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PROLOGUE  

 I first came to be interested in leisure studies as a result of an experience I had 

nearly three years ago. I had just turned nineteen when I boarded the plane to Lima Peru 

with my mom and sister. After I decided to participate in this Amazonian emersion 

program my mom jumped at the chance to make the five-day hike up to Machu Picchu. 

She and my sister still recall this experience as one of the most challenging of their lives. 

For me the memory of that hike was obscured by the events that followed. 

 The day after we returned to Lima I said goodbye to my mom and sister as they 

prepared to return home and a few hours later I boarded a plane for Iquitos. Alone for the 

first time in a foreign country I was filled with exhilaration for what lay in store for me. 

Yet as the plane began to descend so did my self-assurance. Confusion and a feeling of 

displacement marked my first few days, not the physical displacement of being in a 

foreign country but a mental dislocation. I felt as though my presence was somehow 

displacing the space my body occupied, that the rhythm of my broken Spanish made a 

visible disturbance in the air when I spoke. I have to stop and emphasize the difficulty I 

experience in articulating exactly how the unfamiliar cultural rhythm of Iquitos made me 

feel. I will do my best to offer a description of my experience rather than trying to 

surmise the sensation I felt.  

 I woke up the first morning to find my host parents making breakfast, for who 

ever might drift through the kitchen. Speaking warmly to one another my host parents 

scarcely noticed my presence in the kitchen. They greeted me with warm indifference, 

speaking softly all the while. Breakfast commenced with little ceremony and lingered 
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well over an hour, though that is only an estimate as there were no clocks in the kitchen, 

or anywhere else in the house. They cleared the dishes in unison as well, still speaking 

softly to one another. Once they finished they invited me to eat lunch with them at the 

restaurant they owned in town. However they did not tell me what time I should come or 

where even where the restaurant was, only its name, La Fitzcaraldo. Later that morning I 

went to the hotel where the program director was staying with his wife and daughter. His 

name was Juan Carlo Galiano, an FSU professor and Amazonian native. I waited in the 

lobby with the seven other students in my program for nearly an hour. We all soon 

realized that in the Amazon arriving on time was not only rare but also considered to be 

in bad taste. That first day set the tone for the rest of my stay. Time had little bearing on 

activities and organization was scarce to say the least. My attempts to develop a routine 

and carve out some semblance of normalcy were in vain. One way or another every day 

managed to be different marked by its own frustrations and struggles.  

 We were all assigned internships to help us learn about the culture. I was given a 

non-profit organization called Desap, which is an acronym for “Desarrollo Sostenible 

para la Amazonia Peruana” or Sustainable development for the Peruvian Amazon. We 

worked with local families in the poorest parts of Iquitos to teach them about sustainable 

agriculture. This internship was different from anything I had ever experienced. There 

were not set times for anything, I was simply told to arrive por la mañana, no specific 

time just in the morning. 

 Some days we worked in the office, an open-air warehouse with a large garden 

and some days we went out into the community to check in with the families we worked 
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with. There was no company car or prescribed means of transportation (there weren’t 

really any cars in Iquitos) we would walk or take motorcars (a cart on the back of a 

motorcycle) or public busses. Some of the communities we worked with were as much as 

two hours away by bus; half of the afternoon was often spent traveling from place to 

place. It never seemed that we were really accomplishing anything and I grew frustrated 

with the lack of organization and structure in the group. I was irritable and anxious every 

day, unable to adjust to the culture and stubborn in my resolution that my way, the 

western way, was the only way. Those days with Desap were punctuated by weeklong 

trips up the Amazon River with my emersion groups in small boats. We would spend 

anywhere from five to twelve hours in these boats, en route to different villages along the 

river. Each village seemed to be smaller and more remote than the last. My final week in 

Iquitos was the most formative for me. We traveled to a village called Libertad to help 

the village people build communal latrines and teach them about sustainable agriculture.  

 At this point in the trip I had resigned myself to the sad realization that I was not 

going to adapt to this culture. I was only trying to whittle down the days until I could 

return to the security of my life at home and regain my sacred routine. However a few 

days into our stay in Libertad I began to notice that if I let go of my reliance on schedule 

and routine- nothing bad would happen.  

 I realized that the mantra that I learned in school of “work before you can play” 

and the two cannot mix did not apply here. Letting go of that compulsion for routine was 

not as easy as it may sound. I only began to scratch the surface in my short time in Peru. 

The anxiety I felt there did not dissipate once I returned home as I anticipated it would. 
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Instead I was left with an implacable feeling of disconnect from everything that had once 

seemed normal, automatic. I was suddenly aware of the choppy rhythm of American life, 

yet I still could not put my finger on exactly what it was that felt off.  

 Months later I happened upon a book by Josef Pieper titled Leisure and the 

Basis of Culture. Reading that book I began to understand why Iquitos had felt so 

petrifyingly strange to me. Leisure was something I had never really thought of before as 

a noun, only passively as an adjective. Though once I began to consider it I was unable to 

stop, I found more books on Spanish culture and indigenous life but I was at a loss for 

literature specifically dealing with leisure until my junior year of college. It was then that 

I was first introduced to rhetorical theory, six months after I began this thesis process. 

I took Dr. Graban’s Rhetorical Theory and Practice course and was presented with 

another side of English that I had never known existed. With this new vantage point I 

dove back into my thesis with renewed vigor. Rhetoric as a concentration played an 

important role in the development of my thesis, though I feel it is necessary to state that 

this is not a rhetorical project.  

 My aim in this thesis was to look at leisure from a variety of scholarly vantage 

points and work across academic disciplines and locate leisure at the center of all of 

them. I began this thesis with little academic experience in the field I was studying. 

Along the way in my writing and research I happened upon courses that influenced my 

critical development. Dr. Epstein’s Honors Seminar in American Literature And Culture 

of the 1950’s-60’s was one of those formative courses. This class exposed me to the 

writing of John Cheever, Allen Ginsberg, Joan Didion and many others who informed my 
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understanding of post WWII literature. I have located this time period as the most 

influential modern era for the commodification of leisure. This semester I had the chance 

to take Dr. Graban’s graduate course Global Rhetorics, which has thoroughly expanded 

my academic horizons and solidified my interest in rhetoric and cross-cultural studies. 

 This thesis hones in on the way in which different cultures perceive leisure in 

terms of cultural values and ideological views. I have traced leisure across history and 

academic discipline. I aim to argue that leisure deserves to be in included in the academic 

conversation, not only as an area of study but also as a legitimate genre of its own. As I 

state in my conclusion this thesis has not followed traditional academic conventions and 

as such it will likely to be subject to criticism and question. However I hope that even in 

its imperfect state it is a solid place to begin. My intention was not to answer any 

overarching question, but rather to pose a new question. I hope that I have done at least 

that.  

 If I were to expand this thesis into a larger project I would reconsider the scope of 

the subjects I write about. I would probably want to narrow my focus to a specific culture 

and do an in-depth case study of traditions and values as they relate to leisure. Now that I 

have established a firm baseline for this area of study I feel it would be possible to do a 

more focused examination on the subject. I have considerably more academic experience 

than I did when I began this thesis I am confident that I will be able to expand its impact 

by narrowing its scope. 
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ABSTRACT 

This thesis explores “leisure” as an important, if not vital, component in cross-cultural 

studies. I work through, what I perceive to be the formative time periods, the end of the 

nineteenth century and the middle of the twentieth century, in regards to the development of 

cultural specific leisure time negotiation. I have approached the idea of leisure from several 

different theoretical and epistemological angles, historical, literary, rhetorical and 

anthropological. My goal in this project was not to expose a new idea, as leisure has been studied 

extensively, rather my aim is to shrink the gap between studies. I have connected research across 

different disciplines in order to present a case for the inclusion of leisure in the academic 

discourse and present its relevance as a genre, rather as idea. 

