is rarely accorded the same treatment.?® Technology is too often
seen as outside social relations. But if time cannot be separated from the
collective rhythms, assumptions, and hopes of human life, then neither
can the technologies that increasingly mark and shape time for us. This
may not have been an important distinction in previous eras—but in the
digital age, it really matters. For example, the tyranny of the clock, with
its linear measurement of the hours of the day, is basic to narratives of
the accelerating world. It is as if technical devices incorporate functional
time demands that determine unequivocally our uses of time.

If we have, up to now, been too quick to accept the temporal logic built
into our new technologies, then we need to remember that the social de-
termination of time is built in to those technologies, just like the size of
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the screen is, or the power of the processor. Consider, for example, the
fiber-optic cable between Chicago and New York. While previous cables
between the two cities had been laid along railway lines, the new cable
takes the shortest route possible, even drilling through the Allegheny
Mountains. It shaves 1.3 milliseconds off the transmission time of the
earlier cables. “Speed” is thus built directly into the design: the cable was
laid where it was to make transmission faster. But what compels its use
by financial trading firms isn't anything directly technical; rather, it is
the structure of competition among such firms.* Temporal demands are
not inherent to technology. They are built into our devices by all-too-
human schemes and desires.

This is the thesis at the heart of the book. It enables us to leave behind
the old dichotomies about technologies being either inherently liberat-
ing or enslaving. By now we should have learnt to be skeptical about both
extreme positions: the messianic promise of a technologically-wrought
new epoch on the one hand and a blanket rejection of dominance by ma-
chines on the other. The digital world is neither exactly the same nor
completely different from the industrial world. In order to understand
our current obsession with speed, we would be better off exploring both
the things that have stayed the same, and the things that are particular
to our time.

To this end, a historical sense of “new” technologies is required. Ma-
chines in the industrial age recast people’s experience of time, just as
they continue to do now. Yet considerations of technology’s impact on
time fixate on the latest gadgets, while older dependable artifacts are so
familiar as to be left forgotten in the shadows. I will call into question
this implicit division between cutting-edge technologies and existing
technologies, the spectacular and the ordinary. With this in mind, we will
be less inclined to identify technology itself as the source of positive or
negative change.

It is our own concrete social practices that generate those qualities of
technologies we usually consider as intrinsic and permanent. In other
words, technologies only come to life and have meaning as people adopt
and use them. At the same time, technologies play a central role in the
constitution of time regimes, as our very experience of human action and
the material world is mediated by technology. It is simply impossible to
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disentangle our notion of time from our embodied habitual involvement
with the sociomaterial world. We make the world together with tech-
nology and so it is with time.

My interest throughout, then, is in exploring the mutual shaping or
coevolution of new technologies and temporal rhythms. Broadly speak-
ing, the book takes a social shaping approach to technology, regarding
technological change as open-ended and unpredictable, but shaped by
a range of social, economic, and political forces.* Much work in this vein
has investigated the design or materiality of specific technologies, but
this book has a rather different focus. While recognizing that devices are
designed with particular capacities or affordances, I argue that there is
nothing inevitable about the way they evolve and are used. Their relation
to time depends on how artifacts enter and become embedded in our
institutions and the quotidian patterns of daily life—this goes for orga-
nizations, user cultures, in production and consumption, family, leisure,
and work.

Feeling Harried

Why is there such intense cultural concern with the relationship between
digital technologies and the speed of life? That people’s subjective sense
of time pressure has become urgent is illustrated by the fact that a rising
proportion of the population report feeling short of time. Numerous
surveys indicate that Americans, as one example, feel more rushed, har-
ried, anxious, and pressed for time than ever before.® Psychological and
psychiatric diagnoses associated with time strain are also growing. This
evidence about the subjective experience of time suggests a widespread
perception of everyday life as “time squeezed” and “harried.” Leisure time
too seems intensified and scarcer.

The objective facts of the matter are, however, far from clear. In-
deed, attempts to measure if and how time use has changed over the
last few decades have uncovered an intriguing conundrum. The consen-
sus among time-use researchers is that leisure time has, if anything, in-
creased. While Americans complain ever more stridently that they are
overworked, estimated average weekly employment hours changed mini-
mally between the 1970s and the 2010s. And if you aggregate the total
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amount of work time (paid and unpaid), the figure of five hundred min-
utes a day, or just over eight hours, has remained more or less stable over
the last fifty years’ Add to this the fact that we are on average living
longer, so have more years at our disposal, and this mismatch between
objective and subjective time becomes even more intriguing.

This lack of congruence between the amount of free, discretionary
time available to us and our contemporary feelings of harriedness has
become known as the time-pressure paradox. In this book I will expose
some of the underlying myths and misconceptions about our high-speed
society.

An important starting point is to recognize that there is no single
story about what is happening to the tempo of people’s lives. Talking in
terms of statistical averages masks major shifts in different directions for
diverse groups whose time use is being aggregated. For example, as in-
come inequality increases and working hours polarize, discretionary time
also becomes more unevenly distributed (although not necessarily in the
way one would expect, as we shall see). How much time one has and how
it is apportioned can only be understood as a function of underlying
social and economic patterns. And, rather than time pressure being an
individual phenomenon, I will show that it is related to transformations
in household composition and gender relations over the last few decades.

A more fundamental limitation of discussions to date is the narrow
concentration on the quantity of time available. This is the only aspect of
time that time-use studies measure. In order to explain the gulf between
so-called objective and subjective time, however, we need a more nuanced
understanding of the quality or character of time. Time poverty cannot
simply be understood in terms of the amount of (clock) time available.
How people experience and practice time is the result of the meanings
and values that they ascribe to various kinds of activities. The demand
for “quality time” with children is a popular expression of this. Not all
activities are performed at the same pace, nor would we want them to
be. The result is conflicting temporal regimes that require coordination,
which, in turn, leads to time pressure. Leisure time itself may be subject
to intensification because of the increasing habit of multitasking with
digital devices.

Harriedness is, thus, a multidimensional phenomenon. There are both
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different senses of feeling pressed for time and a range of mechanisms
that trigger these feelings. I will explore the role that these multiple dy-
namics play in accounts of the time-pressure paradox.

Mapping the Discussion

The book explores these ideas thematically and is organized in the fol-
lowing way. The first chapter begins by outlining the extent to which
social theorists link modern society to processes of acceleration. Here
we see that time-space compression is a recurring theme, with the main
impetus being information and communication technologies. For some,
digitalization is even generating new kinds of timeless time, or instan-
taneous time, eclipsing the linear logic of clock time® The phenomenal
speed of financial trading is emblematic of this.

But what does acceleration mean and is it a constitutive trait of our
era? I argue that a lack of clarity about the concept itself serves to sustain
the belief that faster machines catapult us into a faster life. Accordingly, I
distinguish between different kinds of acceleration, opening up the con-
nections between them to scrutiny. My particular interest is in how tech-
nology affects the pace of everyday life, and I question the determinist
role ascribed to it in theories of the high-speed, network society. In con-
trast to the sweeping, celebratory claims made by cyber-gurus, I suggest
that the social studies of technology offer a richer analysis of the recipro-
cal relationship between time and machines.

Talk about life accelerating only makes sense against an implied back-
drop of a slower past. Chapter 2 thus provides a necessary historical per-
spective. Most sociologists explain our modern sense of time as dating
from the commodification of time in industrial capitalism. With the ex-
ploitation of labor, saving time becomes equivalent to making profit, as
expressed in Benjamin Franklin’s famous equation of time and money.
These arguments focus on the economy, stressing the way that clock time
becomes time, per se, and is internalized as time discipline.

However, it is in the city where speed becomes a general condition of
modern life: the antithesis of the slow pace of country life. Beginning
around the turn of the nineteenth century, speed itself becomes closely
identified with narratives of progress. This period saw dramatic techno-
logical inventions, such as the steam engine, railways, the telegraph and
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the telephone, that transformed people’s consciousness of time, space,
and their environment.

Georg Simmel’s prescient analysis of the ambivalent consequences
of the increased pace of metropolitan life is a rich source for this chap-
ter. The symbolic significance and allure of speed that characterize our
present condition is shown to have a long lineage. Indeed, cultural values
and consumption, as well as production, affect perceptions of time scar-
city, as we shall see.

To this point, I have been treating the phenomenon of acceleration
as a characteristic of society as a whole. However, as I have already in-
dicated, not everyone has a uniform experience of time. In chapter 3,
I dig deeper into the empirical data to reveal how time use differs for
diverse social groups (as do relationships with technology, which I con-
sider in later chapters). It is apparent, for example, that time poverty is
far greater for single parents than it is for couples without children, and
that women tend to have less temporal autonomy than men. Drawing on
time-use surveys, the most reliable source we have on the allocation of
time, I demonstrate how changes in work patterns, household arrange-
ments, and parenting all affect time stress. A major factor that emerges
is the difficulty of arranging shared time with family and friends in a
desynchronized society. Finally, picking up a thread from the previous
chapter, there is the prestige attached to a busy lifestyle that swells the
refrain of relentless haste in some quarters.

I then turn directly to the role that digital technology plays in shap-
ing our experience of time. What kinds of temporal rhythms do people
create with new technologies? And what difference does it make that our
everyday social situations and communications are increasingly charac-
terized by ubiquitous, multiple modes of connectedness? The rest of the
book focuses on this theme, with particular emphasis on “new media,”
information, and communication technologies.

Working time is the subject of chapter 4. I examine not just the length
of working hours but the pace, intensity, or what one might think of as
the temporal density of work. I evaluate evidence for the intensification
of work and the ongoing impact of information technology in different
occupations and industries. The volume of e-mail and the constant con-
nectivity afforded by mobile phones are commonly seen as key causes of
stress at work. Office life has become identified with information over-
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load, endless interruptions, multitasking, and raised expectations of
speedy response time. I question this stereotype of the technologically
tethered worker with no control over his time. Instead, the use of infor-
mation and communication technology (ICT) for both work-related and
personal matters is shown to have positive, as well as negative, implica-
tions for men and women workers. The contemporary office has by my
account morphed into a ubiquitous technoscape, and this has reconfig-
ured the very nature of working time.

Chapter 5 looks at how households allocate time to unpaid domestic
work. Overall, time-use surveys show significant gender differences in the
amount of time spent and the type of activities performed. While fathers
are doing more and women are doing less than they were, women'’s labor
still accounts for over two-thirds of the total time devoted to unpaid
work. Is technology the solution? Will the digital home of the future
finally free us from time-consuming drudgery?

This chapter will consider why “time saving” domestic technologies,
such as washing machines and microwave ovens, have been surprisingly
unsuccessful in lessening the domestic load. It turns out that the effect of
technology has been peripheral because of changed expectations about
child care, the emergence of new standards and tasks, and the durable
connection of domestic activities with masculine and feminine identi-
ties. Finally, I examine the cultural imaginaries around smart houses and
“caring” robots, showing how they reflect the ethos of their designers.

As well as being the site of housework, the domestic sphere is asso-
ciated with personal relationships and intimacy. How communication
technologies affect these dynamics is the theme of chapter 6. I begin by
describing the saturation of everyday life by media technologies, for ex-
ample, how people are meshing multiple devices. I then present some of
my own research on the mobile phone’s role in shifting the boundaries
between work and home. The main use of the mobile phone turns out
to be social, with much value placed on the enhanced ability to micro-
coordinate the timing of complex family activities. In this way, I argue,
mobile phones have become a new tool for intimacy.

More broadly, I consider the effect of the machine-mediated nature
of social relationships. The significance of the move from mass commu-
nication, such as television and radio, to individual, privatized commu-
nication on personal digital devices is contentious. Opinions tend to be
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polarized between those who stress the new freedoms and increased indi-
vidual autonomy enabled by these technologies and those who foresee a
world of constant connectivity but less meaningful communication. A
false dichotomy has developed between direct and mediated communi-
cation, positing them as alternatives. I argue, instead, that we need to
think about the ways in which communication and affect are embedded
in material objects.

The final chapter explores some possible directions for making more
of time, like reducing working hours. Such strategies, however, require
revision as portable technologies rearticulate what were once distinct
boundaries between “my time” and “work time”. We see again how the
very same devices that can make us feel hurried also free up time. Indeed,
I suggest that digitalization provokes a radical rethinking of the standard
debates about work-life balance and their oppositional character. I then
turn to examine the claim that ICTs have intensified consumption and
leisure, what is often described as a culture of instantaneity or imme-
diacy. Once more I show how the story is complicated, with accelerating
time frames being offset by the emergence of unforeseen, slow ones. The
relationship between technological change and temporality is dialecti-
cal, not teleological.

The cult of speed has prompted slow living movements that attempt
to alter the tempo of everyday life. The exemplar is slow food, and I dis-
cuss both its appeal and shortcomings. In particular, I encourage a criti-
cal distance from the notion that rejecting high-tech systems points the
way forward. Rather, I argue that ICTs make possible new and multiple
temporalities. But will we get the type of technology that is best suited
to this endeavor? I consider the extent to which innovation is conflated
with efficiency narrowly conceived, particularly by the engineers of Sili-
con Valley. This shapes how social problems are formulated, the kinds of
machinery that are developed, and even our sense of self. Perhaps most
perniciously, our visions of the future are profoundly pervaded by their
preoccupation with ever more acceleration.

Conclusion

Throughout the book, I will explore many of the complexities and
nuances that structure and texture the different ways that people are
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caught within the webs of time, technology and daily life. Clearly not
everyone is caught up in the accelerating dynamism of modernity in the
same way. Some of these nuances will be particularly important in what
follows, and I pay close attention to the role of gender, to different kinds
of labor, and to varying patterns of technology use by age.

Inevitably, my focus on the interconnections between speed, tech-
nology, and the relationship between work life and leisure has led me
to focus on predominantly Western, “overdeveloped,” industrial econo-
mies. It has also led me to focus on people who are in work within those
economies. Indeed, throughout the book, where possible, I draw on my
own empirical research that has largely been based within the work
spaces of various Anglo American economies. But if unemployed people
and people living in the global south are somewhat missing from this
account, still much of what I describe is part of global and more general
social trends towards urbanization and technologization.

What I very much want to do here—and what this narrowed focus
has allowed me to do—is to bring technology back into the conversation
about speed and time. There are numerous theories about fast, mobile
capitalism that do focus on technology, but these are rarely informed by
how time is actually practiced. It is my intention in this book to bridge
this gulf, marrying abstract social theories about modernity and accel-
eration with a wide range of empirical studies. This involves develop-
ing a unique dialogue between several social science literatures that are
usually kept distinct.

Only such a wide-ranging discussion will enable us to assess the ac-
celeration thesis. While economic, technological, social structural, and
cultural changes in modern societies have altered the experience of time
in unprecedented ways, the picture is not uniformly one of speeding up.
If we are short of time for work, parenting, friendship, leisure, and civic
participation, this is not simply a function of machines, old or new. Tech-
nologies in themselves do not lead to either velocity or slowdown.

In the digital age, however, our communication patterns and inter-
personal sociability are much more mediated by and distributed across
a whole range of multimodal devices. In every sphere, we inhabit a tech-
nologically suffused environment in which constant connectivity is the
norm. Such interconnected sociomaterial networks are transforming
the pace and scope of human interaction. This is giving new meanings

10
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to temporality and reconfiguring our time practices. The social shaping
perspective elaborated here offers a framework for understanding the
myriad ways in which the rhythms of our lives are intertwined with tech-
nologies.

Such an analysis has implications for our politics. It means that there
is no technical solution for our current condition. We cannot simply go
on a digital diet, reject the smartphones and return to nature, as posited
in some deceleration arguments. Nor should we look for promises of
emancipation in technological futures populated with social robots.
These cultural imaginaries themselves reflect the dominant engineering
approach to time saving and time ordering. Instead, the process of tech-
nical innovation and design needs to be opened up to reflect a broader
range of societal realities and concerns. Rather than digital devices push-
ing us inexorably into a life in the fast lane, I will argue that they can
be actively appropriated and recruited as an ally in our quest for time
control.

Time may appear inherently egalitarian, in that everyone has just
twenty-four hours in a day, seven days a week and twelve months a year,
and this will remain the case in the epochs to come. However, temporal
sovereignty and sufficient leisure time are important indicators of a good
life. How much time we have is both a crucial aspect of freedom and indi-
vidual autonomy, and a measure of equality. This book is intended as a
contribution to understanding the role that technology plays in the time
of our lives.

11
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Chapter One
High-Speed Society

Is the Pace of Life Accelerating?

Any attempt to make sense of the human condition at the
start of the new century must begin with the analysis of the
social experience of speed.

WILLIAM SCHEUERMAN, Liberal Democracy and the Social
Acceleration of Time

The relative speed of society has long been seen as one of its essential
characteristics. Many of the inventions that are considered pivotal to
progress, from the wheel to the microchip, have been designed to enable
us to go faster. Yet it is in diagnoses of our contemporary times that ac-
celeration features most prominently. Time-space compression, the idea
that technologies have dramatically telescoped temporal and spatial dis-
tances, is a constant motif, as is the notion that economic, social, and
cultural change is much more rapid than in previous eras. Things seem
to happen at a relentless pace, imbuing us with a different sense of time.

According to the dominant narrative, our ubiquitous experience of
busyness makes perfect sense as we inhabit a high-speed society. Our age
is obsessed with speed: faster cars, faster trains, faster broadband, even
speed dating. Speed is sexy, and digital devices are constantly sold to us
as efficient, time-saving tools that promote an exciting, action-packed
lifestyle. Nowhere is this more apparent than in iPhone’s Siri software,
which allows you to “use your voice to send messages, schedule meetings,
place phone calls, and more,” while, the advertisement suggests, driving
or exercising. Similarly, self-logging wristbands that track everything
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from heart rates and sleep patterns to mood fluctuations are marketed
for a busy life on the move.

Our obsession with doing more at once is symptomatic of the frenetic
pace of life. The yellow brick road may wind through the Googleplex, with
all its indoor tree houses, volleyball courts, apiaries, and giant, colored
rubber balls, but over-the-rainbow Google engineers talk of needing to
work smarter and harder than they could ever have imagined. Although
speed and timing is of the essence, Zen masters are brought in to teach
employees how to stop and take a deep breath. The typical mantra of
CEOs is that technology is pushing us faster and so we have to adapt to
new ways of doing business in “a world of screens, texts, cell phones, in-
formation all over you.”

Like corporate speak, much social science sees technology as the main
force driving acceleration. The idea that digitalization has spawned a
new temporality is widespread and is variously described as instantaneous
time, timeless time, time-space compression, time-space distanciation, chrono-
scopic time, pointillist time, or network time.? There are even calls for a new
science of speed or, as Paul Virilio has termed it, dromology. All of these
concepts have at their core a view that life is speeding up. The spread
of communication technologies in particular and their evident poten-
tial for the further speeding up of an already accelerated modernity has
added urgency to the question of speed and human reactions to it.

But if acceleration defines our digital universe, what precisely does
this mean? Despite the dazzling array of theories depicting the present
era as one of exceptional speed, the concept remains vague and elusive.
The fact that so much of the academic and popular commentary is prone
to speculative hyperbole compounds the problem. This, in turn, is ex-
acerbated by the extent to which the agenda for discussing the future of
technology is set by the promoters of new technological products.

I begin this chapter, then, by disentangling the rhetoric in order to
clarify the relationship between technological acceleration and the pace
of life. I also present an overview of the most influential accounts of
high-speed network society, which will help to expose the technologi-
cal determinism implicit in such theories. Perhaps this is an unfortunate
but necessary corollary of the scale and scope of the authors’ arguments.
What gets downplayed or lost, however, is the extent to which the “vir-
tual” is made up of wires, buildings, and bodies, as well as the fact that
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real human beings know and use (or not use) information and commu-
nication technology (ICT) in concrete, local settings. My approach con-
trasts these tactics by firmly grounding the discussion of how digital
time is perceived, organized and negotiated in commonplace everyday
situations.

Moving forward, I principally draw on literature from science and tech-
nology studies—STS for short—which, for some time, has been urging a
more nuanced understanding of the ways in which technology shapes
time. Taking on this lens allows us to see that society is more than its
technology, but also that technology is more than its equipment. In other
words, the social world cannot be reduced to the technology that makes
it up. However, this is not at all to diminish the role of technology—in
fact, quite the opposite. It is only by paying attention to sociomaterial
practices that we can begin to see the rich interplay of technology and
society.

Such an approach necessarily questions all-embracing, linear narra-
tives about everything speeding up, pointing instead to a more complex
temporal patterning of experience. It requires us to pose questions, such
as when, and where, people encounter accelerations (as well as decelera-
tions) and what the consequences for the quality of our lives are.

Acceleration Society

Although acceleration itself is rarely regarded as the central topic for
sociological analysis, it is ever present in theories of contemporary so-
ciety. Physicists have clear ideas about what speed and velocity mean
but, in describing human experiences of time in high-speed society, the
term is used to refer to a variety of phenomena. This is particularly con-
fusing, as time compression has multiple dimensions, so that while some
aspects of life are accelerating, others may not be and could even be slow-
ing down.

One notable exception is Hartmut Rosa, who examines in detail what
it means to say that Western societies are acceleration societies. I find
his definition, and the distinction he draws between different aspects of
acceleration, helpful and have adopted it here?

The first and most measurable form of acceleration is the speeding
up of transport, communication, and production, which can be defined
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as technological acceleration. The second is the acceleration of social change,
meaning that the rate of societal change is itself accelerating. The central
idea here is that institutional stability (in the realms of the family and
occupations, for example) is generally on the decline in late modern soci-
eties. The third process is the acceleration of the pace of life. It is the focus
of much discussion about cultural acceleration and the alleged need for
deceleration. The pace of (social) life refers to the speed and compression
of actions and experiences in everyday life.

Now the most intriguing question is how these three types of accel-
eration relate to each other. As Rosa points out, there is clearly a paradox
between the first and third process. If technological acceleration means
that less time is needed (for production, transport, etc.), this should en-
tail an increase in free time, which in turn would slow down the pace of
life. Rather than time becoming abundant, however, time seems to be
increasingly scarce. Accordingly, it only makes sense to apply the term ac-
celeration society to a society if “technological acceleration and the grow-
ing scarcity of time (that is, an acceleration of the ‘pace of life’) occur
simultaneously.”* Interrogating this “time pressure” paradox is the cen-
tral quest of my book.

According to this definition, most general analyses of contemporary
society can be read as versions of the acceleration society thesis. In other
words, they make a direct, causal link between technological accelera-
tion, especially the speed of electronic communication systems, and the
harriedness of everyday life. The fact that our social interactions in both
work and leisure time are increasingly mediated by technology—that we
live in a state of constant connectivity—is a recurring theme. Here I want
to focus primarily on how the connection between the speed of tech-
nology and the pace of life is formulated.

There is a vast literature on what is commonly referred to as time-space
compression. Geographer David Harvey classically conceived of this pro-
cess as being at the heart of modernity, or, in some formulations, post-
modernity: “I use the term ‘compression’ because . . . the history of capi-
talism has been characterized by speed-up in the pace of life, while . . .
space appears to shrink to a ‘global village.””*

Key to Harvey’s work on the spatial-temporal dynamics of capital-
ism is the notion that economic processes are accelerating. For him, the
driving forces behind social acceleration are globalization and innova-
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tions in ICT that facilitate the fast turnover of capital across the globe.
In contrast to industrial capitalism, which requires the exploitation of
labor through strict adherence to clock time and Fordist spatial models
like the assembly line, flexible accumulation requires a shift in the ways
we think about time. Harvey observes that the general speed-up in the
turnover time of capital accentuates the volatility and ephemerality of
commodities and capital. Fast capitalism annihilates space and time.
The distances that once hampered global trade are made meaningless as
humans increasingly communicate using “real-time” technologies. Time
becomes beyond control as distance disappears in a world of instanta-
neous and simultaneous events. Acceleration, then, is reflected in the
substantive temporalities of human existence, in particular, the growing
sense of time-space compression in everyday life.

Such discussions of acceleration typically invoke Karl Marx’s analysis
of capitalism and the constant need to speed up the circulation of capi-
tal. The faster that money can be turned into the production of goods and
services, the greater the power of capital to expand or valorize itself. With
capitalism, time is literally money, and “when time is money, then faster
means better” and speed becomes an unquestioned and unquestionable
good.® Technological innovations play a key role in that improvements in
the conveyance of communication, commodities, and bodies reduce the
cost and time of capital circulation across the globe (what Marx called
the “annihilation of space by time”). The extent to which such time-space
compression would be fulfilled, however, was unforeseen by Marx.

Developments in the speed of transport and communications have
shrunk the globe, from the horse-drawn coach and sailing ship to jet air-
craft today. Yet it was only with the invention of the telegraph in the
1830s that the carriage of bodies by wheel, sail, and steam was challenged
by the transport of messages at speeds dramatically different from those
that had previously existed. The telegraph meant that a message could
be delivered at a tiny fraction of the time afforded by physical transport.

Electronic communication has increased this speed in exponential
ways. The velocity of automated financial trading, which is now mov-
ing from milliseconds to microseconds (millionths of a second), has be-
come emblematic. This is far faster than human reaction times, which
typically range from around 140 milliseconds for auditory stimuli to 200
milliseconds for visual stimuli. In this context, even a 5-second pause can
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seem like a very long time.” Indeed, the exponential growth in Internet
transmission speeds over the last 100 years is accelerating to the point
where data can be transferred at a sustained rate of 186 gigabits per sec-
ond, a rate equivalent of moving 2 million gigabytes in a single day.?

Our own sense of time has been profoundly altered by the convergence
of telephony, computing, and broadcasting technologies into a pervasive
environment of instant and simultaneous information and communica-
tion. So it is not so surprising that, in the face of such an intense phase
of time-space compression, and the resulting changes in our time con-
sciousness, many social scientists herald a new social order.

The problem, as I will show, is that theories about social acceleration
are too schematic to capture the multiple temporal landscapes, both fast
and slow, that come into play with digital devices. The prose is all about
“virtual” networks and ubiquitous computing, which are conceived of as
borderless disembodied spaces and ethereal instantaneous times. This
has the effect of rendering invisible the tangible human and social time
dimensions of everyday life as “banal, repetitive, and trivial.”® In other
words, the quotidian time of intersubjectivity, in which actual women
and men coordinate their time practices in real-world contexts, gets
completely obscured.

The Network Society

Perhaps the best-known example is Manuel Castells’s The Rise of the Net-
work Society. For him, the revolution in ICT has given rise to a new in-
formation age, a network society in which labor and capital are replaced
by informational networks and knowledge. Information is the key ingre-
dient of organizations and flows of electronic messages and images be-
tween networks now constitute the basic thread of social structure. He
defines the space of flows as the technological and organizational possi-
bility of practicing simultaneity without contiguity. These circuits come
to dominate the organization of activity in individual places such that
the site of networks and their relationship to other networks become
more important than the characteristics of place itself. For Castells, the
information age, in which virtuality becomes an essential dimension of
our reality, marks a whole new epoch in the human experience.

For our purposes, here, what is particularly interesting is his argument
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about the disappearance of time: that we are increasingly moving away
from the clock time of the industrial age, in which time was a method
of demarcating and ordering sequences of events.® Instead, he argues,
the world is increasingly organized in the space of flows: flows of mer-
chandise, people, money, and information around dispersed and distrib-
uted networks. The sheer velocity and intensity of these global flows,
interactions, and networks dissolve time, resulting in simultaneity and
instant communications—what he terms timeless time. While this new
timeless time emerged in financial markets, it is spreading to every
realm. No wonder then, Castells opines, that life is a frantic race as people
multitask and multilive by means of technology to reach “timeless time:
the social practice that aims at negating sequence to install ourselves in
perennial simultaneity and simultaneous ubiquity.”* In true postmodern
rhetoric, society becomes eternally ephemeral as space and time are radi-
cally compressed to the point where, at least with regard to the latter, it
ceases to exist.”?

This vision of the network society, in which the accelerating speed of
ICT annihilates time, has been extremely influential. For instance, echo-
ing Castells’s concept of timeless time, John Urry argues that new tech-
nologies generate new kinds of instantaneous time, characterized by un-
predictable change and quantum simultaneity. This new time is based on
inconceivably brief instants that are wholly beyond human conscious-
ness and, as a result, the simultaneous character of social and techni-
cal relationships replace the linear logic of clock time. According to Urry,
instantaneous time is also a metaphor for the widespread significance of
exceptionally short-term and fragmented time.

While such conceptions of time do capture something important
about the extent to which the extraordinary speed of technologies is
transforming the economy, financial markets, politics, and patterns of
production and consumption, it is far less clear what this speeding up
means for the experience of lived time. Urry does include in his specifi-
cation of instantaneous time “the sense that the ‘pace of life’ throughout
the world has got too fast and is in contradiction with other aspects of
human experience.”** The tenor of his discussion of instantaneous time
is that it is socially destructive, yet he does not provide systematic em-
pirical research to support this claim. One is left wondering what time
“organised at a speed that is beyond the feasible realm of human con-
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sciousness” might mean to people and how it concretely relates to the
actual use of ICT in everyday life.

Let me provide just two brief examples. Surely highly mobile, “hot-
desking” professionals would be a good test of the notion of timeless
time, as their spatial-temporal practices are fundamentally altered. Yet
according to a detailed study, rather than time disappearing, their time
became dominated by a concern to connect in time and space because
they considered face-to-face meetings to be the paramount means of
communicating in organizations.* As a result, one of their main uses of
asynchronous technologies (such as voice mail and e-mail) was to make
arrangements for synchronous communications. That the digital media
industry is so geographically clustered in both London and New York
similarly attests to the importance of “live” social networking'® In this
sense, local time is hardly superseded. My own research on the contem-
porary workplace, detailed in chapter 4, shows that while network tech-
nologies do alter the tempo of work, the myriad ways in which people
deploy their devices can hardly be described as the annihilation of time.

Or take the extreme case of time-space compression, finance. Even
here we do not find Castells’s immaterial world where time, place, and
bodies are replaced by virtual information networks. Financial trading
is in fact underpinned by materiality: physical, technological, and cor-
poreal in nature. Trading centers are large warehouses, consuming vast
amounts of electric power to dissipate the heat generated by fast com-
puting. There are relatively few staff but rows and rows of computer
servers and digital switches and miles of cabling connect those servers to
the matching engines and the outside world. By today’s standards, a very
large data center might be a five-hundred-thousand-square-foot building
demanding fifty megawatts of power, which is about how much it takes
to light a small city. To guard against a power failure, they further rely
on banks of generators that emit polluting diesel exhaust. The ethereal
imagery of virtual data stored in the “cloud” is belied by the brute physi-
cality of the infrastructure it needs.'®

Moreover, contrary to perceived wisdom, the ultrafast reaction time
actually increases the importance of spatial distance. It turns out that
high-frequency trading firms rent space for their computer servers in the
same building as an exchange’s engines precisely because the obdurate
physical reality of colocation is still important. Time advantages of tens
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of microseconds become a crucial issue for traders. And these same tech-
nologies, working through different institutional arrangements, shape
trading in very different ways.” “For all the breathless talk of the supreme
placelessness of our new digital age, when you pull back the curtain, the
networks of the Internet are as fixed in real, physical places as any rail-
road or telephone system ever was.”*®

While both Castells and Urry explicitly distance themselves from
a technologically determinist stance, they do not entirely succeed. At
times they have a tendency to discuss the impact of electronic informa-
tion systems as having major “irreversible” effects, ushering in disruptive
social revolutions. The idea that technical innovation is the most impor-
tant cause of social change permeates Castells’s analysis of the network
society. Reflecting a common tendency in the literature on digital tech-
nologies, he argues from extremes, assuming that technologies are used
in a uniform way overall and everywhere, revolutionizing work, leisure,
education, family relationships, and personal identities.

Ironically, this is a form of technological determinism that suffers
from a lack of interest in technology, what it is really made up of, what it
consists of, and so on. What I am trying to show in this chapter is that it
is precisely by focusing on technology that we can see how technology is
implicated in social relations, human interests, history, and culture.

Such commentaries frame the present era as one in which the world
is experiencing historically unprecedented change. Yet even a cursory
glance at earlier periods of rapid technological change reveals that simi-
lar claims were made about their overpowering effects. In the late nine-
teenth century, for example, Anglo American culture was fascinated by
the capacities of the telegraph and telephone to extend messages effort-
lessly and instantaneously, annihilating space with time. Indeed, the idea
that inventors were ahead of their time and that science and technology
were advancing faster than the ability of human society to cope was com-
monplace. As the next chapter expounds, a sense of increasing speed or
acceleration has been a central feature of social commentaries since at
least the nineteenth century.

Furthermore, detailed histories of technology immediately suggest
that technologies have divergent effects, operating in different ways for
different people at different periods in history. What Carolyn Marvin
terms instrument-centered perspectives, in which the instrument deter-
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mines the effect, are much too narrow, because even the history of elec-
tronic technologies

is less the evolution of technical efficiencies in communication
than a series of arenas for negotiating issues crucial to the con-
duct of social life; among them, who is inside and outside, who may
speak, who may not, and who has authority and may be believed.
Changes in the speed, capacity, and performance of communica-
tions devices tell us little about these questions. At best, they pro-
vide a cover of functional meanings beneath which social mean-
ings can elaborate themselves undisturbed.”

My intention is to examine precisely how digital technologies are re-
shaping our sense of time without succumbing to the common obsession
with novelty. As a keen observer of technical processes, I am skeptical
about overarching claims in the form of grand, totalizing narratives of
postindustrial, information, postmodern, network society. Such theories
tend to take the form of “techno-epics heralding techno-epochs” and
treat time as an epiphenomenon with relatively little substantive con-
tent*® While I would not diminish for a moment the importance of social
theory, my feminist sensibility also attunes me to the situated and con-
tingent character of truth/knowledge claims and the need to beware of
the “god trick.”*

As I have already intimated, we can best advance our understanding
of the dynamics of acceleration through scholarship that is specific, em-
pirical, and located in concrete social settings where those effects can be
most clearly observed. I have therefore chosen, in the chapters that fol-
low, to concentrate on how technologies shape our practical perceptions,
ideas, and experiences of social time in the unheroic sites of ordinary life.
Doing so enables us to investigate the full spectrum of positive and nega-
tive consequences of the increased pace of life in modernity, the extent
to which it is occurring, and the uneven distribution of these processes.

The Nihilism of Speed

It is worth first pausing to reflect on the work of the French philosopher
Paul Virilio, for whom issues of speed and technology are pivotal. His dro-
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mology, from the Greek word for race (dromo), is a theory of the nature of
speed, its conditions of emergence, its transformations, and its effects.
For Virilio, “speed, the cult of speed, is the propaganda of progress” and
its consequences are devastating. “Today we are entering a space which
is speed-space. . .. This new other time is that of electronic transmission,
of high-tech machines, and therefore, man is present in this sort of time,
not via his physical presence, but via programming.”?* If there is fear, he
tells us, it is because the earth is shrinking and space is dwindling, com-
pressed by instantaneous time. Carried along by the headlong rush of
an increasingly accelerated world, all we can do is manage and admin-
ister this fear instead of fundamentally dealing with it. “Climate chaos,
stock market panics, food scares, pandemic threats, economic crashes,
congenital anxiety, existential dread”—yet we are all still convinced that
more speed and ubiquity are the answer.” By this account, then, speed is
nihilism in practice.

Refreshingly, although Virilio is known as the “high priest of speed,”
he argues that speeding up is not unique to the digital age>* Rather, he
suggests that we can read the history of modernity as a series of inno-
vations in ever-increasing time compression. His analysis of speed en-
compasses nineteenth-century transport (trains, cars, and airplanes) that
dramatically shortened travelling time, twentieth-century transmission
(the telegraph, telephone, radio, and computer and satellite communi-
cations) that have replaced succession and duration with simultaneity
and instantaneity, and transplantation that compresses time by providing
xenotransplantation and nanotechnology. Each of these technological
innovations enhances the independence of the social relations of time
from space and the body.

Although Virilio’s concern is to identify broad societal trends, he is
highly attuned to contradictions and countervailing tendencies, unlike
the theorists referred to above. For example, new modes of transport
massively compress the time of travel but also lead to standing still in
traffic jams in big cities?® Endless queues in crowded lobbies are char-
acteristic of travel by plane, delays and cancellations an integral part of
commuting by train. Virilio’s dromological law, which states that increase
in speed increases the potential for gridlock, seems more and more apt.
He is also aware that political conflicts may ensue, because acceleration
affects different individuals, groups, and classes in uneven ways. For in-
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stance, traffic jams and waiting times do not have the same impact on
everyone, as the money-rich-but time-poor can use their wealth to pur-
chase speed.?®

Twentieth-century telecommunications further compress duration to
zero. However, once again Virilio notes the tendency for acceleration to
produce new forms of deceleration, a recurring theme of mine. Chrono-
scopic time, the intensive (electronic) instant, leads to an overload of
information so extensive that taking advantage of only the tiniest frac-
tion of it not only blows apart “real-time” communication but also slows
down operators to the point where they lose themselves in the eternity of
electronically networked information, a “black hole of globalized inter-
connectivity.” The actual capacity for parallel absorption of knowledge is
hugely disappointing. Ironically, the same electronic capacity to be both
here and elsewhere in the time of nowhere has brought the body to a
standstill. While Castells and Urry, for example, emphasize the mobility
and fluidity of people in network society, Virilio recognizes that, at the
level of everyday life, people are increasingly stationary—sitting in front
of a screen. The chronoscopic time of the ICT revolution—a temporality
of instantaneous and continuous connectivity—is, paradoxically, accom-
panied by new forms of inertia.

