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Most would agree that the availability of time, or rather, the lack thereof, is a
central problem in most contemporary societies. Whether in informal
conversation with family and friends, or among titles of new releases at the
bookshop around the corner, time scarcity seems to be at the forefront of
contemporary discussion. One of the main characteristics of capitalist
societies - the vast majority around the globe nowadays - is that at least one
member of virtually all households is involved in paid employment. But not all
activities that societies need to accomplish daily to reproduce themselves
are done in the guise of paid employment. Far from it.

First, myriad domestic activities often done by women, like cleaning,
cooking, laundering, are unpaid. Second, the activities and relationships
needed for social ties and communities remain out of the purview of
capitalist labour markets. But if wage-producing activities are not
exhaustive, they are nonetheless socially dominant from a temporal
perspective. Work is basically the main factor determining how much time is
available to us for activities from care to leisure, as well as the specific
moments in which these can be completed. Indeed, the very division
between working time and free time, completely unknown to past societies,
is a direct offspring of capitalism and its concomitant spreading of wage
labour throughout the social field.

Through calls for shorter working hours, the labour movement has long
recognized the constraining influence of working time. From global pushes
for an eight-hour day in the late 19th-century, to the spread of the 40-hour
work week in core capitalist countries in the mid-20th century, to current
movements for a four-day week, working time reduction has been at the
forefront of attempts by the labour movement to ameliorate the living
conditions of the working class. As one of that movement’s foremost theor-
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ists, Karl Marx, stated forcefully in Capital: ‘The shortening of the working
day is [freedom’s] basic prerequisite’.

But to frame working time as an individual problem and available time as a
scarce resource results, at best, in incomplete attempts to fully maximize
society-wide temporal autonomy. The reproduction of every complex
society, particularly those in which social interactions are greatly mediated
by commodities, relies on multiple temporal interdependencies. Crucially,
not only does capitalist production demand highly synchronized productive
activities, but the leisure of some has, as its necessary counterpart, the
concurrent labour of others. Therefore, political strategies to reduce
working time like those mentioned above do not necessarily promote the
expansion of ‘free time for all’.

From the perspective of citizens’ participation in politics and active
involvement in collective decision-making, individual free time is, indeed, a
necessary prerequisite. But under no circumstances may we remove its
collective dimension. The most basic precondition of a truly democratic
society, i.e., one where all citizens can collectively decide on their common
affairs, is the availability of ‘free time in common’. This is what makes it a true
social group, rather than a mere collection of isolated individuals. In the
absence of such time, how can citizens actively participate in deliberative
processes and turn individual views into shared positions on common
affairs? How can any political organization persist over time unless people
can be together? How can political actions from book launches to building
squats to demonstrations against privatized public services be undertaken
without a plurality of bodies being free to participate at the same time?

Which policy measures can do justice to the notion of free time as an
inherently collective endeavour and, in turn, make political participation truly
democratic by giving all citizens a say in collective affairs? We have already
hinted at one, namely, a sustained reduction of working times. But as noted
above, if not being at work is the core prerequisite for any individual’s
political participation, it does not by itself suffice to promote society-wide
political engagement.
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Moreover, reduced working time affects how much time we devote to paid
employment, but not when we work. To guarantee a minimum of
synchronized free time, opening hours must be rationalized to enhance their
temporal autonomy from a collective perspective. Even if a widespread
reduction of working hours is attained, how can we ensure that people’s
respective free times are duly aligned to enable their joint involvement in
political matters?

Furthermore, vastly expanded public infrastructures are needed to greatly
reduce the time we spend collectively reproducing ourselves and occupying
the same time and space. On the one hand, we would need to drastically
reorganize and collectivize care. The daily reproduction of our societies
demands completion of myriad activities from domestic chores to physical
and emotional assistance for those in need, which overall represent most of
our societies’ total paid and unpaid work and are generally grouped under
the heading of ‘care’. Immense technological advances have swept our
homes in recent decades but, from a social standpoint, the overall space
occupied by unpaid care and domestic labour has scarcely decreased.

This counterintuitive result is partly explained by the fact that care provision
remains privatized within households, thus failing to benefit from the very
economies of scale which technical progress enables. To alleviate the
temporal burdens we each must cope with to function, we must develop
socializing institutions and infrastructures, from communal Kitchens to
neighbourhood care centres. Moreover, and intimately linked, vastly
expanded public transport infrastructure is needed so that spatio-temporal
barriers to sharing space can be eradicated or at least significantly
attenuated. New public transport infrastructure must promote greater
inclusiveness on every front: affordability, so that steep fares do not
discourage riders; time, so that services suit the full spectrum of working
rhythms; and space, spreading through geographical space to mitigate the
inequalities ingrained in the very constitution of social space.
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To recap, a widespread reduction of working time, rationalized opening
hours, collectivized care responsibilities, and expanded public transport
infrastructure: these are the core elements of an approach to time tuned to
promote free time in common and fully democratize political involvement
and participation. Without these, the results of such involvement and
participation would be inherently biased. For a society to be truly
democratic, all of its members must be able to take part in regulating
common affairs. If all voices cannot be duly taken into account, existing
inequalities will persist, and the democratic ideal will remain but an
aspiration, devoid of effective material underpinnings. Free time in common
is the key.

Pedro M. Rey-Araujo is a researcher at the University of Santiago
de Compostela, and the author of Capitalism, Institutions and
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