 

INTRODUCTION 

The first stages of acculturation involve enthusiastic acceptance, doubt and resentment 

(Pedersen 3). The summer following my first year of college I joined a small cultural immersion 

group on a three-month stay in Iquitos, a small village in the Peruvian Amazon. I admit that my 

extended stay in Peru, the experience that brought me to this project, proved the above to be all 

too true. During the majority of my stay in Iquitos I was filled with dread and anxiety about how 

drastically different the culture was. I wish I could say that the anxiety subsided and gave way to 

the expected cultural appreciation, but that was regrettably not the case. The anxiety that took 

hold of me from the moment I stepped off the plane imbedded itself in me like a parasite, making 

me incessantly aware of the foreignness of my surroundings. I felt a deep visceral resentment for 

my inability to acclimate to this new culture for such an extended stay. It wasn’t until after I 

returned to the United States that I realized why I felt constantly frustrated.  
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Up to this point everything that governed my life involved a possession of time and the 

compulsory desire to compartmentalize it. This mentality crippled my ability to acclimate to a 

nascent society, free from those temporal constraints. The fixation I had with sequestering my 

time into preordained activities inhibited me from understanding the indefiniteness of this 

society. No matter what I tried all I could think of was home and my sacred routine. I craved 

normalcy, as I understood it, so much that I began to experience physical distress. Everything 

about that place seemed so foreign, in a way that went beyond the heat of the climate or the 

unfamiliar cadence of the South American Spanish language. It was the fluidity of the culture 

that disturbed me, because it disrupted my sense of structure and familiar stability. I spent hours 

caught up in what I knew was unreasonable, but was unable to overcome. No matter how much I 

implored myself to relish the opportunity to explore a new culture, I could not shake my nearly 

constant sense of impending panic. A word that stuck in my mind, and remains imprinted in it to 

this day, is “stagnant.” I equated the heavy heat, odor of rotting fruit, and languid lifestyle with 

stagnated time. This word bored into my head and remained a firm barrier between my native 

culture and this remote one that I had thrust myself into, a bit too cavalierly.  

The following is a sequence of unlikely cultural correlations, which stack upon one 

another to explain certain intrinsic human peculiarities and cultural negotiations of time. It is 

important to understand leisure as a dynamic entity. Leisure is understood in terms of location, in 

that it differs greatly from culture to culture and has great bearing on national identity. “Cultural 

norms, inherited from the past, socialize us into the belief that work is good and idleness 

reprehensible” (Parker 97). All groups have a way of organizing their moments, days, and years 

into the ethereal flow that makes up a society. The way time is negotiated affects every other 

aspect of personal and communal life. In short, the group mentality about the rhythm of time is 
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the guiding force of individual thought, action and critical thinking capacity. Consequently, time 

or rather the way it is assigned, can be viewed as an important point of cultural division and 

interpersonal relation. “It is certainly not self-evident that ‘empty’ time is characteristic only of 

underdeveloped economies: indeed if we take ‘empty’ time to signify time which people are at a 

loss to fill, this appears much more typical of culturally deprived sections of the population of 

modern industrial societies” (Parker 99). 

Western will be defined as all societies that are located in the global West or have been 

significantly influenced by it. Western society differs from less industrialized cultures in its 

cultural conception of leisure. Non-Western cultures operate on a separate spectrum from the 

globalized world powers, maintaining an archaic temporal construction. When I first embarked 

on this research project I was dispirited at the lack of relevant material pertaining to my area of 

interest. However, I now realize that it offers me a unique opportunity to do something 

meaningful in this field of study- to fill in some of the gaps in the existing research. In order to 

do this my research methods will need to be expansive, with a portion of my cultural inferences 

being drawn from literature that deals with the human condition in relation to leisure issues and 

societal constraint.  

 

RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

It is been my primary intention in this thesis to locate the moment of divergence that 

separates Western culture from less developed ones. Western conceptions of leisure are scheduled 

and anticipated in a way that hampers spontaneous leisure. I believe it is important to offer a point 

of clarification here, there is no inherent or sociological problem with planned activity, there are 

many non-Western societies that make plans and follow some semblance of routine. The 
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following are a series of guiding questions. 1. How can we calculate the way in which Western 

cultures consider time in relation to their lives and the pursuit of material acquisition? I have 

observed that the hunger to have more looms overhead at all times creating a sense of foreboding 

and fervent anticipation that does not allow the mind to be at leisure. 2. Why has this dread 

permeated the consciousness of Western society? My research suggests that the constant 

foreboding that has become the norm in modern Western culture has taken on a positive 

connotation associated with motivation. 3. Why has the primitive anxiety, which was once driven 

by a visceral desire to survive and provide for ones family, become an ever-present malady? 4. 

How, in the absence of its necessity, did this survival technique devolve from an instinct to a 

compulsion? 5. Has the Western compulsion for work fostered a desire that expands concurrently 

with the eventual acquisition of resources? 6. How has the developement of occupational work 

influenced the progression toward a working life? 7. How have competitive survival instincts 

developed into driving forces of socio-economic advancement?  

I have organized this thesis into twelve sections: The abstract, which introduces the 

overarching themes of the work. Then there is an introduction, in which I explain and break down 

my guiding research questions and my methodology. Followed by my literature review that offers 

a comprehensive list of the sources I use in this thesis and their importance to the work. The 

section labeled Western Misconceptions, focuses on explaining issues associated with the way the 

West conceptualizes leisure. Ancient Beginnings contains the bulk of my research and findings 

related to Greek philosophers. The section labeled Total Work borrows a term from Josef Pieper’s 

Leisure and the Basis of Culture, this book is the primary source associated with this part of the 

thesis. In Occupational Work I have considered the effect that specialized labor has had on the 

work habits of particular cultures. Origins of Misconceptions involves a rethinking of Darwin’s 
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Origins of Species. The 1950’s Conspicuous Consumption looks at the post World War II era as 

the pivotal moment in American history that effectively altered the way people thought about 

work and leisure. The section on language deals with issues of communication and untranslatable 

words. The conclusion offers brief closing thoughts and a clarification of ideas. In the works cited 

I list all of the sources that I have used to support my claims in this thesis.  

 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

Leisure is close to the hearts of nearly all sentient beings; the desire for leisure time is the 

driving force behind societal development and innovation. Conversely, leisure has been a subject 

of intense contention and blatant neglect. Though leisure has been studied extensively it remains 

bound to the specific academic concentration that it is being studied within, i.e. historical, 

literary, rhetorical, etc. I have attempted to bring leisure into the larger academic conversation to 

demonstrate the depth and breadth of its import. A comprehensive understanding of leisure that 

spans differing academic concentrations offers new depth to the field and new meaning to the 

conclusions.  

In this thesis I have unified the ideas of ancient theorists with those of contemporary 

scholars and authors. This approach allowed me to understand the role leisure has played in 

Native Indigenous cultures and invasive Westernized ones. I considered a number of time 

specific cultural narratives that offered views into the development of Western society, 

beginning with the ancient philosophers and moving forward through time into the modern era.  

Thorstein Veblen is a critical theorist who has made considerable strides in the field of 

leisure culture research. In Veblen’s book, The Theory of the Leisure Class, he touches on leisure 

as a societal construct, a privilege of the upper class that drives the plebeian desire for upward 
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mobility. Though Veblen’s work is largely structured around class stratification rather than 

leisure as a theoretical idea, he does make important progress toward a historical understanding 

of the way leisure developed in non-Western society, namely in terms of the construction of 

ownership and consumption. This examination led Veblen into a discussion of lifestyle and the 

all-encompassing pursuits of human society. The historical information in this book has been 

vital in my research, especially its focus on conspicuous consumption in at the end of the 

nineteenth century. Veblen’s book was a landmark in the study of leisure in society but it was 

fundamentally one-sided.  