Finally, in terms of the twenty-first century, Virilio identifies the time
compression afforded by transplantation primarily with prostheses pro-
vided by xenotransplantation and nanotechnology. Technological time
has moved from the vastness of planetary and earthly space to the micro
spaces of organs and cells to what he calls “the heart of the living.” In a
speculative mood, he writes that artificial rhythms replace natural ones,
to be speeded up at will and paced to the dictates of the prosthetic ma-
chine. Here again he is prescient in foreseeing that the genetic modifi-
cation of humans and animals raises moral and ethical issues not an-
ticipated and in advance of regulatory frameworks. Indeed, some have
speculated that the point of these technologies is to transcend a biologi-
cal sense of time, in other words, to arrest time.

Human history, then, can be understood in terms of a race with time,
of ever-increasing speeds that transcend humans’ biological capacity. Ac-
cording to Virilio, the forces of technoscience are speeding up the world
to such a degree that things, even reality, are starting to disappear. Tech-
nological time is no longer part of chronological time; we have to con-
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ceptualize it as chronoscopic time. This new time encompasses the dead
time of travel, the intensive time of electronic connectivity, and scarce
time—as immense acceleration leads everywhere to a shortening of time
limits and time to think. For individuals as well as society, this transfor-
mation in the space-time structure has fundamentally disruptive conse-
quences. The technologies of speed bring about a “derangement of the
senses” whereby real space is replaced by decontextualized “real-time”
processes and intensity takes over from extensity. As humans cannot
possibly absorb this overload of parallel information sources, Virilio calls
for a cultural slow-down to protect against the further invasion of tech-
nology into lived human experience.

Virilio’s highly original vision of the world provides a healthy antidote
to overly economistic analyses of contemporary capitalism. He is rare
among social theorists in giving war and military technology due weight,
identifying the key role of rapid movement in military power as well as
the significance of the military for the development of technology.”” How-
ever, in the end, his military paradigm overwhelms all other modalities
and experiences of speed. We are left with a rather one-sided account of
a world now out of control and a reductionist view of modern scientific
knowledge?® Perhaps this partially accounts for his dire prognosis that
the ceaseless increase in acceleration is leading to nothing other than the
“liquidation of the world.”

Such cultural pessimism besets much writing about the effects of
digital technology on the contemporary contours of time. Barbara Adam,
Britain’s leading social theorist of time, writes in a similar vein:

Control is lost due to massively increased speed, instantaneity, and
networked connections. Instantaneity means “real-time” processes
across the globe coupled with the elimination of linear cause-and-
effect relations (in a context of continued linearity). This brings
with it loss of time to reflect and act in the intervening period be-
tween cause and effect. It turns masters into slaves, designers and
operators into the weakest links.*

So too does Robert Hassan, who argues that digitally compressed net-

work time, oriented toward pure speed, colonizes all other realms of life,
leaving no time for reading, reflection, and resistance. It even robs us of
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sleep, according to Jonathan Crary’s 24/7, down from eight hours a gen-
eration ago to approximately six and a half hours for the average North
American adult3® Continuous connectivity begets more connectivity, as
the devices used to coordinate the constant inflow of networked stimuli
actually have the effect of stretching the individual even more taughtly
over time and space. “The more we become connected and dependent
upon interconnectivity in our jobs and other aspects of our lives, the more
we will live in an accelerated mode.”*' Accordingly, this ever-quickening
quest for speed becomes a pathology, an inescapable addiction, driving
us (like Alice in Wonderland) to run ever faster just in order to stand still.

These authors correctly identify the profound dangers posed by de-
velopments in technoscience, such as instruments for control and sur-
veillance, and the penetration of informatics and bioscience into every
corner of our lives, including, literally, our bodies. However, they only see
the dark side. For example, Hassan’s depiction of the accelerated “techno-
logic” of the network society evokes an image of “a technologically closed
system that allows for no real choice or real freedom of technological
expression.”*? As such, it unwittingly legitimates a passive, defensive atti-
tude to technological change. While it is evidently true that we live our
lives in a technologically infused environment unimaginable only thirty
years ago, these societal theories do not provide much detail as to how,
why and even if using ICT inexorably leads to the acceleration of every-
thing.

An implicit antipathy to science and technology forecloses apprecia-
tion of the scope that digital technologies might afford for control over
time, enabling people to have not only more time but time of their choice.
This stance is out of step with the widespread recognition that techno-
science is a feverishly contested political field. Indeed, the plea for a slow
down brings to mind the ecological feminists whom Donna Haraway
chided over a quarter of a century ago for wanting to return to nature
rather than becoming impure, hybrid cyborgs. A leading critic of techno-
science, Haraway insisted on the liberatory potential of science and
technology: “The issue is no longer whether to accept or oppose techno-
science, but rather how to engage strategically with technoscience while,
at the same time, being its chief critic.”*

In this spirit, [ want to argue that a more well-rounded understand-
ing of the relationship between temporality and technology must inform
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an emancipatory politics of time. This involves the democratization of
technoscience, deciding what sort of technologies we want and how we
are going to use them. Resisting technological innovation and calling for
deceleration or a digital detox is an inadequate intellectual and political
response. Indeed, wistfully looking back to an idealized slower time and
mourning its passing has long been the preserve of conservative politi-
cal theory. Ironically, today, as William Connolly notes, the most virulent
attempts to slow things down take the form of national and religious
fundamentalism. Rather than rejecting modern speed, trying to turn the
clock back, we should embrace the positive possibilities that speed con-
tains for thought, judgment, human connection, and cosmopolitanism.>*
And, to do this, we need to direct our analytical gaze beyond the dialec-
tics of speed to encompass the politics of technology itself.

Technology as Sociomaterial Practice

What role, then, does technology play in shaping people’s experience
of time? Does technological acceleration necessarily hasten the pace of
our everyday lives? To answer these questions, let us look more generally
at how the relationship between technology and society has been con-
ceived.

The most influential commonsense assumption about the relation-
ship between technology and society is “technological determinism.”
Few would explicitly subscribe to this theory, but, as I have indicated,
it is pervasive. It has several versions, but in its strongest version, it is
the claim that technological innovation is the most important cause of
change in society. Key here is the idea that technology impinges on so-
ciety from the outside, that technical change is autonomous and itself
causes social change. That technology is not part of society but a sepa-
rate, external sphere, so to speak.

By contrast, the founding principle of science and technology studies
is that all technologies are inherently social in that they are designed,
produced, used and governed by people. Perhaps it is worth saying at the
outset that our objection to technological determinism was and is politi-
cal as well as intellectual. Many of us who got involved in the develop-
ment of this field in the 1980s had a simple polemical purpose, to shake
the stranglehold that a naive determinism had on the dominant under-
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standing of the intertwining of society and technology. We were con-
cerned that this view of technology, as an external force exerting an in-
fluence on society, narrows the possibilities for democratic engagement.
It presents a limited set of options: uncritical embracing of technological
change, defensive adaptation to it, or simple rejection of it. Against this,
STS had its origins in a belief that the content and direction of techno-
logical innovation are amenable to sociological analysis and explanation,
and to political intervention.

Being a critic of technological determinism does not entail a whole-
sale rejection of the profound influence that technological systems have
had on the history of the twentieth century or on the way we live and
who we are. No STS scholar would deny that technical innovation has so-
cial and cultural implications. Indeed, in The Social Shaping of Technology,
we expressed some sympathy for a “soft” determinism: “to say that tech-
nology’s social effects are complex and contingent is not to say that it
has no social effects.”* Rather, the aim has been to reconceptualize the
relationship of technology and society. In doing so, we do not mean to
understate the power of technology. Quite the contrary. Whatever ver-
sion of STS we do, we do it because we passionately believe in the consti-
tutive power of technology, that our societies and our very identities are
shaped together with technologies.

For most social scientists, the recognition that technological change
is profoundly shaped by social, economic, cultural, political, and organi-
zational circumstances is too well established to need belaboring. The
breakthrough contribution of STS scholars was to demonstrate that
artifacts are socially shaped, not only in their usage but in their design
and technical content®® Crucially, such an analysis rejects the notion
that technology is solely the product of rational technical imperatives;
that a particular technology will triumph because it is intrinsically the
best. Technical reasons are vitally important. But we need to ask why a
technical reason was found to be compelling, when it could have been
challenged, and what counts as technical superiority in specific circum-
stances. Studies show that the generation and implementation of new
technologies involve many choices between technical options. A range of
social factors affect which of the technical options are selected, and these
choices shape technologies and, thereby, their social implications. In this
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way, technology can be thought of as a sociotechnical product, patterned
by the conditions of its creation and use.

In other words, technologies result from a series of specific decisions
made by particular groups of people in particular places at particular
times for their own purposes. As such, technologies bear the imprint of
the people and social context in which they develop. It follows that politi-
cal choices are embedded in the very design and selection of technology.

There is now a rich field of STS, reflecting a variety of approaches to
the social study of technology?® I want to outline its distinctive perspec-
tive here, as I believe it provides the basis for understanding the complex
intertwining of technology and time.

One way to begin is to think about things, the stuff we have, the ma-
terial world rather than technology in general. Thinking about the use
of things in this way connects us directly with the world we know rather
than abstract ideas about the technology of our age. It encourages us to
consider what we mean when we talk about technology and to be specific
about which technologies have been most significant for acceleration.

For example, why do we immediately think about the latest digital
gizmos when we think about speed? Why do the mundane material arti-
facts of everyday life, such as kitchen equipment, receive so much less
attention in the narratives of technological progress? We live our lives
surrounded by things, but we tend to think about only some of them as
being technologies. It is common to think about technology as encom-
passing only very new, science-intensive things—ones with electronic or
digital bits, for instance. And to think of the driving forces of history as
being the steam engine, electricity, and computers rather than the wash-
ing machine, the stroller, and the condom. We tend to overrate the im-
pact of new technologies in part because older technologies have become
absorbed into the furniture of our lives, so as to be almost invisible.

Take the baby bottle. Here is a simple implement that has “trans-
formed a fundamental human experience for vast numbers of infants
and mothers, and been one of the most controversial exports of Western
technology to underdeveloped countries—yet it finds no place in our his-
tories of technology.”*® This technology might be thought of as a classic
time-shifting device, as it enables mothers to exercise more control over
the timing of feeding. It can also function to save time, as bottle feeding
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allows for someone else to substitute for the mother’s time. Potentially,
therefore, it has huge implications for the management of time in every-
day life, yet it is entirely overlooked in discussions of high-speed society.
This illustrates that the impact technologies are perceived to have on
time largely depends on who is using them, and in what context, a point
I return to below.

Social theories that announce the dawn of a new age are preoccupied
with technology as major high-end technological systems rather than
discrete tools or devices. The convergence of all kinds of electronic sys-
tems, broadcasting, telecommunications, and computer-mediated com-
munications into a comprehensive ecology known as ICT is the classic
case. But, even here, we need to consider specific applications in order to
think about their effect on time.

Let us take the example of the Internet, perhaps the prime contender
for a technology of acceleration. At its basic level, the Internet is indeed
a set of technical standards and capabilities that enables a “network of
networks” to interlink ICTs, including computers of all sizes and a variety
of mobile consumer devices and electronic multimedia. The most visible
aspects of the Internet are also technological: for instance, the tools that
enable searches to be made through billions of pages of information on
the World Wide Web (in a matter of minutes) or multiple e-mails to be
sent to colleagues and friends.

Social research has shown, however, that the use of the Internet and
its constituent and interlinking technologies form an intertwining, co-
evolving web of people, social structures, and technologies. The paths
opened by the Internet are determined not by technological capabilities
alone but through a multitude of intricate social processes in which a
diverse array of actors with varied goals participate in a rapidly evolv-
ing “ecology of games.”* For example, the choices that are embedded in
the operating codes of search engine software, such as Google, predispose
users to access well-linked and highly connected websites and exclude
poorly linked and less-connected websites.

This indicates that the Internet is about more than just equipment,
and that the control of the Internet and related technologies is bound up
with broader issues of who has access to the skills, equipment, and know-
how essential to produce, use, consume, and govern the relevant tech-
nologies. Through this web of people and technology, the Internet can
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redistribute the relative “‘communicative power” of different actors in
households, communities, workplaces, and society at large by reshaping
access not only to information but also to people, services, and technolo-
gies.

Does it make sense, then, to think about the Internet as necessarily
saving time? It certainly allows messages to be sent at amazing speeds.
If technologies existed independently and outside of society, then surely
faster technologies would save time as people would be doing the same
things, but at a faster pace. At one level, this rings true—faster, more
powerful computers enable us to process more information more quickly.
Yet, paradoxically, we seem to end up with less time than before.

In reality, the impact of technological innovation is far from uniform
or straightforward.*® It is not only a matter of the presumed inherent
capabilities of the technology in question. The extent to which its tech-
nical potency will be realized fundamentally depends on the social sig-
nificance it is accorded and how it becomes embedded in its concrete and
practical application. The Internet is especially open to manifold usages.
In some instances, e-mail, for example, may genuinely encourage faster
decision making, while in others, what is colloquially referred to as “in-
formation overload” may lead to inertia. Either way, what is clear is that
technical velocity does not necessarily translate into more efficiency and
convenience. As I detail in chapter 4, the significance of e-mail lies as
much in the way it has transformed social expectations and standards of
the time activities take as in the actual speed of communication.

My point is that qualities such as speed and efficiency are not pro-
duced by technologies alone but are related to social norms that evolve
as devices are integrated into daily life. Rather than simply compressing
time, information technologies change the very nature and meaning of
tasks and work activities. Moreover, like the mobile phone, the Internet
generates new kinds of material and cultural practices, reconfiguring the
temporal and spatial basis of social interaction. It makes sense, then, to
think about the relationship between technology and time as one of on-
going mutual shaping.

In order to understand this reciprocal process, I read technologies of
all kinds as sociotechnical or sociomaterial “assemblages.” This view, that
technologies are combinations of people, materials, equipment, compo-

nents, and institutions, is also sometimes referred to as an ensemble, a
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web, or a network. Whatever the term used, the idea is that the technical
is not reducible to the social, nor is the social reducible to the techni-
cal. Whereas sociology tends to give primacy to social relations, treating
them as existing prior to the intervention of technology, this perspective
sees society and technology as mutually constitutive. In other words, the
material world makes society possible.

Indeed, with the development of an STS approach known as actor-
network theory, the agency of objects has taken center stage.** What does
this mean? Although I have been emphasizing the key role of users in
assigning meaning to objects, some formulations of this tend towards
social determinism, that is, a view of technologies as infinitely flexible
and tractable. Actor-network’s conception of nonhuman objects as actors
(“actants”) or agents who exercise power serves as a corrective to this
view. It helps us understand how the materiality and obduracy of arti-
facts create boundaries to the possibilities for interpretation and usage.

Consider for a moment the design phase of technological systems. In
order to develop functional instruments or devices, engineers and de-
signers anticipate the interests, skills, motives, and behavior of future
users. Subsequently, these representations or configurations of users be-
come built into or materialized in the form of the new product. In this
sense, objects contain a “script” that stipulates how they can facilitate or
constrain human activities, as well as relationships between people and
things. This script delegates specific competencies, actions, and respon-
sibilities both to users and artifacts. Bruno Latour’s much-cited examples
of automatic doors and road bumps illustrate how technical objects can
impose programs of action on users, defining actors, the space in which
they move, and the ways in which they behave and interact. Fittingly
called sleeping policemen, road bumps are delegated the job of reducing
motorists’ speed where the rule of law does not suffice. In this way, it can
be said that the material world itself exercises a kind of agency. Ironically,
in this case, we see technology literally acting to achieve deceleration.

This is not to imply that the way artifacts evolve and are used is pre-
determined or irreversible. The linear model of technical innovation and
diffusion, whereby innovation is an activity restricted to expert engi-
neers and scientists, has long been revised. Long after artifacts leave the
research and development laboratory, the process of design is still taking
place. Users are no longer thought of as passive consumers of technology.
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chines always involves a dialectical process of promise, resistance, im-
provisation, and accommodation. Indeed, this process goes to the heart
of who we are, as our very subjectivities and desires are articulated with
technologies.

We experience the common feeling of being rushed as a personal con-
dition that requires individual solutions. The natural reaction is to look
to ever-faster technologies to save time. We are then mystified by the
paradox of having more and better technologies and still feeling harried.
It is easy to suppose that there is a temporal logic in digital technologies
that is pushing us ever faster. Reifying technologies in this way makes us
passive respondents to the instantaneous time of digitalization. Yet, as I
will go on to demonstrate, the machines we have reflect our society and
we are complicit in their design and implementation. Objects only take
on their significance by way of our recurrent use of them. That is why
there is no direct relationship between time saved and time gained.

Our newfound need for seamless connectivity, for example, can only
be understood within the extended network of sociomaterial relations
through which ICTs emerge and are stabilized as an ongoing practice.
Digital technologies not only speed up information and communication
but also open up wholly new domains of exchange, service, and enter-
tainment. The range of options seems to increase in inverse proportion
to our capacity to realize them. For Rosa, the acceleration cycle is self-
propelling, as “the promise of acceleration never is fulfilled, for the very
same techniques, methods, and inventions that allow for an accelerated
realization of options simultaneously increase the number of options. . .
at an exponential rate.”** In my view, however, the way we choose to inte-
grate such new activities and artifacts into our everyday lives depends
upon the individual biographies and collective histories of both our-
selves and machines.

Time is both intimate and social. It is the result of our collective en-
tanglement with the material world. As such, it is infused with power
relations, such as those of gender, class, and race, which are increasingly
mediated by digital technologies. Our structural location and multiple
identities provide us with differential technical resources and skills that
alleviate or aggravate, increase or reduce, social distinctions and dis-
tances between us. Theories of the high-speed society mistakenly assume
that acceleration is occurring across all sectors of society and all dimen-
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sions of life. But if disparate groups of people relate to both time and
technology in diverse ways, then we need to explore how and why this is
so. How we appropriate, adapt, and actively shape digital technologies to
create new timescapes is an empirical question that I probe in the course
of this book. By doing this, I hope to resolve the time-pressure paradox.

Perceptions of time do change with the emergence of new ideas and
new inventions, but this always occurs in the context of preexisting ideas,
habits, material apparatuses, and cultural practices. Understanding how
time has been reshaped in the past may help us to become more alert to
some of the profound changes in time consciousness that are still under
way in our own times. As we will see in the following chapter, the idea of
high-speed society is not as novel as we are led to believe.
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Chapter Two
Time and Motion

Machines and the Making of Modernity

By failing to understand our own time system we also
fail to fully understand ourselves.

HANNAH GAY, “Clock Synchrony, Time Distribution,
and Electrical Timekeeping in Britain, 1880-1925"

We tend to think of high-speed society as a recent phenomenon asso-
ciated with the growth of digital technologies. However, claims about
technology annihilating time and space are not new. Here I will consider
the impact of the vast technological changes that took place over the last
century or so, some of which are arguably as sweeping as those wrought
by the Internet.

My aim is not to dispute that contemporary temporalities have been
radically altered with ICT, but rather to inform our understanding by
adding a historical perspective. After all, arguments about the increasing
pace of life only make sense against a putative slower past. We will see
that our present-day embrace of speed has well-established antecedents.
Indeed, much that is attributed to mass migration to the online world
has roots sunk deeply in earlier phases of technical evolution.

In the modern world, timekeeping is an essential and habitual activity,
and we constantly monitor and check the time. Social theorists trace our
obsession with measuring time to the institutionalization of clock time
under capitalism. The classic text is Edward Thompson's framing of clock
time as disciplinary and as intimately related to the commodification of
time as money.' The tyranny of clocks is essential to the narrative of the
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accelerating world. I will consider this argument in light of research that
suggests that timekeeping has been a longer standing practice, and not
necessarily a negative one.

While the time discipline involved in capitalist forms of production
has played a key role in the shaping of modern time, by itself it cannot
explain the changing cultural significance of speed. It is hard to exagger-
ate the effect of steam engines, railways, and the telegraph on people’s
experience of time-space compression. The railway journey, depicted by
Charles Dickens and Marcel Proust, is iconic of a transformed sense of
the tempo of everyday life. The traveler’s view of landscape as a multitude
of swiftly moving visual impressions was unprecedented.

However, it is only with the rapid shift to urban living that speed and
change for its own sake have become celebrated as the general condition
of modernity. Speed is one of several aspects of modern metropolitan life
that becomes culturally valorized by artists and intellectuals, and it re-
mains a key explanation of the time-pressure paradox. Georg Simmel's
depiction of the emergent modern time consciousness as one involving
immediacy, simultaneity, and presentism still resonates today. So too
does his astute analysis of the alternate responses it would continue to
incite, signaling both extraordinary opportunities and the corrosion of
moral character. (Richard Sennett would later go on to identify short-
termism as a unique consequence of new capitalism; see chapter 4) In
my view, Simmel can well be reclaimed as the first theorist of the accel-
eration society.

In the twentieth century, the automobile came to symbolize speed,
freedom, and liberty. It held out the possibility of change for groups and
individuals who wished to escape traditional social confinement. The
viability of boundless physical movement undoubtedly had political im-
plications and examples of this will be discussed. However, as with all
technology, the automobile’s impact was far from straightforward. The
same motorcar that promised unlimited movement also led to gridlock.
And while the velocity of machines increasingly came to signify the driv-
ing force of progress and economic growth, the euphoria of constant
motion also became associated with violence and destruction. These cul-
tural contradictions remain central to the dynamics of acceleration.

Yet, the allure of pure speed continues to seduce. This is evident in
the sociological turn to mobility, fluidity, and travel as the key descrip-
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tors of our present condition. Speed and perpetual motion are assumed
to be universal desires of existence, realizable only through faster, more
efficient machines. Accounts of this ilk are tied to linear narratives about
the role of technical innovation in making modern times. In reality, tech-
nologies evolve through practical use and therefore come to mean quite
different things to different people. Indeed, the ability of some to move
fast and frequently can itself cause stasis for others. As such, technologi-
cal acceleration is always accompanied by various kinds of slow down.
It is no wonder, then, that our response to acceleration has always been
characterized by profound ambivalence.

Punctuality and Progress

The need for people to coordinate their activities has been important
throughout history, but never more so than today. We take for granted
that our lives are shaped by the hours of the day, as measured by the clock.
From childhood, we are taught the worth of punctuality, the imperative
to be on time and not to squander it. The valorization of speed was cen-
tral for the development of the industrial way of life. As Jeremy Rifkin re-
marks, “Efficiency and speed characterize the time values of the modern
age. ... The idea of saving and compressing time has been stamped into
the psyche of Western civilization and now much of the world.”?

Yet, what has come to seem natural and normal is the outcome of cen-
turies of technical innovation and the circulation of ideas about time.
Chronologies of standard technological history give the clock pride
of place. And it is through the lens of Thompson'’s essay, “Time, Work-
Discipline, and Industrial Capitalism,” that social scientists primarily
view modern time in economic terms, as market time.

According to Thompson, prior to industrialization, people depended
on “natural rhythms” oriented to a variety of tasks related to an agricul-
tural economy, task-oriented time. These older notations were replaced
by a new manufacturers’ time, a commodity measured in monetary terms
and regarded as precious. He saw this as the result both of advances in
timekeeping and of a Puritan ethic which helped people internalize the
idea that time was not to be wasted. By the nineteenth century, according
to Thompson, the idea of time thrift had become culturally embedded.
Traditional rhythms began to look indolent and even primitive. The divi-
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sion and synchronization of labor became the norm in many manufac-
turing sites and, over the course of a century, manufacturers’ time came
to seem natural.

Time had become money. And, as Dickens foresaw in his novel Hard
Times, while clock time standardizes time, not everyone’s time is of equal
worth. As Mr. Bounderby, the businessman, put it to the freedom-loving
circus people, “We are the kind of people who know the value of time, and
you are the kind of people who don’t know the value of time.” To which
the circus performer, Mr. Childers, retorted, “If you mean that you can
make more money of your time than I can of mine, I should judge by your
appearance, that you are about right.”?

Throughout their extensive publications, both Barbara Adam and
Helga Nowotny trace the historical shift in the way people understand
time to the clock culture that developed in modernity. They stress that
industrial time engendered the pursuit of a disciplined and frugal use of
time in the quest for efficiency. Time became commodified, compressed,
colonized, and controlled.* And once the linear system of time was set:

Acceleration could start in the form of motion making every-
thing dynamic, which seemed to stop at nothing. In the tourbillon
social which broke out with the industrial revolution and wrenched
people out of their countless “small worlds” . . . acceleration be-
came the experience of modernisation overshadowing and shaping
everything else. The pace became more important than the desti-
nation: anyone who stands firm stands still; everything, above all
time, becomes frantic motion: the new myth was speed.®

Marx’s analysis of the commodification of time remains the touch-
stone for such writing® Marx’s central argument was that an empty, ab-
stract, quantifiable time, applicable anywhere, anytime, was a precondi-
tion for its use as an abstract exchange value on the one hand and for
the commodification of labor and nature on the other. Only on the basis
of this neutral measure could time assume such a pivotal position in all
economic exchange. Since “moments” are “the elements of profit,” it is
command over the labor time of others that gives capitalists the initial
power to appropriate profit as their own.’

Struggles between owners of labor and capital over the use of time
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and the intensity of labor have been endemic. What Thompson'’s account
highlights is that it took several generations for the new labor habits and
the new time discipline, “the familiar landscape of disciplined industrial
capitalism, with the time-sheet, the time-keeper, the informers and the
fines,” to be instilled. The time discipline was based on obedience to the
clock and to the appointments specified on it, such as the time to begin
work. In a much quoted passage, Thompson records how two nineteenth-
century factory workers testified that they were not allowed to have their
own clocks or watches on company grounds:

In reality there were no regular hours: masters and managers did
with us as they liked. The clocks at the factories were often put for-
ward in the morning and back at night, and instead of being in-
struments 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, as it was no uncommon event to dismiss any one
who presumed to know too much about the science of horology
[clock and watch making]

Furthermore, if people could be taught the new time discipline early
in life, they would be better prepared to meet the growing synchro-
nization demands of the workplace. As a result, there was an increased
emphasis on teaching punctuality in schools in both England and the
United States. Such practices continued in the twentieth century. Allen
Bluedorn notes that in 1903, his American maternal grandmother, at the
age of thirteen, received a school attendance certificate with the telling
phrase “having been neither absent nor tardy during the month ending.”*
To this day, meeting attendance requirements is an essential criterion for
graduation at the London School of Economics.

In recent years there has been a lively discussion about the historical
accuracy of the major prevailing accounts of clock time. In their volume
Shaping the Day: A History of Timekeeping in England and Wales 1300-1800,
Paul Glennie and Nigel Thrift critique the technological determinist ver-
sion based on drawing direct relationships between technical develop-
ments in clocks and the hegemony of clock time.® They also maintain
that Thompson’s account draws too direct a relationship between eco-
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nomic changes and clock time. Echoing my own perspective, the authors
argue that while we need to take the devices seriously, it is important to
understand clock times as everyday practices, which were (and are) re-
markably diverse.

There is mounting evidence of the widespread use of clocks and time-
keeping practices from the fifteenth century onward, long before private
ownership of clocks and watches was commonplace, let alone the emer-
gence of factories. In early modern England, for example, diaries and let-
ters indicate that schools were already imposing a temporal discipline:
“Now at five of the clock by the moonlight I must go to my book and let
sleep and sloth alone” ran a saying that dates from around 1500 and is
attributed to a twelve-year-old boy." Whether he actually arrived on time
is lost to history. Nonetheless, there was a timetable and an intended
discipline, known to the young, confirming “the sheer density of tempo-
ral infrastructure” at that time.

The issue of periodization need not detain us, but the case that Glen-
nie and Thrift make is salient to my argument here. They eschew a linear
view whereby early forms of timekeeping were wholly replaced by clock
time. Instead, they stress the very different registers and dimensions of
overlaying clock times that coexisted in the past, as they were embodied
in complex sets of practices in different temporal communities. There
was no sudden rupture, whether for better or worse, with the advent of
industrialization. We were and are able to internalize and live with many
different time notations, astronomical, biological, private and public,
and so on.

It follows, therefore, that we cannot accept the influential commen-
taries about the preeminence and triumph of clock time. The authors
subscribe neither to a story of technological supremacy in the later eigh-
teenth century, heralding a glorious modernity, nor to a jeremiad on the
imposition of strict timetables and the loss of preindustrial freedom.

Indeed, they firmly reject the increasingly popular view that the proce-
dures and practices of aggregation that we call “clock time” are to blame
for all the ills of the world: “clock time has been as much a liberatory
as an oppressive force. It has allowed as much as it has disciplined. New
entities, capacities, and experiences have become possible which did not
exist before and there is no reason to believe that all of these have been
negative.”'” Fear of the omnipotence of clock time runs through contem-
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porary narratives about the accelerating world and betrays a tragic teleo-
logical tale about modernization.

The continuing role of clock time in relation to labor productivity is a
theme I will pursue in chapter 4. There is certainly much evidence that
the use of clocks to increase the rate of work was even more marked in
the early years of the twentieth century, with developments such as sci-
entific management and Taylorism."” It would later be immortalized in
Charlie Chaplin’s 1936 film Modern Times, which depicts the alienated fac-
tory worker literally fighting the clock to slow down production.

What is undeniable is that by the early twentieth century a new sense
of temporal exactitude was developing. Inhabitants of that era would
have been conscious of a change in the pace of working and social life; of
living in a culture in which accurate timekeeping, efficiency and punctu-
ality were becoming normative.

However, in order to understand how speed enters the modern cul-
tural imagination, we need to move beyond a narrow focus on clocks as
talismanic artifacts. Arguably, communication systems like the railway,
the telegraph, the telephone, and wireless communications were as sig-
nificant as increasingly accurate timepieces in leading to novel ways of
experiencing both time and human affairs. As we shall see, this new ma-
terial world paradoxically brought both an optimistic sense of security,
of being in control of events, and a sense of insecurity, a sense of a world
speeding out of control. And, as Hannah Gay observes, “In the early twen-
tieth century these two sensibilities ran in parallel and played off each
other.”**

Machine Speed and Modernity

Much has been written about the massive social and technological
changes that took place from the mid-nineteenth to the mid-twentieth
century. The cultural historian Stephen Kern’s well-known account de-
scribes how innovations in art, architecture, literature, science, and
technology mutually influenced and inspired each other® The achieve-
ment of higher speed was integral to those developments and permeated
every aspect of society. Speed, in the sense of modern machine velocity,
formed a powerful cultural narrative during this period, yoking together
machines, money, and progress. The telegraph presaged many of these
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changes, so altering the structure of social relations that it has been
christened the Victorian Internet.* I will therefore consider this case be-
fore turning to look at modernist avant-gardists’ celebration of speed.”

But first it is befitting to reflect on the abiding connection between
machine speed and progress. Although the idea of progress can be traced
back to the classical world, it only becomes a powerful social ideology
in the first part of the twentieth century. Our common sense notion of
“modern” denotes a historical process of steady advance and improve-
ment in human material well-being, occasioned by technological inno-
vation. How, though, asks John Tomlinson, does speed itself become a
prime mark of social progress?'®

One answer is the straightforward association between the pace of
mechanical production and the delivery of material improvements. The
speed of manufacturing, transportation, and communication technolo-
gies saved vast amounts of physical effort and time as well as providing
affordable material goods. For the first time, human ingenuity deploying
mechanical power appeared to overcome the natural order, giving rise
to engineering notions of control and regulation. Rational mechanical
speed promised to overcome the physical realities of space, distance, and
separation—obstacles to the fulfillment of human needs and desires.

In this way, speed presents itself as the prime condition for economic
growth and prosperity. The associated increase in the pace of life, though
it may not be attractive in itself, may appear as a matter of “pragmatic ac-
ceptance as part of the cultural ‘bargain’ with modernity.” However, there
is also a quasi-moral linkage between speed as dynamism and visions of
the human good. The ideological nub of progress, Tomlinson argues, is its
impatience with the way things are, that human good lies in the struggle
for improvement. Change thus comes to be valorized over continuity, and
once this is accepted, the speed of change becomes a self-evident good.
“This moral underpinning of mechanical speed combines with the ma-
terial benefits if offers and its sheer excitement, to construct a hugely
powerful cultural narrative of social acceleration.”” That notions of
speed and progress are still so intertwined in contemporary political dis-
course is integral to the insistent sense of time pressure.

Although our own experience of time-space compression is unique in
detail, its structure is characteristically modern. The dramatic effect of
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the electrical telegraph on the mental maps of Europeans and Americans
is illustrative of this. For the first time, a communication machine could
separate communication from transportation, allowing information to
move independently of —and much faster than—transport. It caused
people to wonder, much as the Internet does today, about the rapid and
extraordinary shifts it wrought in the spatial and temporal boundaries
of human relationships. Indeed, James Carey argues that “the innovation
of the telegraph can stand metaphorically for all the innovations that
ushered in the modern phase of history and determined, even to this day,
the major lines of development of American communications.”?°

Compared to the telegraph, the Internet does provide a spectacularly
enhanced degree of speed. However, many of the claims for the revolu-
tionary consequences of the Internet presume a putatively different past,
and a belief that our current ambivalence toward technological change
has no precedent. For example, the emergence of global space is not as
new as we think. The telegraph also promised to annihilate time and
space and to bind all of mankind together “on the face of the globe.”
In the words of the British prime minister, Lord Salisbury, in 1899, the
telegraph “has, as it were, assembled all mankind upon one great plane,
where they can see everything that is done and hear everything that is
said, and judge of every policy that is pursued at the very moment those
events take place.”” Likewise, the consequences of this for the very na-
ture of language, knowledge, and human awareness led to both the kind
of euphoric claims and accusations of trivialization that bear an uncanny
resemblance to discussions about Twitter.

The telegraph had a profound impact on the conduct of commerce,
government, the military, and colonialism, dramatically altering the ways
in which time and space were understood by ordinary men and women.
The telegraph’s role in establishing standard “railway” time is well
known. The eventual adoption of Greenwich Mean Time brought the
world within one grid of time, uprooting older, local ways of marking the
passage of time. Similarly, standard units of distance and territorial mea-
surement incorporated space into a single regime of measurement.

It is precisely these transformations that Anthony Giddens famously
situates at the heart of the constitution of modernity. The new systems
of calibration provide the means for “precise temporal and spatial zon-
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ing” and thereby produce new topographies and chronologies of experi-
ence, new divisions between public and private space, work and home,
labor and leisure, employment and retirement.?” In other words, the very
dynamism of modernity “derives from the separation of time and space
and their recombination.” The result is a fundamentally changed con-
sciousness of temporality in social and cultural life.

However, Giddens is unclear about the precise forces that produce
these shifts. His discussion moves between offering a metatheory of
space and time and a focus on how modern societies actually organize
these dimensions. Either way, he does not pay much attention to the role
of communication systems in shaping the modern experience?® This is at
least in part because he treats technology as an autonomous force rather
than as a sociomaterial ensemble of humans, machines, infrastructures,
institutions, and everyday practices. The modern experience of time was
actively reconstituted together with the technologies that fostered it.
And the commodification of time that underpinned industrial capital-
ism relied on a whole range of interconnected technological innovations.

It is salutary, then, to recall the less familiar tale of the telegraph’s role
in the development of commodity markets. According to Carey, the tele-
graph was the critical instrument in making time the new frontier for
commerce. Before the telegraph, markets were relatively independent
of one another and the principal method of trading was arbitrage: buy-
ing cheap and selling dear by physically moving goods around. When
the prices of commodities were equalized in space as a result of the tele-
graph, however, commodity trading moved from trading between places
to trading between times, shifting speculation from space to time, from
arbitrage to futures.

In eliminating space as an arena of arbitrage, therefore, the growth
of communications gave rise to the futures market. In order to develop,
futures markets required three conditions: that information moved
faster than products, that prices were uniform in space and decontex-
tualized, and that commodities be separated from the receipts that rep-
resent them and be reduced to uniform grades. The shift of market ac-
tivity from certain space to uncertain time was, Carey remarks, “the first
practical attempt to make time a new frontier, a newly defined zone of
uncertainty, and to penetrate it with the price system.”?* In a sense, the
telegraph invented the future.
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The Allure of Speed

No wonder, then, that central to the intellectual projects of many Euro-
pean thinkers of the early twentieth century was a radical questioning
of the Newtonian world of calculable, linear time, and space. From H. G.
Wells’s classic novel The Time Machine (1895) to Albert Einstein’s papers
(1905), many of the questions of the new century were centered around
the malleability of space and time?® Could time be stretched or com-
pressed? Could it be accelerated or reversed? Was time perceived differ-
ently by different observers, and, if so, could there be a universal time?

Most commentators agree that there was a maelstrom of creativity
in the aesthetic realm during this period. A whole new world of repre-
sentation and knowledge resulted, which qualitatively transformed what
modernism was about. Inventions such as the telephone, wireless tele-
graph, X-ray, cinema, the automobile, and the airplane led to major ma-
terial changes in daily life and precipitated new modes of thinking about
and experiencing space and time. David Harvey persuasively argues that
the simultaneity derived from this rapidly changing experience had
much to do with the birth of modernism. And to be modern, Marshal
Berman reminds us, is to “find ourselves in an environment that prom-
ises us adventure, power, joy, growth, transformation of ourselves and
the world—and, at the same time, that threatens to destroy everything
we have, everything we know, everything we are.”?¢

It is in relation to speed that I want to examine this distinctly mod-
ern experience of living in and with profound ambivalence. Where better
to start than with the Futurist Manifesto’s (1909) declaration that: “the
splendor of the world has been enriched by a new beauty: the beauty of
speed. A racing automobile with its bonnet adorned with great tubes like
serpents with explosive breath ... a roaring motor car which seems to run
on machine-gun fire, is more beautiful than the Victory of Samothrace”?
This was one of the first documents to celebrate the automobile as an
object of beauty and to cite speed and acceleration as aesthetic elements.

