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Critical acclaim for In Praise of Slow:

‘The No Logo of its age . . . strangely enthralling, an epiphany for those of us who have forgotten how to look forward to things or to enjoy the moment when it arrives’

Melanie Reid, Glasgow Herald

‘Rush to your bookshop’

Mail on Sunday

‘Entertaining . . . friendly and intelligent guide . . . with a light mix of well-researched historic trivia and contemporary statistics. [Honoré’s] anecdotes and self-deprecating humour convey the pleasure and reward that he experienced on his slow pilgrimage’

Economist

‘Anyone who’s hit middle-age exhaustion will enjoy the gentle exercise of nodding along’ 

Elizabeth Heathcote, Independent on Sunday

‘[An] entertaining . . . hymn to the pleasure of allowing everything its proper time . . . well-executed and persuasive’

Will Hutton, Guardian

‘Try reading this book one chapter a day – it is worth allowing its subversive message to sink slowly in so it has a chance of changing your life’

Bill McKibben, author of Enough: Staying Human in an Engineered Age and The End of Nature

‘This charmingly written . . . exploration of the quiet life is so good, you have to resist the temptation to race through it . . . a million times more inspiring than any of the mass of self-help books around on downshifting . . . A rare treat to be savoured – at your own pace, of course’

Sunday Express

‘Essential reading’

Observer

‘In Praise of Slow has made Honoré the unofficial godfather of a growing cultural shift toward slowing down’

ABC News

‘[In Praise of Slow] is to the Slow Movement what Das Kapital is to communism’

Financial Times

‘I am learning to pace myself with a nightly dose of this book. Honoré is a journalist and TED speaker exploring the global backlash against the modern cult of speed living. All Londoners should read it’

Evening Standard

‘A terrific book’

Arianna Huffington, author of Thrive

‘Readable and persuasive . . . it is virtually impossible to read Honoré’s book without deciding to take things, you know, a little slower from now on’

Irish Times

‘In his well-researched and often amusing book, Honoré presents an eloquent case for a thorough re-examination of priorities and shows how even subtle shifts in the way we live can have a very real effect on our well-being’

Natasha Tripney, Guardian

‘His advice is too grounded in day-to-day practicality to be guilty of didacticism or whimsy . . . read this uplifting and enlightening book very soon; but do, please, take your time’

Times Literary Supplement

‘Engagingly written and filled with interesting detail, [this] book is a timely manifesto for a more civilized world’

Sunday Times ‘Book of the Week’

‘Honoré [is] an international spokesman for the concept of leisure . . . It’s a message people seem to want to hear’

Newsweek

‘In brisk, cleanly written chapters . . . Honoré traces his personal encounters with advocates of slow living . . . In Praise of  Slow shows us various methods to release ourselves  . . . from what Baudelaire denounced as “the horrible burden of time”, to break free of the “Matrix”-like illusion that we have no choice’

Washington Post

‘[This] book makes a persuasive case against mindless speed and offers an intriguing array of concrete suggestions about ways “to make the moment last”’

Los Angeles Times

‘Honoré is particularly good at detailing the addictive properties and vagaries of speed, and its ill effects on individuals and society, including himself’

Globe and Mail (Canada)

‘Honoré offers compelling evidence that suggests controlling your own tempo of life is not only a healthier and happier alternative, but leads to a more rewarding and productive lifestyle’

Toronto Star

‘Honoré’s excellent new book . . . is a fascinating and well-guided tour of his own journey in search of the world of slow. Vibrant and very readable’

Winnipeg Free Press

‘A compelling read . . . The book has a personal, intimate tone that belies the author’s considerable research . . . Its great strength is that it consolidates seemingly disparate ideas (slow food and slow work!), providing a unique insight into a pervasive cultural issue . . . Honoré gives his readers an opportunity to change their lives for the better’

Vancouver Sun

‘The novelty of Honoré’s approach lies in its practicality’

Japan Times

‘A thoughtful guide and a convincing manifesto for changing the pace of our lives . . . a skillful blend of research, observation, and humor. Honoré comes across as neither too self-conscious nor too self-confident, but rather as exuberant and genuine. In Praise of Slow is a . . . gift to all of us’

Science and Spirit magazine

‘Thorough and highly persuasive . . . [In Praise of Slow] is well on its way to cult status . . . a necessary addition to the reading list of marketing, HR and new product development departments. Read [it] slowly to allow inward digestion without dyspepsia’

Matthew Gwyther, Management Today

‘It’s about time someone insisted – in intelligent, persuasive language – that we all put on the brakes, or at least check the instruments on the dashboard. Through anecdote, statistic and argument, Honoré wants to convert us to an atheism that is opposed to this culture’s mad theology of speed’

Billy Collins, former American Poet Laureate

‘Superb and eminently readable . . . Honoré has written an incisive overview of an important cultural phenomenon’