Josef Pieper was a German Roman Catholic philosopher and a prominent member of the 

Neo-Thomistic movement. Pieper’s book, Leisure and the Basis of Culture, is a rare testimony to 

the plight of the human condition that resonates with contemporary readers as much as it did in 

its original penning. Pieper deals with post-WW1I Germany in the wake of such the 

overwhelming devastation. Societal reconstruction was the singular, all consuming focus of that 

era. The crux of Pieper’s argument is that leisure is requisite for mending a broken society and 

rebuilding its culture. Pieper contrasts this classical notion with his idea of “total-work”. He 

reinforces this statement with a host of examples from philosophical theorists who have 

accentuated the importance of leisure in civilization. Pieper adapted many of his pedagogical and 

ethical theories from the writing of Aquinas. St. Thomas. Aquinas wrote a number of papers on 

the value of human morality and the particular experience of ‘being’ (Maurer 229).  

Both of these theorists drew much of their formative inspiration from ancient philosophers, chief 

among them Aristotle. Leisure is an important piece of Aristotle’s great puzzle of the human 

condition. In his Nicomachean Ethics Aristotle theorizes that the truly fulfilled life is one of 

intense inward contemplation, rather than active participation (Aristotle 9). He makes a point to 
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delineate the differences between leisure and idleness and explain the importance in that 

distinction. “In the last books of the Politics the law-giver, deeply concerned as he has to be 

about the happiness of the citizens, must realize that leisure is an important phase of their life and 

must provide suitable occupations for it (for leisure is certainly not = idleness)” (Soloman 193). 

In The Politics he goes to great lengths do outline the best kind of life a man can live- a 

life in which the soul is valued above all worldly acquisitions. Throughout his many works 

Aristotle maintains a common interest in division and balance, “war for the sake of peace” “work 

for the attainment of leisure time”. This theme is especially prevalent in his Ideal State Theory 

(Aristotle 34). 

The notion that there is an ideal way to live is a prevalent theme in Voltaire’s Candide. 

This short work explains the futility of searching for fulfillment in a world characterized by 

misery and corruption. Voltaire condemns society as wrought with problems and conspicuous 

evils. The characters each face untold horrors and suffer so much loss without ever receiving any 

kind of reward for their efforts. The book ends with Candide and his companions living simply 

off the fruits of their own labor in a garden. This ending forces a connection between difficult 

simple labor and internal satisfaction. Voltaire concludes that a strong appreciation of the simple 

joys in life is the key to lasting fulfillment. This way of thinking is far more prevalent in non-

Western societies, to work to live and live with less, rather than eternal strife for upward mobility 

and attainment.  

John Cheever is hailed as the Chekhov of the suburbs for his ability to perfectly and 

hauntingly encapsulate the plight of the suburban American in a way that was both painfully true 

and sorrowfully noble (King 686). This style of writing goes beyond satire and moves toward a 

comprehensive societal critique. Cheever does not simply point out the malignancies of 
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American culture, he traces them back to their root and grapples with the puritan ethic that the 

American dream is founded on. Cheever’s fiction, though indirectly so, immensely impacted the 

study of leisure in American society. The ethical dilemma that his characters face is the gurgling 

essence of the leisure problem, which is the fixation with work. The intense moral obligation that 

comes with suburban lifestyle inhibits the acquisition of peace and leisure because the culture 

has structured itself like a conveyer belt, in order to achieve the socially prescribed concept of 

success it is essential to keep attaining.  

Cheever’s characters are restless and mal content because they have “attained” the 

suburban lifestyle that is the manifestation of the American dream, yet they feel stagnated. The 

boom of manufacturing and mass production punctuated this feeling of inertia. However what 

Cheever’s fiction does not address is the western-centric nature of this social issue or its 

historical longevity. Cheever attributes the plight of the human condition to the emergence of the 

suburbs and desecration of the American dream. On the contrary these issues were only riled by 

suburbia- not produced by it, the crisis that Cheever writes about is both ancient and culturally 

specific. This essay will draw connections between the historical transformations that took place 

in the West and their culturally specific implications. 

 This subject is deeply engrained in the fabric of human history and has been studied 

intensely, yet never named specifically. The leisure time crisis is cleverly masquerading as the 

tenuous human condition- that intangible essence of hopeless discontent and inevitable failure 

in American society. Yet when other texts are examined it can be noted that these despondent 

tropes are not present in the same multitude or shape. Non-Western cultures conceptualize 

time differently than Western cultures; the compartmentalization of activity that is the 
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standard in the West does not exist in the same capacity. Through an examination of literature 

and theory I will explicate the historical and cultural root of this temporal discrepancy. 

Cheever is perhaps the most influential author in this field of study; he artfully 

encapsulates the plight of the suburban American condition. His fiction goes beyond the 

conventional echelons' of satire and works to create a comprehensive image of how a lack of 

leisure creates malevolence on a society. Cheever follows these issues back to their core and 

investigates the influence of the deep-rooted puritan ethic that is the basis of the American 

dream. One such story titled, The Swimmer was a short but haunting narrative of a man who 

decides to swim from the community pool across his neighborhood to his own home. This story 

contains many of the classic motifs that characterize the unique and plight of the self-imposed 

oppression.  

Cheever’s narratives, though indirectly so, immensely impacted the study of leisure in 

American society. The moral dilemma that his characters face is the gurgling essence of the 

leisure issue. The intense moral obligation that comes with suburban lifestyle inhibits the 

acquisition of peace and leisure because the culture has structured itself like a conveyer belt, in 

order to achieve the socially prescribed concept of success it is essential to keep attaining. 

Cheever’s characters are restless and ill content because they have “attained” the suburban 

lifestyle that is the manifestation of the American dream, yet they feel stagnated. This feeling of 

inertia was punctuated in the late post war era of the 1950s by the boom of manufacturing and 

mass production. However what Cheever’s fiction does not address is the western-centric nature 

of this social issue or its historical longevity. Cheever attributes the plight of the human 

condition to the emergence of the suburbs and desecration of the American dream. On the 

contrary these issues were only punctuated by suburbia- not produced by it, the crisis that 
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Cheever writes about is both ancient and culturally specific. The human condition in these terms 

is not one homogenous aliment; instead it is a fractured condition that has disabled civilized 

societies across the board.  

Jack Keroac grapples with some of the same issues as Cheever. In his partially 

biographical work, The Dharma Bums, Keroac attempts to throw off his Western ties and 

societal obligations in favor of Eastern philosophy. Through his personal search for 

enlightenment Ray Smith (Kerouac’s character) withdraws from the conformity of the 1960’s 

middle class. Keroac comments on the predictability of the human action, “Rows of well-to-do 

houses with lawns and television sets in each living room with everybody looking at the same 

thing and thinking the same thing at the same time…”(Keroac 28). This overt condemnation of 

suburbia and the American prescription for success is a central theme in Kerouac’s writing and is 

importantly mirrored by the simplicity and fluidity of Buddhism. As is Kerouac’s style, his 

partially autobiographical character is not the central figure. Ray learns from the eccentric Japhy 

Ryder, who lives a peripatetic, solitary and meditative life, adhering closely to Buddhist 

teachings (Keroac 115).  

 

 WESTERN MISCONCEPTIONS; DEFINING LEISURE  

Due to the difficulty of pinning down one definitive meaning, I will be using a 

compilation definition that best serves my purposes in terms of this project. Accordingly, I will 

be defining “leisure” as time spent not working or involved in purposefully habitual or requisite 

activity. This definition will draw heavily on Aristotle’s privileging of the life of passive 

contemplation versus active participation (Aristotle 181). 
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The genesis of this theoretical crisis will be a point of intense examination. This 

historization has attempted to locate and connect historical and cultural events. In doing so I was 

able to explore them based on their intrinsic humanistic merit, rather than according to diverging 

cultural components or historical germaneness. It is necessary to consider the intersections 

between the temporal conceptions of Western culture and non-Western. The way these notions 

manifest will be the principal indication of exactly what constitutes leisure and where its place in 

society is. This essay will focus primarily on Western culture. However it will rely heavily on the 

opposing cultural ideology that contributed to the formation of Western culture. These primitive 

societies will be the chief means of support for the converse side of the discussion. 