Futurism was an artistic, cultural and social movement that passion-
ately embraced the future, exalting speed, power, technology, youth, and
violence. As its founder, Filippo Tommaso Marinetti, continues, “Time
and Space died yesterday. We are already living in the absolute, since we
have already created eternal, omnipresent speed.” The movement was
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part of the modernist avant-garde of the early twentieth century whose
followers sought to revolutionize everyday life by leading by example.
Although they issued party-like manifestos, they did not usually seek
change by violent means. The Italian futurists’ protofascist glorification
of war was the exception, while the Russian avant-gardists tended to act
in support of the Bolshevik Revolution until the suppression of artistic
autonomy in the Soviet Union.

A common feature of the avant-gardists was their wholesale rejec-
tion of the past, of everything old, and an exuberance about “the new.”
Accordingly, they were especially enthusiastic about new technologies,
such as the car, the airplane, and the industrial city. Steel, concrete, and
sheet glass were preferred over brickwork, the legacy of which can be
seen in every major city of the world. From the outset, modernist archi-
tects sought to rebuild the urban landscape through rational planning
and engineering in order to deliver an enhanced, dynamic lifestyle. As Le
Corbusier famously said, “A city made for speed is made for success,” and
the car was therefore integral to its design.”’

Italy was the birthplace of futurism, and it was here that the first
motorways were built. By the end of the 1920s they covered over four
thousand kilometers and were touted by Benito Mussolini as one of his
greatest achievements and proof of his commitment to progress and
modernization. The pure hedonism of speeding on a motorway would
later be captured in the electronic, repetitive rhythms of the German
technoband Kraftwerk’s song “Autobahn,” named after the expressway
system, which uniquely has few speed limits.

In extolling the virtues of rational, functional planning, what mod-
ernists like Le Corbusier overlooked was the fundamental ambiguity that
the urban experience would induce. It was the German sociologist Georg
Simmel who anticipated the nervous stimulation and sensory overload
generated by the tempo of metropolitan life, as we shall see. But first, I
want to pause for a moment to describe the two opposing facets of ma-
chine speed itself—that it represents both economic growth and violent
destruction.

The futurists best captured the aesthetic excitement of those trans-
formations in everyday life associated with the new celebratory culture
of machine speed. In doing so, they identified three core elements of the

modern twentieth century’s cultural imagination, as Tomlinson outlines:
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1. That the sensual-aesthetic experience to be derived from fast
machines is valuable and desirable in itself and that the risk and
danger associated with speed offers satisfactions beyond those
generally sanctioned within mainstream society.

2. That courting this risk and danger has an “existential”/heroic/
transgressive dimension.

3. That speed and violence are inextricably intertwined.”®

Why people find speed itself intoxicating is a complex psychological
matter. My interest is rather in the cultural association between machine
speed and sensuality, risk, thrills, and danger. I have already mentioned
the essential affinity between speed and modern warfare in relation to
Virilio. The more general point about the emotional power of “affilia-
tive” or “evocative” objects, and the pleasures that can be derived from
the mastery of machinery, is a long-standing theme in science and tech-
nology studies” My own technofeminist writing has examined the gen-
dered nature of this technical culture, not something Tomlinson touches
on, and I will return to it later.

Tomlinson’s observations about the contradictory impulses of capi-
talist modernity, that “the impulse to promote speed in one area of life
begets the need to regulate, even to suppress it, in others” are, however,
astute® The resulting tensions of life in an accelerated culture are vividly
illustrated by driving. On the one hand, there is the powerful mythology
of iconic rebels such as James Dean, who live recklessly and die young
at the wheel, and heroic individuals like Chuck Yeager, the first pilot to
travel faster than sound (revered in Tom Wolfe’s novel The Right Stuff).
On the other hand, driving has become a mundane, everyday necessity,
and, in a time-pressured culture, people’s desire for speed is incessantly
frustrated by speed limits and traffic congestion that inhibit them from
driving fast.

But speed is literally lethal. The car is an instrument of violence and
destruction, a vehicle of “mass murder,” according to Norbert Elias* The
World Health Organization estimates that well over one million people
are killed on the road every year. This varies for different countries, with
high rates in Latin America and Africa. Even so, road safety is largely
seen as the sole responsibility of individual road users. Automobility only
“works” because its accidents are denied.* The traffic accident is not seen
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as a normal social occurrence, but as an aberration. While there is a mor-
bid fascination in the media with spectacular car crashes, and they are
the stock in trade of Hollywood action movies, their routine occurrence
is only news to the extent that they disturb traffic flow.

Car accidents are, however, predictable and preventable. As any STS
scholar would tell you, the technical solution to dangerous driving is
not a speed camera or Latour’s iconic road bumps. The way to regulate
speed is to design slower cars. But car engines are specifically designed
and marketed for their capacity for high velocity and fast acceleration.
Cars are not only transport machines but also intimate objects expres-
sive of individuality and lifestyle choices. (Even I must admit to being
seduced by the allure of speed, having owned an MG sports car as an
eighteen-year-old in Australia and enjoying its close-to-the road feel.)
According to]J. G. Ballard’s novel Crash, the car crash may even be a source
of sexual fetishism. The incongruity of the automobile’s promise of free-
dom of movement with the actuality of a largely sedentary existence in a
landscape dominated by traffic-overloaded motorways is even more pro-
nounced today. However, it is the speed of information flows rather than
of motorcars that is at the forefront of our imagination.

The Metropolitan Pace of Life

A sense of acceleration has thus accompanied the path of Western
modernity since its origins. The modern metropolis is the prime site
for the intensification of time use, as it creates a dense set of possible
interactions in a small space. As we move into an era where more than
half the world’s population lives in cities and the number of global cities
has mushroomed—estimated to number about seventy worldwide—the
urban experience is becoming ever more pervasive®

It is in this context that Simmel’s writings have once again become
resonant. For Simmel, in contrast to other social theorists, it is the me-
tropolis rather than the industrial enterprise or production or rational
organization that is key to modernity. His insights about the increasing
pace of life in fin de siécle Europe, his take on the zeitgeist, have such af-
finity with postmodern discussions of our contemporary condition that
I want to recall them here.

In The Philosophy of Money, Simmel analyzes the ephemerality and
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briefness that have become signifiers of the temporality of modernity.
For him, there is an intrinsic connection between the increased pace of
life in the city and the peculiarity of money. Indeed, he draws a direct par-
allel between the effects of the mathematical character of money and the
general use of pocket watches: “like the determination of abstract value
by money, the determination of abstract time by clocks provides a system
for the most detailed and definite arrangements and measurements that
imparts an otherwise unattainable transparency and calculability to the
contents of life, at least as regards their practical management.”**

Money only fulfills its function through its circulation, and thus it
speeds up every activity connected with money, making them continu-
ous. Production, transportation, sales, or consumption all have to be con-
stantly on the move, and this revolutionizes the time-space coordinates
of social relations. The totally dynamic impetus of the money economy,
throwing everything into the circulation process, shatters stable and
constant relations and creates a transitory constellation of relations in
which everything is in flux, with no secure resting points.

The perfect institutional embodiment of the “teleology” of money,
as an “‘end in itself,” is the stock and commodity exchange, where time
is radically compressed, and “values,” in Simmel’s words, are “rushed
through the greatest number of hands in the shortest possible time.” The
human activity of the exchange is emblematic of the larger social trend,
namely “an extreme acceleration in the pace of life, a feverish commotion
and compression of its fluctuations, in which the specific influence of
money upon the course of psychological life becomes most clearly dis-
cernible.”®

What is particularly fascinating is Simmel’s description of the mod-
ern personality types that this social turbulence generates. The classic
metropolitan type, the blasé individual, suffers from the “intensification
of nervous stimulation which results from the swift and uninterrupted
change of outer and inner stimuli.”*® The cornucopia of possibilities and
distractions available within the capitalist metropolitan milieu make it
the locale in which “stimulations, interests, fillings in of time, and con-
sciousness” are offered in profusion. In stark contrast to the slow rhythm
of rural life, each crossing of the city street creates “the rapid crowding of
changing images, the sharp discontinuity in the grasp of a single glance,
and the unexpectedness of onrushing impressions.” While too much ner-

51



CHAPTER TWO

vous stimulation can cause the blasé character to become obsessive and
even pathological, for Simmel, these same processes are also responsible
for “the finest and highest elements of our culture.” Indeed, his criti-
cal perspective did not prevent him from fully appreciating the myriad
stimulations of the vibrant urban scene and the enlarged social horizons,
freed from tradition, it proffered.

The cultural value we attach to having a busy lifestyle, one rich in
manifold activities and events, echoes this sentiment and it is a recur-
ring theme in this book. As one of the leading time-use scholars, Manfred
Garhammer, argues, the “ambivalent consequences of modernity distin-
guished by Simmel are crucial for the understanding of the time-crunch-
life-enjoyment-paradox: life may become richer in terms of the number
of events, and at the same time it may become poorer.”*

Simmel was acutely aware of the inherent ambiguity of modern city
life, that it promotes individualization and standardization at the same
time. For example, in his exploration of fashion and style, we find the dia-
lectical interplay of individual imitation and differentiation, the desire
to be like others and the desire for difference. Fashion requires continu-
ous reproduction to accelerate the turnover time of new commodities,
making its newness its simultaneous death. As such, it exemplifies the
modern cultural fixation with the “eternal present,” with immediacy,
the transitory, perpetual motion. Simmel was thus highly attuned to the
emergent time consciousness of the modern individual: “the dominion
of presentism—erasure of the past, effacement of inherited connections,
domination by the immediately invisible sublime—is an integral part of
modernity.”*® The point I will return to is that this condition of imme-
diacy is taken today as being wholly a consequence of digital technolo-
gies.

Strikingly absent from Simmel’s prescient analysis, however, is how
the experience of the metropolis is highly stratified by social class, status,
gender, and ethnicity, in other words, power relations. The realization of
simultaneity as a phenomenon of the perception of time, the awareness
of everything happening in the moment, was reserved for the privileged
few. The acceleration of the pace of life was not then, and is not now, a
uniform condition of existence.

Speed and mobility remain differentially distributed, accessed and in-
terpreted by different groups depending on their circumstances. If we
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return to the subject of the automobile, we will see that this technology
itself shifts from being a sociomaterial practice of the rich to becoming,
literally, a vehicle of democracy in the era of mass consumption. Once
again, the speed it offers has unanticipated consequences.

Automobiles: Wheels in Motion

The automobile is a preeminent feature of the urban environment. The
modern city is premised on car travel, and it was the mass production of
the motorcar that greatly influenced its shape. Wide access to the experi-
ence of automobile speed was, in turn, enabled by the acceleration of car
production.

Henry Ford did not invent the motorcar. Nor was his Model T a par-
ticularly good motorcar. Ford was not even the first to use a moving as-
sembly line. But he was the first to “mass produce” a car, a phrase that
he was also the first to use. As a result, the time taken to assemble a Ford
chassis fell from just under 12.5 hours in the spring of 1913 to 93 minutes
a year later. Greater efficiency led to big falls in price: the Model T cost
$950 in 1909 and $360 in 1916, a fall in real terms of more than two-thirds.

Ford realized his aim of building a car “so low in price that no man
making a good salary will be unable to own one.” Between 1908 and 1927,
Ford sold a total of 15 million Model Ts. Other car manufacturers followed
suit, so that between 1908 and 1923 the average price of a car fell from
$2,126 to $317 (in 1908 dollars). At the same time, annual sales rose from
just 64,000 to 3.6 million. For its period, this rate of diffusion was extraor-
dinary. Indeed, economic historians Tim Leunig and Hans-Joachim Voth
argue that mechanizing the production process of the car (as with cotton
spinning) was as valuable in terms of consumer welfare as inventing the
Internet, and much more valuable than inventing the mobile phone®”

Weighing up the costs and benefits of the motor vehicle is not easy.
Its significance and the lived experience of driving are full of complexity,
ambiguity, and contradiction. Undoubtedly, in the early twentieth cen-
tury, the car represented freedom for many and, arguably, had a greater
impact on women than on men. Notably, the automobile appeared at
the same time that women were striving for freedom in the home and
in politics. At first, women were almost exclusively passengers. It was
the electric automobile that gave upper-middle-class women the free-
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dom to leave home and break free of the control of their husbands. In her
book on women and the car, Virginia Scharff traces the critical role of the
automobile in facilitating the suffragettes’ mobilization, allowing the re-
gional and cross-country campaigns that led to women winning the right
to vote in the 1920s.*° However, women had no place then in the actual
manufacture of cars, while from early on the racial division of labor was
built into the Ford factory.

The liberation and autonomy promoted by the private car also played
an important role in the civil rights struggle, as Paul Gilroy describes.
Initially, automobiles had been exclusively presented to white consumers
and some companies expressly stipulated that their machines not be sold
to blacks. However, when they could afford to buy them, African Ameri-
cans bought cars at least as readily as their economic circumstances
permitted. At one level, they were an absolute necessity for finding and
maintaining employment. But the car also acquired additional signifi-
cance in that “for African American populations seeking ways out of the
lingering shadows of slavery, owning and using automobiles supplied
one significant means to measure the distance traveled towards political

freedom and public respect.”*

No wonder that feelings of rapture and
kinesthetic pleasure, of being in control of so much power and speed,
would feature so strongly in black music and culture. That the car was
frequently linked to the female body and driving to sex is another aspect
of its gendered politics.

The popular promise of automobile speed was to be short lived as
more and more cars hit the road. One billion cars were manufactured
over the course of the twentieth century, and there are currently over
seven hundred million cars moving around the world’s roads.** The auto-
mobile and its infrastructure dominate most North American cities in
the literal sense that vast tracts of land are required to accommodate it.
Not only for the roads, but also for bridges, service stations, and park-
ing spaces—at home, work, the supermarket, and everywhere that people
congregate. Small wonder that in American cities, close to half of all
urban space is dedicated to the automobile; in Los Angeles, the figure
reaches two-thirds.

For the individual, the mobility and convenience that the private car
bestows are unparalleled by any other means of transportation. However,
what appears to be an ideal solution to individual needs is increasingly
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illusory as more and more people choose, or are forced to make, similar
decisions. In terms of individual mobility, the utility of the motor vehicle
is diminishing as the number of cars on the road escalates. The prosper-
ous 1950s and early 1960s were characterized by booming car ownership
and, at least in the United States, the car was expected to be the future
of urban transport. The land use/transport planning procedures of that
period pioneered the building of elaborate highway and freeway systems.
But freeways themselves spawned more and more traffic, until very soon
after their completion they were already badly congested. The obvious re-
sponse to traffic congestion was to build more roads, leading to a vicious
cycle of congestion, road building, sprawl, congestion, and more road
building. The drive to save time proved somewhat counterproductive.

The netresultisthat London rush-hour traffic averages about ten miles
per hour; in Tokyo, cars average twelve miles, and in Paris, seventeen. In-
deed, riding a Victorian technology in central London—the bicycle—
during peak hours is faster than traveling by car*®* By comparison, the
average daily travel speed of thirty-three miles per hour in Southern Cali-
fornia, where there are probably more miles of freeway than anywhere
else in the world, may seem impressive. However, as a result of a much
lower population density than European cities, the advantage of speed is
offset by the much longer distances required to travel to work.

The irony is that a horse and buggy could cross downtown Los Angeles
or London almost as fast in 1900 as an automobile can make this trip at
5 p.m. today. Similarly, the speed of air transport has a wavering history.
Whereas by 1958 travelers were going five hundred and fifty miles per
hour in a Boeing 707, today we go no faster than in 1958 but rather slower
due to the need to conserve fuel.**

I noted above how destructive car speed is in terms of road deaths
worldwide. It is also a major cause of environmental pollution and inter-
national conflict in the imperial pursuit of fossil fuel. What is less re-
marked on are the ways in which the dominance of automobiles can lead
to slow-down. The incongruity of the private car is that the accelerated
mobility achieved in the “conditioned atmosphere and internal music
of this windowed shell” is predicated on the sedentary human body.*®
Rather like the experience of surfing the Internet at a computer screen,
the driver is both stationary and mobile at the same time.

In affluent societies where the automobile dominates, the car is deeply
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entrenched in the ways in which we inhabit the physical world. In re-
defining movement, the car contains contradictions, as Virilio warns us,
speed, gridlock, and a sedentary lifestyle. Indeed, the car is profoundly
implicated in the recent finding that much of the world’s population is
physicallyinactive. According to the medical journal Lancet, this increases
the risk of many adverse health conditions, such as cancer and diabetes,
and is therefore a major public health issue.** Worldwide, it is estimated
that physical inactivity causes 9 percent of premature mortality, or more
than 5.3 million of the 57 million deaths that occurred worldwide.

There are many other dimensions to the unequal access to speed and
movement. The postcolonial metropolis is host to a massive discrepancy
in material conditions and life chances, and for most of the world’s popu-
lation, their only experience of speed is on a bicycle. In fact, nowadays
many more bicycles than cars are being made, largely due to the massive
expansion in Chinese production. The migration of millions from the
countryside in places like China is a major source of global population
movement and it is a far cry from the pleasures of the urban explorer
evoked by the iconic modernist figure of the flaneur.

Conclusion

I would like to end this chapter with some reflections on the upsurge of
academic interest in the significance of flows, movement and mobility
in social life. John Urry, for example, has called for a new sociology of
mobility, that sociology should focus on movement, travel, and mobility
as opposed to settled bounded institutions.”” He argues that fundamen-
tal global transformations are making the concept of society less ana-
lytically useful. We are better off analyzing the social in terms of flows
and networks, as mobility is now the determining feature that frames
social relations, not structures or positions. This emphasis on mobility
is also a key feature of Zygmunt Bauman’s writings about liquid moder-
nity.*® There is much talk of the ubiquity of various forms of travel, that
the paradigmatic modern experience is that of rapid mobility over long
distances, while migration is often represented as the central global phe-
nomenon.

However, this model of contemporary life is, in fact, strictly applicable
only to a relatively small number of highly privileged people. As David
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Morley notes, “Despite all the talk of global flows, fluidity, hybridity and
mobility, it is worth observing that, in the UK at least, there is evidence
that points to continued geographical sedentarism on the part of the
majority of the population.”*® Over half of British adults live within five
miles of where they were born. Even in the more geographically mobile
United States, two out of three people do not have a passport.

We should therefore not exaggerate the role of long-distance travel
in people’s lives. Despite globalization, local life occupies the majority
of our time and space, and vast realms of people remain static, whether
through choice or force of circumstance. Some groups are more mobile
than others and have more control over both their own mobility and that
of others. The mobility available to the affluent middle classes is quite
different from the mobility of the international refugee or migrant, do-
mestic worker.

Speed for the few is contingent on others remaining stationary. As
Tim Cresswell remarks, “Being able to get somewhere quickly is increas-
ingly associated with exclusivity.”*® Even in air travel—where all classes
of passenger travel at the same speed—those in first class pass smoothly
through the airport to the car that has been parked in a special slot close
to the terminal. London’s City Airport offers business travelers to New
York the option of flying via Dublin for immigration clearance in order to
be in the fast lane on landing. Meanwhile, the majority of foreign arrivals
are left waiting in the slow lanes. “Speed and slowness are often logically
and operationally related in this way.”

Theorists of mobility flatten out such differences because they mis-
take their own partial experience for a universal condition. The same can
be said of much of the literature on social acceleration. The effect is to
legitimate, Bev Skeggs argues, “the habitus of the middle-class that does
not want to name itself.”** Voluntary mobility, like speed, is seen as a so-
cial good, while fixity becomes associated with failure, with being left be-
hind. Moreover, the notion of mobility is itself gendered in various ways
such that women occupy a fixed place in the male narratives of travel, ad-
venture, and discovery. Just as the literature on modernity, describing the
fleeting, anonymous, ephemeral encounters of the life in the metropolis
mainly accounts for the experience of men, so these arguments ignore
the lingering separation of public and private spheres.** By equating the
modern with the public, they fail to describe women'’s experience of im-
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mobility. As with time, mobility is a resource to which not everyone has
an equal relationship.

Summing up, the idea that the pace of life is accelerating is not new.
The vast technological and social transformations that took place in
the early twentieth century were also accompanied by the experience
of time-space compression. These sociomaterial changes in the fabric of
everyday life were to be consolidated in the modern city. Life lived at a
high speed became identified with progress. Our valorization of a busy
lifestyle, as well as our profound ambivalence toward it, can be traced
back to this period.

Technology played a key role then as now. The introduction of the
automobile in particular symbolized machine speed in the twentieth
century and, like the telegraph and telephone, it reduced barriers of dis-
tance and made the world more interconnected. However, its promise of
pure speed proved somewhat hollow. In any event, constant movement
as a shared aspiration of the good life hides many realities. Speed and
mobility are far from a universal condition of existence.

Nevertheless, the experience of immediacy as a phenomenon of the
perception of time, the awareness of everything happening in the mo-
ment, has become widespread. Whereas a hundred years ago it was the
preserve of the privileged, almost everyone has become implicated, at
least potentially. Worldwide simultaneity is now the taken-for-granted
condition of our lives and is what the Internet lays claim to.*® The social
shaping of technology and time is constantly evolving, and we need to
specify how these processes coalesce in order to gain a more balanced
understanding of our current digital times.

My intention here has been to show that an awareness of what our
social, economic, and technological arrangements owe to the past makes
the acceleration society thesis more intelligible. Connecting with these
earlier debates brings the realization that the questions we face today are
not in themselves new. This does not detract from their urgency. But in
order to develop a critical perspective on the discourses of acceleration
that surround us, we need to put them in a fuller historical perspective
than that which is generally acknowledged.

Throughout this chapter I have argued that the discourse of accelera-
tion tends to skim over and conceal the extent to which the pace of mod-
ern life depends on one’s resources and the choices they make possible.
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In reality, both control over time and access to mobility reflect and re-
inforce power. Skeggs is rightly critical of the universalizing treatise of
the mobile, cosmopolitan individual postulated by social theorists, such
as Ulrich Beck and Anthony Giddens, and she notes the ever-widening
gap between those who theorize and those who engage in empirical re-
search.® It is only by examining the facts on the ground that we can
understand how speed and time are being lived. So this is exactly what
we will do in the remaining chapters of this book.
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Chapter Three

The Time-Pressure
Paradox

The time we have to spend each day is elastic: it is stretched by the passions
we feel; it is shrunk by those we inspire; and all of it is filled by habit.

MARCEL PROUST, In Search of Lost Time

The ability to choose how you allocate your time lies at the core of a posi-
tive notion of freedom. Idleness and abundant leisure were once markers
of the aristocracy. Today a busy, frenetic existence in which both work
and leisure are crowded with multiple activities denotes high status.
However, just as in the past, people’s control over their own time largely
depends on their personal circumstances and financial resources. While
this is equally true of our relationship to technology, this chapter will
focus on changing patterns of work and family life that affect men’s and
women’s experiences of time pressure.

A major theme of this book is that the rhythm of our lives, the very
meaning of work and leisure, is being reconfigured by digitalization. But
at this juncture, it is helpful to consider other, often overlooked, dimen-
sions to and causes of harriedness. I want to bring to bear on this ques-
tion some interesting and credible data about how people actually use
their time. Such close scrutiny will reveal the limitation of treating all
time as the same, as if we only inhabit one time-space, that of accelera-
tion. It may also help to resolve the riddle of how it is that we often feel
we have less time for the things we want to do than we actually have.
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How people spend their time matters for quality of life, irrespective of
the income generated, as economists and even governments have begun
to grasp. An indication of this was when former French president Nicolas
Sarkozy set up the Commission on the Measurement of Economic Per-
formance and Social Progress to explore the limits of GDP as an indica-
tor of economic performance and social progress. It concluded that “the
time is ripe for our measurement system to shift emphasis from measur-
ing economic production to measuring people’s well-being.”* Chaired by Nobel
Prize-winning economist Joseph Stiglitz, the commission highlights the
fallacy of assessing well-being in terms of financial resources alone. This
is part of a wider recognition in economics that people do not necessarily
become happier when they become richer?

In a similar but more philosophical vein, Discretionary Time: A New
Measure of Freedom sets out to change our thinking about what makes for
quality of life. According to the authors, how much time we have matters
just as much as how much money we have. The book’s argument is built
around one powerful idea, that being able to choose how you spend your
time is central to an individual’s sense of freedom:

When we say that someone “has more time” than someone else, we
do not mean that she has literally a twenty-fifth hour in her day.
Rather, we mean to say that she has fewer constraints and more
choices in how she can choose to spend her time. She has more “au-
tonomous control” over her time. “Temporal autonomy” is a matter
of having “discretionary” control over your time?

Conversely, the less you are able to determine how your time is spent,
the more your being is “unfree,” or deprived. The concept of discretion-
ary time as a measure of freedom is very appealing. It echoes earlier ideas
about the desire for temporal sovereignty, or control over one’s time, as
a significant measure of life satisfaction and well-being* Such notions
support normative arguments that treat the allocation and availability of
time as important dimensions of social justice and of legitimate political
concern. Instead of focusing on speed, per se, to further our exploration
of the acceleration society, we should be looking at changing dynamics
in the distribution of time.
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Free Time and Time Pressure

It is no wonder, then, that huge interest has been generated by the idea
that time is in short supply in modern societies. Complaints about the
twenty-four-hour day being too short to fit everything in are common
in the academic and popular presses. The inexorable increase in the pace
of life is viewed as a perverse symptom of late modernity, leading to in-
creasing pressure and stress. Understanding why time pressures have in-
creased is a critical social question not least because of the consequences
for physical and mental health outcomes.

Sparking this debate was Juliet Schor’s book The Overworked American.®
It claimed that from the 1970s through the 1980s, Americans were work-
ing longer, and that this applied generally across the spectrum on income
and family type. Her argument was echoed by many others, including
Arlie Hochschild, whose book title The Time Bind entered general cur-
rency. The finding that American workers are logging more time at the
workplace than their parents and grandparents touched a chord in the
popular imagination. Whereas economic progress and increased pros-
perity were supposed to deliver more leisure time, instead time scarcity
and the paucity of leisure time seem to be the result. Media exposure of
notions like the “time squeeze” and “time famine” rapidly became part of
the folk narrative about the pressure of time in modern life.

A linked concern was whether, as a consequence, parents are spending
fewer hours with their children. Most Americans agree or strongly agree
to survey questions asking whether “parents today don’t spend enough

time with their children.”®

The cultural image of the modern mother
changed from the devoted homemaker to the frenzied, sleepless work-
ing mom. The conventional wisdom accompanying this change is that
today’s mothers, who juggle the dual roles of worker and family caregiver,
spend less time with their children and receive relatively little help from
fathers. Social commentators worry about the quality of family life. The
politics of time has thus become a major issue that has largely taken the
form of a discussion about work-family balance and the quality of con-

temporary life’
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How Much Time?

But how can we measure the pace of life? As a subjective state, an accel-
eration of the speed of life affects people’s experience of time. It causes
individuals to consider time to be scarce, to feel rushed and pressed for
time. In other words, people feel that they can no longer find time to
complete the tasks and activities most important to them.

That time pressure is a common experience is evidenced by the fact
that an increasing proportion of the population report feeling short of
time. Since 1965, the US time-use researcher John Robinson has been
asking adults, “Would you say you always feel rushed, even to do things
you have to do, only sometimes feel rushed, or almost never feel rushed?”
The proportion of Americans reporting that they always feel rushed rose
from 25 percent in 1965 to 35 percent forty years later® Almost half now
also say that they almost never have time on their hands. According to
most evidence, people perceive leisure time as scarcer and more hectic.
And this is also true cross-nationally, where there has been consistent
historical growth of busy feelings through the last part of the twentieth
century.

Do these widespread perceptions of time pressure reflect the behav-
ioral evidence of how people spend their time? Has leisure time actually
decreased?®

Let us begin by looking at trends in the hours of paid work. Several
commentators have shown that there is surprisingly little empirical evi-
dence supporting Schor’s claim that the average length of the workweek
has changed appreciably in recent decades. The issue is still a matter of
controversy, at least at the margins, as different methodologies yield
somewhat different conclusions, and there is significant variation be-
tween different countries. In the United States, average hours have held
broadly constant for many years, as they have for example in Australia,
Finland, and Sweden. In European countries, such as France and Ger-
many, they declined as a result of deliberate government policies de-
signed to reduce working hours!® As a result, in France and Germany, em-
ployees work only about 80 percent as many hours a year as employees in
the United States.

Overall, however, in both the United States and Europe, there has been
no straightforward increase in working hours over the last fifty years.
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Indeed, between 1965 and 2010, when over one-third of Americans felt
rushed, their free time had actually increased." Using data from time
diaries, the most direct and reliable methods of measuring free time, this
finding has been replicated in multiple surveys across nineteen coun-
tries. The long-term growth in leisure for the working-age population is
evident in nearly every country for which we have appropriate evidence.

So how do we account for this mismatch with people’s experience of a
rising deficit of time?

A range of explanations has been proffered to account for this para-
dox. They all contain partial truths, and indeed are not mutually exclu-
sive, so it is worth considering the contrasting approaches here in some
depth. Let us begin by considering those that point to economic change
as the root cause of a time squeeze.

One key to this paradox lies in distinguishing between the amounts of
time available to different groups of people within a country. While the
average workweek has barely changed over the last few decades, the over-
all trend is one of an increasing polarization of working time, between
those who work very long hours and others who work few or no hours.”?
Long hours in some groups are countered by growing numbers of em-
ployees working relatively short weeks. The increased dispersion means
that the proportion of those with substantial increases in workloads has
grown. Critically, long workweeks impinge disproportionately on dual-
career families, as both members of a couple with a very long (combined)
workweek are more likely to be highly educated and in high-status jobs.
The fifty-plus-hours week is thus predominantly a characteristic of the
professional and managerial class, those “likely to shape the terms of
public discussion and debate.”*

When theorists of the acceleration society refer to the hastening pace
of life, they have in mind the abstract subject. They are not attuned to the
detailed manner and circumstances in which time is organized into daily
routines by gendered individuals and negotiated within households.
Consequently, they fail to see that what happens to an individual’s aver-
age hours of work is not the same as what happens to work collectively
within households. The vicissitudes of scheduling and the intricacy with
which our lives are tied to others can only be fully understood by treating
the household, rather than the individual, as the unit of analysis.

One of the greatest social changes of the second part of the twentieth
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century has been the widespread participation of women in the work-
force. While the contribution of men has significantly declined in the UK,
the United States, and most industrial countries, the hours that women
(especially mothers) contribute to the labor market have significantly
increased. This has led to dual-earner families outnumbering male-
breadwinner families. Today, roughly 60 percent of two-parent house-
holds with children under age eighteen have two working parents.” The
generalization of dual-earner couple is not limited to the United States
but is a trait of every economically advanced country. Discussions about
average working hours thus mask a dramatic redistribution of paid work
between the sexes.

It is as if much of the paid work has been transferred from men to
women. The resulting dual-earner households are supplying more work-
ing hours to the labor market than ever before. Time pressure is espe-
cially strong in families with dependants, where both husband and wife
are in full-time employment. The widespread perception that life has be-
come more rushed, therefore, has as much to do with real increases in the
combined work commitments of family members as it is about changes
in the working time of individuals. “What, for more than a decade, has
been taken to be a controversy about overwork (i.e.,, trends in individual
hours) . . . is actually a manifestation of the difficulties of reconciling
(paid) work and family responsibilities, following the historical demise
of the male breadwinner model.”*® This transformation in family compo-
sition and gender relations is central to explaining the time deficit.

In order to understand our experience of living in an acceleration society
then, we need to consider how households are organizing their work-
ing and nonworking lives and be attuned to gender differences in time
pressure. Feminist scholars have long argued that the squeeze placed on
women'’s time is due to combining paid employment with their responsi-
bility for the household’s operation.” Indeed, time-use data suggest that
time poverty is a particularly widespread experience among working
mothers, who juggle work, family, and leisure.

Unsurprisingly, single mothers feel the worst about the time they
allocate to their children and their numbers have expanded greatly since
the 1960s.!® The breakdown of marriages involving children can radi-
cally exacerbate time pressure if a lone parent is forced to serve as both
breadwinner and homemaker. When children are reared outside a two-
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parent home, fathers are much less likely than mothers to shoulder the
day-to-day responsibility of caregiving—that is, fathers are far likelier
than mothers to drop the parental role altogether. Mothers cope by re-
ducing their hours of paid work, especially when the children are young,
in order to perform the household work and child care. As lone mothers
are overrepresented among the poor, they are also unlikely to be able to
buy paid domestic help. Lone parents, then, have much less discretionary
time than dual-earner couples, with or without children.

Time Spent with Children

For people with children, spending time with them is regarded as one of
the most desirable uses of discretionary time. We want both enough time
and “quality time” with our children. Let us first consider the amount,
as there is a widespread view that time pressure is squeezing out pre-
cious time with children. For example, Hochschild claims that family
time is being crowded out by long hours of paid work. In fact, time-use
data show that both mothers and fathers are spending more time with
their children than ever before Although there are variations between
countries, overall, parents are averaging more time with their children,
despite working longer hours. So how is this possible?

This aspect of the time-pressure paradox is addressed by Suzanne
Bianchi, John Robinson, and Melissa Milkie in Changing Rhythms of Ameri-
can Family Life: “although parent-child time has remained steady or in-
creased over the years, almost half of American parents continue to feel
they spend too little time with their children.”?° The explanation, as we
shall see, centers on the cultural ideals of intensive parenting combined
with the nostalgia for a mythical past of more quality family time. But let
me first report their extensive findings on feelings about time.

Among employed mothers, almost half (47 percent) feel they spend too
little time with their children, whereas only 18 percent of nonemployed
mothers report this. Working mothers are also the most likely to feel
most time pressured and that they are constantly multitasking. Married
fathers are significantly less likely to feel “always rushed.””* Where the
authors found very large differences was between mothers and fathers
in feelings of “too little time” for oneself. Some 57 percent of married
fathers and 75 percent of employed mothers expressed this. And whereas
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married mothers craved more time alone and with their husbands, mar-
ried fathers wished they had more time with their children.

How, then, have parents preserved their time with children? A com-
mon explanation is that much housework has been mechanized. We will
consider this argument in chapter 5. Suffice it to say here is that, despite
dramatic improvements in domestic technology, the amount of time
spent on household tasks has not actually shown any corresponding dra-
matic decline. However, there has been a marked shift in the composi-
tion of time away from routine domestic work (cooking and cleaning)
and toward child care but also shopping and odd jobs. But the total time
in unpaid domestic labor of all kinds held constant over the twentieth
century.

The major change has come from working women themselves, who re-
duce their time in unpaid labor at home as they move into the workforce.
However, they do not remotely reduce their housework hour-for-hour for
time spent in paid labor. And while their male partners increase their
own time in housework, this is not nearly as much as working wives re-
duce theirs. The upshot is that rather less unpaid household labor gets
done overall in the dual-earner household—but women’s total combined
time in paid and unpaid household labor is substantially greater than
is the typical nonemployed woman’s in domestic labor alone. Working
mothers’ combined time in paid and unpaid household labor typically
exceeds fathers’ by five hours a week and nonemployed mothers’ by nine-
teen hours a week?* The working woman is much busier than either her
male colleagues or her housewife counterpart.

Moreover, it is also primarily women who adjust their working hours
in relation to the number and ages of their children. The decrease in
women’s employment comes with the birth of the first child, and they
continue to curtail their hours after they have children. Fathers, if any-
thing, tend to increase hours of employment after the birth of a child.
Men and women thus make different decisions in allocating their time,
based in part on choice and in part on institutional forces and cul-
tural pressures. These differences have diminished in recent years, but
mothers continue to adjust their schedules more than fathers do. As a
result, there is still a pay penalty associated with motherhood, whereby
mothers’ wages lag behind fathers’ in virtually all developed countries.?®
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That women fit themselves to their family shows up in their time
strain; married women want more time to themselves because they have
adjusted to being there for their children. Cultural expectations about
what mothers and fathers should do remains strong, with mothers feel-
ing more of a need to put children and family first as they sacrifice their
own need. Overall, it appears that parents are giving themselves over to
rearing children to the extent possible given other demands on their time
and limited resources in some families. Yet they feel as if their efforts are
not enough.

As noted above, these feelings of time pressure are largely the result
of normative changes in expectations about good parenting** Among
both working-class and middle-class mothers, good mothering is defined
in terms of devoting unlimited time and resources to their children. As
family size becomes smaller, children become a central focus and are seen
to require extraordinarily labor-intensive parenting. Intensive mother-
ing is a cultural ideal to which women are expected to sacrifice careers,
leisure time, and whatever else is necessary to ensure that their children
thrive.

Fathers are expected to be equally involved in care giving. The last
half-century has witnessed dramatic changes in men’s attitudes toward
parenting and in conceptions of masculinity more broadly. However,
the shared belief in egalitarian family relationships has not yet been
matched by men’s behavior. For example, the substantial increase in the
time fathers spend with children is three times larger on weekends than
workdays, with the result that routine child care responsibilities are left
to their spouses on days when they must work? And, rather than fathers
replacing mothers’ time, mothers are present for most of the time that
fathers are caring for their children (see chapter 5). While this family
time spent together may well be the most cherished, it does result in a
gender gap in leisure, as I argue below.