Spirituality and Health (US)

‘In his appealing first-person approach, Honoré offers a you-are-there view of global efforts to challenge the “false god” of speed . . . engaging and persuasive’

Christian Science Monitor (US)

‘An important work . . . that will induce greater awareness of our present hurried state – as well as the wholesome alternative’

Yoga Journal

‘A thoughtful guide and a convincing manifesto for changing the pace of our lives . . . a skillful blend of research, observation, and humor. Honoré comes across as neither too self-conscious nor too self-confident, but rather as exuberant and genuine. In Praise of Slow is a . . . gift to all of us’

Science and Spirit magazine

‘In Praise of Slow is a revelation . . . It is possible to decelerate, and business could gain so much from a sense of work–life balance’

Business World

‘An intelligent manifesto that overturns the idea of speed as an absolute good . . . Much more than a hymn to slowness . . . A guide with tips and tools to transform the way we live’

La Repubblica (Italy)

‘Delightful, surprising, inspiring – and subversive. There is so much food for thought here that I cannot recommend this book enough’

Yes! magazine (US)


Carl Honoré is a journalist living in London. He has  written for the Economist, Observer, National Post and Houston Chronicle. While researching this book, he was slapped with a speeding ticket. Visit his website at www.inpraiseofslow.com.
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There is more to life than increasing its speed.

GANDHI


PREFACE

15TH ANNIVERSARY EDITION
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NOT LONG AFTER In Praise of Slow first appeared, in 2004, I had lunch with some of my international publishers. It was a jolly affair because the book was selling briskly and fresh editions were already in the works. Throughout the meal we toasted the rise and rise of the Slow Movement.

Then the bubble burst.

As we left the restaurant, one editor pulled me aside to make a confession. “Along with your book we also publish a collection of one-minute bedtime stories,” he said. “And they’re doing so well that we plan to bring out a line of 90-second and two-minute versions.”

I laughed, thinking it must be a joke. After all, my own journey into the world of Slow began when I almost bought a book of compressed bedtime stories to accelerate the evening routine with my son. But the editor wasn’t joking. On the contrary, his confession was a sobering reminder of how hard it is to resist the siren call of speed.

Has anything changed in the fifteen years since In Praise of Slow landed? Yes – for good and ill.

On the downside, the world has sped up. The rise of social media and smartphones has helped create an always-on culture of instant gratification. Most of us go everywhere now with a weapon of mass distraction in our pocket – or hand. A recent study found that average smartphone users touch their gadgets 2,617 times per day.

In every walk of life, acceleration remains the most common default setting. Many of us still work, drive, talk, think and eat fast. We even make love in a hurry. A mainstream British magazine recently featured the following headline: “Bring Her to Orgasm in 30 Seconds!” And just when you think the faster-is-better ethos has run out of road, along come speed yoga and drive-thru funerals.

Yet these past fifteen years have also delivered plenty of upside. The Slow revolution continues to spread across the world, with people devoting more time and attention to everything they do. There are now thriving movements for Slow Travel, Slow Fashion, Slow Gaming, Slow TV, Slow Parenting, Slow Education, Slow Journalism, Slow Leadership, Slow Retail, Slow Design, Slow Radio, Slow Finance, Slow Blogging, Slow Politics, Slow Art, Slow Media, Slow Reading, Slow Management, Slow Architecture, Slow Medicine and so on. The mindfulness movement of recent years is just another way of saying, “Slow down!”

Even in the workplace, where the cult of speed remains strong, the needle is moving in the right direction. Workaholic nations such as South Korea and Japan are finally takings steps to cut working hours. Everywhere, younger people are seeking – and often designing – careers that allow them to slow down and enjoy life.

At the same time, companies have cottoned on to the fact that shifting down a gear can boost communication, accuracy, creativity, strategic thinking and productivity.  A recent survey by the Economist ended with a perfect précis of the Slow creed: “Forget frantic acceleration. Mastering the clock of business is about choosing when to be fast and when to be slow.”

The same goes for technology. The speed of the new gadgets is wonderful but being always on is not. That’s why former Silicon Valley executives are now apologising for making tech so addictive and why heavyweights such as Apple, Facebook and Instagram are unveiling tools to help users spend less time gazing at screens. It’s also why more and more of us are turning to digital-detox apps like Off the Grid or Moment. Together, these efforts add up to what is now called – you guessed it – the Slow Technology movement.

To me, though, the most welcome change since the publication of In Praise of Slow is that the taboo against slowness is waning. ‘Slow’ is shedding its dirty-word status and instead coming to signify depth, meaning and quality. When Audi launched the R8 sedan in Britain, its slogan was “The slowest car we’ve ever built.” Obviously, the latest sedan from the German automaker would not struggle to overtake a horse-drawn carriage. What Audi meant is it took its time to design the R8: “slowest” was code for “best.”