This essay will rhetorically analyze the idea of “leisure”– as a concept that, until the early 

1950’s, existed below the spectrum of categorization and commodification. Leisure evolved and 

into a means of social and ideological division. This shift in consciousness critically shaped the 

landscape of modern existence and philosophy. The earliest drafting stages of this project began 

in the wake of an experience I had three years ago, when I traveled to the Peruvian Amazon to 

participate in a cultural immersion program. Upon arriving I was struck, not by the language 

barrier or even the poverty, but the way the people navigated their lives. I became fixated with 

researching and deciphering the intense cultural and ideological differences that existed.  

Westerners are in the habit of compartmentalizing their time into schedules and placing 

their moments into pre-appropriated boxes. Daily activities, generally work oriented ones, have 

become habitual to an almost religious degree. These routines are the basis of how time is 

allocated for leisure (all non-work or obligatory activity). However the common notions of 

routine exercise, planned meals and appropriated relaxation as leisure, is flawed. These activities 

will not be placed under the masthead of leisure because they have developed the same ritualistic 
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practice as work. Though these activities fit into the modern conception of leisure they are 

incongruous with the original definition. According to Michael Miller the classic definition of 

leisure is, “the freedom or opportunity to do something specified or implied” (Miller 3). This 

definition draws its origin from Aristotle’s emphasis on the importance of leisure for the mind 

and soul “As I must repeat once again, the first principle of all action is leisure”. Indeed, "[W]e 

are busy that we may have leisure."  (Qtd. in Miller 3)  

Habitual activity characterizes and governs the behaviors of Western individuals. This 

behavior has slowly carved out a niche in society. This augmentation took place so organically, 

or seemingly so at least, that it was built into the cultural framework, as though it were a natural 

or even requisite progression. This structure carries many culturally specific sociological 

implications, principally the way that the development of leisure time has disrupted the cycle of 

daily survival activities. Prior to the existence of habitual work culture, leisure was not 

considered as a separate entity because there was satisfaction in the mundane activates of living.  

Considering leisure as a detached entity has created a division of time, which has 

significantly shaped countless cultures, however this thesis focuses on a few specifically. I look 

at how these different cultures perceive leisure and the way this variance in perception constructs 

their cultural and ideological values. This examination is not singular in its research avenues; in 

fact it overlaps almost every corner of humanitarian study (history, anthology, literature, etc.). 

By examining this subject through several research lenses it will be possible to merge my own 

interpretations of literature with the scientific, historical and rhetorical theory research. Creating 

a thoughtful analysis of a cultural phenomenon that has been under-examined because of its 

perceived innateness.  
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ANCIENT BEGINNINGS  

 Leisure is one of the cornerstones of classic Greek philosophy. The Greeks were 

especially concerned with the individual and socioeconomic privileges associated with leisure. 

Ancient Greece is the bedrock of western society, both philosophically and socially. The Greeks 

passed down their political and economic structures, as well as their base societal norms. Those 

norms included an association of leisurely activity with wealth and congruently, wealth with 

happiness. One of the most prominent philosophers in Ancient Greece who dealt with these 

issues was Aristotle.  

Aristotle maintains a common interest in division and balance through out his numerous 

and sundry works, “war for the sake of peace” “work for the attainment of leisure time”. These 

themes are especially prevalent in the Ideal State Theory, which he developed in the Politics. In 

the beginning of 4th century BC, Aristotle and his contemporaries were in the prime of their 

philosophizing and Greece was in the throes of its most formative time period. During this time 

it was a symbol of status to be unburdened by physical labor. Until this ideological shift, only 

kings and members of their courts had the luxury of deferment. However this decadence 

eventually became the archetype of the desirable life, unburdened by the logistics of survival and 

free to entertain political and intellectual pursuits. The ability to live without obligation of 

arduous physical labor for subsistence became the primary symbol of status. Aristotle maintained 

a respect for the faculty to live off the fruits of ones own labor. Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics 

is perhaps the most noteworthy example of his interest in leisure– its relation with activity and 

correlative relationship with goodliness. In his Nicomachean Ethics, Aristotle claims that the 

truly fulfilled life is one of intense inward contemplation, rather than an active participation.  
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Aristotle posits that individual excellence resonates within people in the active 

conversion of their passion into action. In book one, chapter seven he expounds upon this 

concept of individual excellence, claiming that the ultimate human good is activity that is 

harmonious with virtue. “The good for man is an activity of the soul in accordance with virtue, 

or if there are more kinds of virtue than one, in accordance with the best and most perfect kind” 

(Aristotle 15). This assertion insists that virtue is a state of mind, a disposition to correct and 

moral decision-making. The activity he speaks of is not solely physical; it is a state of being 

crafted by intentionality. Thus Aristotle contends that leisure is a requisite facet of an 

individual’s virtue. This brings me back the working definition of leisure I stated at in the 

introduction of this essay. Leisure is activity that is not required and does not necessarily have 

any tangible benefit. If leisure activity can be likened to an individual’s predispositions then it is 

fair, if not obligatory to say that the ability to be at leisure is indicative of character. However it 

is to be noted that Aristotle held the intellectual pursuits in the highest esteem. In book five, 

chapter seven he says, “Contemplation is both the highest form of activity (since the intellect is 

the highest thing in us, and the objects that it apprehends are the highest things that can be 

known), and also it is the most continuous, because we are more capable of continuous 

contemplation than we are of any practical activity” (Aristotle 134). This notion commenced a 

rhetoric shift in the human existence. Until this point survival was communal and all consuming. 

Leisure took place organically because work and life were fluid and leisure was interwoven 

seamlessly.  

Leisure developed into a symbol of status and an indication of wealth in ancient Greece. 

Yet natural leisure and intentional leisure are two vastly different entities. The leisure that 

became the overarching symbol of good social standing and privilege was merely the lack of 
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necessity for hard labor. The leisure that I refer to in the bulk of this essay is much more in tune 

with Aristotle’s notions of goodness and activity that is harmonious with virtue (Aristotle 28). 

That which one does without obligation or desire for visibility, time spent free of requirement or 

vanity. In these activities the true texture of an individual and their culture is apparent. In the 

opening paragraphs of his Nicomachean Ethics, Aristotle raises the question of ends in activities. 

“Every art and every inquiry and similarly every action and pursuit, is thought to aim at some 

good has rightly been declared to be that at which all things aim” (Aristotle 35). According to 

this line of thought, all actions serve a greater purpose; all activities are aimed at some sort of 

end, “The end of the medical art is health” (Aristotle 6). Eventually all of these ends pile on top 

of each other to equal the greater good of humanity, “ Since politics uses the rest of the sciences, 

and since, again, it legislates as to what we are to do and what we are to abstain from, the end of 

this science include those of the others, so that this end must be the good for man” (Aristotle 24). 

Thus it is appropriate to synthesize that menial activity, which serves the collective (such as 

physical labor) is in pursuit of the greatest good. Conversely it seems that the ends to this menial 

labor have become greed, slovenliness and pleasure seeking, rather than communal benefit and 

internal peace, “ To judge from the lives that men lead, most men, and men of the most vulgar 

type, seem (not without some ground) to identify with the good, or happiness, with pleasure; 

which is the reason why they love the life of enjoyment” (Aristotle 91). This cycle of activity is 

corrupted by the desire for wealth, for the sake of wealth, rather than sustenance- “The life of 

money-making is one undertaken under compulsion, and wealth is evidently not the good we are 

seeking; for it is merely useful and for the sake of something else” (Aristotle 7). When 

individuals stray away from the initial activities that are built upon to reach the ultimate good, 

the goal is lost in the desire for the means to that end. The problem with leisure is the notion that 
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there is an ultimate end. True leisure is not a destination but a process of experience. According 

to Aristotle the focus on possessions detracts from those activities closest to ones heart, that draw 

the soul closest to true virtue (Aristotle 129).   