Finally, women’s role as household manager also adds to their feel-
ing of always feeling rushed. Being responsible for managing something
as complex as children’s lives and a home, even when away from home,
“may also account for the large gender discrepancy between fathers’ and
mothers’ feelings about needing more time for oneself, feeling rushed,
and feeling like they do more than one thing at a time.”*® Mothers’ greater
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subjective sense of time pressures may derive from their being the one
who continues to orchestrate family life—a reality that is difficult to cap-
ture in linear time-diary data.

Such arguments involve moving beyond quantifying the volume of
(paid and unpaid) hours worked in order to broach the more subtle, quali-
tative aspects of the meaning and experience of time. They suggest the
need to explore the ways in which time is ordered and practiced as well
as the density or intensity of the lived experience of time. It is clear that
time pressure is complex and multidimensional. Below I will outline a
schema that delineates three different mechanisms that cause time scar-
city. But first let us turn more broadly to the cultural connotations of
being busy.

Cultural Acceleration: Busy Lives

So far we have examined a range of economic and demographic factors
that contribute to time pressure, such as changes in the labor market,
working hours, and the composition of households. We have also con-
sidered how contemporary discourses of hyperparenting heighten per-
ceptions of time scarcity. But there are another set of explanations that
primarily focus on consumption. These explanations are related in that
the dramatic shift in women’s employment coincided with the “overwork
culture,” turning workers into “willing slaves” who are prepared to work
ever-longer hours in a society that equates busyness with success and
status.”

Such arguments see consumption in purely negative terms, as fuel-
ing long working hours because of our competitive consumerist culture.
According to Schor, we are trapped in a “squirrel cage,” an insidious cycle
of work and spend where we compete with our neighbors’ lifestyles and
compensate for our lack of time with children by buying them things.
Why, she asks, don't affluent North Americans “downshift” and reduce
both their hours of work and levels of consumption as a way out of the
work-spend cycle?

If only things were so straightforward. There are deep-seated psycho-
logical reasons for apparently unnecessary consumption in a capitalist
society in which people’s sense of self and sense of freedom come to be
defined by money and possessions. For a long time social scientists have
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talked about the complex relationship between shopping and individual
identity formation and the extent to which purchasing goods is a social
practice oriented to others.*® The requirement for individuals to narrate
their own identity through styles of consumption brings with it the de-
mands of trying new and varied experiences, and this leads individuals
toward the insatiable pursuit of more cultural practices. In short, being
busy has become a necessary condition of a fulfilling lifestyle.

Perhaps cultural discourses that value action-packed lives, coupled
with high levels of consumption, are to blame for upward-spiraling per-
ceptions of feeling rushed. Indeed, busyness may result not only in stress
but, for some, in feelings of increased happiness or life satisfaction aris-
ing from the positive energy connected to states of arousal?” Such an
approach reformulates the discussion about the socioeconomic corre-
lates of time pressure into a debate around the manifestations and con-
sequences of busyness. “Whereas the concept of ‘time pressure’ is nega-
tive in its connotations, ‘busyness’ is at worst neutral, and may indeed
carry with it the positive connotations of ‘busyness’ as an antonym to
‘idleness.””*°

So has the notion of busyness acquired a new positive meaning in our
culture? Is busyness a status symbol for those with higher social capi-
tal? In an intriguing argument, Jonathan Gershuny claims that whereas
a century ago those in the upper income bracket were defined by their
leisure, in a reversal of Thorstein Veblen's classic Theory of the Leisure
Class, nowadays prestige accords to those who work long hours and are
busiest at work®

To this point [ have described how the increase in dual-job households
in conjunction with shifting norms of parenting contribute to time pres-
sure. Entirely consistent with this explanation, however, are two further
arguments. One is to do with the density of leisure itself, created by the
desire for ever more intensive consumption of goods and services.* The
second involves not so much a change in behavior but a change in the
way feelings of “busyness” are constructed out of these: “the growth in
busy feelings may in part reflect an increasingly positive view of ‘busy-
ness’ that results from its association with the increasingly busy lifestyle
of the most privileged groups in developed societies.”*®* Today, it is con-
spicuous devotion to time-intensive work activities rather than the con-
spicuous consumption of leisure that is the signifier of high social status.
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“Busyness” is a subjective state that results from the individual’s as-
sessment of his or her recent or expected activity patterns in the light
of current norms and expectations. However, for busyness to be an ex-
ternally observable behavior, it would need to be reflected in long hours
of paid work and in the density of work and leisure, that is, the fre-
quency and variety of activities undertaken. (It would also be evident in
the multiplicity of simultaneous activities, a topic not covered here but
which, I will argue in subsequent chapters, is key in the digital age.)

Gershuny finds little evidence for such objective behavioral changes in
busyness. While higher-skilled groups did increase their paid work time
relative to lower-skilled groups, paid work overall declined for both men
and women. Significantly, there was no increase in the intensity of ac-
tivities (on either a workday or a nonwork day). Although this empirical
evidence cannot prove that there has been a change in the social con-
struction of busyness, Gershuny concludes that it is consistent with his
argument. If there has been no behavioral change, then the explanation
must lie in the changed cultural meaning of busyness. One part of the
resolution of the time-pressure paradox, then, is that busyness, and not
leisure, is the “badge of honor.”

According to this view, then, busyness is largely a cultural orienta-
tion. Certainly, the argument resonates with the representation of some
groups, such as financial traders and corporate executives, who are in-
vested in high-pressure, burnout careers and whose status derives from
their workaholism. However, the parallel with Veblen'’s leisure class, while
striking, exaggerates the freedom of this new superordinate class whose
work pressures are largely the result of managerial performance mea-
sures. They may embrace the high-speed work culture, but it is important
to emphasize that it is not entirely of their choosing.

This is particularly pertinent given the extent to which, over the last
decade or so, firms have sought to convert many high-wage and full-
benefit workers to contingent and contract workers. The managers and
professionals who have survived work longer hours to ensure their job
security and increase their chances of promotion. Long hours are the
principal means of demonstrating commitment and ambition to em-
ployers. A concurrent trend in the economy has been the expansion of
work schedules into evenings and weekends. The profound influence of
mobile technologies on working time is the subject of subsequent chap-
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ters. At the very least, discussions about the symbolic status of busyness
should take into account changed employment conditions and concerns
about job security.

Moreover, the culture of ostentatious work performance is one in
which men can more easily immerse themselves than can women. While
there has been a convergence in women’s and men’s aspirations for high-
powered managerial or professional careers, my own research on corpo-
rate managers reveals that the domestic circumstances of women differ
from those of men.3* While a significant number of male senior managers
have partners who are not in paid employment, women managers gen-
erally live in dual-career households. Women are therefore more likely to
experience intense friction between the demands of career and family
life. By overlooking this issue, Gershuny leaves us with the impression
that the new world of work is gender neutral. The changing norms of
busyness are a vital element in resolving the time-pressure paradox, but
we must be wary of the implication that it is equally seductive to all.

If busyness in paid work can be a form of status distinction, so too
can busyness in leisure. Reexamining Gershuny’s argument, Oriel Sulli-
van points to the often overlooked importance of the density of leisure.
It turns out that those who work long hours in employment also have a
greater leisure density* In other words, they ceaselessly pack more and
more activities into the same time period. Otherwise, how can income-
rich, time-poor households in affluent Western economies both work
more and consume more? Her answer identifies two temporal strategies
of consumption: leisure consumption can happen faster and goods may be
continuously replaced with more expensive alternatives. These are both
strategies for maximizing the “time yield” in time-pressured modern
societies.

There is a vast literature on the nature of consumption and the cul-
tural tastes of modern consumers. However, little is known about the
pace or busyness of leisure participation. To measure the “voraciousness”
of leisure consumption, Sullivan analyzed the frequency of five out-of-
home leisure activities: going to the cinema/concert/theater; eating/
drinking out in a restaurant, café, or pub; playing sports/keeping fit/
walking; watching live sports; and attending leisure activity groups>3®
The logic of this list is that these activities take both time and money
to engage in and require a degree of temporal planning and coordina-
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tion. Indeed, she found that high-status, dual-earner couples with de-
pendent children use both temporal strategies of consumption the most.
They have the highest level of participation in these leisure activities and
they continuously upgrade their consumer goods (without the time to
use them).

Once more, gender and social status reinforce each other so that the
greatest differential in voraciousness is between men with high social
status and women with the lowest. Embracing a busy, diverse pattern of
cultural consumption practices has thus become a mark of distinction
among high status groups.

To date, most literature on time pressure has focused on the impact of
working practices, both in the sphere of employment and in the domes-
tic sphere. In modern, time-pressured societies, the pace of leisure is also
of signal importance. I will return to this topic below, and later I will be
looking specifically at how ICTs intensify leisure. But first, such argu-
ments about the busyness of work and leisure time point to the difficulty
and complexity of measuring the temporal rhythms of daily life. Not all
activities have the same tempo. Time as measured by the ticking of the
clock cannot remotely capture our quotidian experience of multiple and
overlapping temporalities. If we feel short of time, it can be for a variety
of reasons and take a variety of forms. Indeed, it may even be the case
that some of us have more time, but not time of the right kind or when
we need it.

The Temporal Disorganization of Daily Life

It is for this reason that I turn to the work of Dale Southerton and Mark
Tomlinson, who argue that the experience of harriedness is multifaceted,
depending on which aspect of temporality is being “squeezed.”®” They
distinguish three mechanisms that generate different senses of feeling
pressed for time. First, the volume or duration of time required to com-
plete sets of work and consumption tasks is the basis for the substantive
sense of being harried; second, temporal disorganization is the outcome of
the difficulties of coordinating social practices with others; and third,
temporal density accounts for experiences of time that can be described as
Jjuggling and multitasking, that is, the allocation of certain practices within
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temporal rhythms that create a sense of intensity in the conduct of those
practices. This attempt to delineate different aspects of time pressure
captures well the idea that harriedness is a multidimensional experience.

Up to this point, we have focused on the first dimension, pressures de-
rived from the volume of (clock) time available or the substantive sense
of being overloaded. The most comprehensive account of this, as we have
seen, is provided by time-diary studies that record and measure the num-
ber of minutes devoted to different activities. Diaries can be employed to
account for patterns of convergence and divergence of time use across
different countries, social classes, and gender, and to explore the domes-
tic division of labor*® However, the duration of activities remains the pri-
mary focus of analysis. They are much less fit for the purpose of analyzing
qualitative dimensions of time, such as the tempo or intensity of activi-
ties, and the rhythms and sequences in which activities are conducted.

Here I want to consider the second mechanism listed above, tempo-
ral disorganization, which highlights the importance of looking at the
rhythms or organization of life. This sense of harriedness is less con-
spicuous than the substantive form, because it accounts for experiences
that are not obviously connected with an absolute shortage of time. It is
particularly apposite, however, given the extent to which collective social
practices, derived from institutionally stable temporal rhythms, have
been eroded.

We live in a society in which the standard working week, where work
was synchronized for a substantial proportion of the population, is no
longer the norm. Flexible working hours, 24/7 working time, and con-
tract work create coordination problems, as working times and locations
are increasingly deregulated and scattered. The growth of nonstandard
evening and weekend work hours is also associated with increased time
pressures, in part because they decrease individuals’ abilities to mesh
work schedules with the social activities of friends and family as well as
to find adequate time to sleep. While higher socioeconomic groups may
be able to utilize flexibilization to gain greater control over their time,
lower status groups suffer from temporal fragmentation caused by work-
ing irregular hours.

Nevertheless, socializing is made more difficult for both groups be-
cause of the weakening of the shared sociotemporal order and a corre-
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sponding fragmenting of activity. As Southerton elaborates, whereas the
middle classes tend to meet more by prearrangement, the working classes
use public spaces to meet where there is a strong likelihood of meeting
network members by chance® In both cases, however, coordination be-
comes increasingly problematic. It means that by “turning up” in public
spaces, one is less likely to meet friends and acquaintances because they
might work at different times of the day. (No wonder mobile phones have
become essential aids to the personalization of scheduling—a matter we
leave for discussion later.) Various consumption practices also involve
interaction within social networks that require coordination. In sum, the
problem of coordination is collective—it requires the alignment of prac-
tices across the schedules of social networks. In this sense, harriedness
is a consequence of the difficulty of coordinating practices in time and
space.

A good example of this is provided by the emergence of convenience
food. The widespread use of partially and totally prepared food reflects
the desire to save time, as those with most money and least time buy
more of it. Such consumer products are widely seen as solutions to the
problem of cooking and eating in the context of a busy, time-pressured
lifestyle. However, Alan Warde argues that they are as much a response
to the reordering of the time-space relations of everyday life as a modern
search for the reduction of toil.** While family meals retain their sym-
bolic significance as important forms of sociality, they now pose con-
siderable scheduling problems in getting people together in the same
place at the same time. The cook has to be in the right place for long
enough, but so do those for whom she cooks. The erosion of institution-
ally fixed routines and the fragmentation of daily activities mean that
more negotiations, more decisions, and more effort are required to per-
form the necessities of daily life. For a significant proportion of people,
planning to meet people becomes a major preoccupation.

According to these arguments, underpinning much of the feeling of
haste is the difficulty of synchronizing time-space paths: “the problem of
timing supersedes the problem of shortage of time.”*" People may have
more time, but more important than the hours worked is their disper-
sal through the week. While acknowledging that the increase in women
working does contribute to time pressure, the emphasis here is on the in-
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transigent problems of scheduling in a deroutinized society. Discussions
of harriedness have not paid sufficient attention to the aspect of space
and the need for interpersonal conjunction.

While this exposition of temporal disorganization adds a great deal
to our understanding of time pressure, the focus has again shifted some-
what from households toward individuals. We have already seen that
dual-earner families are the most time pressured, and it is precisely at
the level of households where most of the coordination problems arise.
The issue of coordination among spouses is a crucial underpinning of
the demand for flexible start and finish times at work. When both part-
ners participate in the labor force, the family’s day becomes more com-
plex as work schedules may not overlap or, in other words, may be de-
synchronized. Everyday family life is different when work schedules are
desynchronized, as couples tend to spend less time together but share
domestic and parental work more equally.

The incidence of, and reasons for, off scheduling among dual-earner
couples (that is, partners’ timing their work schedule so that one is not
working when the other one is) are therefore directly related to time
pressure. And, indeed, there is strong evidence that off scheduling is both
widespread and growing. Based on a study of French time-use surveys,
Laurent Lesnard found that families in which both partners work stan-
dard workdays (of approximately eight hours) represent less than half
of total family workdays.** About 70 percent of the work time of these
couples is simultaneous (synchronous). For the rest, atypical family
workdays are the result of long hours, shift work, part-time work, and
short or irregular work hours. This pattern is consistent with findings for
the United States and many other modern economies.

But is this trend the result of couples freely choosing to reschedule
their work, trading time together for parental efficiency? In the study,
the few couples who have control over their timing overwhelmingly
favor family workdays, suggesting a strong general preference among
couples for synchronized work schedules. However, most couples do not
have temporal autonomy over their work hours. Atypical work schedules
and off scheduling are highly correlated with employment sector, occu-
pation, and position on the social ladder. When husbands’ positions are
at the management level, standard workdays are much more common
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than for factory-worker families. Those who have no power over their
work schedules have strikingly higher chances of having desynchronized
family workdays. In other words, very few couples are free to fix the tim-
ing of their work hours. Dual-earner couples’ off scheduling is thus a con-
sequence of employers’ economic behavior rather than employees’ pref-
erences.

The rapid rise of family time over the last decades indicates that being
together is of increasing importance for the contemporary family. How-
ever, less temporal complementarity between parents is negatively corre-
lated with partners’ time together and with children. The prevalence of
off scheduling therefore adversely impacts on family solidarity. It points
to the difficulties parents face as they seek to balance market work and
family. As Lesnard notes, the UK’s flexible working time law (in place
since 2003) was one of the first that obliges employers to consider em-
ployees’ requests for more family-friendly work schedules. Such poli-
cies, and those that limit long working hours, might begin to address the
problem of time pressure. I will be exploring the wider politics of working
time in my last chapter.

Temporal Density

Let us finally turn to the third mechanism that generates feelings of time
scarcity, temporal density. This notion accounts for experiences of time
that can be described as juggling or multitasking, that is, the allocation
of certain practices within a given period of time. Allocation refers to
certain practices being located within temporal rhythms that create a
sense of intensity in the conduct of those practices. It is directly related
to temporal disorganization, but here the emphasis is not so much on
sequencing, but rather highlights the simultaneity of different activi-
ties or multitasking. Allocation is also linked to a notion of boundaries
that separate practices. The allocation of practices, which no longer have
clearly defined boundaries, into particular parts of the day can generate
senses of being harried, irrespective of whether the bulk of that day is ex-
perienced as being “pressed for time.”

Southerton and Tomlinson illustrate this point by drawing on quali-
tative interviews with twenty British suburban households. For example,
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unpaid work together, there is little difference in the number of minutes
men and women spend in “work.”*¢ Unpaid work (housework, child care,
and shopping) continues to be highly gender specialized in that women'’s
share is approximately three-quarters. But despite this, the quantity (the
number of hours) of leisure time that men and women have is remark-
ably similar.

How can we reconcile the apparent gender equity in the objective
quantity of leisure with the subjective impression of increased time pres-
sure among women? In my view, the answer lies in considering the den-
sity or quality of leisure time available, and not simply the quantity. For
example, the tendency to perform multiple and overlapping tasks simul-
taneously creates a distinctive experience of leisure. It would be seen
as a form of work intensification that increases productivity if it were
paid. Such evidence as we have suggests that multitasking has greatly
increased over the last quarter of the twentieth century*’ This could be
taken as an objective measure of the acceleration of the pace of life.

We must therefore distinguish between degrees of leisure. In popular
discourse, leisure is conceived of as free time, time at one’s disposal, or
pure leisure. Such leisure with no distracting accompanying activities to
constrain it is different from a leisure activity that is accompanied by
a constraining activity. Using detailed Australian time-diary evidence, I
was able to measure and compare periods of pure leisure, when the pri-
mary activity reported is a free time activity with no secondary activity,
with periods of interrupted leisure contaminated by a simultaneous sec-
ondary activity.*®

This aspect of the lived experience of leisure is at the heart of feminist
commentary on the gendered nature of leisure. Analyses of multitask-
ing have usually focused on combinations of domestic labor tasks, such
as ironing while watching television. I also analyzed the combination of
parental leisure time spent together with children (that is, free time with
children). The significant growth in this kind of leisure is one of the main
ways that parents have managed to spend more time with their chil-
dren.* But what are the consequences of this for the character of leisure?

One could argue that the best leisure is achieved when playing with
one’s own children. However it is my contention that this may involve
a trade-off when it comes to the quality of that leisure time. The enjoy-
ment of leisure that is combined with other activities might be lower for

80



THE TIME-PRESSURE PARADOX

the parent or the child or for both. The fact that parents derive consider-
able pleasure from attending to their children’s needs does not detract
from the argument that they may, at the same time, be experiencing an
adult leisure deficit.

The results of my study reveal that men have many more hours of pure
leisure, undiluted by unpaid work. More than 60 percent of men’s leisure
is enjoyed with no accompanying activity. By comparison, little more
than half of women’s leisure is pure leisure. In addition, men’s leisure is
less likely to be interrupted than women’s. Women'’s leisure, by contrast,
tends to be conducted more in the presence of children and subject to
punctuation by activities of unpaid work.*® The average maximum dura-
tion of episodes (blocks of time) of pure leisure is also longer for men.
Women’s leisure is significantly more harried than men’s in that it is
more fragmented into periods of shorter duration. In sum, men do have
more high-quality leisure time than women.

Overall, this research suggests that there continues to be a gender gap
in leisure® The fragmentary character of women’s leisure changes its
quality. Interrupted leisure, snatched between work and self-care activi-
ties, is less restorative than unbroken leisure. It is likely that this leisure
will be experienced as more harried and therefore increase self-reported
stress. Indeed, it may well be that the contemporary view of increased
“time pressure” has more to do with this fragmentation that with any
measurable reduction in primary leisure time. The key role of mobile
technologies in causing interruptions, with the incessant pinging of
phone, text and e-mail messages, will be taken up in subsequent chapters.

This argument is particularly important as a corrective to the focus
on the intensification of paid work that has preoccupied industrial re-
lations and sociology of work scholars. Housework is unpaid and never
done, resulting in highly gendered time frames that do not coincide
with the standardized time of paid labor. Caring labor does not straight-
forwardly operate according to clock time and cannot be accelerated.
“Clearly, the direct activities parents engage in with children consume
far less time than the responsibility for overseeing them.”*> While some
aspects of care can be commodified and outsourced, the character of inti-
mate personal relationships and emotional labor demand quality time.
Indeed, time-use data suggest that working parents who make use of
nonparental child care do not reduce their parental child care time on an
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hour-for-hour basis®® Instead, parents, mainly mothers, compress their
domestic labor time, squeeze their personal care time, and reschedule the
times when they are together with their children so as to preserve their
time with children. Perhaps we should be giving as much attention to the
intensification of parenting as to the intensification of work.

Conclusion

This chapter has considered a range of arguments about the nature and
causes of time pressure, an issue made all the more important by the cen-
trality of time sovereignty to equality and social justice. We have seen
that time is multidimensional and is experienced differently by diverse
groups of people in modern societies. Extensive analysis of time-use re-
search does not reveal straightforward patterns or causal connections.
Rather, it shows that to fully account for the time-pressure paradox, a
complex interplay of demographic and economic factors needs to be con-
sidered. Key to this are the major repercussions that women’s entry into
the labor market and the rise of dual-earner families have had for how
households are organizing their time.

Acceleration as a phenomenon, then, cannot be understood as a uni-
form experience of the shortage of time. The many people who are highly
time stressed have combinations of characteristics—they have full-time
hours of market work, they have family responsibilities, and they are
women. Time pressure tends to be especially acute for women whose
time is disproportionately constrained by domestic responsibilities. And
this is in a context where more and more value is placed on “quality time”
with children. Mothers cope by combining leisure time with looking after
children, making women’s leisure time less leisurely than men’s.

Such multitasking, or intensive use of time, exposes the limits of con-
ceptualizing time pressure solely in terms of the volume or duration of
(clock) time available. That is why I have emphasized the character of
time by looking at issues of temporal disorganization and temporal den-
sity. Time scarcity may result not so much from a shortage of time but
because of the increasing complexity of scheduling personal, domestic,
and work activities. Taking this approach reveals that the experience
of harriedness is not uniform, but takes a variety of forms. Time pres-
sure may be experienced by employed lone mothers, by two-job parent
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families who work shifts, and by dual-career managerial or professional
couples, but the sense of time squeeze and the mechanisms causing it
differ. The extent to which money can be deployed to alleviate time pres-
sure also differs between these groups.

This is not to discount the cultural significance of our current ori-
entation to, and valorization of, the fast-paced, full life as the good life.
The tone of the debate on time pressure has been largely negative, con-
cerned with problems such as balancing work and family life. However,
the allure of metropolitan speed is indissolubly linked to the dominant
ideals of modernity. Cultural acceleration, doing the most with the time
one has and realizing as many options as possible from the vast possi-
bilities that the world has to offer, is the secular version of human happi-
ness.** Cultural discourses that value action-packed lives with high levels
of consumption lead people to pursue busy lives that are at once both
stressful and affirming. The increasing salience of consumption for mod-
ern identity formation fuels the demand for faster, hyper consumption.
For those within high-status groups, prestige attaches to those who work
long hours and are busiest at work. Moreover, these same busy people
also have the most voracious pattern of leisure consumption.

The studies [ have considered take the important step of bringing cul-
tural norms about time to bear on the paradox of harriedness. However,
they run the risk of implying that people are utterly seduced by the cele-
bratory culture of speed in every aspect of their lives. In fact, there is as
much organizational constraint as individual choice involved in length-
ening working hours, for example, itself a cause of stress. Moreover, a
wholesale condemnation of consumer culture, as expressed by Zygmunt
Bauman’s sentiment that “the ‘consumerist syndrome’ is all about speed,
excess and waste” both exaggerates the place of consumption in mod-
ern culture and fails to acknowledge the satisfaction that can be derived
from it>® Understanding the prevalence of time pressure requires a care-
ful examination of the objective circumstances that cause harriedness, as
well as an appreciation of changing cultural norms of busyness.

However, our interaction with the proliferating technologies of ac-
celeration is also fundamental to the contemporary experience of speed.
A notable omission from much of the literature on the time squeeze is
the role played by information and communication technologies. Mod-
ern existence presupposes a technologically replete, multimodal world of
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ubiquitous connectivity. Electronic communication and new media sys-
tems increasingly constitute the fabric of our everyday lives. While there
is research on multitasking with children, the study of multitasking with
digital technology is only emerging. Yet the concept of the acceleration
society outlined earlier presumes a direct link between technological ac-
celeration and the growing scarcity of time. It is to this theme that I turn
for the remainder of the book. The next chapter explores these issues in
the context of paid work.
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Chapter Four

Working with
Constant Connectivity

To be doing something, to move, to change—this is what enjoys prestige,
as against stability, which is often regarded as synonymous with inaction.

LUC BOLTANSKI AND EVE CHIAPELLO, The New Spirit of Capitalism

We know surprisingly little about whether and how information and
communication technologies influence the experience of work in the
twenty-first century, the subject of this chapter. Yet, the idea that ICTs
are intrinsically technologies of acceleration is particularly compelling
in relation to paid employment. Both the popular press and the academic
literature trumpet their potential to save time, speed up work, and allow
people to work anywhere at any time. Techno-enthusiasts encourage us
to think about work and organizations in new ways and imagine “virtual
organizations,” “flat worlds,” and the ability for work patterns to “follow
the sun” and “span the globe.” Exactly how this will occur is less often
discussed, but all agree that these technologies overcome the traditional
temporal and spatial constraints of work. Perversely, in this new world
of work, the more rushed we feel, the more we turn to digital devices to
relieve the time pressure.

So how can we begin to unravel the relationship between the two
essential dimensions of work: time and technology? Work is done in
time; it is a temporal act. At its most basic, the employment contract
represents the exchange of pay for the capacity to work over a specified
period of time. However, as the activities of work become more complex
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and heterogeneous, it is harder, even for managers, to measure work in
terms of the length or quantity of time: minutes, hours, days, weeks. We
know that clock time cannot capture the properties of time, and that how
we experience it has to do with social norms and organizational rules,
conventions and culture.

The process whereby labor power (or “human resources”) is trans-
formed into a product or service always involves tools and techniques.
Examining how technological innovations enhance productivity by in-
creasing the pace of work has been the focus of numerous studies. The
iconic case is Henry Ford’s assembly line, which became standard in auto-
mobile plants all over the world. The advent of digital technology, how-
ever, represents a major and distinct break from earlier generations of
machine technology. Crucially for my argument in this chapter, employ-
ees using information technology in modern work situations are largely
responsible for the pace and rhythm of production.

This chapter will consider the temporal implications of ICT for men
and women workers and ask whether the explosion in their use is to
blame for our feelings of time pressure. Associated questions to explore
are whether the stress of modern working life is attributable to the con-
stant digital chatter that envelops us and the tendency for working time
to colonize personal, family, and leisure time. More profoundly, are the
temporal rhythms of work speeding up or assuming a radically different
character?

Positive and negative outcomes are commonly associated with the
anytime/anywhere connectedness of multiple devices, such as flexibility,
mobility and enhanced work-life balance, along with the increasing pace
of work. However, the received wisdom is that the pervasiveness of ICTs
is intensifying work and fragmenting the workday, as well as extending
work’s reach.! I will take issue with this, arguing instead that work prac-
tices are being reshaped as employees negotiate the constant connec-
tivity intrinsic to their work. In doing so, I will expose as simplistic the
notion of the technologically tethered worker with no control over their
own time. It fails to convey the complex entanglement of contemporary
work practices, working time, and the materiality of technical artifacts.

This leads me, in the concluding section, to consider the relationship
between time, technology, and the meaning of work for identity. I will ex-
amine whether the wider socioeconomic conditions of work, rather than
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the technologies themselves, are producing acceleration—in particular,
whether changes in the nature of careers and organizational cultures are
contributing to feelings of anxiety about speed. The disruption of lin-
ear time as it was lived according to the standard narrative of long-term,
stable employment also crucially affects our perceptions of the pace of
work.

Looking Back in Order to Look Forward

Where better to start than with some history, including my own? It was
as a student of industrial sociology in the 1970s that I first became inter-
ested in the relationship between technology and the speed of work. As I
outlined in chapter 2, historians of the Industrial Revolution have written
about the importance of clock time in disciplining labor and increasing
productivity in early manufacturing. The emergence of the automated
car assembly line was the culmination of this drive to apply technology
to intensify the rate of work. Henry Ford’s renowned innovation built on
the organizational principles of scientific management. Taylorism in-
creased productivity by breaking down the labor process into component
motions and work tasks, according to rigorous standards of time and
motion study. Incorporating these principles, Fordism achieved dramatic
gains in productivity by flowing the work to a stationary worker. The effi-
ciency of this system of mass production was based on the subordination
of workers to the momentum of the machine.

An avid participant in what became known as the labor process debate,
I learned that technology is central to the control of work in a capitalist
economy. In particular, this literature provoked my interest in the design
of technology, and its influence is especially evident in the first edition
of The Social Shaping of Technology? Rather than conceiving of technology
as an autonomous force determining the organization of work, I argued
that technology is itself crucially affected by the antagonistic class rela-
tions of production. While this perspective was reductionist in its own
way, seeing technology as a tool of management, it did direct attention
to the social relations of technology.*

Forensic studies of the evolution of technologies revealed that pat-
terns of power and cultural values shape the actual processes of tech-
nological development. For example, David Noble’s famous study of the
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automation of machine tools showed that automation did not have to
proceed in the way it did; rather, the form of automation was the result of
deliberate selection. Industrial innovation is, then, a product of a histori-
cally specific activity carried out by social groups for particular purposes:
“behind the technology that affects social relations lie the very same
social relations.”® In other words, technical choices are simultaneously
social through and through.

Moreover, Noble stressed that there were many different levels of so-
cial determination of technology. While management’s demand for con-
trol over workers was critical, so was the role of the military, as well as the
ideology and interests of engineers. Importantly, he argued that “engi-
neering rationality” takes the view that the most efficient production
process is the most automated. This impulse, to eliminate the human
element from production because it is the potential source of “human
error,” still prevails.

In brief, the social shaping approach was concerned with emphasizing
that politics and negotiation are the key processes through which techni-
cal possibilities are, or are not, put into practice. That is, the technologies
of production we have are in some sense a reflection of the social rela-
tions of production. Our technological infrastructure and the material
configuration of specific devices create more or less favorable conditions
for job autonomy, control over effort, and the parameters of working
time.

It is worth recalling, however, that this focus on design does not imply
that the makers or marketers of a technology can reliably predict its final
use. According to the textbook model, innovation is an activity restricted
to engineers and computer scientists and, thereafter, technologies are
autonomous and permanently fixed. In reality, studies have repeatedly
shown that the way people adopt technologies is not necessarily in line
with their intended usage® Nor are the affordances of technologies uti-
lized in the same way by all users. Treating technologies as sociomaterial
practices allows us to see that long after machines leave the industrial
laboratory, their formation is still taking place. Technological change is
thus a thoroughly contingent and heterogeneous process. There is noth-
ing inevitable about the ways technologies evolve and are used in daily
temporal practices.
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This point is particularly salient in relation to digital devices. The
mobile phone and the personal computer are inherently more flexible
than older, industrial technologies. While the utility of a machine tool is
limited, a smartphone, for example, combines a phone, text messaging,
e-mail, a web browser, camera, and a video recorder—and, importantly, it
is all these things at once. So the device is not just one thing, it is what
people make of it and how it connects to the existing social dynamics of
work. In other words, we need to examine how users interact with ICTs
in particular organizational contexts. So when I talk about how ICTs are
changing the temporal rhythms of work, I always mean ICTs as they are
embedded in social institutions, with preexisting conventions, cultures,
norms, and objectives.

The Networked Worker

There is no denying that computerization has dramatically transformed
work, arguably as radically as the industrial revolution did. While the shift
to a postindustrial knowledge economy is often overstated, the effect of
information technology on the structure of employment and the nature
of jobs has been immense. The rise of service and administrative sectors
means that our old paradigm of the technology of production, based on
an age in which manufacturing dominated, is no longer adequate.

One indicator of this is the spectacular growth of ICT spending in
corporate America since the 1970s, which has outpaced other types of
equipment expenditures, even after taking into account a growing work-
force and the declining price of computer hardware and software. For
instance, the nominal annual US corporate IT investment from 1970 to
2008 increased from about $5 billion to almost $350 billion. Overall IT
investment rose exponentially in the United States, from about $100
per employee in 1970 to $3,000 in 2008. During the first decade of the
twenty-first century, American industries became 5.5 times more ICT in-
tensive than they had been in 1995’

Interestingly, economists disagree about the extent to which this vast
expenditure has led to productivity growth. Robert Gordon, for example,
argues that the inventions of the period 1870-1900, including electricity,
running water, and the motor car, resulted in far greater productivity
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gains than the Internet, the web, and e-commerce combined.? This issue
is difficult to resolve, as it is well nigh impossible to disentangle produc-
tivity measures from the massive organizational changes wrought by
information technology. As Manuel Castells stresses, new information
technology is redefining workers, work processes, employment, and oc-
cupational structures, and the forms of this transformation have been
the result of the “interaction between technological change, the institu-
tional environment, and the evolution of relationships between capital
and labor in each specific social context.”®

A comparative overview of the impact of the informational paradigm
on economic activity and levels of employment in different countries
is provided by Castells, so I need not repeat that here!® The important
point to note is that while the relationship between technology and the
quantity and quality of jobs is complex, the general trend is toward an
increasing divergence between work patterns and between workers. On
the one hand, there has been a large rise in highly educated managerial,
professional, and technical occupations and, on the other, a growth in
low-end, unskilled, service jobs. In the Anglo American context, this has
been described in terms of the dual growth of good Macjobs (such as
professions in computing and information technology) and bad McJobs
(work in fast food, retail, and personal services)." While high-end jobs are
characterized by enhanced autonomy, low-end jobs are increasingly pre-
carious (part time, temporary, and fixed term). The tendency for flexible
working patterns cuts across these divisions but has very different conse-
quences depending on the sector and type of job.

Overall, the rapid diffusion of ICTs into workplaces has fundamen-
tally altered how work is performed. Indeed, the Pew Internet survey de-
scribes most working Americans as “networked workers” because they
use all three basic tools of the information age: the Internet, e-mail, and
the cell phone* The trend is striking. In its first survey in March 2000,
Pew found that 37 percent of full-time workers and 18 percent of part-
time workers had Internet access at work. By mid-2011, this had grown
to 76 percent of full-time workers and 52 percent of part time workers
who use the Internet on the job. Sixty percent of workers use the Inter-
net every day at work, while only a quarter say they never use computers.
Almost all workers (87 percent) who have e-mail at work check their work
e-mail at least daily. Half check their e-mails several times an hour, with
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just over one-third checking constantly. In addition, most workers have a
mobile phone, and texting colleagues is common.

Since the survey was completed, the purchase of smartphones, tablets,
and laptops has soared and people are spending more and more time on-
line. The mean amount of active Internet use at work has doubled from
4.6 hours per week in 2001 to 9.2 hours in 2010.*®* This means that those
who have Internet access at work are spending the equivalent of an en-
tire workday per week online. Such estimates are notoriously difficult to
make, as computers are on all day and are increasingly integrated into the
work environment. It is also hard to get an accurate picture of what pre-
cisely the Internet is being used for. The Networked Workers survey found
that, while at work, 22 percent of workers shop online, 15 percent watch
videos, and 10 percent use online social or professional networking sites,
while 3 percent play games. News consumption has also moved online
and into the workplace as has pornography* The workplace use of ICTs is
by no means confined to work purposes, and for some provides access to
forms of relaxation at work.

What the data clearly show is that the frequency and type of tech-
nology usage at work varies significantly with different kinds of jobs.
Nearly three out of four professionals and managers use the Internet at
work, either constantly or several times a day. About half of clerical, office,
and sales workers also use the Internet at work at least several times a day.
Daily Internet use is much lower in other job categories. These patterns
hold for cell phone use with one central difference. Workers in skilled
trades (for example, electricians) have relatively high rates of work-only
cell phone use, compared to the proportion of skilled trades people that
report daily Internet use.

The enormous variation in ICT usage across different occupations and
industries, even within North America and Europe, makes it impossible
to generalize. It is not my aim to present an overview of all the different
worlds of work with ICTs. Rather, I want to focus on the central claims
that are made about the impact of ICTs on the working patterns of highly
networked workers: the intensification of work and the extension of
work beyond the workplace (discussed in chapter 6).

Large-scale surveys like Pew typically report that such employees ex-
press mixed views about the impact of technology on their work lives. On
the one hand, they cite the benefits of increased connectivity and flexi-
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bility that the Internet and all their various gadgets afford them at work.
On the other hand, many say these tools have added stress and new de-
mands to their lives. Curiously, few workers feel as though e-mail alone
has increased the total amount of time they spend working." In fact, most
studies measure work “demands,” not work hours, and therefore the con-
nection between ICTs and longer work hours has not been established .’
Perhaps the time pressure we associate with ICTs, then, has as much to
do with changes in the quality of working time, that is, an increase in the
tempo or intensity of work, requiring us to work harder or faster. There
are lots of ways we could think about this aspect of time pressure. The
most interesting angle, in my view, is to explore three related aspects of
work intensification: the pace of work, interruptions, and multitasking.

ICTs and the Pace of Work: Too Much Too Quickly?