Despite all these gains, however, we face the same underlying problem we did a decade and a half ago. Namely that our economy is still based on a toxic cocktail of fast growth, fast consumption and fast profits. To push the Slow revolution to its logical conclusion – to create, in other words, a genuinely Slow world – will mean devising an economic system that is humane, fair and sustainable. A tall order, to be sure, but one that more and more us are working towards.

The good news is the tectonic plates are shifting – and the journey made by In Praise of Slow shows just how much. Described by the Financial Times as being “to the Slow Movement what Das Kapital is to communism,” the book has been published in 35 languages. It has featured in a British TV sitcom, Argentina’s version of Big Brother and a TV commercial for the Motorola tablet. It was the inaugural choice for the Huffington Post book club and appears on reading lists from business schools to yoga retreats. Rabbis, priests and imams quote from it in their sermons. A doctor in Australia handed my aunt a copy when she was suffering from stress.

In Praise of Slow feels just as relevant today as it did in 2004 – maybe more so. Every week I receive messages from readers across the globe saying the book has changed their lives. It has certainly changed mine. These days, I travel the world to speak, write and make radio and TV shows about all things Slow.

Do I walk the talk? Definitely. Before In Praise of Slow, every moment of my day was a race against the clock. No longer. I have reconnected with my inner tortoise.

Of course, I’m not a perfect paragon of serenity and slowness – who is? I still have my moments of pointless haste, but they are rare nowadays.

Slowing down has made me more relaxed, dynamic and creative. I feel closer to the people who matter to me and am more able to enjoy each moment. I’m living my life now instead of rushing through it.

I hope reading this book will help you do the same.


INTRODUCTION

THE AGE OF RAGE
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People are born and married, and live and die, in the
midst of an uproar so frantic that you would think
they would go mad of it.

WILLIAM DEAN HOWELLS, 1907

ON A SUN-BLEACHED AFTERNOON in the summer of 1985, my teenage tour of Europe grinds to a halt in a square on the outskirts of Rome. The bus back into town is twenty minutes late and shows no sign of appearing. Yet the delay does not bother me. Instead of pacing up and down the sidewalk, or calling the bus company to lodge a complaint, I slip on my Walkman, lie down on a bench and listen to Simon and Garfunkel sing about the joys of slowing down and making the moment last. Every detail of the scene is engraved on my memory: two small boys kick a soccer ball around a medieval fountain; branches scrape against the top of a stone wall; an old widow carries her vegetables home in a net bag.

Fast-forward fifteen years, and everything has changed. The scene shifts to Rome’s busy Fiumicino Airport, and I am a foreign correspondent rushing to catch a flight home to London. Instead of kickin’ down the cobblestones and feelin’ groovy, I dash through the departure lounge, silently cursing anyone who crosses my path at a slower pace. Rather than listen to folk music on a cheap Walkman, I talk on a mobile phone to an editor thousands of miles away.

At the gate, I join the back end of a long lineup, where there is nothing to do except, well, nothing. Only I am no longer capable of doing nothing. To make the wait more productive, to make it seem less like waiting, I start skimming a newspaper. And that is when my eyes come upon the article that will inspire me eventually to write a book about slowing down.

The words that stop me in my tracks are: “The One-Minute Bedtime Story.” To help parents deal with time-consuming tots, various authors have condensed classic fairy tales into sixty-second sound bites. Think Hans Christian Andersen meets the executive summary. My first reflex is to shout Eureka! At the time, I am locked in a nightly tug-of-war with my two-year-old son, who favours long stories read at a gentle, meandering pace. Every evening, though, I steer him towards the shortest books and read them quickly. We often quarrel. “You’re going too fast,” he cries. Or, as I make for the door, “I want another story!” Part of me feels horribly selfish when I accelerate the bedtime ritual, but another part simply cannot resist the itch to hurry on to the next thing on my agenda—supper, emails, reading, bills, more work, the news bulletin on television. Taking a long, languid stroll through the world of Dr. Seuss is not an option. It is too slow.

So, at first glance, the One-Minute Bedtime series sounds almost too good to be true. Rattle off six or seven “stories,” and still finish inside ten minutes—what could be better? Then, as I begin to wonder how quickly Amazon can ship me the full set, redemption comes in the shape of a counter-question: Have I gone completely insane? As the departure lineup snakes towards the final ticket check, I put away the newspaper and begin to think. My whole life has turned into an exercise in hurry, in packing more and more into every hour. I am Scrooge with a stopwatch, obsessed with saving every last scrap of time, a minute here, a few seconds there. And I am not alone. Everyone around me—colleagues, friends, family—is caught in the same vortex.