This notion that a person’s leisure activities, or lack there of, can be an indication of 

virtuous tendencies is an important piece of Aristotle’s great enigma of the human condition. 

Wherein he grapples with the question of character versus personality, in deciding which makes 

a man good. All action is aimed at some greater good or ultimate end, but is it human character 

that fuels these actions or is it an individual’s personality that is the final deciding factor 

(Aristotle 23)? Does doing good things make someone a good person, or does it require the 

innate disposition to do these things? According to conclusions drawn in the Nicomachean 

Ethics, pleasure or leisurely activity is not a good in and of itself. However pleasure is often 

derived from meaningful activities that individuals are drawn toward by their personal and 

cultural predispositions (Aristotle 256). A correlation can then be drawn between virtue and 

innate activities, which put the soul at ease. Aristotle concluded his essay on virtue with the 

assertion that the life of contemplation is the most virtuous life because it is self-sustaining, 

permanent and permitting of activity that makes the individual content. Aristotle’s conclusion 

indicates that a life lived for oneself will in turn serve the collective because it will promote the 

pursuit of passion. This life lived in ecstatic exemplar of fulfillment is of the highest merit.  

TOTAL WORK   

These philosophical tenants of Aristotle’s theories are applicable to cultural 

identification- a society is defined by its people and the activities that these people partake in and 

devote their existences to. A considerable amount of Western society has devoted their efforts to 

secondary gratification- time is compartmentalized to a point of compulsory order and 
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exhausting organization. The age-old American mantra of hard work and self-reliance was 

inherently flawed because it relied on individual survival with no consideration for communal 

support. This mindset was the culprit that led to the eventual digression of the “noble self 

serving” lifestyle into a hectic scramble to attain and possess. Work became a source of 

obsession and guilt that was engrained in the minds and hearts of individuals in developed 

societies. Michael Naughton interprets this fallacy of productivity as an inability to be receptive 

(Naughton). Naughton says, “This notion of the person as only creative, active, constructive, 

distorts the place of the person within the cosmos as well as overrates the role of our own 

achievements and work within our lives. It is in this receptivity/leisure that we begin to 

understand that the human situation…when we take by force those things that should only be 

received; we violate the divine image inherent within us (Naughton 2). This receptivity is an 

essential component of Aristotle’s contraction of the contemplative life. That is, living in a state 

of active contemplation and receptive peace.  

“If we don’t get leisure right, we won’t get work right; if we don’t get the Sabbath right, 

we won’t get Monday right; if we don’t get the culture right, we won’t get the economy 

or politics right.” While we are born to work, we are destined for an “endless day of 

celebration” (Naughton 60).  

The societal norms that govern the daily events of individuals glorify “busy” for the sake of 

leisure. Yet leisure no longer exists in its original form and its current conception is far removed 

from its original meaning.  

But before the misconstrued meaning of leisure can be addressed I will return to point 

from which I digressed; anxious activity has given way to a culture consumed with the desire for 

delayed gratification. Factories and eventually the modern work cycle replaced Manual labor and 
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subsistence farming. This modern method nearly exclusively involves individuals working as a 

part of a machine i.e. a company, law office, or hospital. Work has become an overpowering 

entity in western society, not because there is more work taking place, but because work has 

become such a totalizing entity and has created an antithetical relationship with modern 

conceptions of leisure. Joseph Pieper touched on this idea of “total work” in his book Leisure 

and the Basis of Culture. In the introduction to his ground-breaking book Pieper describes his 

concerns for the way in which German society has forgone a balanced life of leisure and work 

for the sake of all out drudgery. “Whenever our task carries us beyond the maintenance of a bare 

existence and the satisfaction of our most pressing needs, once we are faced with reorganizing 

our intellectual and moral and spiritual assets- then, before discussing the problem in detail, a 

fresh start and new foundations call for a defense of leisure” (Pieper 4).  Pieper refers back to the 

Greeks maxim of “we are un-leisurely in order to have leisure” (Pieper 5), to illustrate his point 

that total work is unnatural. Pieper goes on to postulate that the contemplative life was in fact the 

standard tenant of the antiquated world (Pieper).  

The tremendous difference of point of view implied and our relative ignorance of the 

notion of leisure emerge more clearly if we examine the notion of work in its modern 

form, spreading, as it does, to cover and include the whole of human activity and even of 

human life; for then we shall realize to what an extent we tacitly acknowledge the claims 

that are made in the name of the ‘worker’ (Pieper 6).  

From here it becomes appropriate to return to the aforementioned misappropriation of the 

definition of leisure. Pieper notes “Leisure in Greek is skole, and in Latin scola, the English 

school” (Pieper 4). This word that is currently associated with a precursor to work was once 

synonymous with leisure. Education, or the life of contemplation as Aristotle put it, was once the 
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apex of leisurely activity, yet it has somehow become nothing more than a means by which to 

attain work. This shift represents a blatant deviation from intent and an unfortunate loss of 

cultural tenacity. The shift from education for the sake of mental expansion and pleasure to an 

accumulation of knowledge for the purpose of acquisition and work has caused a societal, if not 

global shift toward work for the sake of work.  Pieper goes farther to say that “ Our inability to 

recover the original meaning of leisure, will strike us all the more when we realize how 

extensively the opposing idea of work has invaded and taken over the whole realm of human 

action and of human existence as a whole; when we realize, we well, how ready we are to grant 

all claims made for the person who works” (Pieper 6). 

According to Aristotle, leisure was originally demarcated as a state of being, rather than 

as an action (Aristotle). Thus it can be said that one who is at leisure possesses a specific state of 

mind or quality of being. Then perhaps the issue in Western society is not a lack of time for 

leisure, but an inability to be at leisure and thus an inability to be at peace. Americans have set 

aside time for leisure, once work is over, the cooking is done, the kids are asleep, and any other 

self-imposed responsibilities are taken care of, then they can relax. The manifestation of this 

leisure time is usually mindless activity, a favorite sit-com, a mystery novel, taking a nap etc. 

Based on the original tenants of leisure as a cerebral state of contemplation these activities do not 

qualify, instead they are the break in the work cycle, a time designated to not work, but also to not 

be at leisure. The premeditated nature of this resting time gives it an inherent sense of foreboding; 

the deep and unshakable notion that this time is temporary and soon the work cycle will begin 

again.        

To refer back to Aristotle’s theories about human goodness, which qualities or character 

faculties make up goodness, there is a definite correlation between cultural fluidity and 
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goodness. Peiper’s notions of cultural connectivity support Aristotle’s early opinions about the 

nature of humanity and the ability to be at leisure, “Culture, is the quintessence of all the natural 

goods of the world and those gifts and qualities, which belong to man, lie beyond the immediate 

sphere of his needs and wants” (Pieper 20). My research suggests that culture and leisure are 

inextricably tied, the former being virtually extinct without the latter and the latter being 

impossible without the former. Yet the real questions remains, how has Western society become 

so irrevocably detached from viable cultural direction? It is apparent that the ancient Greeks saw 

immeasurable importance in leisure in its purest sense and it is equally undeniable that Western 

culture is at least remotely modeled after Greek society. Where did the break occur?  

Jürgen Osterhammel and Patrick Camiller introduce the thirteenth chapter of their book 

The Transformation of the World: A Global History of the Nineteenth Century with the sentence 

“At all times most people have worked” (Camiller & Osterhammel 673). With this brief 

statement they encapsulate the all-important role that work has played in the world’s history, 

even though normative concepts of work have changed a great deal with time. “Work may take 

place at home, within a village community, or in a complex organization such as a factory and 

army, or a municipal authority. I define work as activity that is done for a monetary reward or by 

some other personal obligation. Not all work is equal because not all jobs are the same. A writer 

who truly loves language may have leisure interspersed into their work, while an accountant may 

not feel the same. Artisanal work is in a category of its own because it does not have the same 

parameters that traditional jobs do. 