Few American researchers have explored the impact of digital technology
on work pacing” However, for many years the British economist Francis
Green has argued that the diffusion of ICTs is correlated with an increase
in work effort, that is, a rise in “the proportion of effective labor per-
formed for each hour of work.”*®

This is evident in the finding of a British employment survey that the
number of workers who report “frequently working at very high speeds
or to tight deadlines” has risen to record highs!'® This is especially the
case in workplaces where ICTs have recently been introduced. The report
notes that the drivers of this intensification of work effort include man-
agement’s ability to monitor the flow of work, employees’ engagement
with the new technology, and the heightened competitiveness brought
on by the severity of the recession. While it is difficult to separate out
the interconnected causes of rising effort levels, it is clear that ICTs in-
crease management’s ability to track workflows and improve coordina-
tion and monitoring of employees’ performance, especially when staff
are away from the office. Using ICTs, documents can be sent and received
on the move while the flow of work is observed and maintained. There-
fore, schedules can be altered at short notice, improving the microcoordi-
nation of tasks. Such flexibility encourages discretion, allowing an iden-
tification with project tasks rather than conformity with regulations,
resulting in greater employee engagement. Green thus believes that the
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intensification of work is the result of managerial practices facilitated by
technology and is not some pure effect of the devices themselves.*

The extent to which employees have discretion and control over the
pace with which they accomplish tasks is key to feelings of time pressure.
My own Australian study on the impact of mobile phones at work con-
curs with Green that ICTs have intensified work effort.* Especially for the
men in my sample, using a mobile phone frequently while at work is sig-
nificantly associated with both time pressure and other subjective indi-
cators of work intensification. Frequently working under stress, working
at speed to tight deadlines and time pressure are significantly correlated.
However, does this mean that the mobile phone causes greater time pres-
sure and stress? Or do those with stressful jobs who are under more in-
tense time pressure use their mobile phones more often?

I concluded that it is not possible to determine the causal direction of
the association. Workers are likely to experience more work, at an intense
pace, under greater time pressure with more stress and heavier use of the
mobile phone, as a single package. In other words, we need to be wary of
making facile assumptions about the relationship between acceleration
of the pace of work and ICTs.

Nowhere is this more the case than in discussions of information
overload. Over the last decade, the increasing volume of e-mail has been
talked about as a major source of stress. Countless management gurus
advise us on how to take control and overcome the tyranny of our addic-
tion to constantly checking e-mails. The legendary tale has Intel’s chief
executive Paul Otellini instituting “no e-mail days” after criticizing his
employees “who sit two cubicles apart sending an e-mail rather than get
up and talk.”?* He did this out of conviction that more direct communica-
tion would boost productivity. Designed to be a speedy and time-saving
technology, e-mail appears to have bogged us down in endless time-
consuming exchanges. So is e-mail the main culprit?

Few studies directly measure if, and how, e-mail overload contrib-
utes to the stress people experience. Typically, researchers infer stress by
arguing that e-mail increases working hours. So the findings of an ex-
ceptional case study of knowledge workers in a high-technology firm are
particularly striking.*® That study found that people blame e-mail for the
stress they experience, regardless of the amount of time they work and
the fact that other communication activities also exacerbate their work-
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load and the stress they feel. In other words, e-mail is not just a source
but also a cultural symbol of overload people experience in their lives.
Moreover, the authors argue, “by serving as a symbol, e-mail distracted
people from recognizing other sources of overload in their work lives.”
Let me elaborate.

The study set out to untangle the contradictory findings that e-mail
is a growing source of stress while, at the same time, it enables people
to gain control over their work and reduce overload, thereby reducing
stress. So why do workers attribute their stress exclusively to e-mail?

The answer lies in a sociomaterial approach that recognizes social
processes “as important as—if not more important than—a technology’s
material properties for shaping its use and consequences.”?* Accordingly,
and in close affinity with my own method, the authors examined the fol-
lowing: how e-mail’s material properties interact with the anxieties that
e-mail evokes, the norms that govern its use, and the temporal distribu-
tion of communicative acts over the course of a day.

Nearly half of the knowledge workers (engineers, technical writers,
marketing personnel) associated e-mail with a loss of control, in that
they feared falling behind and missing important information. Using e-
mail eased their anxieties and allowed them to feel as if they were in con-
trol. Interestingly, the more time spent on e-mail, the more overloaded
they felt, but the more messages they dealt with, the more they felt they
could cope.

However, the speed of response was critical. Although e-mail’s asyn-
chrony, or time-shifting property, should allow recipients to respond at
a time convenient for them, in fact most employees use e-mail in ways
that promote rapid response. This reflects a shared norm of responsiveness.
Those who answered e-mail quickly were revered, while other employees
described sanctioning processes that were enforced when coworkers did
not adhere to this organizational norm.

Finally, the authors argue that the flow of daily communications also
matters. When people spend significant parts of the day in other activi-
ties, e-mail builds up and becomes figural just as the workday is about
to draw to a close. As a result, rather than complaining about how much
time teleconferences and meetings consumed, interviewees focused on
the inbox as the salient source of overload. E-mail provides a “culturally
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sanctioned rhetoric of complaint about overload as well as a tangible
ritual for regaining control: to cope with overload, trim your inbox.”*

It is the sociomaterial distinctiveness of e-mail that explains why it is
a symbol of overload. Because e-mail functions to temporally decouple
responses from messages sent, time away from continuous processing re-
sults in a build-up in the inbox. In order to maintain control, given the
obligation to answer quickly, workers extended their workday. Their ex-
perience of meetings, teleconferences, and phone calls was vastly differ-
ent. Because these activities are synchronous, requiring copresence for
communication, they left no material reminder of unaccomplished work.

In sum, e-mail is singled out as a symbol of stress because of this en-
tanglement of material, social, and quasimaterial factors surrounding its
use. The authors conclude that the focus on e-mail masks the real causes
of overload: new demands of work that crowd days and create unrealistic
expectations about response time.

This study rightly interprets the temporal significance of e-mail as
not simply due to the speed of data transmission, which conventional
accounts would have us believe. Focusing on only one type of ICT, how-
ever, has its limitations. There is mounting evidence that people are more
and more using a variety of simultaneous modes, being perpetually avail-
able via multimodal connectivity. Therefore, it is important to investigate
the extent to which the resulting constant interruptions that fragment
working time lead to harriedness.

Rethinking Interruptions at Work

Sylvia Ann Hewlett is known for her articles in places like Harvard Busi-
ness Review on what she terms “extreme jobs,”—seventy-plus hour work-
weeks.?® She identifies six main “stressors” that cause exhaustion and
burnout among people who work these long hours: rigidity combined
with unpredictability, fast pace and tight deadlines, availability 24/7,
constant travel, and work-related events outside regular work hours. But
the sixth and chief stressor is the number of frustrating interruptions to
the working day because of “canny communication devices.” With several
screens on a worker’s desk, she says, an average of three minutes’ atten-
tion is given to any single task without interruption. This scrambling and
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jarring of attention kills any hope of serenity, and, at the end of the day,
there’s usually a commute back to a domestic life of multitasking home
and children.

There is a growing literature on the subject of interruptions by man-
agement and information systems scholars. This writing views interrup-
tions as disruptive and negative, raising concerns about lowered produc-
tivity and time use. Defined as “a synchronous interaction which was not
initiated by the subject, was unscheduled and resulted in the recipient
discontinuing their current activity,” interruptions are treated as single,
isolated events that need to be managed.” Studies in this vein typically
quantify them in order to evaluate the cognitive cost of interruptions
and fragmented work. Research is then directed toward improving the
design of technological interfaces, such as e-mail filtering software, in
order to assist employees.

There are a number of problems with this mechanistic approach. First,
there is an underlying assumption that interruptions divert employees’
attention away from their “real” work. Accordingly, interruptions should
be either minimized or, at the very least, the impact of them minimized.
Second, employees are largely viewed as passive in the face of these inter-
ruptions. Their only response is to attend to the call for their attention.
In sum, ICTs are viewed as exogenous, and distinct from the normal day-
to-day operation of organizations.

By contrast, I treat technology as integral to doing work: organizational
practices are mutually shaped with machines?® Such human-machine
interactions crucially depend on the locally contingent meanings that
people attribute to them and, therefore, the way workers interpret these
“interruptions” from multimodal media is key. Knowledge workers now
inhabit an environment where ICTs are ubiquitous, presenting simulta-
neous, multiple and ever-present calls on their attention. These medi-
ated interactions can no longer be only framed as sources of constant
interruptions that fragment and squeeze time.

This became apparent to me in the course of my own study, which
is therefore worth expounding at some length. The research was carried
out over a number of years, and it convinced me that the nature of knowl-
edge work itself is changing as workers navigate the media-rich ecology
of contemporary office life. As there is still a dearth of empirical research
on these issues, I will report on my findings here.
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Table 1. Frequency and duration of work episodes

Mean Mean Mean total

number of duration of time spent
Episode duration, episodes Share of each episode, per day, in
in minutes per day episodes, % in minutes minutes
10 or less 79.1 90.4 2.9 229.7
11to 30 6.3 7.2 16.9 106.8
31 to 60 1.7 1.9 44.1 73.5
Greater than 60 0.4 0.5 86.1 38.3

All episodes 87.6 100.0 5.1 448.3*

*This is equal to the mean total work time of approximately 7.5 hours.

Wanting to explore how work is being organized in and with the full
range of ICTs, I collected detailed data on a group of knowledge workers
in a multinational telecommunications company?® The fieldwork took
place in the Sydney headquarters, a purpose-built campus colocated with
a major university. Designed to facilitate informal interactions between
staff of diverse roles and seniority, offices are open plan with partitions
delineating workspaces of one to four employees. When standing in their
work area, an employee typically has between twenty and a hundred
workers in view.

The study involved shadowing participants at work and recording all
episodes of work activity: their nature, location, duration, and the type of
technology used. Interruptions were defined as the reason why the per-
son changed their work episode, whether in response to an e-mail alert,
phone call, or someone visiting a worker’s desk. Changes in work episodes
that were not directly attributable to an outside stimulus are referred to
as self-initiated.

So how is multimodal connectivity affecting temporal practices at
work? Let us begin by examining the extent to which workdays are frag-
mented and the nature of the activities carried out in these work epi-
sodes. A work episode refers to any of the various activities in which a
worker participates: taking part in meetings, talking on the telephone,
attending to e-mails on their computer, preparing a Microsoft Excel
spreadsheet or getting a cup of coffee.

As table 1 shows, workdays are made up of a large number of work
episodes—an average of eighty-eight per day—and the vast majority of
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Table 2. Frequency and duration of communication and other activities

Mean number Mean duration Mean total
of episodes of each episode, time spent per
Communication activities per day in minutes day, in minutes
Direct, nonmediated 23.2 6.8 158.7
Face-to-face 20.4 4.4 90.7
Meetings 2.8 24.5 67.9
Mediated 371 4.7 172.8
Voice call via landline telephone 12.9 5.1 66.0
Voice call via mobile device 4.9 3.3 16.1
E-mail via computer 16.9 5.1 85.8
E-mail via mobile device 2.3 2.1 4.9
Other activities
E.g., report writing, tidying desk 27.3 4.3 116.8

these (90 percent) last for ten minutes or less. The average duration of
work episodes is just under three minutes. Indeed, half of the workday is
spent on work activities that last for ten minutes or less. The lack of sus-
tained time knowledge workers spend on a particular work episode fits
with common perceptions of fast-paced or intense work.

But what role do digital technologies play in these frequent changes
in activity? Before attributing any role to ICTs for these interrupted work
patterns, let us take a closer look at the nature of the work episodes and
how ICTs are actually being used.

To my surprise, workers spend most of their time at work (about five
and a half hours) engaged in communication activities (see table 2).
However, when divided into direct, face-to-face communications and
mediated communications (e-mail, telephone calls), over half of it is
technologically mediated. While face-to face communication is still very
important, ICTs are now integral to the way knowledge workers carry out
their work roles. Strikingly, all forms of mediated communication are
short, on average lasting less than five minutes.

ICT usage seems synonymous with short work episodes that fragment
workers’ workdays. The widespread perception is that technologies are
the cause of these short work episodes, as mediated communications
interrupt work on a particular task. Contrary to my expectations, I found
that these technologies are a minor reason why people frequently change
work activities during a workday. By contrast, face-to-face interruptions
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from other colleagues in the open-plan office take place an average of
twelve times per day. But by far the greatest initiator of distinct work epi-
sodes are workers themselves—being the reason for change an average of
sixty-five times per workday.*®

What can one conclude from this? One interpretation is that workers
are exerting control over their media-saturated environment and, indeed,
taking advantage of ICTs to manage their availability. This runs counter
to the common perception that ICTs dictate people’s workdays. But in
order to get a more nuanced picture, we need to situate workers’ relation-
ships with ICTs within the everyday work practices of their organization.

Fragmented workdays are not a new phenomenon. They were identi-
fied as a key aspect of managerial work in the 197053 What is new is the
extent to which attending to mediated communications has become a
normal and essential part of work. Knowledge work today is largely or-
ganized through mediated communication modes, as information and
instructions are delivered via the various devices and applications in
workers’ communications repertoire. Given this, the common view that
workers experience mediated communications as interruptions to their
real work is a misnomer.

Indeed, the participants in my study do not perceive incoming me-
diated communication as a negative distraction. In many cases it was
positive in the sense that the communications informed workers of their
tasks for the day and of the progress of matters with which they dealt.
When asked, both senior and middle managers typically expressed the
view that interruptions actually constituted part of the workflow and
were regarded as normal business rather than as disruptive. Rather than
being distractions, then, interactions via technologies are an essential
part of knowledge work.

Moreover, the capacity of ICTs to store messages electronically in their
material memory means that constant connectivity does not inevitably
mean constant interruptions. The asynchronous, time-shifting proper-
ties of ICTs allow workers greater input into how they respond to con-
temporaneous messages. They engage in an ongoing process of judging
an appropriate level of availability, reviewing incoming information, as-
sessing the priority of this information with respect to other tasks they
are dealing with, and reordering and rescheduling their work activities.
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Guiding this process is a complex interplay between the material afford-
ances of the devices, workplace norms, and the decisions workers make
as they perform their respective organizational roles.

In the organization I studied, for example, a hierarchy had devel-
oped that reflected the level of importance ascribed to different modes
of communication. E-mail indicated that the communication was not
urgent, while a landline telephone call might be more important. How-
ever, the use of a mobile device—Dbe it for text messaging or voice com-
munication—signified that the matter was very important and that the
recipient needed to be available for that communication. Managers said
that if a prompt response was required, then they would expect to receive
a text or mobile phone call. Similarly, a call on a landline would not be re-
garded with the same urgency as a call on the mobile, in which the caller
is identified on screen.

Depending on the mode of transmission, then, some electronic alerts
are responded to immediately, while others are ignored, at least tempo-
rarily. How much control workers exert in the way they respond to these
communications is critical and this, in turn, depends on the corporate
culture. Interviewees reported that the high value placed on keeping on
top of ever-changing priorities in their dynamic company meant that
new work issues arise frequently and need to be dealt with quickly. This
often requires the reordering and rescheduling of work tasks. Rather than
simply responding to new or stored messages, workers stay connected in
order to monitor work developments. The ways in which they interpret
and behave with ICTs, therefore, can only be understood in their concrete
and practical application in the organizational context.

I have reported at length on my study for the light it sheds on the
relationship between interruptions, multimodal connectivity, and frag-
mented, pressured time. Although workdays largely consist of short work
episodes, many involving mediated communication, this does not mean
that the rhythm of work is set by the pace of machines. ICT-based prac-
tices do not ineluctably promote intensification by generating inter-
ruptions. My finding, that knowledge workers initiate the majority of
changes in their work activity themselves, indicates that they are actively
negotiating a whole new communication repertoire and deploying them
as everyday tools.

102



WORKING WITH CONSTANT CONNECTIVITY

In other words, the relationship between technology, pace, and con-
nection is much more rich and complex than previous studies have
shown. ICTs actually have an ambiguous relationship to the pace of work
flow, both impeding and propelling, depending on a variety of local,
human/machine contingencies.

I was intrigued to read a study of heavy BlackBerry users that high-
lights what the authors term the “autonomy paradox.”* The corporate
lawyers, venture capitalists, and investment bankers interviewed over-
whelmingly regard “anytime, anywhere” mobile e-mail as enhancing
their flexibility, control, and competence as professional workers. Yet, this
same pattern of compulsive connectivity also heightens expectations of
availability and responsiveness, reducing their personal downtime and
increasing stress. The authors explain this paradox—that mobile e-mail
both increases and diminishes professionals’ autonomy—in terms of the
unintended consequences of collective use. While individuals derive sub-
stantial benefits from their mobiles, monitoring and controlling the tim-
ing and location of work, the shared practice of continual connectivity
fosters expectations of accessibility, escalating engagement with work at
all hours of the day and night.*®

Consistent with my argument, the authors show how, over time, the
collective trajectory of ICT use shifts norms of how work (in this case,
professional work) is and should be performed: redefining “what it means
and what it takes to be an effective knowledge professional in an era of
ubiquitous, always-on, mobile technologies.”** In contexts where per-
petual availability via multiple gadgets is a significant part of profes-
sional self-esteem, it may well be experienced as a positive attribute.

Judging how digital technologies will be incorporated into work
processes merits continuous inquiry, especially as their very meaning
changes over time as people innovate and modify them in their usage.
For example, e-mail has already become a less urgent, asynchronous way
of communicating, compared to when it was first adopted. Shifting be-
tween synchronous and asynchronous modalities, people are developing
multidimensional time practices, creating new rhythms of work. The
traditional concept of work intensification cannot fully capture this dy-
namic coconstruction of ICTs and the temporalities of work.
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Multitasking

ICT usage is deeply woven into the texture of workplace culture. One re-
lated feature of this new work pattern, which I did not explore in my
own study, is the increasing likelihood of performing activities contem-
poraneously. Multitasking is the final aspect of work intensification that
I want to consider here.

As I outlined in the previous chapter, time pressure can take a variety
of forms, depending on which aspect of temporality is being squeezed.
In addition to the volume of time available and the problem of temporal
coordination, I introduced the concept of temporal density. This describes
the experiences of juggling and multitasking, that is, the distribution of
certain practices within temporal rhythms that create a sense of inten-
sity in their conduct. I discussed temporal density in the context of the
time-use literature that charts how working parents, especially mothers,
juggle their paid work and domestic tasks. We saw significant growth
in parents combining leisure with child care and I speculated that this
might affect the distinctive quality of leisure time.

Research on multitasking with digital technologies is in its infancy.
High levels of multitasking at work, however, are directly linked to ICT
use.®® Multitasking is seen as an efficient way of dealing with interrup-
tions, integrating them into workflow and thus saving time. For example,
using e-mail while teleconferencing or attending a lecture has become
commonplace. It is justified on the basis that people are able to pay atten-
tion to any number of tasks simultaneously.

But several studies indicate that multitasking may actually impair
performance. Ironically, “heavy” media multitaskers are more susceptible
to distractions and perform worse on cognitive tasks than “light” multi-
taskers.*® So increasing one’s amount of ICT-based multitasking does not
improve ability to master it. In general, the literature on multitasking
points to negative outcomes: reduced cognition or performance (even
among “digital natives”) or rising work-related strain. Psychologists con-
firm that humans are incapable of giving their full attention to two tasks
simultaneously” What people actually do is switch their attention from
one task or platform to the next, and such task switching leads to a host
of issues, including attention difficulties, poor decision making, and in-

formation overload.
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Nevertheless, it may be that all multitasking is not of the same kind, as
all tasks do not require the same level of attention. Certainly Lee Rainie
and Barry Wellman are sanguine about this, remarking that thriving net-
worked individuals have “multitasking literacy: the ability to do several
things (almost) at once.”*® They deal with multiple inputs from family,
friends, work and institutions, via multiple devices, “without fuss.” The
authors dismiss skeptics by noting that driving a car requires precisely
such skills. Clearly they are not worried by the reports that talking on a
mobile phone while driving is associated with more accidents!

The notion of multitasking brings to mind the well-known distinc-
tion between monochronic time, in which events are scheduled as dis-
crete, separate items, and polychronic time, in which several things are
done simultaneously. This distinction has been much discussed by an-
thropologists in exploring cultural differences in perceptions of time.
Edward Hall argues that the dominant time culture of the United States
and Northern Europe is monochronic, and that the contemporary work-
place is organized according to this “one thing at a time” assumption.
Polychronic time, however, takes over in the home, “particularly the most
traditional home in which women are the core around which everything
revolves.” Hall even argues that, like oil and water, the two systems do not
mix, and that at the “pre-conscious level” monochronic time is male time
and “polychronic time” is female time, and women therefore find it hard
to conform to the alien time culture of work*

The gender dualism implied by such dichotomies has been the sub-
ject of much feminist critique. Even cognitive psychologists who seek out
such differences have failed to find conclusive evidence that a gender-
based predisposition to polychronicity exists at all.** It would be surpris-
ing if it did, as these same psychologists confirm that (male-dominated)
managerial and executive work are quintessentially polychronic, com-
pared with nonmanagerial work. Dichotomies aside, the idea that many
temporalities coexist and that the human experience of time is not uni-
form is key to my thesis. One only has to think of the linear temporal
logic of capitalist production exemplified by scientific management,
compared to the relational time involved in the physical and emotional
care of others.

Moreover, we should be wary of assuming that any one particular time
orientation is superior to another. On the basis of an extensive review of
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the effectiveness of polychronicity in organizations, Allen Bluedorn con-
cludes that stress-related findings are mixed and that sometimes mono-
chronic behavior patterns are best, sometimes polychronic.** Although
these organizational studies do not specifically examine the effects of
ICTs, they point to the contingent nature of these temporal strategies for
individuals and groups.

Bluedorn thus questions the common notion that polychronic life
strategies lead to negative health outcomes. Many studies show that the
density of social networks is related to positive health outcomes. The
introduction of ICTs that facilitate this kind of relational multitasking
is likely to be positive for well-being. For example, Noelle Chesley docu-
ments a positive association between personal forms of ICT use and
higher ratings of “feeling effective at work.”** This is particularly the case
with cell phones, and it may be that people already in demanding jobs
use cell phones to coordinate and reschedule personal tasks to accommo-
date work, a subject I will explore in the following chapter.

What is clear from these studies is that the personal context in which
multitasking takes place is of the utmost importance. Studies of multi-
tasking that do not involve ICTs, which are much more common, con-
firm this. Multitasking has become pervasive because of the increased
demands at work and at home, and mothers, more than fathers, gener-
ally experience multitasking as negative and stressful. Shira Offer and
Barbara Schneider found that for both mothers and fathers in dual-
earner families, multitasking can be a positive experience when in the
company of other family members, like a spouse or child.** By contrast,
for both, multitasking at work, although associated with an increased
sense of productivity, is generally perceived as a negative experience.

Multitasking as a time-management strategy is, then, a common fea-
ture of dual-earner family members’ busy lives. However its usefulness as
a concept is hard to gauge. At the very least, it should be distinguished
from polychronicity, as the term multitasking implies that performing
multiple activities increases productivity, that is a form of work inten-
sification. But the idea does focus attention on the quality of temporal
density, and this, rather than the amount of time, per se, is consequential
for perceptions of time pressure.

Neither interruptions nor multitasking are new and both long predate
the introduction of digital technologies. It is too easy to presume that
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extensive use of ICTs is the primary cause of time pressure rather than a
symptom of structural changes in the conditions of work. The lesson of
the above studies is precisely that whether multitasking contributes to or
alleviates time pressure depends on the broader social context in which it
occurs. And so I would like to conclude on this theme.

Conclusion

The dramatic restructuring of workplaces in the face of economic forces
and heightened global competition has meant that there is often more
work to do, with fewer people to do it. Networked workers’ jobs have also
become more complex and demanding as they are continually required
to update their skills to keep up with the latest technology. ICTs increase
the speed and ease with which information can be gathered, processed,
analyzed, and shared, fostering a higher volume of mediated communi-
cations. In combination with a cultural norm of speedy responsiveness,
the pace of work quickens. At the same time, as new technologies become
routinized, we are seeing the emergence of radically different temporal
rhythms and modes of working.

Working practices are always inscribed in the dense materiality of
the sociotechnical infrastructure. Today information networks “shape
not only the work routines, but also the ways people look at practices,
consider them ‘natural’ and give them their overarching character of
necessity. Infrastructure becomes an essential factor shaping the taken-
for-grantedness of organizational practices.”** This does not mean that
ICTs have effects independent of human actors. Information technolo-
gies that augment management control and extend the reach of surveil-
lance also reconfigure the ways in which work is performed, and generate
new economic and social arrangements. Indeed, digital technologies are
uniquely malleable and open to modification and interpretation by users.
An STS lens directs our attention to the complexities and contingencies
of technological developments. In doing so, it immediately casts doubt
on the determinist view that ICTs, per se, are driving the intensification
of work.

That networked workers’ everyday experience of these technologies is
riddled with contradictions is hardly surprising. On the one hand, ICTs
are a source of personal autonomy and flexibility, enhancing control over
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one’s availability. On the other hand, in downsized, high-pressure work-
places, these same tools add stress and escalate collective expectations of
constant communication and engagement with work. Paradoxically, the
more intense pressure people feel, the more they deploy digital devices in
order to save time.

The profound ambivalence that people feel is all the more under-
standable given the fundamental transformation that we are witnessing
in the nature of capitalism, work, and the labor market. Sociologists like
Ulrich Beck and Anthony Giddens have written extensively about the ac-
celerated pace of social change in late modern societies. They empha-
size the sharp decline in both the power and legitimacy of authoritative
norms and institutions and the increasing uncertainty of all social ar-
rangements. Both connect the sea change in how employees understand
themselves and their work to these developments. However, it is Richard
Sennett who most compellingly portrays the “short-term” temporal hori-
zons that are the hallmark of the contemporary work experience.

In The Corrosion of Character: The Personal Consequences of Work in the
New Capitalism, Sennett argues that the loss of the “long term” in the
new capitalism is producing a crisis of character.*® In the old industrial
economy, the possibility of sustained, predictable, usually lifetime en-
gagement with a workplace was the bedrock of people’s identities—their
“character.” Work provided status, dignity, and the opportunity for self-
development. With its principle of “no long term,” however, the new, flex-
ible capitalism has torn away the basis for the formation of sustaining
identities, resulting in a growing malaise as people search in vain for a
place to anchor a meaning for their lives. Modern work is fragmented,
insecure, stressful, and unpredictable. Without the guarantees of lifetime
employment and a steady-state career trajectory, workers have little in-
centive to be loyal to or trusting of their bosses, coworkers and corporate
employers. Sennett diagnoses an increasingly lost workforce, unable to
build the social relationships that lie at the heart of a fully developed,
sustaining social identity.

Although this linear, predominantly male biography was never as
standard as Sennett claims, it is true that the old contract between work
and time has broken down.*® The historical trend of salaried work and
socialized production has stalled. Occupations that extend over the
whole of a work life are rare, and job tenure is shorter than it was a gen-
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eration ago. Sennett’s account resonates strongly with those employed
in professional and managerial jobs who have seen secure bureaucratic
careers erode and the shift of market risks and responsibilities onto indi-
viduals themselves. Emblematic of this truncation of time spans is the
spread of performance management systems, which audit individuals on
current performance, without regard to a person’s history of effort. Such
seismic shifts in the wider culture inform our overall sense that time is
telescoping.

This chapter has focused on how information and communication
technologies affect time while people are at work. However, one of the
main claims about the impact of ICTs is their propensity to extend work
into times and spaces traditionally work-free. The Pew survey shows that
networked workers use digital devices across social domains, including
home, to accomplish work.*” I will examine this claim, the so-called blur-
ring of personal and work time, in detail in chapter 6. But first I want to
consider the impact of technology on domestic work. If the time deficit
is as much to do with the combined demands of work and family life as it
is to do with technological change, then the time spent in housework is a
critical factor in people’s experience of harriedness.
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Chapter Five
Doing Domestic Time

The washing machine has changed the world more than the Internet has.

HA-JOON CHANG, 23 Things They Don't Tell You about Capitalism

Advances in technology have transformed the work that goes on in the
household. Indeed, it is not too much to claim that an industrial revo-
lution occurred in the home, that “the change from the laundry tub to
the washing machine is no less profound than the change from the hand
loom to the power loom.”* As in other spheres, considerable optimism
has attached to the possibility that technology may provide the solution
to time-consuming drudgery.

Many economists and sociologists have argued that it is precisely the
time-saving properties of domestic technologies that freed women to
enter the labor force. For example, Ha-Joon Chang argues that household
appliances, such as the washing machine, have been revolutionary in
that they liberated women from doing tedious housework and led to the
demise of the domestic servant.> While such arguments can tend toward
technological determinism, they are refreshing in attributing signifi-
cance to what are generally regarded as mundane household artifacts.

This chapter will explore the relationship between domestic tech-
nology and the time households allocate to domestic work (leaving ICTs
largely to the next chapter). In particular, I will grapple with the conun-
drum that devices allegedly designed to save labor time fail to do so, and
in some cases actually increase the time needed for the task.
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Household technology has largely been invisible in academic dis-
course about the acceleration society, and this is not unrelated to the in-
visibility of housework. Yet, as we saw in chapter 3, a principal reason for
the perception that life has become more rushed is the rise of dual-earner
households, with work time squeezing the time available for housework
and caring activities. Any discussion of household labor is always at
the same time a discussion of gender roles and relationships. So gen-
der differences in perceptions of time and time pressure will be a theme
throughout this chapter.

I begin by providing some historical background to the mechaniza-
tion of housework, and then consider contemporary arguments about
the impact of technological innovation on the ways in which households
assign time to housework. I will examine the reasons why “time-saving”
domestic technologies, such as washing machines and microwaves, have
been more successful in time shifting than they have been in reducing
the amount of time spent in domestic work. Changed cultural expecta-
tions about parenting, as we have already noted, point to the peripheral
effect of technology. Here, however, my focus is on the related issue of
how domestic activities and artifacts themselves are intertwined with
gender identities. The way in which men and women divide their time
in the home, and the type of housework they do, impacts upon their dif-
fering feelings of harriedness. Finally, I examine the cultural imaginar-
ies around the digital home of the future, showing how they reflect the
mindset of their designers.

The Industrialization of the Home

What was the relationship between the technological developments
in the economy and those in the home? To what extent did new tech-
nologies “industrialize” the home and transform domestic labor? Why,
despite massive technological changes in the home—such as running
water, gas and electric cookers, central heating, washing machines, and
refrigerators—do studies show that household work in the industrialized
countries still accounts for approximately half of the total working time?*

The conventional wisdom is that the forces of technological change
and the growth of the market economy have progressively absorbed
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much of the household’s role in production. The classic formulation of
this position is to be found in Talcott Parsons and Robert Bales’s func-
tionalist sociology of the family.* They argue that industrialization re-
moved many functions from the family system until all that remains
is consumption. For Parsons and Bales, the wife-mother function is the
primary socialization of children and the stabilization of the adult per-
sonality; it thus becomes mainly expressive or psychological, compared
with the instrumental male world of “real” work. More generally, mod-
ern technology is seen as having either eliminated or made less arduous
almost all women’s former household work, thus freeing women to enter
the labor force. To most commentators, the history of housework is the
story of its elimination.

Although it is true that industrialization transformed households, the
major changes in the pattern of household work during this period were
not those that the traditional model predicts. Ruth Schwartz Cowan,
in her celebrated study of the development of household technology
between 1860 and 1960, argues exactly that® For her, the view that the
household has passed from being a unit of production to a unit of con-
sumption, with the attendant assumption that women have nothing left
to do at home, is grossly misleading. Rather, the processes by which the
American home became industrialized were much more complex and
heterogeneous than this.

Cowan provides the following explanations for the failure of the
“industrial revolution in the home” to eliminate household tasks. Mecha-
nization gave rise to a whole range of new tasks which, although not as
physically demanding, were as time-consuming as the jobs they had re-
placed. The loss of servants meant that even middle-class housewives
had to do all the housework themselves. Further, although domestic
technology did raise the productivity of housework, it was accompanied
by rising expectations of the housewife’s role, which generated more do-
mestic work for women. Finally, mechanization has only had a limited
effect on housework because it has taken place within the context of the
privatized, single-family household.

It is important to distinguish between different phases of industri-
alization that involved different technologies. Cowan characterizes
twentieth-century technology as consisting of eight interlocking sys-
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tems: food, clothing, health care, transportation, water, gas, electricity,
and petroleum products. While some technological systems do fit the
model of a shift from production to consumption, others do not.

Food, clothing, and health care systems do fit the “production to con-
sumption” model. By the beginning of the twentieth century, the pur-
chasing of processed foods and readymade clothes instead of home pro-
duction was becoming common. Somewhat later, the health care system
also moved into centralized institutions, and these trends continued
with increasing momentum during the first half of the last century.

The transportation system and its relation to changing consumption
patterns, however, exemplified the shift in the other direction. During
the nineteenth century, household goods were often delivered, mail-
order catalogs were widespread, and most people did not spend much
time buying goods. With the advent of the motor car after the First World
War, all this began to change. By 1930, the automobile had become the
prime mode of transportation in the United States. Delivery services of
all kinds began to disappear and the burden of providing transporta-
tion shifted from the seller to the buyer.® Meanwhile, women gradually
replaced men as the drivers of transport, more and more business con-
verted to the “self-service” concept, and households became increasingly
dependent on housewives to provide the service. The time spent on shop-
ping tasks expanded until today the average time spent is eight hours per
week, the equivalent to an entire working day’

In this way, households moved from the net consumption to the net
production of transportation services, and housewives became the trans-
porters of purchased goods rather than the receivers of them. The pur-
chasing of goods provides a classic example of a task that is generally
either ignored altogether or considered as ‘not work’, in spite of the time,
energy and skill required, and its essential role in the national economy.

The last four technological systems—water, gas, electricity, and pe-
troleum—also reorganized housework, yet their impact was ambiguous.
On the one hand, they radically increased the productivity of housewives.
“Modern technology enabled the American housewife of 1950 to produce
singlehandedly what her counterpart of 1850 needed a staff of three or
four to produce; a middle-class standard of health and cleanliness.”®* On
the other hand, while eliminating much drudgery, modern labor-saving
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devices did not reduce the necessity for time-consuming labor. Thus
there is no simple cause-and-effect relation between the mechanization
of homes and changes in the volume and nature of household work.

Indeed, the disappearance of paid and unpaid servants (unmarried
daughters, maiden aunts, grandparents, and children fall into the latter
category) as household workers, and the imposition of the entire job on
the housewife herself, was arguably the most significant change. The pro-
portion of servants to households in America dropped from one servant
to every fifteen households in 1900 to one to forty-two in 1950.° Most of
this shrinkage took place during the 1920s. The disappearance of domes-
tic servants stimulated the mechanization of homes, which in turn may
have hastened the disappearance of servants.

This change in the structure of the household labor force was accom-
panied by a remodeled ideology of housewifery. In the early years of the
twentieth century, the domestic science movement, the germ theory
of disease and the idea of “scientific motherhood” led to new exacting
standards of housework and child care!® As standards of personal and
household cleanliness rose, the introduction of washing machines, for
example, increased laundering to meet higher expectations of cleanli-
ness. There was a major change in the importance attached to child rear-
ing and mother’s role. The average family had fewer children, but modern
child-centered approaches to parenting involved spending much more
time and effort.

Housework began to be represented as an expression of the house-
wife’s affection for her family. The split between public and private
meant that the home was expected to provide a haven from the alien-
ated, stressful, technological order of the workplace and was expected to
provide entertainment, emotional support, and sexual gratification. The
burden of satisfying these needs fell on the housewife.

With home and housework acquiring heightened emotional signifi-
cance, it became impossible to rationalize household production along
the lines of industrial production. Rather than following Fordist prin-
ciples of large-scale production systems and a cooperative application of
labor, the dominance of single-family residences and the private owner-
ship of correspondingly small-scale amenities is, as Cowan aptly puts it, a
completely irrational use of technology and labor time within the home:
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Several million American women cook supper each night in sev-
eral million separate homes over several million separate stoves—a
specter which should be sufficient to drive any rational technocrat
into the loony bin. . . . Out there in the land of household work
there are small industrial plants which sit idle for the better part
of every working day; there are expensive pieces of highly mecha-
nized equipment which only get used once or twice a month; there
are consumption units which weekly trundle out to their markets
to buy 8 ounces of this nonperishable product and 12 ounces of that

one

This was not inevitable. There were many examples of alternatives, such
as British and American experiments in social housing in the 1930s, with
communal restaurants and laundries!> However, these initiatives foun-
dered and, consequently, domestic technology has been designed for use
in privatized single-family households, requiring individuals to have a
multiplicity of skills.

The relationship between domestic technology and the time spent
on household work provides a good illustration of the general problem
of technological determinism, where technology in itself is said to have
resulted in social changes. The demise of domestic servants, changing
standards of hygiene and child care, the ideology of the housewife’s role,
and the symbolic importance of the home reflect social as much as tech-
nological developments. Indeed, it is impossible to separate out chang-
ing housework practices from concurrent technological innovations.

Gender Specialization of Household Work

Domestic technology, then, has not directly reduced the time spent on
housework. However, the way that men and women relate to technology
may be a significant factor in determining how they spend time at home.
This section will consider whether domestic innovations have had any
effect on the gender specialization of household labor.

As I have already noted, a key factor fueling time pressure is the
growth of the dual-earner family. Although this has been accompanied
by a widespread belief in the value of sharing domestic duties in mod-
ern marriages, in reality, women are particularly harried because of their
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disproportionate load. Although men’s contributions have increased sub-
stantially, women’s labor still accounts for over two-thirds of the total
time devoted to unpaid work.® While the sheer volume of work is bound
to influence feelings of time pressure, so too will the kind of work per-
formed. Here, therefore, I want to look at different types of housework
that men and women undertake and what this means for their experi-
ence of time.

There has been a gradual convergence in gender patterns of domestic
work between the 1960s and the 2000s. This emerges clearly from an ex-
tensive review of cross-national trends covering over twenty countries by
Man Yee Kan, Oriel Sullivan, and Jonathan Gershuny™ They distinguish
between different categories of domestic work as follows: routine house-
work (including daily routine types of housework such as cleaning, doing
the laundry, and cooking), caring for family members (including care for
children and adults), and nonroutine types of household work (such as
shopping, gardening, and household repairs). Their main conclusion is
that gender segregation between the different types of domestic work re-
mains remarkably resilient.

While men are increasing their contribution in all categories of do-
mestic work, they still spend comparatively little time overall on routine
housework and much less time on child care. Men mainly do the less
routine types of chores, such as DIY projects and shopping. Women still
undertake the bulk of each type of domestic work, focusing particularly
on routine housework (with cleaning, cooking, and laundry exhibiting
the highest level of female specialization) and caring for others. Shop-
ping and domestic travel times show a rising trend for both sexes and are
less unequally divided, though women still do the largest part of these
activities.

This traditional gendered specialization of household tasks is itself a
major barrier to the equalizing of time use. Its persistence over the past
forty years, despite women'’s increasing labor force participation, points
to the continuing hold that gender-appropriate use of time has for
feminine and masculine identities. Caring activities and routine cook-
ing, cleaning, and laundry are strongly marked as female, whereas non-
routine chores such as DIY projects and outside work are male activities.
Perhaps surprisingly, the authors note that these gender divisions do not
seem very susceptible to change even in countries where gender ideolo-
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gies are considered relatively nontraditional (such as the Scandinavian
countries).®

The dominant characteristic of routine housework is that it is never
complete. It is both less satisfying and more tiring than nonroutine
household tasks. For women the home represents a sphere of work; for
men it is a site of leisure, an escape from the world of paid work. Further-
more, a major problem with the research referred to above is that it does
not recognize that the essence of housework is to combine many things,
usually concurrently. This has a profound bearing on the interpreta-
tion of time spent in child care and the apparent growth of leisure. As
I outlined in chapter 3, shopping accompanied by children lends leisure
time a different quality than consumption as an individual leisure ac-
tivity. While both male and female parents are devoting more time to
child care, mothers typically remain much more emotionally and prac-
tically involved with their children than fathers. Moreover, they tend to
have the management of —and responsibility for—the main elements of
family life. Child care is perhaps the activity least amenable to techno-
logical solutions as time spent caring for others has a unique quality, a
topic I will return to below.

Is Technology the Solution?

In the absence of a radical redistribution of the domestic workload within
families, modern machinery holds out the promise of at least solving the
problem of the routine types of housework, such as cooking, cleaning,
and laundry. But what is the impact of so-called time-saving appliances,
such as the microwave and dishwasher?

This question is harder to resolve than it may at first seem. Most re-
searchers rely on the passage of the years as a proxy for ownership of
appliances, since a higher proportion of contemporary households now
own domestic appliances. In general, however, they do not have direct
data about which households actually own or do not own particular do-
mestic appliances. Nor do they provide information about the relation-
ship between the appliances and time spent in the specific task for which
they are designed. The Australian Time Use Survey is rare in providing
such detailed information. Analyzing this data, I found that household
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technologies rarely reduce women’s unpaid working time and even, para-
doxically, produce some increases in domestic labor'

Consistent with the cross-national findings above, Australian women
are predominantly responsible for the routine housework of food prepa-
ration, cleaning, and laundry. Men spend more time on home, car and
lawn maintenance, and outdoor jobs than on laundry and cleaning put
together. Domestic appliances thus enter a domain heavily signified in
terms of traditional sex roles.

Owning appliances makes little difference. Despite the microwave’s
capacity to cook food in a fraction of the time needed by conventional
stoves, owning a microwave has no significant effect on the time-use pat-
terns of women, even when the number of meals out is held constant.
Nor does the deep freezer’s ability to harvest economies of scale in meal
production significantly reduce the average time that women devote
either to meal preparation or to housework overall. Even dishwashers ap-
pear to have no effect on either the time women spend in food prepara-
tion and cleanup or in the daily hours they devote to housework. Owning
a clothes dryer actually increased the time women spend doing laundry.
However, some kitchen appliances, such as dishwashers and deep freez-
ers, lead to reductions in men’s housework time. Only a lawn mower or
edge-trimmer increases the time men devote to the traditionally male
tasks of lawn care.

These paradoxical effects, whereby inventions deliberately designed
to save labor fail to do so, or even do the opposite, take some explaining.

We saw how, in the first half of the twentieth century, technological
innovations spurred radical changes in the ways that people behaved. As
appliances became widely diffused and accepted as necessary and nor-
mal, they altered the patterns and practices of life within households.
Key here is the idea of rising standards in domestic production. The con-
cept of rising standards implies a greater quantity or quality of domes-
tic production—for example, more or better meals, cleaner clothes, and
more attractive lawns. In other words, it may be that appliances are being
used to increase output rather than to reduce the time spent on house-
work.

An indication of this is that one-third of all UK energy is now con-
sumed in homes. The electricity consumption of domestic appliances has

19



CHAPTER FIVE

increased by 144 percent since 1970, largely due to the use of fridges and
freezers, dishwashers, tumble dryers, washing machines, and other con-
sumer electronics.” Energy use associated with cooking in the home is
the only form of domestic energy consumption to have declined since
1970—a consequence of more people eating out. Water consumption
within the home has increased by 70 percent over the last thirty years,
and around 29 percent of domestic energy is used for heating water. In-
deed, in 2010, domestic consumption was 32 percent of total UK final
energy consumption, an increase of 31 percent since 1970. Kitchens and
bathrooms in particular have become hot spots of resource consumption,
reflecting changes in the way people wash, prepare meals, clean dishes
and socialize.

Expectations of comfort, cleanliness, and convenience have altered
radically over the past few generations, but these dramatic changes have
largely gone unnoticed. Elizabeth Shove demonstrates this by taking
three dimensions of “ordinary” life—the comfort of air-conditioning, the
personal cleanliness of bathing and showering, and the convenience of
contemporary domestic laundering—as probes into major changes in the
fabric of daily life and social being over the last few decades. As these
new domestic tools for living become a normal part of consumption, they
escalate standards of comfort, shifting conventions, practices, and rou-
tines of consumption.

Let’s take her example of bathing. Although “the technologies in-
volved—the bath and the shower—have changed hardly at all over hun-
dreds of years.. . patterns and logics of use are continually on the move.”*®
How do we explain the increasing popularity of the shower, especially the
power shower (which pumps out water at a higher rate), and the decline
of traditional British bathing habits? Power showers far exceed the water
and energy consumption of a twice- or thrice-weekly bath, however long
the bather spends in the tub. In both the UK and the United States, the
seven- to eight-minute daily shower is taken for granted as the norm for
those who regularly shower!® This drive for personal cleanliness has in-
tensified in a context where the shift from industrial to white collar ser-
vice work and decreased air pollution has reduced the need for washing.

The constant availability of hot water and the heightened value of hy-
giene are prerequisites for the increasing frequency with which people
wash. However, a key difference between bathing and showering is that
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the latter is associated with speed, immediacy, and convenience. The
shower is not inherently quicker than a bath, but its potential to be used
in this way fits our current preoccupation with saving time. The issue is
not a literal lack of time itself. As I have argued, the experience of rush-
ing is as much the result of the temporal disorganization of daily life. The
proliferation of time-demanding social practices makes the achievement
of collective routines harder to achieve. Even the once-weekly routine of
a Sunday bath demands a form of temporal and sequential scheduling
not required of privatized, fragmented episodes of washing. By contrast,
showering can be slotted into narrow time frames—Ilike those between
waking in the morning and leaving for work—from which bathing is ex-
cluded. It is in this context that the ability to take a rapid shower acquires
its appeal.

As such, the shower belongs to a set of domestic devices whose popu-
larity has grown precisely because they promise to help people cope
with the temporal challenges of modern life. For Shove, the new habit of
showering can be understood only in relation to concerns about a time
squeeze and its qualities as a technology of “convenience.” The idea here
is that appliances facilitate complex scheduling, delayed tasks as well as
simultaneous activities. Washing machines, for example, allow clothes
to be washed while you do other things, and with freezers, frozen food
can be bought and used at a later time. As I noted in chapter 3, conve-
nience food can be seen in these terms, as a hypermodern form of con-
venience that is directed toward time shifting rather than time com-
pression.®

This time-shifting property of convenience technologies is harnessed
during periods of intense busyness in order to generate and protect
pockets of quality time.* Certain times of the day, for example, mornings
and meal times, are more frantic than others. This is when the density
of activity takes place and when time pressure is most acute. Domestic
devices are used to preserve and manage distinctions between “rush” and
“calm.” However, according to Shove, convenience devices enter a feed-
back loop whereby they paradoxically increase problems of scheduling,
exacerbating the sense of harriedness: “more gadgets generate more

rush.”??

While the idea of convenience as legitimating and sustaining
specific forms of consumption is illuminating, in my view it understates

the myriad processes through which users interpret and appropriate ma-
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chines. People are extremely adept at deploying suitable devices in their
endeavor to make time for valued interactions. This is not only the case
for domestic appliances but, as we shall see in the next chapter, also ap-
plies to ICTs.

Household Appliances: An Afterthought?

Thus far I have emphasized how new tools for living escalate standards
and transform domestic practices. However, we rarely reflect on the ma-
terial form of the household equipment that has become available to us,
and why it is so. I have argued that the predominance of the single-family
household has profoundly structured the design and configuration of our
appliances. Little attention has been given to the innovation, develop-
ment, and diffusion processes of specific technologies themselves.

Yet if there is one lesson that an STS perspective teaches us, it is that
domestic artifacts, like other technologies, are both socially constructed
and society shaping. Rather than speeding up existing activities, often
as not they change the very nature and meaning of tasks and introduce
novel practices. Given that much domestic technology has its origins in
very different spheres, rather than being specifically designed to save
time in the household, it is not surprising that its impact on domestic
labor has been mixed. Indeed, the temporal landscape of the factory that
informs the design of these technologies necessarily carries over into the
home. Technologies that emerge as “transfers” from the production pro-
cess in the formal economy to those in the informal domestic economy
are unlikely to be attuned to the complex timescapes of the home.

Typically, new products are initially too expensive for application to
household activities; they are employed on a large scale by industry only,
until continued innovation and economies of scale allow substantial
reduction in costs or adaptation of technologies to household circum-
stances. Many domestic appliances were initially developed for commer-
cial, industrial, and even military purposes and only later, as manufac-
turers sought to expand their markets, were they adapted for home use.
Gas and electricity were available for industrial purposes and municipal
lighting long before they were adapted for domestic use. The automatic
washing machine, the vacuum cleaner, and the refrigerator had wide
commercial application before being scaled down for use in the home.
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Electric ranges were used in naval and commercial ships before being
introduced to the domestic market. Microwave ovens are a direct descen-
dant of military radar technology and were developed for food prepara-
tion in submarines by the US Navy. They were first introduced to airlines,
institutions, and commercial premises before manufacturers turned
their eyes to the domestic realm.

Despite the lucrative market that it represents, the household is not
usually the first area of application that is considered when new tech-
nologies are being developed. For this reason, domestic appliances are
not always appropriate to the household work that they are supposed to
perform. Nor are they necessarily the implements that would have been
developed if the main user had been considered first or, indeed, if she had
had control of the processes of innovation.

It is no accident that most domestic technology originates from the
commercial sector, nor that much of the equipment that ends up in the
home is somewhat ineffectual. As an industrial designer I interviewed
put it, “Why invest heavily in the design of domestic technology when
there is no measure of productivity for housework as there is for indus-
trial work?” Commercial kitchens, for example, are simple and functional
in design, much less cluttered with complicated gadgets and elaborate
fittings than most home kitchens. Reliability is at a premium for com-
mercial purchasers, who are concerned to minimize their running costs
both in terms of breakdowns and labor time. Given that labor in the home
is unpaid, the same economic considerations do not operate. Therefore,
when producing for the home market, manufacturers concentrated on
cutting the costs of manufacturing techniques to enable them to sell rea-
sonably cheap products. Much of the design effort is put into making ap-
pliances look attractive or impressively high-tech in the showroom—for
example, giving them an ornamental array of buttons and flashing lights.
Far from being designed to accomplish a specific task, some appliances
are designed expressly for sale as moderately priced gifts from husband
to wife and in fact are rarely used.

Let us look in more detail at the microwave, as it is widely regarded
as an iconic time-saving device. As we have just noted, microwave ovens
were initially developed for use in submarines. When manufacturers first
turned their eyes to the domestic market, they conceived of the micro-
wave as a device to reheat prepared food for use by men, especially single

123



CHAPTER FIVE

men. As a result, microwaves were marketed as “brown goods” and sold
next to hi-fi equipment, televisions, and video recorders—goods for
leisure and entertainment. Even their color signified a gendered concep-
tion of household functions and consequently a gendered conception of
potential purchasers. As it transpired, this attempt to frame demand was
unsuccessful and subsequently the product was reconstituted as a simple
and serviceable “white good” for use by housewives to cook.

In fact, women users appropriated this device in ways that were not
foreseen by the engineers who designed it. Mapping the evolution of the
microwave oven, Cynthia Cockburn and Susan Ormrod demonstrate how
consumers can modify the meanings and values of technologies in the
practices of everyday life. These cultural meanings, in turn, enter the de-
sign and production of goods themselves. Indeed, the authors conceive of
technologies as in a continuous process of negotiation, as we “domesti-
cate” or make new technologies our own. The finished form of the micro-
wave, which redefined the gendered character of the user, meant that the
microwave literally shifted its place in the department store. It now sits
alongside washing machines, fridges, and freezers as a humdrum domes-
tic appliance.

The making of the microwave, then, is as much a story about the trans-
formation of a quintessentially human activity, cooking, as it is about a
technical invention that saves time. It is perhaps the perfect hypermod-
ern convenience device as it solves problems of meal coordination and
synchronization. However, in order to grasp its full significance, we need
to move beyond the focus on a single device.

Domestic technologies are adopted as part of larger organizational
and technical infrastructures. Microwaves, for example, rely on freez-
ers and are largely used as a defrosting machine. They also depend on a
complex food supply chain involving an international workforce largely
invisible to the purchaser. Convenience meals still require shopping in a
context where car dependency and urban growth means traversing long
distances to the supermarket. While the market for convenience foods
has increased exponentially, so too has the practice of eating out, even
though it requires temporal and spatial coordination. Today, about half
of the money used to buy food in the United States is spent in restau-
rants.?® Fast foods restaurants, such as McDonald’s, are the main bene-
ficiaries of this trend, and it is notable that they market themselves as
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not just the worker’s labor power but their personhood?® This increas-
ingly internationalized trade in emotional labor, “the global care chain”
is based on intersecting hierarchies of sex, class, age, race, and nation.

Many domestic workers are employed not because people do not
have the time to do their own domestic work but because they want to
avoid doing the chores themselves and therefore gain the time for extra
leisure. In other words, the cash-rich, time-rich—and not just the cash-
rich, time-poor—also employ domestic workers. Those who do the work
are often poor women with heavy child care responsibilities, hardly “time
rich” themselves.

While hiring domestic labor to perform routine household tasks
raises normative issues about the boundaries of self-maintenance,
the outsourcing of care for family members (whether for children and
adults) is far more controversial. Time may be squeezed, but both men
and women have increased their participation in child care in recent
decades (see chapter 3). Unlike routine housework, which goes down as
paid work hours go up, mothers retain their child care time by cutting
back on their own leisure, personal care, and sleep. This suggests that
employed mothers are unwilling to delegate their child care duties. For
example, highly educated women, who have more financial resources,
average more child care time than do less educated women, and this also
holds for highly educated men?® It seems that middle-class parents both
feel compelled and are able to do more than do working-class families, as
they subscribe more whole-heartedly to current parenting advice to “con-
certedly cultivate” their children” While class differences in parenting
style are discernible, compared with past times, parents are involved in
more aspects of their children’s lives, such as their education and friend-
ships, and are less likely to let them play unsupervised.

Contemporary expectations about what constitutes proper parenting
have thus intensified. Here I want to look in more detail at which child
care activities parents perform and the distinctive temporality they in-
volve. This will lead into a more general discussion about how to concep-
tualize the slow time of caring. It is precisely this special quality of caring
time that sets limits to the automation of caring, the subject for the final
section of this chapter.

Looking at time-use data from Australia, Denmark, France, and Italy,
Lyn Craig and Killian Mullan set out to explore how routine housework is
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divided from nonroutine housework, and whether couples care for chil-
dren in the presence of their spouse (copresence) or on their own (solo).2®
Child care was divided into two categories by activity type: (1) talk-based
care, defined as face-to-face parent-child interaction that includes talk-
ing, listening, teaching, helping children learn, reading, telling stories,
and playing games; and (2) routine, physical care and accompanying a
child, defined as face-to-face parent-child interaction that includes
feeding, bathing, dressing, putting children to sleep, carrying, hugging,
soothing, transportation to school, visits, sports training, music and bal-
let lessons, school nights, meeting trains and buses, ensuring their safety,
and handing them over to substitute caregivers.

National variations make a difference, so that, for example, average
total parental child care time is highest in Australia and lowest in France
because of the greater use and social acceptability of universal, state-
funded early childhood education. Cultural attitudes about masculinity
and fatherhood also matter, such that Danish men do slightly more rou-
tine care than fathers elsewhere, and Danish women do less child care
solo. However, across all countries and household types, mothers do a sig-
nificantly higher overall proportion of child care than do fathers.

Of particular interest here is the rare, quantitative data on the compo-
sition of activities. It turns out that fathers do only certain types of child
care activity. “The widest gender gaps are in tasks that must be done
regularly to a timetable, are less flexible, and, arguable, are less enjoyable
than the talking, listening, reading, and play activities that constitute
non-routine care.”* Fathers’ care time is spent in talk-based, educational,
and recreational activities rather than routine physical and logistical
tasks. Even more pronounced is the gender gap in the amount of care per-
formed solo. Most of fathers’ care time is done when the mother is also
present. Laurent Lesnard, for example, reports that French fathers’ time
alone with their children is limited to a few minutes here and there, and
largely consists of TV watching?® Conversely, much more of mothers’
care time is done solo, making child care a more intensive activity for
women, especially when children are young. It also means that fathers
are not substituting for mothers’ time, freeing them for other pursuits.

Caring time thus encompasses a wide range of activities and involves
a complex set of emotions. The study above suggests that the quality of
time may vary significantly with different kinds of child care. Talk-based
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care requires focused attention. It is less easy to combine with other
activities than, say, routine tasks. In everyday life, however, the divid-
ing line between domestic chores and parental responsibilities is non-
existent, as is the line separating family time, housework, and leisure.
Leisure time on one’s own has a different character than leisure in the
presence of children precisely because the latter is a form of care. Nego-
tiating overlapping and incompatible temporalities is therefore common
as multiple activities are undertaken simultaneously. We are usually not
aware of the coincidence of these different temporalities, so accustomed
are we to integrating them.

Several authors have attempted to specify the distinctive temporal
consciousness that characterizes caring. Such discussions emphasize
that the dominant mode of temporality in modern industrial society,
standard linear clock time, represents only one of many different tem-
pos people inhabit. While abstract labor time is a medium of market
exchange that can be bought and sold as a commodity, the more fluid
open-ended times of the private sphere are harder to measure. “The ex-
penditure of time in different economic spheres or social relationships
may well be incommensurable. It is certainly not homogenous; nor can it
be straightforwardly converted or “clocked” since there is no common ex-
ternal standard for conversion, other than clock time itself.” Attempting
to do this, argues Miriam Glucksmann, would be to confuse the measur-
ing instrument with what it is intended to measure.®

Feminist theory draws attention to the embedded character of women’s
time. For example, Karen Davies introduces the concept of process time to
describe the plural, relational, and context-linked nature of the time that
caring for others involves. According to her, there is a clash between nur-
turing rationality rooted in the process time that good care requires and the
technical-administrative rationality of workplace organizations® Barbara
Adam also stresses that, while both men and women are caught up in
multiple times, time is not gender-neutral and many women’s times are
constituted in the shadow of the market economy. Caring tasks are often
cyclical, fragmented, and woven into other processes rather than being
completed as discrete tasks that can be accomplished.

While some early critics, such as Julia Kristeva, endorsed a dualistic
opposition between female and male time, contemporary analyses main-
tain that “women’s socially ascribed caring roles and, to a lesser extent,
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their physical role as reproducers, are linked to a range of temporal per-
ceptions and logics very different from those that drive the labour mar-
ket.”** In this limited sense, it is meaningful to talk about women’s time. As
Valerie Bryson argues in her book Gender and the Politics of Time, we need
to recognize temporal rhythms outside the commodified clock time of
the capitalist economy in order to value time spent caring for others as
an important economic and civic activity.

A gender perspective highlights how different kinds of tasks require
different qualities of time and that speed, and the technologies that en-
able speed, may not enhance the relationship between the time spent
and the activity. For instance, giving and receiving care involves slowness:
“being there,” as well as the emotional, affective dimensions of time. The
politics of time goes beyond the redistribution of paid and unpaid work
to include having time for ourselves as well as for others. More troubling
for this literature on gender and time, it also asks us to rethink the rela-
tionship between care and work by foregrounding the pressures involved
in straddling the multiple, contradictory temporalities of the public and
private realm. The home is a domain where one ought to be able to regu-
late one’s own time with a latitude rarely offered in the workplace. But is
there something about the temporal modalities involved in family life
that makes it especially hard to save time through automation?

Smart Houses and Caring Machines

A recurring theme of this chapter is the long-standing promise that do-
mestic technology is the solution to the problem of housework. As with
other forms of production, the future is projected in terms of automa-
tion eliminating the need for heavy and time-consuming labor. What
hope is there that the smart house will finally deliver us from household
drudgery? And will software agents or affective robots free us from some
of the caring that slows us down?

Certainly the technological argument has intuitive appeal with regard
to routine, repetitive tasks. Over the last decade, there have been a num-
ber of smart house and digital home installations and experiments in the
United Kingdom, Europe, the United States, and Asia.

Yet prototypes of the intelligent house tend to ignore the whole range
of functions that come under the umbrella of housework. Magazines
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like Wired and science fiction films like The Matrix present ubiquitous
computing as the backbone infrastructure of the twenty-first-century
lifestyle. Home informatics, much hyped as the Internet of Things, is
mainly concerned with the centralized control of heating, lighting, secu-
rity, information, entertainment, and energy consumption. My suspi-
cion that designers and producers of the technological home have little
interest in housework is confirmed by depictions of the MIT Media Lab’s
“CityHome,” with its moving walls that enable the transformation of
your bedroom into a gym.

With few exceptions, these visions of domestic life celebrate tech-
nology and its transformative power at the expense of home as a lived
and living practice. The target consumer is implicitly the technically
interested and entertainment-oriented male, someone tellingly in the
designer’s own image. The smart house they envision is more like Le Cor-
busier’s “machine for living” than a home.

The range of smart appliances featured in the annual International
Consumer Electronics Show reflects the attempt to find home applica-
tions for the functions that computers have excelled at in business and
scientific settings—information processing and cataloging numerical
processes. LG Electronics, for example, is developing a refrigerator that
allows consumers to scan a grocery receipt with their smartphones so
the refrigerator can track what is inside. So if you buy some chicken, for
instance, the refrigerator will keep tabs on when you bought it and tell
you when it is about to expire. If you have chicken, broccoli, and lemons
in your refrigerator, it will offer recipes that include those three ingre-
dients, even selecting recipes based on specific dietary needs and goals.
Several manufacturers are introducing washers and dryers equipped with
wi-fi that alert consumers on their television or smartphone when a load
is done and gives them the option of fluffing the towels for another ten
minutes. There is also a robotic vacuum cleaner with a built-in camera
that can be operated remotely so that its owner can secretly watch what
the nanny is doing.

Manufacturers’ claims that this technological wizardry will make con-
sumers’ lives easier are hard to verify. While there is a market for smart
technologies like the Roomba vacuum cleaner, for example, the variety
and complexities of household labor impose limits on its mechaniza-
tion. Even in the differently ordered world of paid work, robots perform
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only routine tasks in manufacturing, and much personal service work
has proved impossible to automate. Domestic spaces are subject to a
quite different set of considerations than those that govern the offices,
factory floors, and workplaces within which information technologies
have conventionally been deployed. While the dominant logic of capi-
talist workplaces is that of efficiency and profitability, a different logic
governs domestic life—one that is primarily emotional and moral rather
than quantitative.

It is surprising how socially conservative are the aspirations betrayed
by the templates for the digital house of the future. The home of tomor-
row is in fact an old idea and, like much science fiction, tells us more
about our conceptions of the present than it does about likely futures.
The most visionary futurists have us living in households that, in social
rather than technological terms, resemble the idealized single-family
household. The fact that “the world’s 1.6 billion homes are as different
from one another as the countries and cultures within which they were
built” is at odds with the current, deceptively simple visions of the digital
home?* The messiness of daily life is replaced with a vision of techno-
logical order. The space-age design effort is directed to a technological
fix rather than engineering a less gendered allocation of housework and
a better balance between working time and family time. The wired house
may have much to offer, but democracy in the kitchen is not part of the
package.

While automating routine housework is rarely the focus of techno-
science, there is a vast research effort dedicated to computer software
agents and robotics, no doubt because of their military applications.
Nursebots, for example, are currently being developed for the commer-
cial sector, for use in residential nursing homes for the elderly. However,
as with other technologies, they are bound to be adapted and marketed
for the home. So will these “caring” machines alleviate time pressure?

This again raises the issue of the multiple temporalities involved in
caring. Nursebots, or mobile robotic assistants, can help to provide care
for the elderly. They potentially offer assistance to escort people walk-
ing for exercise or to attend meals. These tasks are extremely time-
consuming, because old people generally move at a very slow pace.
Computers can also help monitor life signs and provide reminders re-
garding medication. Indeed, telemedicine is fast developing as a strategy
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for saving time and money in health services in the United States and
Europe. However, many of the physical tasks that nursebots can perform
simultaneously provide an opportunity for social interaction. When the
“dead labor” embodied in machines is substituted for living labor, this
opportunity is stripped away.

No longer. Computer scientists have been working on endowing
robots with artificial intelligence for several decades. The field known as
“affective computing” is extending this project to encompass emotional
intelligence. The aim is for computers to be able to simulate emotions
and feelings, to behave as if they have emotions. To this end, for example,
a nursebot named “Flo” developed at the MIT Artificial Intelligence Labs
was given basic facial features so that it could take an anthropomorphic
form. Sociable robots in the form of Tamagotchi pets are commonplace
in Japan. Indeed, Japan is in the forefront of care automation because it
has an aging population and is a society with strong political resistance
to immigration as a source of cheap domestic labor. (It should be noted
that this project remains an aspiration of roboticists and their funders,
rather than working technologies, as machines are yet to deliver the most
basic forms of practical care.)

While innovations in robotics may well succeed in saving time, there
are some who believe that it comes at too high a price. Sherry Turkle,
who has written eloquently over many years about the creative poten-
tial of human-machine interaction, is worried.*® Her book Alone Together
sees humanity as nearing a “robotic moment” in which robots will be em-
ployed in caring roles, entertaining children or nursing the elderly, filling
gaps in the social fabric left where the threads of community have frayed.

Human susceptibility to developing feelings of attachment to ma-
chines is a longstanding preoccupation of Turkle. Her studies of children
and the elderly interacting with robots that imitate living companions
reveal that, universally, a bond is formed. The Furby exerts a hold over
anyone who nurtures it for a few weeks. More sophisticated models pro-
voke deep emotional connections. Scientists developing the latest robots
report feelings of pseudo-parental attachment. They hate leaving the
machines “alone” in empty laboratories at night. “People attribute per-
sonality traits and gender to computers and even adjust their responses
to avoid hurting the machines’ ‘feelings.””*® The extraordinary capacity
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people have for projecting human traits on to inanimate objects has been
at the core of her writing. Now she is at pains to warn us that this in-
tense relationship cannot be reciprocated. We are in danger of conflating
caring as a behavior with caring as a feeling—machines can take care of
us, but do not care about us.

While Japanese promotional material portrays the substitution of
robotics for babysitting and housework as freeing up time to restore
sociability, Turkle argues that the opposite is the case. She regards it as
an irony that robots are being latched onto as the cure for a population
increasingly isolated through the networked life. That is, our addictive
immersion in digital connectivity means that time saved by robots will
be spent plugged into the Internet and the mobile phone. Her view rests
on the conviction that mobile phones, texting, and e-mail are creating a
solipsistic universe; people are turning away from their family to focus
attention on their screens. As I will demonstrate in the next chapter, this
is a one-sided view of our relationship with technology in which we are
being duped into increased dependency. Although this view has con-
siderable currency, I argue that it fails to recognize the positive poten-
tial for cultivating a range of affective interactions between humans and
machines.

Conclusion

This chapter has investigated why there is no simple connection between
technology and time spent on housework. While domestic technologies
have dramatically transformed our daily lives, they have not met the
challenge of keeping home. Indeed, to take the example of the washing
machine, it is notable that over the twentieth century the rate of innova-
tion of this product has been very slow. Routine housework is still time-
consuming and is still primarily performed by women; hence, solutions
have been sought by buying in goods and services. Least amenable to
automation is the temporality involved in sustaining the affective bonds
of family life. Although, as we have seen, even these have been the target
of robotics’ designers.

It is interesting to note by way of postscript that analogous arguments
have been made about earlier periods. Economists have long pondered
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why it is that some technologies diffuse at faster rates than others. Avner
Offer, for example, is puzzled by the counterintuitive finding that house-
hold goods that use time (such as radio and television) diffused much
more rapidly during the postwar years than appliances that save or opti-
mize time (cookers, refrigerators and washing machines). Kitchen and
laundry appliances lightened the drudgery of housework and contrib-
uted to its reduction, yet consumers gave higher priority to buying home
entertainment technologies. His explanation for this “myopic choice”
is in terms of people’s preference for enhancing the immediate quality
of their discretionary time over increasing its quantity. Moreover, “un-
like the main housework appliances, ‘time-users’ delivered satisfactions
directly to all members of the household, men and children as well as
women.”®” While the gendering of artifacts does not explicitly figure
in his model of consumption, the assumption here is that time-saving
technologies were relatively devalued by men who had more purchasing
power within households.

Offer’s main thesis, however, is that the time saved by one set of appli-
ances was consumed by the other. Entertainment appliances now claim
the single largest category of leisure time use in both the United States
and Britain. It is as if time saved by domestic appliances is spent watch-
ing the television screen. He views this as a myopic allocation of time, as
the more television one watches the less satisfying it becomes. Indeed, he
opines that television viewing has expanded to the point where it gives
little more satisfaction than housework. As we shall see, the substitution
argument (that new activities directly take time from previous ones) is
problematic, as is the neat divide between time-saving and time-using
goods, such as television as a form of child-minding. But Offer’s overarch-
ing concern with the link between declining subjective well-being and
time engrossed in compulsive television viewing chimes with Turkle’s
argument about our addiction to ICTs.

The extent to which our lives today are consumed by ICTs is without
precedent, and will be the subject of the next chapter. I will argue that we
need to move beyond such polarized views of the relationship between
technologies and our experience of time. The theme running through
this book is that there is no temporal logic inherent in technology so that
even the same devices can have contradictory dynamics. We will see, for
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example, that mobile phones, widely blamed for accelerating the pace of
life, play an important role in both maintaining sociability and providing
a form of talk-based care. Contemporary communication may be highly
mediated, but that does not necessarily mean that time spent communi-
cating via these channels is of less quality or significance.
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Chapter Six
Time to Talk

Intimacy through Technology

People’s ecstasy concerning the triumphs of the telegraph and
telephone often makes them overlook the fact that what really
matters is the value of what one has to say, and that, compared with
this, the speed or slowness of the means of communication is often
a concern that could attain its present status only by usurpation.

GEORG SIMMEL, The Philosophy of Money

When Volkswagen announced that it would stop sending e-mails to em-
ployees after office hours, the Independent newspaper declared “victory
for Volkswagen workers who just wanted to be left alone.”* The article
continued by emphasizing that the “tyranny of the out-of-hours e-mail
from the boss has plagued workers the world over ever since the intro-
duction of the BlackBerry. But now, after years of subjugation, one group
of workers has struck a blow for freedom.”

That our private time is being encroached upon by ubiquitous connec-
tivity is widely regarded as driving the frantic pace of modern life. There
are plentiful discussions about the inexorable extension of working time,
reflected in terms such as work-to-family spillover, the colonization of
time, and the blurring, merging and morphing of work-life boundaries.
While the idea that the preoccupations of work can “spill over” into non-
work life is familiar, the ease with which digital devices teleport work into
spaces and times once reserved for personal life represent a qualitative
shift in the dynamic. The potential for work to invade every nanosecond
is said by some to spell the end of pure, uninterrupted leisure time.
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So what are the effects of the saturation of everyday life by instanta-
neous media?

The move to individualized, privatized communication on personal
digital devices does mean that more and more of our social relation-
ships are machine-mediated. Our personal time and private activities are
punctuated—some say “perpetually disrupted”—by these communica-
tions. But interpretations vary between those who see this as increasing
freedom and individual autonomy and those who fear a world of per-
petual but less meaningful communication. Given how much of our lives
is now spent on screens, is there still time to talk?

In chapter 4, I examined the impact of ICTs on the tempo of work at
the workplace. In the first part of this chapter, I will focus on their role
in redefining the boundaries between work and home and whether this
is of more significance to feelings of harriedness than the pace of work
itself. Taking issue with much of the literature in this area, I am going to
argue against the view that ICTs extend and colonize all time outside the
workplace.

In the second part of the chapter, I want to broaden the discussion
beyond the all-too-familiar debates about the effect of ICTs on work-life
balance. In my view, reframing such debates around the relationship be-
tween mediated communication and forms of close personal ties is a
more productive way of thinking about these issues. This involves ques-
tioning the primacy typically accorded to direct, in-person interaction,
which tends to obscure the role of material objects in the dynamics of
affiliation. My own approach treats communication as embedded in vari-
ous technologies that cannot be separated in terms of pure and medi-
ated, with the former assumed to be more “real” than the latter. Digital
devices can then be understood as fostering new patterns of social con-
tact, providing a new tool for intimacy.

Multiple mediated forms of connection and distance, and the differ-
ent negotiations that take place around access and availability do disrupt
what we once thought of as boundaries between public and private, work
and family, labor and leisure. However, rather than worrying about tech-
nology intruding on, and poaching, time from intimate moments that
we used to think of as somehow “private,” we would be better off refor-
mulating the question in terms of the control that individuals can and do
exercise over when and where they make themselves available.
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I have been emphasizing throughout that time pressure is a multi-
dimensional experience affected by a variety of factors. We have seen
that economic imperatives, the rise of dual-earner families, and height-
ened expectations of parenting all accelerate our time frame. However,
the temporal value of speed and efficiency and the desire to minimize the
time in which a task is completed do not pervade every facet of our social
and cultural life. While there is much emphasis on how technological
devices accelerate activities and so crowd our time, I will argue that they
can be allies in our quest for time control, preserving time as well as using
it. The same features of ICTs that increase time pressure also offer flexi-
bility in the timing and allocation of activities, and can facilitate tempo-
ral coordination. By intensifying connections with family and friends,
ICTs can support new forms of personal ties that combine intimacy and
spatial distance in newly configured times.

Families without Borders: Mobile Phones,
Connectedness, and Work-Home Divisions

The division between the public world of work and the private domestic
sphere has often been claimed as a distinctive feature of modern society.
Arising in the middle of the nineteenth century but probably most fully
achieved in the drift to suburbia in the middle of the twentieth, private
life became the centre of new, secularized forms of self-fulfillment.? Post-
war town planning reflected this, with cities and suburbs geographically
segregated into zones for industrial and domestic use. Against this back-
ground, any threat to the inviolability of this personal realm is perceived
as a risk to family balance, intimate relations, and personal identity.

So it is hardly surprising that the potential of digital technologies to
dissolve the boundaries that once separated work and home life is the
subject of much debate. Some sociologists even claim that “the dis-
tinction between public and private domains should be dispensed with
since nothing much of contemporary social life remains on one side or
the other of the divide.”® Mobile phones are at the crux of these discus-
sions, as they operate regardless of location, giving rise to a new pattern
of continuous mediated interactions, variously known as constant touch,
perpetual contact, absent presence, or connected relationships* Many critics
stress that, by allowing employers to contact their employees at all hours,
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mobile technologies encourage work problems to colonize the times
and spaces once reserved for family life. Others, however, argue that by
making place irrelevant, these devices afford novel opportunities for in-
tense connectedness, deepening strong ties® Rather than fragmenting
relationships, time spent using communication tools might make re-
lationships more durable.

What is at stake here is the effect of mobile technologies on the social
organization of time. From the twentieth century onward, the regulation
of working time has been a major method of social coordination, under-
pinning the capacity of all individuals to participate in joint leisure and
recreation. This was reflected, for example, in twentieth century broad-
casting, whereby radio and television programming schedules were
timed to coincide with what was assumed to be a mass audience at home
in the evening after work. Although the idea of a “normal” nine-to-five
job still has a heavy hold on us, it no longer reflects the great diversity of
hours or places in which people work. With the rise of flexible working
hours and the predominance of dual earner families, reconciling the tem-
poral regimes of paid work, leisure and family life has become increas-
ingly complicated.