 The idea of a “regular job” appeared only in the nineteenth century; much work has been 

(and is) “irregular” (Camiller & Osterhammel 673). It is apparent from this text that the nature of 

work has evolved but the core implications of work, as a totalizing factor has, existed since the 
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beginning of recorded time. “Work usually follows a standard pattern, within the framework of 

“labor process.” These processes are social in nature. Most include direct cooperation with other 

people, and all are indirectly enmeshed in a social order” (Camiller & Osterhammel 673). Work 

is then considered to be a sort of hierarchical indicator against which the nature of human life is 

measured. So is it perhaps not work itself that hampers Westerner’s ability to have leisure, but 

rather the nature of the work that is prominent in their society.   

 

OCUPATIONAL WORK 

With modernization came the development of occupations, which was a substantial step 

toward the formation of the endless work cycle. The nineteenth century harkened the era of 

occupational work as the standard rather than the exception. The expansion of occupations was 

the crystallization the working life, the blurring of the line the separated obligatory work from 

the other components of life.  With occupations came specialization and the chance for social 

mobility “Practitioners of an occupation control, sometimes exclusively, the domain of their 

work: they regulate access to it “off market” and often receive state support to boot.  This gives 

rise to niches in which the very membership of a profession constitutes a form of income-

generated capital” (Camiller & Osterhammel 674). The beginning of the nineteenth century 

involved a movement away from subsistence work and push toward organized work that yields 

secondary sustenance in the form of monetary gain. This shift was crucial in the development of 

work as the definitive part of a persons being rather than a necessary hardship in the name of 

survival. “In the West, “work” became both a high value and a favored category in the 

description that people gave of themselves; while idleness ceased to be a desirable norm even 

amount the elites” (Camiller & Osterhammel 674).  The ability to have leisure quite literally 



 30 

went out of fashion with the advent of professional work. These types of jobs offered a means for 

creating identity, or at the very least subscribing to a preexisting one. Individuals no longer 

needed to live lives of contemplation because professional jobs offered a premade identity. With 

this new system of identification came the industrial revolution, which rapidly shifted the 

framework of Western society from agrarian existences and familial self-sufficiency to factory 

towns and city dwelling. From this organization and urbanization came an almost religious 

reverence for the work structure. “Others went even farther, trying to conceive for work as the 

purification of humanity” (Camiller & Osterhammel 674).  

The more the West moved toward a concentrated leisure society the more the focus on 

work increased. In the post World War II era, when the war was won and the emphasis on leisure 

became intensive, the length of the American workday actually increased (Veal 2). With the 

progression of modernity came a more totalizing work environment that instigated competition 

for conspicuous consumption. Consumerism, as I previously stated, operates as the driving force 

for work and a means of demonstrating status. There is a distinct link between consumer based 

greed and individual contentment. When a society is focused on power there is an imbalance 

between humans and nature. Indigenous peoples understood the necessity of reciprocity and a 

respectful commune with the natural world. In her chapter of Rhetorics of the Americas 

Georganne Nordstrom discusses the colonization of Native Hawaiian people in the mid 1800’s. 

The Hawaiian people refused to work in the plantations created by the Western businessmen. 

“Although at first, Hawaiians were recruited to work on the plantations, the Natives of Hawai’i, 

whose tradition is to act as stewards of the land which in turn takes care of its people, found that 

plantation work went against their relationship of reciprocity with the land (Nordstrom 120)”. 
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The greed of the colonizers upset the peaceful order of Hawaiian life and disrupted balance of 

the indigenous people with the land.  

 

MISAPROPRIATED ORIGINS  

Professional labor was the catalyst that started the movement toward social hierarchy 

based on job title. With the prospect for socio-economical advancement comes the endless desire 

for wealth as a symbol of status. Darwin’s work suggests that the survival of the fittest trope was 

not meant to stand in opposition to cooperation. “Variations neither useful nor injurious would 

not be affected by natural selection, and would be left either a fluctuating element, as perhaps we 

see in certain polymorphic species, or would ultimately become fixed, owing to the nature of the 

organism and the nature of the conditions” (Darwin 91).  Charles Darwin’s theory of natural 

selection was based, not on the notion that life is a competition to see who can attain the most 

stuff as it has been misappropriated to mean, but rather a simple biological observation that those 

variations that do not meet their survival needs will die off. The key phrase in the above 

statement is “do not meet their survival needs” that is a much different concept than the Western 

notion that attainment beyond ones bodily needs is a symbol of success. The focus on acquisition 

separates man from nature from nature. In his chapter titled Natural Selection; or the Survival of 

the Fittest, Darwin notes that nature is a vastly larger and more complex entity than human 

society can ever be. Therein positing that the natural world is one of mystery and congruence 

that cannot be simulated by mankind.  

How fleeting are the wishes and efforts of man! How short his time! and consequently 

how poor will be his results compared with those by Nature during whole geological 

periods! Can we wonder, then that Nature’s productions should be far “truer” in character 
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than man’s productions; that they should be infinitely better adapted to the most complex 

conditions of life and should plainly bear the stamp of far higher workmanship? (Darwin 

95).  

In the above passage Darwin emphasizes the brevity of human life in effort to contextualize the 

permanence of nature. This statement is meant to reinforce his theories concerning mans role as 

part of the natural cycle. I believe the West has contradicted Darwin’s theory, concerned more 

with the self than their role in the natural world. “The development of civilization and industry in 

general has always shown itself so active in the destruction of forests that everything that has 

been done for their conservation and production is completely insignificant in comparison” 

(Marx qtd in O’Connor 123). 

  Cooperation is the missing factor- the age-old understanding of support and communal 

activity was eventually misinterpreted as weakness in the new Western civilization. The 

conquest and near extermination of the Native Americans by invading nations is a useful 

example. Native American tribes lived in harmony with nature and each other, property was 

shared and reciprocity with the land was standard. Native American cultures had a much 

different means of communication, Robin Ridington discusses this subject in great detain in her 

article Voice, Representation, and Dialogue: The Poetics of Native American Spiritual 

Traditions. Ridington speaks about the cultural disconnect between Native Americans and other 

cultures, “They resent being interrupted by people who do not recognize the moments of silence 

that punctuate a speaker's narrative. They are surprised at what appears to be a lack of respect for 

the sharing that brings a story into being. They are shocked at having their spirituality regarded 

as primitive” (Ridington 469). Native Americans see every exchange, as a mutualistic dialogue 

between two equals, be it tribes, people, animals, or nature. Ridington quotes White and 
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Archibald’s knowledge-as-power theory in her essay saying,  “The movement of power is not 

hierarchical, as from the teacher (the top) down to the student (the bottom). I picture the 

movement of power as flowing between concentric circles. The inner circle may represent the 

words, knowledge itself that expands and moves as it is taught to and shared with others” (White 

& Archibald 161-162, ptd in Ridington). I believe that the Western compartmentalization of time 

opposes the natural flow of activity that informs the relationship between work and leisure. “The 

conversations that create and sustain the world of Native American spirituality "embody the 

essence" of a different discourse than that of the people who came here from elsewhere” 

(Ridington 469). 

Western society has had a damaging impact on nature that has hampered the ability of 

Westerners of to be at leisure. Leisure and cooperation are difficult to achieve in Western society 

because there is this misconception of the self as separate from the rest of the world. This deep 

sense of separation has caused a break between people that allows for a bystander non-

intervention effect. Leisure involves and understanding and concern for the wellbeing of others. 

This misconception that life is a competition seems to have propagated the notion that in order to 

rise others must fall. This disregard for others has largely been fueled by a deep seeded sense of 

entitlement. This is not an attack on the convention of specialized labor or an argument for a 

return to agrarianism and pre-industrialism. It is an observation of a perceived problem with the 

specialized industrial system.  

This sense of entitlement is unique to humans, as is the prickling desire to have more than 

is necessary to survive. So why is it that humans seem to be in agreement only in the desire for 

individuality and personal gain? There are no apparent biological incongruences between 

humans and other animals of similar stature that indicates a need for what appears to be 
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biologically programmed entitlement. Before I go on I will clarify that my generalization of the 

word “human” is in reference to the overwhelming majority of Westernized humanity and those 

civilizations that enjoy similar levels of affluence. Indigenous nations that exist outside the 

influence of industrialization have vastly difference values in terms of what characterizes success 

and what merits individual value. Native American, Aboriginal and South American cultures 

revere nature as an extension of themselves that must be honored and respected in order for their 

society to thrive.  In order to be considered successful one must first identify their individual 

skill set and then identify a need in the community- from here the individual is tasked with using 

their personal skills to reduce this communal need and bring harmony to the group. These 

cultures revere personal gifts (hunting, gathering, cooking, tracking, childcare etc.) as gifts that 

must be used in harmony with the skills of others in order to maintain a balanced world. By 

doing this they share what they have in exchange for what they do not have, thus the work they 

do directly benefits the individual and the community and everyone’s labor brings about cultural 

harmony and individual peace.   

 

THE 1950’s CONSPICUOUS CONSUMPTION 

The crystallization of the idea that personal gain was the ultimate goal came wrapped in a 

flag and labeled patriotism. At the end of the nineteenth century and again in the early 1950’s 

conspicuous consumption and individual acquisition became not only fashionable but also 

nationalistic. The government manufactured and broadcasted an image of the idyllic American 

family, with a father who worked in some sort of nondescript office setting, a homemaker 

mother who kept her suburban home pristine and spent her days shopping, taking care of her 

children and tending to the needs of her husband when he returned from work in the evening. 
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The government’s paranoia about an impending Russian attack and the perceived threat of spies 

and communists on the home front created a need for visible identifications of loyalty. Therefore 

those who performed the best versions of domestic bliss were saved from suspicions of 

communism. Conspicuous consumption was a way for people to demonstrate their allegiance 

and live the socially prescribed way. Thorstein Veblen’s book, The Theory of the Leisure Class 

touches on these issues and offers a detailed understanding of how the struggle to survive 

manifested into an elaborate show of living. Although he was writing in the late 1800’s his work 

was salient to the issues in the 1950’s. Veblen highlights the decadent use of expensive mood 

altering substances such as alcohol, cigarettes, and narcotics as an exhibition of wealth. “The 

ceremonial differentiation of the dietary is best seen in the use of intoxicating beverages and 

narcotics. If these articles of consumption are costly they are felt to be noble and honorific” 

(Veblen 44). The successful figure of American success “consumes freely and of the best, in 

food, drink, narcotics, shelter, series, ornaments, apparel, weapons and accouterments, 

amusements, amulets and idols or divinities” (Veblen 45). The overt utilization or goods became 

a status symbol, in stark contrast with the natural world that encourages balance and the use of 

only that which is indispensable for survival. This facet effectively implanted a seed of desire 

that could only grow and never be satisfied. Veblen describes this unquenchable hunger as the 

driving force behind the American compulsion for work and upward mobility. Acquisition and 

success became synonymous and the two never again regained their sovereign (and inherent 

antithetical) meanings.  

In the process of gradual amelioration, which takes place in the articles of his 

consumption, the motive principle and proximate aim of innovation is no doubt the higher 

efficiently of the improved and more elaborate products for personal comfort and well 
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being…since consumption of these more excellent goods in an evidence of wealth, it 

becomes honorific; and conversely, the failure to consume in due quantity becomes a 

mark of inferiority and demerit. (Veblen 46) 

The logical next step from this desire for acquisition is the ability to have leisurely activity. 

Though it must be clarified that this idea of leisure is a purely chauvinistic and exists in contrast 

with the type of true self-reflective leisure that is the focus of this thesis. Veblen aptly termed 

this societal development conspicuous leisure, which involves engaging in socially ordained 

leisurely activity for the sake of demonstrating social status. Conspicuous leisure became the 

preferred form of status demonstration and manifested in many forms 1950’s. The 1950’s was by 

no means the first instance of conspicuous consumption, there have been instances of it 

throughout the nineteenth and twentieth century, especially in the gilded age of the 1920’s 

however this particular time period experienced a shift to a different kind of conspicuous leisure.  

Recreational gyms and sporting clubs gained immense popularity along with 

memberships in exclusive leisure activity groups. Vacationing in fashionable locations became 

something of a competition for displaying wealth and the luxury of taking time away from work. 

This is of course in no way meant to indicate that conspicuous leisure had its origin in the 

1950’s. Conspicuous leisure has had a place in all developed societies for as long as history has 

recorded, however in those previous instances it was always restricted to the elite royalty class. 

The difference in the 1950’s, in the wake of World War II, was the insurgence of the middle and 

upper middle class into the equation. Suddenly it became possible for a large portion of society 

to participate in the demonstration of status because of the artificial economic inflation and 

relatively new occupational style of work that created stagnancy in critical thought and 

deferment of fulfillment from the products of labor. This new ability to showcase wealth and 
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demonstrate ones worth in terms of possession manifested itself in the United States as suburban 

domesticity. Because of America’s new status as a world power following the defeat of the 

Germans the American economy experienced a synthetic economic upturn- and society reacted 

accordingly. No historical essayist or collection of data expresses the deep visceral evisceration 

of the American dream the way John Cheever does in his quintessential descriptions of the 

duality of the human spirit and the wistfulness for times gone by.  

Picking up from my discussion of John Cheever in my literature review, I now discuss 

some of the specific textual examples from “The Swimmer”. This story follows Neddy Merrill 

through his journey across the neighborhood pools and by extension through the progression of 

his life. Half way through his journey things begin to grow hazy and the tone of the book 

changes from a lofty afternoon jaunt to a surreal life-altering event. By the time Neddy reaches 

his home the sky is dark and the windows are boarded and everything that was originally so is no 

longer and the story ends with a tone of utter defeat and disillusionment. “He shouted, pounding 

on the door, tried to force it with his shoulder, and then, looking in at the windows, saw that the 

place was empty” (Cheever 737). Cheever’s poignant closing lines depict the intense attachment 

Americans feel toward their places of dwelling and those trappings that are associated with it. 

These attachments and their ultimate disintegration play into Cheever’s portrait of the 

disintegrating American dream.  

Jack Keroac was also interested in a perverse version of the American Dream. As I 

explain in my literature review, he deals with the issue and many others in his novel The Dharma 

Bums. The title character Ray represents the totalizing discontent that runs rampant in the human 

soul and can be said to be especially prevalent in the West. This first person narrative serves as a 

powerful example of the dissonance fostered by the structure of American life. Kerouac uses his 
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powerful chronicle of discontent with conventional life to depict the individual human struggle. 

The prevalence of Buddhist thinking throughout the narrative appropriately highlights the 

differences between the two cultures. Leisure is often, though inadvertently, a topic of contention 

for the characters. Ray contemplates the impact of solitude often and seeks a life of quiet 

contemplation. The characters in the book are totally removed from the typified order of 1960’s 

America; they are concerned with pure struggle and enlightenment. They embody the peripatetic 

spirit that permeates the American spirit, “I see a vision of a great rucksack revolution thousands 

or even millions of young Americans wandering around with rucksacks, going up mountains to 

pray…all of ’em Zen Lunatics who go about writing poems that happen to appear in their heads 

for no reason and also by being kind and also by strange unexpected acts keep giving visions of 

eternal freedom to everybody and to all living creatures” (Kerouac 97-98).  

The need to break free of the structure of American life came to a head in the 1960’s. 

Leisure, though not specifically named, is a central theme in this work; it is the visceral longing 

for the contemplative leisure that Aristotle advocates that drives the events in this book.  