In this context, the traditional landline telephone looks anachronistic.
Originally designed as a business too], its use accorded with the notion
that people demarcated and controlled their time outside of the work-
place. Before the emergence of wireless telephony, there were of neces-
sity separate phone lines (with separate numbers) for business and home.
While using the fixed telephone at work was seen as a significant aid to
employees in managing family issues while at work, most employers
would limit access to home telephone numbers to “emergency” or crisis
situations.

Digital communication devices have changed all that, providing
people with the means to break from the traditional demarcation of
work time from home time. All the evidence suggests that ICTs are in-
deed being used across social domains to accomplish work.* According
to the Pew Internet survey, almost half (45 percent) of all working Ameri-
cans report doing at least some work from home, although the segment
that routinely works from home is smaller (18 percent). Checking work-
related e-mail on the weekend has become routine for over half of all
workers, and around one-third check their e-mail on vacation. However,
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the likelihood varies greatly by type of worker. Whereas well over two-
thirds of those in the highest-earning occupations (earning more than
$75,000) report working from home some of the time, less than one-third
of those in jobs earning less than $30,000 a year do so. Those who own
smartphones are much more likely to be required to read and respond to
work-related e-mails when not at work.

Predictably, most of the existing studies about work spilling over
into family time take a management or organizational perspective. The
assumption is that the dramatic increase in workers’ use of ICTs neces-
sarily extends working time. For example, a Canadian study of managers,
professionals, and technical workers actually defines cell phones, laptops,
home computers, and BlackBerry devices as work extending technology—
meaning the act of engaging in work-related activities outside of regular
offices hours in locations other than the business office” Some workers in
this study, especially heavy BlackBerry users, did report a sense of having
less family time as a result of working from home. Intriguingly, however,
the main finding was that the very same features of ICTs that increase
perceived control and facilitate communication are also the source of
many oppressive features.

Noelle Chesley similarly found that frequent use of communication
technologies by American professional and managerial career couples
is linked to greater work-family permeability, lowering family satisfac-
tion.® However, work-family spillover was found more typically among
men, and family-work spillover more among women, with only women
reporting that taking family-related calls at work was stressful. In this
way, Chesley argues, these technologies may be reinforcing the gendered
character of work-family boundaries, as family responsibilities appear
more likely to influence women’s outcomes. The potential for ICTs to
simultaneously reinforce and rearticulate conventional gender scripts is
a subject to which I will return.

The focus of these studies on high-earning employees bolsters the
view that ICTs permit work extension, undermining domestic and family
time. However, as [ will demonstrate below, this is not necessarily indica-
tive of more general societal trends in ICT usage.

A more fundamental problem, however, is that these studies take for
granted the very boundary separation that they purport to be examining.
The far-reaching changes wrought by digitalization call for a reexamina-
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tion of this conceptual framework. Boundary permeability may not be the
best way to frame the complex issues associated with a shifting work-
family interface. As people further incorporate ICTs into the fabric of
their everyday lives, it may be that the spatial, organizational, and even
psychological distinctiveness of time at home and time at work will lose
its salience. We therefore need to stop focusing on the impact of new
communication technologies on the boundaries themselves. Instead, I
argue, the task is to comprehend the practical ways in which these de-
vices facilitate idiosyncratic patterns of availability, such that individuals
no longer recognize much of the divide between these categories in the
first place.

Much of the literature on spillover theory and work-life balance
adopts a rather static model of the home as a fixed space in which family
life is experienced and lived. By contrast, contemporary sociology of the
family emphasizes relationships, connectedness, and practices. For ex-
ample, David Morgan stresses that family life is always continuous with
other areas of existence: “family practices are not necessarily practices
which take place in time and space conventionally designated to do with
‘family, that is the home.”® Rather, families are actively constructed
through the day-to-day activities of their members, including in places
of paid work. For Morgan, then, individuals are doing family, instead of
passively residing within a pregiven structure. Family is designated less
as a noun and more as a verb.'

The division between home and work, apparently so natural, is his-
torically specific and built by social actors through repeated practices
over time. Among these practices are those aimed at controlling the flow
of information, communications, and demands across this boundary.
The very concern about spillover and colonization signals the contested,
changing nature of the public/private divide. These debates assume that
mobile technologies inevitably produce workers, consumers and parents
who are perpetually available. In the next section, I will start to show the
limitations of such a view.

Patterns of Mobile Phone Use

To date, research on mobile phones has taken the form of either small-
scale studies or surveys of attitudes toward the device. My own research,
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which was conducted over several years starting in 2007, is based on a na-
tionally representative survey of Australian employees. It was designed
to investigate how individuals and households use the mobile to nego-
tiate the different dimensions of everyday life!* The aim was not only
to report on people’s perceptions of their phone use but also to collect
objective data on their actual behavior and practices. In order to capture
this, I utilized two supplementary instruments: a unique analysis of the
logs of calls held on mobile handsets and a purpose-designed time diary
recording why, when, how often, and in what context people use their
mobiles. Taken together, this information sheds light on the question of
whether mobile phones help or hinder individual efforts to manage work
and family time.

The common view, that the mobile phone promotes the colonization
of personal time by job-related matters, is not supported by my findings.
Indeed, major uses of the mobile, at any time of day, are not work related.

According to the nationwide survey, three-quarters of calls made on
mobile devices and almost 9o percent of text messages are with workers’
family and friends. Similarly, for almost all of the twenty-one thousand
calls retrieved from handset logs, the predominant purposes are social.
Thus, 40 percent of all voice communications involves contacting family,
while staying in touch with friends accounts for a further fifth of all calls
made and retrieved. A strong social emphasis is also evident in text mes-
saging, with family (35 percent) and friends (25 percent) accounting for
the overwhelming proportion of text messages. Only 21 percent of calls
are work related, with men more likely to use their mobile phone for this
purpose.

That the mobile phone is, in practice, predominantly a device for per-
sonal communication rather than work extension is underscored by the
timing of calls. Both the phone log and the diary data show that work-
related calls are mostly confined to standard business hours, rising
sharply after 8 a.m. and declining around 5 p.m., with a small lunchtime
dip. Importantly, work-related calls that could potentially extend work
after hours (from 7 p.m. to midnight) constitute less than 3 percent of all
the calls logged. Indeed, this low rate of work-related use out of standard
hours suggests that something other than the mobile phone is extending
work hours.”®

Mobile phones, then, cannot be seen as primarily extending work
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and thereby fueling feelings of harriedness. On the contrary, by allowing
some of the concerns of family and personal life to be handled during
the working day, they might even be deployed to reduce time pressure.
Over half of my survey respondents regard the mobile as helping them
balance their family and working lives; very few report that it has a nega-
tive impact. When asked about the mobile’s significance for family and
household coordination, great importance was attached to information
about the timing of the arrival at home and arranging to meet with other
family members. Among parents, roughly two-thirds rated “arranging to
deliver children” and “finding out where children are” as important, while
planning meals was mentioned by a third. This softening of schedules, as
well as time shifting activities to dead time, offsets—if not relieves—the
extra time pressure created by potentially unlimited availability.

Much has been made of the mobile phone’s role in micro-coordination,*
the way it offers greater flexibility of schedules and control over timing,
thereby saving time. Even making calls during dead time, which might
sound like an escalation of the pace of events, might also relieve stress.
The pattern reported above does indeed suggest that a major use of the
mobile phone is for the temporal coordination of family affairs. Given
the increasing complexity of managing the logistics of everyday life, the
mobile phone may be the ideal tool for our contemporary times.

In a rare study, Emily Rose examines the specific ways in which em-
ployees engage in personal communication during the workday for these
purposes. Instead of just noting the occurrence or not of such communi-
cation, she explores the intricate practices people devise in order to in-
fluence the extent and form of the connection between their work and
personal lives.s

The mostly male engineers interviewed valued the ability to attend
to matters that contributed to the organization of domestic life, as well
as drawing on family and friends for personal and professional support.
Equally though, they acknowledged that the unfettered flow of personal
life into work was undesirable. Concerns included receiving unwanted
communications and inappropriate messages and revealing too much of
one’s personal life to colleagues.

As a result, the employees deployed a range of strategies in a bid to
exploit the benefits of personal contact during the workday while mini-
mizing the downsides. They did this by managing, restricting or other-
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wise controlling incoming personal phone calls, texts and e-mail. This
was achieved largely by granting prospective interlocutors access via spe-
cific modes. Some of these modes, such as e-mail and SMS, were favored
because of their asynchronous properties, granting the receiver much
greater freedom regarding when they respond. Moreover, in open-plan
offices, the most discreet means of interacting typically is computer-
based e-mail, whereby personal communication can be disguised as a
work task.

Overall, the study found that employees actively manage the degree to
which ICTs allow their personal lives to enter the workplace. While they
take advantage of the possibility of engaging in personal mediated com-
munication, at the same time, they engage in multifaceted strategies to
restrict such permeability. This results in individually nuanced interfaces
through which people from workers’ personal lives have varying degrees
of access to that worker. In this way, the engineers developed what might
be thought of as a hierarchy of accessibility. While partners, close family
members, and children are permitted to communicate by telephone
(either landline or mobile), communication with friends is lower down
the hierarchy, involving e-mail or texting. In other words, immediate ac-
cess is denied to this group. Such research highlights the finely tuned
ways in which workers utilize the materiality and functionality of tech-
nologies both to facilitate and impede contact with particular people at
particular times.

In sum, fears that the constant availability afforded by mobile devices
has accelerated the pace of life beyond people’s perceived capacity to
cope comfortably are exaggerated. Using mobiles does not straightfor-
wardly lead to an increased sense of being rushed or pressed for time.
More frequent use does not even lead to the experience of harried leisure.
Indeed, it seems that the “always-on” character of digital technologies
provides new opportunities for flexible coordination, counterbalancing

any uncomfortable increase in time pressure.
Networked Families
Atonelevel, then, portable devices enable us to organize more flexibly and

efficiently and thus save time overall. Indeed, for Rich Ling, the mobile
phone has completed the automobile revolution. “Where the automobile
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allows flexible transportation, up until the rise of mobile telephony there
has been no similar improvement in the real-time ability to coordinate
movements. When you were en route, you were incommunicado. The
mobile telephone completes the circle.”*® So, for example, by redirecting
travel that has already begun, the mobile reduces transportation time.
Harking back to Lewis Mumford’s famous line about the clock being “not
merely a means of keeping track of hours, but of synchronizing actions,”
Ling argues that the mobile phone now competes with or supplements
the wristwatch as the ultimate technology of micro-coordination.”

Throughout this book, however, I have been urging caution about
making direct links between technological innovations and time saving.
We have seen that there are many instances of artifacts, such as wash-
ing machines, that were supposed to save time. Evaluating such claims
is always complex, as, to follow this example, people wash clothes more
often. In other words, people commonly use technologies to enable them
to achieve higher standards rather than to save time. There is a paral-
lel with improvements in the speed of public transport. Many people
have chosen to live further away from work as transport speed increased
rather than to save time, so their commuting times stay the same.® The
equivalent in the case of the mobile phone is that we may use it not so
much to save time as to achieve more communications.

Furthermore, an increase in the volume of communication may result
in communications of a different order. I have been arguing that we need
to think about digital devices as sociomaterial practices that coevolve
with lives as lived in interaction with technologies. If the social and the
technical are mutually shaped, then technical innovations can foster
novel patterns of social interaction, altering the quality of the times and
spaces people occupy. In other words, mobile phones may be ushering in
a range of new communication patterns, social relationships, and corre-
sponding forms of life. It is thus fruitful to reformulate our analysis of
work-home permeability in terms of how people are enacting these vary-
ing temporalities, and doing family, with digital technologies.

In this vein, Christian Licoppe suggests that ICTs provide a continu-
ous pattern of mediated interactions that combine into “connected re-
lationships,” so that one can be present in time yet absent in the flesh.
Rather than thinking about tasks and relationships as being located in
one physical sphere or the other, he argues that new communication de-
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vices (such as the mobile phone) are not just added to other devices or
substituted for rival uses. Instead, “it is the entire relational economy
that is ‘reworked’ every time by the redistribution of the technological
scene on which interpersonal sociability is played out.”** Noting the fre-
quency and short duration of mobile phone calls and mobile text mes-
saging (in France), he argues that communication practices are being
redirected toward connected interpersonal communication practices.
Importantly, Licoppe stresses that this “connected” mode coexists with
previous ways of managing “mediated” relationships, representing the
emergence of a new repertoire for managing social relationships.

If connected relationships blur the experience of absence and pres-
ence, then by implication they are disrupting and rearticulating the
public and private spheres. Having examined the claim that ICTs ex-
tend our working time, I now want to interrogate the related claim that
they intrude on our intimate and family-based communication time. In
other words, does the constant connection afforded by mobile modali-
ties transform the quality of personal relationships? After all, families
remain a crucial relational entity playing a fundamental part in the inti-
mate life and connections between individuals. And building and main-
taining relationships does take time together. So does the fact that we
spend almost half of our waking hours using media and communications
technologies leave us less time to talk face-to-face?*°

Hardly a month goes by in which there isn't a new article or book on
the subject of whether digital devices bring us together or push us apart.
Just as in some early debates about the impact of television, many ex-
press the view that smartphones, tablets, and laptops are hollowing out
our personal relationships and family time. In these scenarios, media
use is portrayed as a replacement for, rather than a complement to, co-
present family contact. For example, I have already mentioned Turkle’s
well-known argument that ICTs dilute the quality of time families spend
together because individual family members are glued to a screen in-
stead of socializing with each other* Far from allowing us to communi-
cate better, she views technology as isolating us in a cyber-reality that is
a poor imitation of the human world. Addicted to multitasking on their
BlackBerries, parents do not give children their full attention, and teen-
agers have become scared of the immediacy of talking on the telephone.

While some of the initial research did suggest that the introduction of
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the web increased loneliness, there has since been a plethora of studies
showing that heavy users tend to have more, not less, social contact.”
About half of British Internet users, for example, say that the Internet
has increased the contact they have with friends and family*®* And rather
than replacing other forms of interaction with family and friends, the
Internet complements other forms of contact. Most people communi-
cate with family and friends at least once a week. Their means of keeping
in touch are, in order of importance, face-to-face visits (84 percent), text
messages (62 percent), telephone calls (60 percent mobile; 48 percent
landline) and e-mails (33 percent). Around a quarter of adults use instant
messaging on a weekly basis, and around one-tenth use mail to keep in
touch with friends and family*

Regardless of the communication modality, my research in Australia
found that women are more likely than men to value keeping in touch
with relatives, with almost 9o percent of women saying that the land-
line is either “important” or “very important,” especially as a useful way
of maintaining contact. The same gendered pattern holds for mobile
phones and e-mails. This usage pattern also holds true for American
women, who use landlines, mobile phones, e-mails and instant messag-
ing more than men do.”® They also contact children more often than men,
especially using landlines and mobile phones.

Interestingly, this overall configuration is consistent with the earlier
literature on the gendering of the landline telephone. Such studies show
that a feminine culture of “kinkeeping,” caring, and mutual support
played a much more central part in women'’s use of the landline than in
men’s. As Lana Rakow reported from her American study of telephon-
ing, women’s talk is a form of caregiving, gendered work that women do
to hold together the fabric of the community, building and maintain-
ing relationships.*® This emotional, or care, work is an aspect of intimacy
underemphasized in mainstream writing on the family. Whether these
gendered patterns are being incorporated into mobile phone usage is still
an open question.

What is broadly accepted is that communication has become more
central to intimate relationships. Anthony Giddens in particular ar-
gues that modern marriages and partnerships are based on a dialectic
of mutual self-disclosure, a sharing of inner thoughts and feelings?
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Whereas traditional marriages were bound by economic and practical
conventions, these egalitarian relationships are cemented by talk, rely-
ing on participants’ willingness to continue because of their mutual plea-
sure therein. This profound cultural shift also characterizes parent-child
relationships more than it did in the past. If intimacy is more and more
characterized by rich communication, then the idea that communication
technologies are somehow in opposition to “good” family relationships is
contentious to say the least. Indeed, these devices may be providing an
additional channel for performing intimacy.

In my view, then, the issue is to what extent physical, face-to-face rela-
tionships should be privileged in themselves. Certainly a particular form
of copresence, choosing to spend time together to enjoy the pleasure of
copresence, is a practice of intimacy in itself. Prioritizing time, offering
privileged access to time, and seeking “quality time” are all ways of ex-
pressing affection, often within a spatially and temporally delineated
private sphere. Does the fact that relationships with family and friends
are increasingly digitally mediated mean that people place less value on
being colocated?

Keeping in touch while physically apart is undoubtedly a marker of
intimacy. The ability to be communicatively present with mobile devices
may even enhance closeness at a distance. In order to gain some insight
into this possible use, as part of my research I asked respondents, “If you
and your partner are routinely apart for more than a day at a time, how
important is the mobile phone in maintaining the quality of your rela-
tionship?” Approximately three-quarters of both men and women con-
sider the mobile phone to be either very important or important in main-
taining the quality of their relationship while geographically separated.
Connecting with significant others, even via short calls or texts (phatic
communication), can play a role in sustaining and deepening intimate
relationships. Rather than conveying specific information, in many cases
the call or text itself may be constitutive of the relationship.

Here and in my other writing on the mobile phone, I have argued that
while people may erect a boundary in order to maintain a distance be-
tween work and home, they use the same property of mobiles—constant
connection—to strengthen ties with kin and close friends at a distance.
For example, when I did my study, nearly everyone was switching off
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their mobile phone in the cinema, two-thirds were switching them off at
work meetings, and almost half turned them off in restaurants. However,
only a minority turned their mobile off during leisure activities and dur-
ing meal times at home. While one would now ask if people were turning
their mobile phones to silent rather than switching them off, this pat-
tern seems to indicate that people consider transgressing public spaces
as more important than allowing calls at times reserved for family soli-
darity. Perhaps this is because the telephone is so closely associated with
a deepening of connections with significant others that there is less need
to control the flow over these temporal boundaries.

Indeed, people may positively welcome the softening of the separation
between home and work afforded by these new devices, because, rather
than fearing work intrusion, they are seeking deeper contact with family
and friends. While the work-extension thesis emphasizes the dissolution
of spatial and temporal boundaries, a focus on connected presence draws
our attention to the social practices that constitute and maintain a pri-
vate realm for affective relationships among family members and friends.
This novel development reinforces the relational nature of family prac-
tices, deemphasizing domestic colocation and creating families without
borders. Affective intimacy and the mobile phone are not in opposition
to one another, as commentators of Turkle’s ilk assume. Mobile commu-
nication devices should rather be regarded as another node in the flows
of affect that create and bind intimacy.

Digital Youth

A major omission in my discussion so far is that I have not disaggregated
abstract categories such as “family” and “friend” in order to examine how
individuals in widely diverse personal relationships represented by these
labels actually use ICTs. Just as in face-to-face talk, mediated commu-
nication has many more registers than those contributing to deepening
intimacy.?® Both face-to-face talk and mediated communication can be
deployed in the exercise of control. Parents’ (sometimes excessive) sur-
veillance of their children is a case in point. It is both a practice of inti-
macy and a form of control. Structural inequalities between couples and
between parents and children suggest that there will be a wide variation
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in how apparently similar calls and texts are interpreted. A single mo-
bile call can have multiple functions, serving a range of purposes that
are extremely difficult to categorize. There is considerable evidence, for
example, that teenage children can experience mobile calls from their
parents as a form of control and surveillance.

In relation to family time, studies vary in their findings. In Europe,
for example, the work of Sonia Livingstone documents a trend toward
privatized solo use of computer technologies among children consistent
with living together and spending time part. She notes the advancing
disappearance of family televisions and computers with the growth of
individually used devices in the personal space of bedrooms.?® Others dis-
agree, suggesting that ICTs “have become the glue that binds some fami-
lies together” through interaction between parents and children around
the computer screen.

While much has been made of the decline in family time, in fact, the
majority of families still spend considerable time together watching
television, having family meals, and visiting friends and family. Almost
all American adults who live with a partner or a child have dinner with
members of their household at least a few times per week, and more than
half do so on daily basis3® Moreover, parents, siblings, and other family
members use media together in the context of home and family life.
Over one-third of all parents say they play computer and video games,
and most of these parents report playing video games with their children
and that this brings their families closer together. Gaming and television
watching (using digital video recording devices) are the most pervasive
shared family activities* And, according to the Pew “Networked Fami-
lies” survey, nearly 9o percent of American parents say they have gone
online with their children. More than half of married mothers and one-
third of married fathers go online “often” with their children.

However, young people’s experiences of intimate family time may well
differ from that of the parents they are sharing it with. What mobile de-
vices and social media have made possible to an unprecedented extent is
for young people to express private lives within family time. Especially for
teenagers or young adults, maintaining peer networks outside the home
and family plays a vital role in the development of their sense of indepen-
dence and autonomy. Mobile phones are integral to these practices and,
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arguably, they have changed the power dynamics of parental and peer
group interaction for the adolescent. Indeed, these technologies give
young people more control over their own time.

In particular, SMS, or text messages, provide adolescents with a form
of interaction that they have adopted and shaped to their own purposes,
turning it into “a living form of interaction.” According to Norwegian re-
searchers Rich Ling and Brigitte Yttri, texting’s relatively low cost and
the slightly illicit ability to silently maintain contact with friends (for ex-
ample, during school or in the middle of the night under the bed covers)
have been key to its popularity? Crucial to its function is the physical
nature of the phone—small and portable—and the fact that it is a per-
sonal communication device. That is, the mobile phone individualizes
communication in that callers reach a specific person rather than reach-
ing a random household member as with the landline telephone. Callers
know that they are calling directly to an individual—not to a house
phone where they may have to get through the filtering interactions of
talking to a parent or another sibling. The mobile call is interpersonal
and removes parental scrutiny.

In this way, the mobile phone provides young people with a means of
being in touch with friends during times that were traditionally desig-
nated as times of family togetherness, such as during meals or on vaca-
tions. On one level this is not a new development, as other technologies
like television have also permeated family space and reformed how fami-
lies interact. Nonetheless, the authors conclude that the increase of mo-
bile telephone usage is a distraction from the common focus of the ritual
occasion, whether that is a common evening meal or the annual Christ-
mas dinner: “the device steals attention from the shared family experi-
ence and thus limits its effect. The technology can undercut the potential
for this type of solidarity and the hierarchical dimensions that this form
of social structuring implies.”*

As a counterpoint, I would emphasize that the speed and portability
of digital communication may be enabling young people to maintain
intimate friendships in new ways. Perhaps, in a distinctive manner,
young people are now able to concurrently experience family time and
time with friends. Time’s elasticity means that it does not have to be ap-
portioned in a unilinear mode. Rather than thinking about these inter-
actions as exclusively family oriented or peer oriented, and setting up
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mediated communication in opposition to copresence, we need to com-
plicate our understanding of the forms that intimate relationships can
take in this digital era.

The notion that teenagers have an extended intimate sociality in-
volving an always-on mode of communication emerges strongly from a
major US study of the role of digital media and online communication in
the lives of youth** Social network sites, online games, video sharing, and
gadgets such as iPods and mobile phones have become fixtures of youth
culture and enable youth to connect with peers in innovative ways. While
many parents and teachers interviewed for the study describe young
people’s hanging out with their friends online as “a waste of time,” the
authors argue that teenagers integrate new media ways of being together
with the informal hanging out practice that have always characterized
youth culture.

Notably, most of the direct personal communication that teenagers
engage in through private messages, instant messaging, and mobile
phone communication involves exchange with close friends and roman-
tic partners, rather than the broader peer group with whom they have
more passive access. Teenagers have a “full-time intimate community”
with whom they communicate in an always-on temporal mode via mo-
biles and instant messaging. They use social network sites such as Face-
book and Twitter to extend, enhance, and hang out with people they al-
ready know in their offline lives. Just as in the Norwegian study, the vast
majority of teenagers use new media to reach out to their friends, casu-
ally connecting with them in private communication that is free from
parental monitoring. While the expression of these peer social networks
via mobiles varies among young people, cross-national comparisons re-
inforce a sense that in many parts of the world teenagers and children
use mobile phones in broadly similar ways across cultures and countries
and in broadly different ways as compared to adults.®®

To summarize, ICTs do not impinge upon or steal private time in
any straightforward way. Instead, they extend and reconfigure the time
frames of those spaces, making possible new kinds of emotional prox-
imity that are less anchored in shared time and geography. For young
people, the so-called digital natives, omnipresent communication de-
vices and social media stream seamlessly into the natural rhythms of
daily life.
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New Media Consumption

The salience for my argument of considering young people’s use of new
media is not solely because they represent the future. Doing so immedi-
ately calls into question the stereotype that everyone has busy lives. As
Richard Harper remarks, “Teenagers don’t bewail the fact that they have
too many messages.”*® They communicate the most and yet delight in it.

Moreover, rather than always being used with an eye to saving time,
mobile devices like television can fill time when there are few other op-
tions. Technologies provide an important escape route for youth who
feel trapped in situations not of their making. Leslie Haddon and Jane
Vincent'’s British study of children’s use of mobile phones found that long
car journeys were often cited as examples of phone use® But children
also cited times when they were with others—Ilike parents—but wanted
to be elsewhere. In such circumstances, using the mobile phone to play a
game or listen to music are ways to mitigate a sense of boredom. It offers
new sites for separation and autonomy, allowing the person to be present
but also absent or withdrawn. Children send texts because there is noth-
ing else of interest to do, as well as for positive reasons. For them, inten-
sive media use helps time pass more quickly. The fact that adults, who
receive far fewer communications, often complain of being overloaded
reflects cultural narratives about ICTs speeding up life rather than simply
being a function of the absolute number of mediated communications.

This narrative, in turn, is predicated on portraying past decades as
less media infused and less rushed than our time today. But such com-
parisons are very hard to make. Let’s take, for example, the time we used
to spend watching television. Certainly, ownership of televisions has in-
creased markedly, from 1.5 per average US household in 1970 to nearly 3
in 2010*® This is not necessarily a good indicator of how much time we
actually spend watching television and how this relates to the time we
now spend on new media.

A key issue is the extent to which new media displaces other ways of
spending free time, and thus intensifies the pace of life. Yet there is little
consensus about this. Even the figures on whether Internet use (for both
communicating and informating) decreases television watching are dis-
puted. According to most estimates, the amount of time given over to
watching television seems remarkably large, on average accounting for
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about half of all leisure time. When this figure is added to estimates of
Internet usage, there are not enough hours in the day for this to be plau-
sible.

Measurement instruments, such as surveys by the World Internet
Project and the Pew Research Center, time diaries, and automated moni-
toring on machines, all have different strengths but they do not match
up.* For instance, according to time-diary data, there is no evidence that
information technology leads to notable decreases in social life, media
use, or other ways of spending both free time and nonleisure time, as
claimed in earlier studies. As John Robinson remarks, this “‘more-more’
pattern is hard to explain and may point to the social desirability of doing
more. In a society in which being busy is a ‘badge of honor, there may be
societal pressure on survey respondents to report being more active than
they actually are.”*°

Several additional factors are in play here. First, television watching
is itself a very different experience than it was a generation ago. People
watch television on various media, and they have much more control
over what, when, and where they watch. Second, we know that in many
homes television is used, rather like the radio, as background noise or
wallpaper. It is on all day but does not require or receive exclusive atten-
tion. One can eat and watch television, talk and watch television, iron
and watch television, and so on. Third, there is a strong trend toward
multimodal connectivity and multiscreen viewing. A survey by Google
reported that three-quarters of all TV viewers use another device at the
same time in a typical day.** Moreover, whereas television, radio, and the
landline telephone were essentially single-purpose devices, digital de-
vices have a multiplicity of functions. None of the existing ways of mea-
suring technology use listed above can hope to capture the rhythms of
time into which ICTs are now so interwoven.

The question, then, is not so much whether new media accelerate the
pace of life. Rather, we need to explore the degree to which the uneven
diffusion of media usage throughout different aspects of daily life af-
fects our sense of time. There are not enough hours in the day for all
these practices, as they are not discrete, dedicated activities that one can
measure in a linear way. If we move away from the binary opposition of
mediated/nonmediated, then we can see that time consumption may
involve media usage without being dominated by it. Just as debates on
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television viewing have become sophisticated, differentiating between
diverse forms of television consumption, so too new media consumption
should not be regarded on block as a unitary activity. The new devices
have capacities that do not require full attention, and therefore time con-
sumption is less linear. So we should not expect time-use data regarding
all these changes to correspond with the segmentation of a standard day.

Work or Play?

Much of my discussion to this point has been framed in terms of work-
life balance, and changing forms of labor is a recurring theme. However,
rather than work intruding into leisure, social media are forcing us to
rethink what actually counts as labor, and even what kind of experience
labor is, in the first place. The fact that Internet users create most of the
content that makes up the web brings into sharp relief our changing re-
lationship to leisure time. After all, these new types of “digital,” or “vir-
tual,” activities can feel like either work or play. Indeed, there are times
when leisure is also labor.

From a political economy perspective, watching television advertise-
ments and using Amazon, for example, can be viewed as forms of work
in that they provide audiences and data for corporations. Tracking de-
vices, such as cookies, record Internet users’ browsing patterns and pref-
erences, which can then be monetized through targeted advertisements.
Online shopping is big business, with Britons leading the way spending
on average over £1,000 a year, often on smartphones and tablets.*?

Less visible is the free cultural and technical labor that drives innova-
tion on the Internet: “simultaneously voluntarily given and unwaged, en-
joyed and exploited, free labour on the Net includes the activity of build-
ing Web sites, modifying software packages, reading and participating in
mailing lists, and building virtual spaces on MUDS and MOOs [multiuser
text-based virtual environments].”** Indeed, there are millions of ama-
teur programmers who are motivated by a desire for pleasurable cultural
production, their only reward being the social status that comes with
being at the frontiers of innovation.

In the case of audiences and advertising, labor is combined with plea-
sure in the sense that the nonadvertising content is viewed by choice.
The delivery of entertainment content is thus a key component of the
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role of ICTs in work-life balance. Indeed, the life being balanced is not
only the life of personal intimacy but of pleasurable recreation and relax-
ation. Spending time on Facebook, for example, can be read as a form of
leisure as well as a form of communication. And while the traditional
mass media of newspapers, radio, television, and cinema conveyed con-
tent to passive audiences, interactive media offer a much broader range
of emotional and aesthetic expression, engagement and entertainment.
By changing the relationship between the technology and the consumer
in this way, ICTs arguably have transformed the quality of our leisure
time.

This is not the place to delve into the extensive academic debate about
the effects of new media on the nature of consumer culture. It is, however,
worth pausing to consider just how much personal digital devices and
systems facilitate and foster user involvement.** Throughout the book I
have treated the Internet as a sociomaterial practice that is open to mani-
fold usages, although, as I have emphasized, its network architecture is
shaped by powerful commercial interests to steer users down particular
pathways. Here I have been focusing on the ways in which ICTs recon-
figure the temporal and spatial basis of intimate relationships. But de-
velopments such as Web 2.0, open-source software, and Wikipedia show
how the unique materialities of ICTs are also generating unprecedented
and unpredictable cultural and informational practices. Indeed, the web
isitself animated by users who are both producers and consumers. In this
sense, the Internet is quintessentially a “generative” technology in a way
that no previous technology has been.

So argues Jonathan Zittrain in The Future of the Internet. He sets out
to compare the generative qualities of previous tools, such as hammers,
Lego bricks, knives, and dumbbells with the Internet and traditional PC
architecture. While the former are versatile and can be combined in a
variety of ways, truly generative systems contain the capacity “to produce
unanticipated change through unfiltered contributions from broad and
varied audiences.”** Compared to traditional technologies, PCs and net-
work technologies produce both technical innovation and participatory
output, albeit some of it unwelcome (such as malware).*®

Crucially for the time-pressure paradox, generativity gives rise to new
channels for social networking and creative expression, new forms of
work and a host of new preoccupations and activities. Such changes are
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happening at a startling rate. For example, a multibillion-dollar apps in-
dustry has arisen virtually overnight. The iPhone and iPad already have
about seven hundred thousand apps, from Instagram to Angry Birds, and
the number of software engineers, including freelance app writers, has
mushroomed to over a million.”” Rather than being confined to massive
R&D labs, the process of developing and making hardware and software
is much more distributed.

More broadly, the Internet makes it possible to reshape “both the
‘who’ and the ‘how’ of cultural production. ... It adds to the centralized,
market-oriented production system a new framework of radically decen-
tralized individual and cooperative nonmarket production.”*® Individu-
als and groups can actively participate in the process of cultural creation.
This is not to suggest that the Internet guarantees an “interactive so-
ciety,” as some would have it, nor to imply that broadcast media are in-
capable of interactivity.* But there is little doubt that digital media open
up new opportunities for the democratization of cultural production,
providing important sites of self-expression in the twenty-first century.
The fact that human-machine interactions characterize so much of our
leisure time needs to be understood as adding a dimension to temporal
experience. It certainly confounds the dynamics of when we are at work
or play. The speed or instantaneity of contemporary consumer cultural is
a further issue, which I will take up in my final chapter.

Conclusion

From the telegraph to the landline telephone, communication technolo-
gies have long shaped social interaction. However, since the advent of the
mobile phone and the Internet, interpersonal relationships are routinely
conducted via machines in times and places once regarded as the pub-
lic domain. The customary split between the public and private is now
overlaid with and complicated by another layer of electronic network
connections. Sharing our most intimate lives in multiple sites beyond
the physical space of the house challenges our very conception of the
home. Activities that once defined the separate times devoted to family,
work, and leisure are being combined in new constellations. It is my argu-
ment that digital devices open up fresh possibilities for what we can do
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with our time that goes beyond the fixed distinctions between work and
family.

Reformulating the issue in this way renders the common portrayal of
multimodal machines colonizing our time and starving us of time to talk,
as distorted. Indeed, constant connectivity has largely been welcomed,
for enhancing relationships with family and friends as well as increas-
ing contact with wider social networks. Such mediated communications
do not replace embodied forms of mutual presence. Rather, these sound
and screen modes of sociality coexist alongside face-to-face interaction,
building new levels of connected engagement. What is striking, even
among young people, is the extent to which social media like Facebook
involve members who meet in the offline world. This both affirms the
distinctive quality of time spent in shared presence and suggests that the
additional channels of multimedia enrich embodied encounters when
they occur.

Inevitably, the constant flow of communication requires negotiation
over the allocation of time and attention in multiple temporal zones,
causing communication congestion and conflicts. Making sense of these
devices and developing norms for their habitual usage is, after all, an
ongoing process involving a continuous feedback loop. Nowhere is this
more critical than in relation to the ease and speed with which ICTs allow
some kinds of paid work to leak into what has hitherto been regarded
as our free time. Fears about 24/7 electronic connectedness have to be
understood in the context of the harsh economic climate and its atten-
dant insecurity.

Nevertheless, the same technologies that promote the extension of
working time can also increase autonomy and control over when and
where work tasks are accomplished. In chapter 3 I argued that one of
the main causes of the time squeeze is temporal disorganization, the in-
creased difficulty of scheduling and synchronizing social practices with
others in a deroutinized society. Mobile phones in particular offer flexi-
bility in the timing and arrangement of activities, thereby facilitating
temporal coordination. In this way, ICTs can be a potent resource for aug-
menting work-life integration and deepening intimacy.

I will end by recalling a recent visit to my ninety-five-year-old mother
in a nursing home in Melbourne. In the garden I witnessed a frail old
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woman, silent and slumped in a wheelchair next to her daughter, who sat
with one arm around her mother while using a state-of-the-art smart-
phone with her other hand. My initial reaction to seeing her tapping
away was rather negative, as clearly her attention was not on her aged
mother but elsewhere. As I observed for longer, however, it was appar-
ent that her mother had little consciousness of her surroundings but was
probably comforted by her daughter’s arm around her. The timescape
of nursing homes is extremely slow for both patients and visitors, and
much of the care administered involves filling time and being present. It
is not amenable to acceleration by technology. Given this context, per-
haps the daughter was smart to be making the most of technology to
traverse different time zones.
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Chapter Seven

Finding Time
in a Digital Age

We need to de-alienate time: reconnect clock time to its sources
and recognise its created machine character. As such, concern with
the multiple time dimensions of our lives is no mere theoretical,
academic exercise; rather, it is a strategy for living.

BARBARA ADAM, Timewatch: The Social Analysis of Time

Almost a hundred years ago, economist John Maynard Keynes imagined
that by the beginning of the twenty-first century, we in the West would
only have to work three hours a day to satisfy all our needs. He antici-
pated that the constant growth of productivity resulting from techni-
cal progress would eventually solve the economic problem of supplying
humanity’s material needs at a fraction of the existing work effort. The
abundance of time thus released, Keynes hoped, would lead to a moment
when the spontaneous, joyful attitude to life then confined to artists and
free spirits was diffused throughout society as a whole!

Yet the reverse seems to be true. Machines have not liberated us from
work in the way Keynes predicted. The unparalleled velocity of comput-
erization, telecommunications, and transport, which was expected to
free up human time, has paradoxically been accompanied by a growing
sense of time pressure. Rather than inhabiting a world in which time
is abundant, everyday life seems more rushed. Although the details of
time scarcity vary substantially across socioeconomic groups, as a cul-
ture we have a shared experience of temporal impoverishment. This is
the conundrum that I have been exploring, that we live in an acceleration
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society in which technological acceleration produces not more leisure and
downtime, but in fact an ever-faster pace of life.

Here, I am interested in how we can make more of time. It is not liter-
ally possible to make time in the sense of adding another hour to the day.
Rather, the key to understanding the fraught and complex relationship
between technology and time is the concept of temporal sovereignty, the
ability to choose how you allocate your time. I have argued that having
discretionary control or autonomy over your time lies at the core of some
positive notions of freedom. It is a significant measure of life satisfac-
tion and well-being. The proliferation of hyperefficient ICTs that should
help us take control of time, seem instead to control us. As in the classic
Frankenstein myth, it is often lamented that we have lost control over the
machines to which we gave birth. We wonder whether a faster life, re-
plete with gizmos, is necessarily a better life when the trade-off between
time and money seems to turn every hour into the rush hour.

Certainly it is hard to disentangle the profound social changes that
have occurred in our lifetime from the closely interconnected transfor-
mations in technological systems. However, it is only by examining the
acceleration society thesis in some forensic detail that we can identify
which aspects of life are accelerating, which are slowing down, and for
whom. My social shaping framework has undermined the notion that
the acceleration of work, parenting, and leisure is directly driven by tech-
nology. In tandem with technological change, I have shown that major
shifts in the nature of work, the composition of families, ideas about par-
enting, and patterns of consumption have all contributed to our sense
that the world is moving faster than hitherto.

The experience of time pressure, or harriedness, then, is not simply a
function of machine speed. It is therefore not amenable to resolution by
means of a digital detox diet: “periodically shut down the electronic pros-
theses dictating our worlds and lives. . . . Shut off the cell phone; ignore
e-mail; disable the answering machine and caller ID.”? In any event, I do
not subscribe to the nostalgia for a more natural, less technologically suf-
fused past that some advocates for slow time champion. Rather, return-
ing to Donna Haraway, I want to embrace the emancipatory potential of
technoscience to create new meanings and new worlds while at the same
time being its chief critic.

The design of our devices and the material infrastructure we inhabit
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reflects, as much as shapes, the society in which we live. It embodies the
dominant engineering approach to time saving and time ordering, a
particular conception of efficiency. Likewise, the promises and cultural
imaginaries of a technological future populated with robots and autono-
mous software agents project limited visions of a good society. Opening
up the processes of technical innovation to encompass a broader range
of societal realities and concerns is the only way to generate new devices
for new times.

Contesting the contemporary time culture, then, cannot be thought
outside of and separately from technological developments and vice
versa. We make sense of and operate in the world together with the ma-
chines of our making. And while instrumental time is built into these
material things, there is a complex dialectic whereby increased technical
speed can simultaneously provoke new slowed timescapes.

In this final chapter, [ want to remind you, the reader, of the diverse
ways in which technology reconfigures time, and gesture toward some
possible directions for making more of time. There are two broad aspects
to this time quest. Both involve shifting the emphasis away from how
digital devices colonize our time to a more political orientation based
on how time is allocated and how it is valued. The first issue is the famil-
iar one of reducing working hours in favor of leisure time. This terrain
has become harder to navigate as ICTs dissolve the boundaries between
home and work. The second aspect is somewhat speculative, and involves
examining whether we can alter the texture and tempo of life and what
role technologies might play in this. I will consider these in turn.

Reformulating Working Time

A young colleague of mine mentioned that he was using a time-
management app in order to use his time more efficiently. Apparently
the smartphone application enables you to track exactly what you do
with every minute of the day. As far as I know, he is not signed up to the
quantified self movement, whose members use personal tracking tech-
nologies to monitor their every move? It hardly needs saying that this
form of self-auditing is a highly individualized response to collective
problems, but for him, the latest devices are a powerful resource that en-
ables him to take control of time. Such apps are based on the well-worn
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time-management belief in the unlimited virtues of acceleration, that
we should do everything faster. In other words, it reduces all time to a
standard metric. Wasting time is bad and we should maximize our pro-
ductivity.

How we use our time is fundamentally affected by the temporal
parameters of work. Yet there is nothing natural or inevitable about the
way we work. As we saw in chapter 2, the idea that labor is measured
and regulated by linear clock time is a relatively recent feature of indus-
trial societies. The quest for maximum speed and efficiency, the disci-
plined and frugal use of time, only became hegemonic in a market econ-
omy where time is money. Fewer workers clock in and out of their jobs
these days, but the logic of industrial time still ticks away, shaping how
we understand our lives.

At one level, the most straightforward way to alleviate time pressure
would be to reduce working hours. We only need to remind ourselves of
the long, grinding working hours of previous eras to see how far we have
come. Hours of work per person fell rapidly from 1870 to 1930, and Keynes
assumed that this fall would continue. The establishment of the stan-
dard eight-hour day and the five-day week in the decades after the Sec-
ond World War was a landmark achievement of twentieth-century social
democracy.

However, this trend to shorter working hours has stalled and, for some,
it has gone into reverse. In How Much Is Enough?, Robert and Edward Ski-
delsky take up Keynes’s challenge and puzzle over why: “we in the rich
world are four or five times better off on average that we were in 1930, but
our average hours of work have fallen by only a fifth since then.”*

Their explanation for the continuation of long working hours is two-
fold: a capitalist economy gives employers the power to dictate hours
and terms of work, and such an economy inflames our insatiable desire
for consumption goods. At its root, however, our addiction to work and
hyperconsumption is due to the disappearance from public discussion of
any idea of the good life in which leisure would be valued for its own sake.
The sociologist Juliet Schor similarly puts a new allocation of time at the
centre of Plenitude: The New Economics of True Wealth.® Like the authors
above, she rails against the long-hours culture, limitless growth, and
overconsumption. According to Schor, we need to revalue well-being, as
millions of Americans have lost control over the basic rhythm of their
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daily lives: “they work too much, eat too quickly, socialize too little, drive
and sit in traffic for too many hours, don't get enough sleep, and feel har-
ried too much of the time.”

Such arguments for reducing the incentive to work are based on the
average number of hours people work. The authors are well aware of the
growing disparity between the work rich/time poor and those with few
or no hours of work. Indeed, they are motivated by a concern with a fairer
distribution of working hours, ending the divide between those who are
compelled to work longer than they want, and those who cannot get
enough work? Nonetheless, their general point stands: the culture of
today’s opulent societies is more harried, not more leisurely.

Both books reflect a renewed interest in the politics of working time.
I was particularly struck by this, as my own introduction to the issue was
via earlier leftist arguments for a leisure society based on affluence’” By
contrast, current critiques of endless growth are inflected by the eco-
nomic downturn and the need for environmental sustainability. And
instead of the socialist glorification of work as the key to collegiality,
solidarity and democracy, these authors question our willingness to dedi-
cate ourselves to a life of relentless work. In doing so, they recall ideas of
leisure advocated not only by Keynes and his contemporary, the philoso-
pher Bertrand Russell in his essay In Praise of Idleness (1932), but earlier by
Marx’s son-in-law Paul Lafargue in The Right to be Lazy (1883).2 Unfortu-
nately, in common with their predecessors, this vision of a progressive
politics of time seems only able to invoke a peculiarly bourgeois and sub-
urban ideal of home and family life.

Missing from these attempts to reformulate working hours is any
recognition of the gender dynamics embedded in how we think about
time and work. A fair distribution of work would need to take into ac-
count not only the different patterns of employment currently found be-
tween men and women, but also the inequitable distribution of unpaid
work within households. While the authors above correctly criticize the
framing of time in terms of productivity growth for its own sake, they
do not question the differential worth accorded to the public use of time
spent in paid work, compared to private domestic labor. Kathi Weeks re-
minds us that the Marxist productivist paradigm undervalued and ren-
dered invisible the labor time of unwaged housework, caring, and emo-
tional work. A feminist time movement “should attend to the whole of
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the working day by, for example, insisting that estimates of the socially
necessary domestic labor time of individuals be included in both calcula-
tions of working time and proposals for its reduction.”’

It is precisely this combination of paid and unpaid work that makes
time poverty so widespread among working women. As I have already
elaborated, a major cause of time pressure is the growth of dual-earner
households, which supply more working hours to the labor market than
ever before. Especially in the context of the intensified expectations of
parenting, mothers in full-time employment are particularly busy jug-
gling the conflicting demands of work, family, and leisure.

This is not only a matter of the length or duration of time. Caring and
attentiveness cannot be reduced to linear time as though they involve a
sequence of tasks that in principle could be delegated to machines. What
is colloquially referred to as “quality time,” or being temporally present
with children, requires a cadence that is not subject to acceleration. Just
as one cannot ask an orchestra to play twice as fast as the score requires,
the character or intensity of giving and receiving time contributes to
the experience. For example, we have seen that women'’s leisure time is
“less leisurely” than men’s, as women are more likely to combine leisure
with looking after children. What presents itself in public as a discussion
about a reduction in working hours conceals the ways in which time-
scapes are still differentiated along sex-specific lines.

However, even this critique of the gendered nature of work does not
go far enough. Attempts to revalue domestic labor still operate as if the
distinction between the public and private domains can be clearly de-
lineated. Technology barely figures in any of these discussions about the
politics of time, except as an external factor that eats into leisure. But the
pervasiveness of ICTs into every aspect of our lives poses the profound
question of whether the dichotomy between work and personal time still
holds in a digital age. This issue is at the core of the concerns that I ex-
pand on below.

Work-Life Articulation
We cannot have a serious discussion about working time today with-

out interrogating the way that ICTs confound the distinction between
“my time” and “work time.” Just as the standard five-day work week has
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been heavily eroded, so too have the time and place of work. Whereas
the old industrial clock regulated our lives in discrete blocks of time and
space, with the separate spheres of public and private life, the constant
connectivity and global reach of mobile, digital technologies erase time
zones and specific work places. The traditional time/space of the week
and weekend and their characteristic social relations are now porous as
people increasingly work, play, consume, and interact anywhere, anytime.

Throughout the book I have argued that ICTs create a multiplicity of
temporalities and modes of everyday living, as people craft new under-
standings of themselves and their relation to others. Time cannot be
thought of as an abstraction, divorced from a socially situated materi-
ality and embodiment. We make and measure time with and through in-
struments, tools, and techniques. But it does not follow that accelerating
technologies inevitably hasten the pace of all social domains. The way
artifacts evolve in relation to time practices crucially depends on how
they become embedded in our institutions and the vicissitudes of ordi-
nary life.

The very same machines that can make us feel harried also free up
time, allowing for much greater autonomy, flexibility, and versatility in
how we organize human affairs. Recall our discussion of the smartphone,
the quintessential time-space compression mechanism. Not only does it
both save and consume time, it also transforms linear, sequential time-
scapes, and all this simultaneously. I have argued that the experience of
harriedness takes a variety of forms, depending on which aspect of tem-
porality is being squeezed. Problems of temporal disorganization, the
difficulty of coordinating shared social practices with others, loom large
with the growth of dual-earner households. So it is not surprising that
people have actively embraced and appropriated cell phones in order to
microcoordinate and synchronize their multifarious activities. By soft-
ening schedules and making time more fluid, these devices offer unique
techniques for alleviating this aspect of time pressure.

Indeed, I have debunked the notion that we have all become cyber-
serfs, technologically tethered workers with no control over our own
lives. In chapter 4 I considered the complex entanglement of contempo-
rary work practices, working time, and the materiality of technical arti-
facts. I showed that neither the smartphone nor even the sheer volume of
e-mail traffic drives the speed of work. People overloaded with work reach
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for their electronic gadgets in an attempt to relieve the pressure that the
devices magnify but do not in themselves cause.

This is not to deny the distinctive materiality of digital technologies
and its powerful effect on organizational practices. The speed of e-mail,
for example, promotes constant connectivity and instant response. This
technical affordance has agency in that it contributes to the naturaliza-
tion or taken-for-grantedness of this practice.

It is precisely because of this that there is a tendency among advocates
of shorter working hours to presume that quality personal time entails
escape from the encroachment of electronic paraphernalia. But in my
view, digitalization provokes a radical rethinking of the standard terms
of the work-life balance debate, which pitches work against life and pub-
lic against private. ICTs make possible new combinations of previously
distinct temporal zones, new forms of mediated intimacy, and new ways
of doing family. Mediated relationships have not supplanted embodied
mutual presence, but rather exist alongside them. The phenomenological
experience of being in the presence of others at a distance can invigorate
and intensify communication, rather than detract from it. Contrary to
much of the hype, we may well have more time to talk.

Digital technologies, then, must be understood as more than simply
tools for exchanging data and coordinating human interaction. They do
not just make existing forms of social action more efficient. As material
objects or sociotechnical assemblages, they reconfigure the temporal and
spatial dynamics of how people think and act. People may welcome the
permeability of these boundaries for the flexibility and control it offers
rather than primarily fearing work intrusion into leisure time.

The important questions for a politics of time, in our age, might have
less to do with a sense of harriedness or the mixture of work and home
life than with a hierarchal time culture in which status and pay mea-
sure the value of a person’s time. Being busy is valorized, while having
too much time on one’s hands signifies failure. Temporal disparities are
closely mapped to social inequalities, as exemplified by the demoniza-
tion of the unemployed. The democratization of time would lead to a
very different social order, one in which time priorities and restraints
are equitably shouldered. I would not be the first to suggest that “the
concept that everyone’s time is equally valuable is truly revolutionary.”*

170



CHAPTER SEVEN

ject of many jokes that express our frustration at being at the mercy of a
technology that is saving someone else’s time and money at our expense.
Consumption in an instant society can, at times, involve a temporality of
remarkable slowness.

The ascribed nexus between high-tech and efficiency is often belied
even in conventional, in-the-flesh shopping. Not long ago I visited the
Apple store in central London to repair my iPod. As it is over five years
old, I was firmly informed that no spare parts existed for such aged ma-
chines, that it was redundant and I would have to buy a new one. OK, I
said, bring me the new model in any color and I will buy it—where is the
cashier? I look around but there was nowhere in the shop to purchase a
product. Apple policy is a “personalized” service, so you have to wait for
someone to serve you individually. In fact, it took ages. When I inquired
as to why there were no such counters, I was told that the company had
dispensed with them in order to avoid the appearance of long lines! In
their attempt to abolish the cardinal sin of waiting, the company had in-
advertently designed a slow service as the condition for purchasing the
latest, fastest product. Slowness as a common condition of contemporary
urban life is rarely diagnosed.

The rise of the self-service economy, whereby more and more of the
work of consumption is transferred onto consumers, was first theorized
in the 1970sM ATMs, self-service gas stations, and vending machines were
spreading and promoted as being time saving for consumers. More re-
cently, self-service tills at supermarkets and preprepared meals are on the
increase. No one could have anticipated the huge growth of online shop-
ping, let alone 3D automated manufacturing or self-driving cars. This
trend is being taken to new heights by the world of Big Data that prom-
ises a future of frictionless, continuous shopping. As we are tracked and
fed information on our wants and needs from online tools, services and
apps, we are assured that our consumption will only get more stream-
lined and efficient. We will no longer need to search for anything since
we are perpetually monitored, with the relevant information sent to us
on the basis of perceived need.

Amazon, Google, and Wal-Mart are all moving toward same-day ship-
ping, as people become accustomed to instant gratification, where you
just type something on your phone and the next thing you know, you
have what you need** This will soon include Sunday deliveries, boasts
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Amazon’s Jeff Bezos, with the aid of drones. Dinner kits are also taking
off. E-commerce businesses, such as Plated, will buy, measure, cut, chill,
box, and ship every ingredient for a meal to your door. All the customer
has to do is to order online. As one of their spokesmen put it: “Food is one
of the last pieces of daily life that is still analog. We want to bring it into
the digital age.”

Ironically, some of these futuristic developments hark back to the
past. During the nineteenth century, household deliveries and mail-
order catalogs were common. As I outlined in chapter 5, the indus-
trial revolution in the home and the advent of the car, paradoxically,
increased shopping time. For all the e-commerce today, shopping and
domestic travel times show a rising trend. Even sophisticated domestic
appliances, such as the washing machine, have been more successful in
time shifting and raising standards than in reducing housework. Rather
than compressing labor time, such machines radically alter expectations
of comfort, cleanliness, and convenience. Routine household work is
consequently still time-consuming, and that is why the cash-rich, time-
poor employ paid domestic workers and fast food outlets flourish on
busy main streets.

In the end, the relationship between technological change and tem-
porality is always dialectical: the simultaneous production of fast time
spaces with those of remarkable slowness. Speed and slow down have
always coexisted in modernity, although the meanings and values at-
tached to them have shifted.

Notwithstanding this recursive interplay, the predominant emphasis
in social and cultural theory is on the acceleration of everything. As out-
lined in chapter 1, this new temporality is variously described as one of
immediacy, instantaneity, simultaneity, timelessness, chronoscopic, or
network time. Ben Agger has gone so far as to label it iTime, a manic,
compulsive, deeply compressed time “weighing heavily on the person
who always has too much to do, not enough time to do it.”*

For John Tomlinson, too, this telemediated culture is a novel histori-
cal phenomenon, a unique way of being! “Immediacy”—the combi-
nation of fast capitalism and the saturation of the everyday by media
technologies—changes the nature of consumer culture entirely. It is
characterized by instantaneity, proximity, and expectations of imme-
diacy that are linked to “assumptions of instant delivery and effortlessly
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achievable abundance.” Accordingly, “delivery” itself rather than satis-
faction becomes the telos of consumption; “something new is always on
the way and so it is not necessary—nor does it do—to invest too much
into the thing of the moment.” While Tomlinson highlights the usual
critiques of accelerating consumption, such as debt, waste, and main-
tenance of the capitalist status quo, his real concern is that the culture
of immediacy is incapable of generating “new imaginations of the good
life.”

Slow Living in Modern Times

It cannot go unremarked that, alongside the reverence accorded to a
hyperkinetic, digitally fueled pace, the idea of a slower life is gaining ap-
peal. Recent decades have spawned several slow-living initiatives, such
as the Slow Food movement, Slow Cities (CittaSlow), the Society for the
Deceleration of Time, the Simple Living Network, and various forms of
meditation and mindfulness. Indeed, there has been considerable growth
of the “mind business” within large corporations® There is even a mani-
festo for Slow Science, calling for scientists to proceed with less haste,
taking time to think, to read, and to fail.’* Common practices associated
with slow living include cooking and sharing a meal instead of buying
fast food, growing fruit and vegetables locally, and cycling or walking in-
stead of driving. These initiatives deliberately posit slowness or decelera-
tion as a subversion of the cultural orthodoxy of speed.

Clearly, the resignification of slowness as a life-enhancing quality
has to be understood as a response to the acceleration society. As we
saw in chapter 2, the experience of slowness emerged as a positive value
in response to the velocity of newly emerging machines from the mid-
nineteenth century. The shock induced by the speed of railway travel,
for instance, provoked a renewed perspective on earlier modes of travel,
such that walking could be redefined as offering leisure and heightened
sensory pleasure. Slowness became recognized as a desirable or virtuous
quality when it became a choice, rather than the only option, and when
speed could be associated with negative characteristics such as alien-
ation, stress, or desensitization. It is in this context that slowness could
become the basis of formulating a critique of modernity: “speed created

slowness, as it were.”"
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The Slow Food movement is worth considering briefly for the manner
in which it treats time. Founded by the Italian food writer Carlo Petrini
in response to the prospect of a McDonald’s restaurant opening in the
heart of Rome, the movement focuses on the contrast between “slow”
and “fast” food in an attempt to demarcate a time, as much as a practice,
distinct from the pace and pressures of work. It rejects globalized tech-
nologies, as well as the homogeneity and corporate greed associated with
fast food production, and instead emphasizes the values associated with
enjoyment, taste, authenticity, connectedness, tranquility, and commu-
nity. Patterns of conviviality centered on eating slowly are celebrated as
symbolic of making time for the important things in life. The assump-
tion is that embedded within the time-honored practices of food prepa-
ration, rest, and hospitality lies a knowledge of mindful living.

The diversity of the movement makes it difficult to pin down the
politics of slowness. In general, the Leftist origins of many participants
mitigate conservative nostalgia for a lost organic community. Even so,
a binary conception of slow as pleasure and speed as enslavement per-
meates their philosophy, as expressed in their manifesto: “Our century,
which began and has developed under the insignia of industrial civiliza-
tion, first invented the machine and then took it as its life model. We are
enslaved by speed and have all succumbed to the same insidious virus:
Fast Life.”*® Notably, however, in place of the fast life, slow food offers not
only the pleasure of the table—taste, flavors, regionalism, locatedness—
but also international exchange. Slowness is conceived of both as an indi-
vidual, private subjectivity of “self-artistry,” and as a social and political
strategy for the betterment of society.

The shortcomings of the Slow Food movement are well rehearsed.””
To mention a few: there is a tension between slowness as a realm of the
elite (mostly Western) individual and the need to share the pleasures of
slowness equitably; the need for an international movement that is itself
opposed to globalization; a reliance on old discourses of pastoral versus
high-density city life; and whether slow conviviality rests on a traditional
domestic division of labor. More broadly, a social movement rooted in a
politics of consumption cannot fully engage with the inequalities in time
sovereignty that result from money, status, and power.

Shortcomings aside, such movements do open up a political space for
questioning our obsession with speed as a virtue in and of itself. In de-
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fiance of the dominant time regime, a collective culture of deceleration
would foster an alternative consumption of time—not just in the sense
of more time, but more meaningful, deliberate and pleasurable time. As
Wendy Parkins and Geoffrey Craig conclude, “The conscious cultivation
of slowness may be a salutary reminder of how our rhythms and routines
have the potential to either challenge or perpetuate the disaffection of
everyday life.”?° By placing a fluid and dynamic understanding of time at
the core of its philosophy, the Slow Food movement provides an interest-
ing case study for examining how a more time-enriched lifestyle might
be narrated.

As we move toward the final thoughts of this book, let me remind you
why I would be reluctant to embrace slow living. Firstly, we cannot in
fact choose between fast and slow, technology and nature. These dual-
isms exist and only acquire meaning in relation to each other. A fast/
slow dichotomy cannot hope to capture the simultaneous coexistence of
multiple temporalities that characterizes the experience of modernity.
Once we recognize this, we can begin to reimagine hybrid sociomaterial
assemblages or networks for enacting different times in an intensely
technological world.

It follows, second, that a wholesale dismissal of globalization and digi-
talization as necessarily spurring on acceleration is misconceived. Even
eating at a McDonald’s restaurant can, in some contexts, be recuperated
as a positive locale for slow eating, conviviality, and leisure. High-tech
devices and systems are also great sources of pleasure and creativity. The
positive possibilities for new kinds of time they generate should not be
denied. Indeed, making more of time, preserving slow zones, actually re-
quires more technological innovation.

New Technologies for Emergent Times

To argue, as I have in this book, that there is no temporal logic inherent
in digital technologies is not to claim that technology is neutral or that
the technical properties of objects do not matter. A sociotechnical lens
on the sociology of time lays bare the highly specific materialities that
make up the global network society. It demonstrates that the design and
capabilities of the apparatus that become available to us, the architecture
of infrastructures, have huge consequences. This has never been more so
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than now when every aspect of our lives is touched by information and
communication technologies.

That some technologies are favored and developed while others lan-
guish neglected operationalizes the world in particular ways, obliging us
to live accordingly. It closes off some options while opening up others.
Understanding this dynamic is at the core of my thesis. To quote from
Susan Douglas’s social history of the radio: “Machines, of course, do not
make history by themselves. But some kinds of machines help make dif-
ferent kinds of histories and different kinds of people than others.”* We
build our present and dream our future with and through tools and tech-
niques and these visions are symbiotically reflected in them. So what
forces are shaping technology today and what visions of the future are
we being offered by the engineers of Silicon Valley?

What were once the stuff of science fiction are presented in daily
media as if their realization is just around the corner. This near future is
one peopled by robots and posthuman subjects with brains, bodies, and
clothing enhanced by technoscience. According to the geeks of Silicon
Valley, we are on evolutionary path to the next stage of a morphed cy-
borgian existence. Domestic robots feature prominently in these futuris-
tic discourses. Electronic gadgets will clean floors, wash windows, scrub
gutters, and even prepare healthy meals. Herb (the home exploring robot
butler) developed by Carnegie Mellon University’s Robotics Institute, for
example, with two arms and a head-like box housing cameras and sen-
sors, even speaks like a butler should, declaring in a Jeeves-like English
accent, “I was designed to help people with household duties. One day I
will help humans.”?? (This figure is especially appealing given the concur-
rent return of the real butler or manservant for the super-rich.)

In The New Digital Age, according to Google’s Eric Schmidt and Jared
Cohen, you will be roused by the aroma of freshly brewed coffee, with
room temperature, humidity, music, and lighting all operating automati-
cally, a gentle back massage administered by your high-tech bed that
also guarantees a good night'’s sleep by measuring your REM cycle?® Your
seamlessly interchangeable devices, some wearable, are all lightweight
and incredibly fast and powerful. To paraphrase: the resulting gains in
efficiency and productivity will be profound. By relying on these inte-
grated systems, we'll be able to use our time more effectively each day—
whether that means having a “deep think,” spending more time preparing
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for an important presentation or guaranteeing that a parent can attend
his or her child’s football match without distraction. And, of course, the
self-driving car will deliver you to work while you work!

These prospective technological scenarios seem inexhaustible and
figure ever more powerfully in our culture. Time was when a new con-
sumer durable had to be marketed with conventional accompanying
advertisements, while now the latest versions of smartphones are news-
worthy in themselves. They are not only reported in the financial pages
but are headline news framing and representing tales of individual em-
powerment. The “i” word is practically an intoxicant. The topic of tech-
nology is in fact by far the best predictor of the popularity of news items
on Twitter?*

At one level, all this speculative hyperbole has an obvious function:
these (mostly) guys are promoting a benign future in which their own
products feature heavily. They are transparently selling a particular vision
in which technology will solve all our ills, including the time crunch. As I
write, Big Data is the tool du jour for tech-savvy companies: the irresist-
ible technological fix or answer to all social problems.?® This idea, that we
live in a technocracy in which technical rationality both defines political
problems and provides the solution, has a long lineage. Frankfurt School
writers like Herbert Marcuse and Jiirgen Habermas were wise to it before
the dawn of the computer?® Such depictions of the “proximate future”
are far from innocent. They are being mobilized as a resource to influ-
ence the direction of sociotechnical innovation in the present* Some
thought-provoking sociology is exploring how patterns of hope, prom-
ise, and hype—the “dynamics of expectations”—are constructed, and the
performative role they play in actually shaping research agendas.

Perhaps less obvious than the marketing ploys of the techno-
evangelists is the extent to which speed itself has become the ultimate
rationale for technical innovation. This in turn purveys a distorted model
of the relationalities between time, technology and social change. Tech-
nologies change all the time, but this does not mean that technical
change is always inventive.

In The Mantra of Efficiency, the historian Jennifer Karns Alexander
traces how the modern orthodoxy that “all things should act efficiently”
became dominant in Western culture. “Good” technological design is
efficient, it is about making things work, effecting control over situations
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and events. This is “particularly apparent in the contemporary empha-
sis on quantifiable productivity and associated fears of waste, especially
the waste of time.”?® In other words, technological inventiveness is asso-
ciated with making us more efficient in the sense of being economical
with time.

This instrumental philosophy of maximizing efficiency is at the heart
of engineering. According to this logic, automation is the perfect solu-
tion because human “interference” is a potential source of error and
should be eliminated. The latest, fastest, most automated systems appear
as objectively the best, rather than as the congealed product of particular
localized choices, histories, ideas, technical instruments, and materials.*®

Take something we rarely think about, searching the web. We inter-
face with IT apparatus as if it was immaterial, screens providing neu-
tral, value-free information. The speed of Google’s search engine so en-
thralls us that we seldom reflect on the fact that it favors some content
over others. Nor are we alert to the way that entering a search term into
Google triggers an instant auction that determines the order in which
advertisements appear. This is especially true for the all-important first
page of search results. What matters here, the way power is exercised, is
in what is excluded—the vast number of relevant websites that we do
not see.

It used to be the case (until Google changed the results) that a search
for the phrase, “she invented,” would return the query, “Did you mean “he
invented?”” As Google explained, this “correctly” reflects past searches, in
that over the entire corpus of the web the word “invented” is preceded by
“he” much more often than “she.” Google’s algorithm recognized this—
and presumed it meant the first search query was merely a typographical
error. Thus the conventional wisdom that the world’s greatest inventors
are male presents itself as factual. We could have more diverse search en-
gine technology, running different algorithms, instead of the standard-
ization of the key filter for most web users.*® This would be much slower.
But might it be more efficient in the sense of acknowledging the differ-
ence between data, information and knowledge? Might the articles that
a computer program quickly tells you are “popular” on the Internet not
necessarily be the same as those that are actually worth reading?

There is growing recognition that software algorithms are not impar-
tial* Different software embeds different philosophies, and these phi-
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losophies, as they become ubiquitous, become invisible. Code is written
by people, it contains inferences and assumptions and embodies certain
human values and biases. Indeed, the surface structure of flexibility and
freedom, heralded by computing, is undergirded by a rigid infrastruc-
ture of legal and economics protocols. Software systems shape output—
computer-generated predictions, recommendations, and simulations.
What appears to be efficient, the constant upgrading of computer soft-
ware and hardware packages, “are instances of a restrictive strategy, lock-
ing users into existing configurations producing enforced obsolescence,
reproducing the contours of the existing technological zone in a trivially
‘new’ form.”** The flip side of accelerated novelty production, the con-
tinual simulation of the new, is a mounting pile of trash.

But this need not be the case. Jonathan Sterne, for example, imag-
ines a company that took its time developing a computer that could last,
could be easily updated, repaired, and upgraded, was easy to learn and
use, worked well with other platforms, and that was less environmentally
hazardous when it did finally decompose® This would be a “convivial”
tool in Ivan Illich’s sense: ease of use, flexibility in implementation, har-
mony with the environment, and ease of integration into truly demo-
cratic forms of social life. Instead, computers are designed to become
obsolete after a short period of use. Within the occupational ideology of
computer engineering, Moore’s law is “less of a law of computer evolu-
tion than it is a fantasy the industry wishes to uphold,” as a high rate of
machine turnover drives exponential profit.

To be sure, we have been all too ready to conflate the speed of techni-
cal innovation with inventiveness. On the contrary, rapid technological
change can actually be conservative, maintaining or solidifying existing
social arrangements. Its very speed may occur in order to block and stifle
the possibility of alternative trajectories. As other STS scholars argue, in-
ventiveness is not about the novelty of artifacts in themselves, but about
the degree to which they are “aligned with inventive ways of thinking and
doing and configuring and reconfiguring relations with other actors.”*
Genuine inventiveness, then, can occur when the pace of technological
change is slow, or in places and at times least expected.

If inventiveness is about challenging our common-sense ways of
doing things, questioning the assumptions that permeate our political
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discourse, and creating new possibilities for the present, we leave engi-
neering to the engineers at our peril. I have written elsewhere about the
culture of engineering and computing, where “the masculine workplace
culture of passionate virtuosity, typified by hacker-style work, epitomizes
a world of mastery, individualism and non-sensuality.”* Being in an
intimate relationship with a computer can be both a substitute for, and
a refuge from, the much more uncertain and messy relationships that
characterize social life. It is an environment that thwarts the imagina-
tions of technology designers, ignoring the needs of those who do not
fit or conform to their own paradigm of normality>® One might venture
that this mindset is ever more influential in our digital age in which the
world’s richest companies are predominantly engineering companies:
Microsoft, Apple, Google, Facebook, and Twitter.

My point here is not about the predisposition of individual engineers
so much as the institutional culture they inhabit. Much technoscientific
innovation originates in either the military or in corporate business en-
vironments, where the expertise and ingenuity that is valued is directed
toward tackling certain kinds of soluble problems.

Take a radical innovation for saving time, such as Google’s driverless
car. That a car can drive itself without crashing is a remarkable achieve-
ment of mapping software. It is economical with time, in that you can
get on with work while being driven and don’t need to employ a chauf-
feur to achieve this efficiency. However, as Evgeny Morozov rightly points
out, there may be unintended consequences: “Would self-driving cars re-
sult in inferior public transport as more people took up driving? Would
it lead to even greater suburban sprawl as, now they no longer had to
drive, people could do email during their commute and thus would toler-
ate spending more time in the car?”®” One might add that little thought
has been given to gendered patterns of travel, the intricate map of itin-
eraries that thread through the daily lives of mothers. Car travel is not
wholly instrumental. It may be an important time and space for parent-
child relationships, such as on the daily school run. As the driverless car
becomes more reliable, parents will surely succumb to the temptation to
send their children off in it while they get on with other tasks.

But in relation to saving time, the self-driving car presents a narrow
model of change, even in terms of transport. The car is more than a ma-
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chine for mobility, it is a sociotechnical system that locks people into
certain social habits and practices. Shifting these requires innovating
in the economic, political, and social arrangements that embed them.
In fact, cars are in decline in the West, and travel activity has reached
a plateau. Many forecast alternative scenarios of electric cars based not
on individual ownership but on access* They cite new vehicle-sharing
systems, the increasing interest of car manufacturers in experimenting
with pay-as-you-go schemes, and the mass development of electric bikes
in China. What is at stake here is commuting time. But perhaps long dis-
tance travel may become less necessary with hypermobile network com-
munications while refinements to less sophisticated technologies, such
as the bicycle, increase their appeal. In other words, a more imaginative
combination of old and new technologies together with different owner-
ship arrangements might release more time than automating the car.
Enthusiasm for the smart kitchen also betrays a belief that automation
automatically saves time, regardless of the context. The idea of a kitchen
run by super-intelligent machines, like Herb the robot butler, is not radi-
cal at all. As we saw in chapter 5, there are limits to how smart a kitchen
can be if the home is conceived in terms akin to a rational, orderly, well-
functioning machine. Time is treated as a highly individualized activity
rather than as an aspect of shared, socially organized activities that are
themselves shaped both by institutions and physical infrastructures. A
far more inventive design frame would think outside the kitchen box.
It would see beyond the private single-family household to encompass
different social arrangements. If the aim were to economize on house-
work time, it could reorganize the sexual division of domestic labor. It
might even collectivize housework in the way envisioned by American
feminists like Charlotte Perkins Gilman in the late nineteenth century?*
The problem is that ultra high-tech conceptions of conserving per-
sonal time have ramifications. They materially shape not only our ma-
chines but also our cultural frames, tropes, and metaphors for under-
standing ourselves. How can we possibly refuse the ensemble of objects
that define our world as given, if we are constantly narrated as subjects
who are programmed, “hard-wired,” or coded to process information in
particular ways? As Lucy Suchman has shown, grand projects in human-
oid robotics and artificial intelligence perversely limit the potential for
altering our cultural imaginaries of the human. They make it much more
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difficult to locate “the conditions for action and possibilities for inter-
vention in the specificities of mundane sociomaterial assemblages.”*°

To my mind, such projects also reflect the marginalization of women
from technoscientific work. (Even the famous MIT Media Lab has a male
milieu, as only 20 percent of the faculty are women.*) Mine is not an
essentialist argument about innate female values but part of a more
general proposition about opening up the processes of technological re-
search and development to a wider range of societal groups and interests.
Time is calibrated by power, and therefore promoting diversity in design
would produce entities and interfaces more attuned to those who do not
fit the mold of methods oriented to speed. The way ICTs are interpreted
and used depends on the tapestry of social relations woven by age, gen-
der, race, class, and other axes of inequality. We should not subsume all
the often slow and discordant rhythms of everyday life to the standard-
ized clock time of our technoculture.

The digital is not a black box, a magic thing that is going to fulfill a
vision of the future. It is coproduced with society and mirrors the bound-
aries of our imagination. Rather like the ways in which people represent
themselves on social media, the initial radical promises of cyberspace as
a disembodied zone of freedom is belied by clichéd and deeply regressive
visual and textual representations. It is new technology reiterating old
narratives. What presents itself as novelty and change is often a more
concrete expression of the ongoing limits to, and stasis in, our collective
social and political aspirations—as these are continually enacted in the
distorted distributions of labor, time, power, and other resources.

* * *

The contemporary imperative of speed is as much a cultural artifact as a
material one. We are at a pivotal juncture in the evolution of technology,
yet industrial regimes still set the contours of our lives. These tradi-
tional timescapes and domains of activity have been subsumed within
networked 24/7 digital temporalities. The question posed by this book is
whether acceleration is an adequate trope for understanding our emerg-
ing relationship to time.

Rather than being endemically pressed for time, perhaps we are con-
fused about what time we are living in. Part of the problem may be that
the categories of speed and acceleration, and their association with
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progress, productivity and efficiency, do not provide us with the appro-
priate language to formulate fresh ideas about how we might leverage
the digital infrastructure.

Electronic technologies are integral to our experience of space, time,
communication, and consciousness, crystallizing new ways of being,
knowing, and doing. They as much reflect our high-speed culture as
shape it. If technologies are sites of practice, then sociotechnical orders
are not predetermined but are the result of humans and nonhumans
coming together to constitute society. The latest technologies can, then,
be recruited as a resource in our quest for discretionary time.

Too often, however, critical reflections on the impact of digital devices
are framed negatively, as if we are victims of a “crisis” that needs correc-
tion.*” Such readings make it difficult to formulate an alternative poli-
tics of time (and in particular a gendered time politics) which cannot be
separated from either the emergence of digitalization, or its entangle-
ment with the shifting temporalities of social life.

There is a disjunction between the cultural allure of speed and the
common experience of always feeling rushed, but this can be a source of
creative tension. Smart, fast technologies provide an unparalleled oppor-
tunity for realizing a more humane and just society, only we need to keep
in mind that busyness is not a function of gadgetry but of the priorities
and parameters we ourselves set. Now is the moment to contest the eu-
phorics of speed, and the technological impulse to achieve it, harnessing
our inventiveness to take control of our time more of the time.
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