The response to The Dharma Bums, and other works of Beat literature was overwhelming. This 

confessional narrative struck a chord in repressed Americans and brought out the previously 

unnamed discontent they felt. Kerouac was searching for a way to exist in the Western world 

while still practicing true leisure and resisting the societal push toward compartmentalization and 

total work. “East’ll meet West anyway [, Japhy said]. Think what a great world revolution will 

take place when East meets West finally, and it’ll be guys like us that can start the thing” (203).  

  The unrest that permeates Western society can be attributed to the compulsion to 

delineate between necessary work activities and (misconstrued conceptions) of leisure. Though 

this unrest is to some degree a universal human trait it is far more pronounced in Western 
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society. This is not to say definitively that there is a perfect harmonious way to live or that 

animals or aboriginals have some sort of secret understanding that allows them to exist above 

suffering and restlessness. However there does seem to be some detail lost in the complexity of 

civilization, some unacknowledged understanding that was lost in antiquity but still lingers in 

those places that exist in a perpetual past. These places, some of which I have touched on briefly 

in this thesis, contain small pieces of an old wisdom that lies dormant in Western society.  

Leisure, as the Greeks understood it and as non-Western cultures understood it is 

inherently continuous. It is a constant process rather than an absence of industry, or occupational 

work. It is in fact not an absence at all; it is the ability to understand without discursive thought- 

living without fear of mortality. Aristotle posits that  “Contemplation is both the highest form of 

activity (since the intellect is the highest thing in us, and the objects that it apprehends are the 

highest things that can be known), and also it is the most continuous, because we are more 

capable of continuous contemplation than we are of any practical activity” (Aristotle 95). 

Leisure, in the modern day West, is far from continuous; it is experienced only in the interim. 

Does not this simple fact discount the precepts that this supposed leisure is built on? If 

contemplation is the highest form of leisure and, a fundamental aspect of contemplation, in 

Aristotelian terms, is continuity then the Western system is flawed.  

 

LANGUAGE 

Language is one of the most significant differences between the more primal cultures and 

developed Westernized cultures. Language is traditionally thought to be the differentiating 

factors between animals and humans. In his book The Minds Past, Michael S. Gazzinga quotes 

Jane Goodall saying, “Goodall maintains that, since a chimp cannot talk, it cannot sit down with 
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its peers as humans do and decide what to do tomorrow” (Gazzaniga 4). Goodalls statement 

makes an interesting case for the vehicles of communication affecting the development of 

culture. This theory could be applied to cultures with less complex languages. 

 In the text, Ancient Non-Greek Rhetoric’s Arabella Lyon explains there is a central 

difference between dissimilar culture’s vocabularies. These discrepancies inform the cultures 

style of communication and influence their traditions. Lyon focuses specifically on Daoist 

tradition in the Far East, “Daoist wuwei is natural behavior, ‘the natural expression of 

interpersonal relationships’ which precludes the need for prescribed norms of human behavior 

(Ames 38, qtd in Lyon 187). Here Lyon makes a compelling case for the prevalence of un-

translatable words across different languages. The untranslatability of words like wuwei is more 

than a lingual divide; it is a manifestation of the dynamism of Daoist culture and Chinese 

language. 

A great deal can be gleaned about a civilization based on the type of language it employs. 

The Greek or Hellenic language is phonetic, using a series of symbols to create one word, while 

Chinese languages are ideographic, using a single to represent an entire word or idea. The words 

used in ideographic languages are less fixed than those in phonetic languages. Therefore when 

speaking ideographic languages inflection, tone and context are far more important for 

interpretation than they are in phonetic languages. The language is far more flexible because the 

meaning of the words is based largely on pronunciation and context.  

To return to the Chinese word wuwei, there are a whole host of meanings for this word 

that depend entirely on the context in which it is used (Lyon 185). Furthermore this concept of 

wuwei represents an idea that opposes Western ideas, “wuwei places before us the conceptual 

problem of what is an act or a non-act, what is human and non-human” (Lyon 186). To speak of 
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non-act, within Western rhetoric, is to speak of shiftlessness or idleness. It is uncouth to imply 

that there is any sort of value to a “non-act” it defies Western sensibilities about productivity and 

work. Conversely in Daoist tradition non-action can be just as valuable as action. A less 

ambiguous interpretation of wuwei is as “Action, which does not force but yields. Rather than 

being a version of doing nothing, this might be called the action of passivity” (Loy 74). Loy goes 

on to explain that “ The main problem with understanding wuwei is that it is a genuine paradox: 

the union of two contradictory concepts -- action ("...nothing remains undone") and nonaction 

("nothing is done..."). The resolution of this paradox must somehow combine both concepts…” 

(Loy 76). This singular precept is a potent example of the weight and dynamism one word can 

have in ideographic language. However wuwei can also have a very simple interpretation, “The 

natural is sufficient. If one strives, he fails” (Loy 75). This statement is in staunch opposition 

with the Western prescription for success; the passive and the active exist in harmonious unity in 

the in Eastern philosophy but stringent opposition in Western practice.  

Without stability between work and leisure time there is a tendency toward greed and 

corruption. Indigenous culture is founded on balance and reciprocity and individuality is 

secondary to communal happiness and care. 

 

CONCLUSION  

 As I state in my introduction, leisure studies have been endlessly interesting to me 

because I feel I am guilty of many of the tendencies I implicate in this thesis. The experience that 

brought me to this thesis continues to trouble me. I have not been able to deal with every issue I 

address here but I do feel that I have at least begun to bring the pieces together. With this 

preliminary research in place I will be able to expand my ideas of leisure studies.  
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 I have attempted to point to a critical moment in Western history when the narrative 

shifted. Unfortunately I admit I have been unsuccessful in locating a specific time frame that 

indicates a totalizing shift, though the nineteenth century and mid twentieth century do represent 

a considerable portion of it. I believe the transition was gradual, taking place in stride with 

industrialization. With industrialization comes delayed gratification or monetary compensation 

for work rather than immediate reward i.e. working in a field all day and taking home food form 

the field at the end of the day. To restate a point I made early on, there is a direct correlation 

between fluidity of life and communal living (groupings of people living close together and 

working together). Community is a key distinguishing factor between indigenous non-Western 

societies and Western ones. Where there is true communal existence there is often a much more 

fluid. The less division of labor there is the less desire to acquire for oneself.  

 Acquisition is a major factor because I believe it is one of the most pervasive themes in 

Western society and those under its influence. The division of labor, time, activity, gender roles, 

class delineation and all other means of disunion function to force the desire for acquisition. 

Without contentment in community it is unlikely that individuals will be able to feel wholly 

content within themselves. “Leisure is only possible when we are at one with ourselves. We tend 

to overwork as a means of self-escape, as a way of trying to justify our existence (Pieper)”. Work 

has become the stand-in for self-actualization; instead of working toward a stable sense of self 

that satisfies the soul of the individual it fuels a ceaseless desire for attainment.  

As Aristotle aptly states, “The life of money-making is one undertaken under 

compulsion, and wealth is evidently not the good we are seeking; for it is merely useful and for 

the sake of something else (Aristotle 76)”. With a regard for nature and community comes a 

fluidity of cognition and experience. The interconnectivity of activity allows the natural order to 
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continue uninterrupted. Balance allows people to exist and thrive in a communal environment, 

each member contributing what they have and benefitting from talents of others. Leisure is the 

space between what is necessary and what is desirable; those moments of unplanned, unregulated 

satisfaction, emerging suddenly and receding just as quickly. True leisure cannot be bought or 

commodified because it does not allow for such premeditation. The simplicity of action, or in 

many cases non-action, has in it a permeating effervescence that runs throughout the whole of 

humanity. This feeling is hard to grasp and impossible to identify in its entirety, it’s an essence 

that has the qualities of a dream. Associated with a plethora of feelings and memories but 

bearing no concrete classification. Though this essay may have been an exercise in futility, like 

that of trying to remember a dream, I hope if offers at least a sense of something that may have 

been forgotten or only half known. 
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