In 1982 Larry Dossey, an American physician, coined the term “time-sickness” to describe the obsessive belief that “time is getting away, that there isn’t enough of it, and that you must pedal faster and faster to keep up.” These days, the whole world is time-sick. We all belong to the same cult of speed. Standing in that lineup for my flight home to London, I begin to grapple with the questions that lie at the heart of this book: Why are we always in such a rush? What is the cure for time-sickness? Is it possible, or even desirable, to slow down?

In these early years of the twenty-first century, everything and everyone is under pressure to go faster. Not long ago, Klaus Schwab, founder and president of the World Economic Forum, spelled out the need for speed in stark terms: “We are moving from a world in which the big eat the small to one in which the fast eat the slow.” That warning resonates far beyond the Darwinian world of commerce. In these busy, bustling times, everything is a race against the clock. Guy Claxton, a British psychologist, thinks acceleration is now second nature to us: “We have developed an inner psychology of speed, of saving time and maximizing efficiency, which is getting stronger by the day.”

But now the time has come to challenge our obsession with doing everything more quickly. Speed is not always the best policy. Evolution works on the principle of survival of the fittest, not the fastest. Remember who won the race between the tortoise and the hare. As we hurry through life, cramming more into every hour, we are stretching ourselves to the breaking point.

Before we go any further, though, let’s make one thing clear: this book is not a declaration of war against speed. Speed has helped to remake our world in ways that are wonderful and liberating. Who wants to live without the Internet or jet travel? The problem is that our love of speed, our obsession with doing more and more in less and less time, has gone too far; it has turned into an addiction, a kind of idolatry. Even when speed starts to backfire, we invoke the go-faster gospel. Falling behind at work? Get a quicker Internet connection. No time for that novel you got at Christmas? Learn to speed-read. Diet not working? Try liposuction. Too busy to cook? Buy a microwave. And yet some things cannot, should not, be sped up. They take time; they need slowness. When you accelerate things that should not be accelerated, when you forget how to slow down, there is a price to pay.

The case against speed starts with the economy. Modern capitalism generates extraordinary wealth, but at the cost of devouring natural resources faster than Mother Nature can replace them. Thousands of square miles of Amazonian rainforest are cleared every year, while over-trawling has put sturgeon, Chilean sea bass and many other fish on the endangered species list. Capitalism is getting too fast even for its own good, as the pressure to finish first leaves too little time for quality control. Consider the computer industry. In recent years, software manufacturers have made a habit of rushing out their products before they have been fully tested. The result is an epidemic of crashes, bugs and glitches that costs companies billions of dollars every year.

Then there is the human cost of turbo-capitalism. These days, we exist to serve the economy, rather than the other way round. Long hours on the job are making us unproductive, error-prone, unhappy and ill. Doctor’s offices are swamped with people suffering from conditions brought on by stress: insomnia, migraines, hypertension, asthma and gastrointestinal trouble, to name but a few. The current work culture is also undermining our mental health. “Burnout used to be something you mainly found in people over forty,” says one London-based life coach. “Now I’m seeing men and women in their thirties, and even their twenties, who are completely burned out.”

The work ethic, which can be healthy in moderation, is getting out of hand. Consider the spread of “vacationitis,” the aversion to taking a proper holiday. In a Reed survey of five thousand UK workers, 60% said they would not be using their full vacation entitlement in 2003. On average, Americans fail to use up to a fifth of their paid time off. Even illness can no longer keep the modern employee away from the office: one in five Americans turns up for work when he should be tucked up in bed at home or visiting a doctor.

For a chilling vision of where this behaviour leads, look no further than Japan, where the locals have a word—karoshi—that means “death by overwork.” One of the most famous victims of karoshi was Kamei Shuji, a high-flying broker who routinely put in ninety-hour weeks during the Japanese stock market boom of the late 1980s. His company trumpeted his superhuman stamina in newsletters and training booklets, turning him into the gold standard to which all employees should aspire. In a rare break from Japanese protocol, Shuji was asked to coach senior colleagues in the art of salesmanship, which piled extra stress onto his pinstriped shoulders. When Japan’s stock bubble burst in 1989, Shuji worked even longer hours to pick up the slack. In 1990, he died suddenly of a heart attack. He was twenty-six.

Though some hold up Shuji as a cautionary tale, the work-till-you-drop culture still runs deep in Japan. In 2001, the government reported a record 143 victims of karoshi. Critics put Japan’s annual death toll from overwork in the thousands.

Long before karoshi kicks in, though, a burned-out workforce is bad for the bottom line. The National Safety Council estimates that job stress causes a million Americans to miss work every day, costing the economy over $150 billion annually. In 2003, stress replaced backache as the leading cause of absenteeism in Britain.

Overwork is a health hazard in other ways, too. It leaves less time and energy for exercise, and makes us more likely to drink too much alcohol or reach for convenience foods. It is no coincidence that the fastest nations are also often the fattest. Up to a third of Americans and a fifth of Britons are now clinically obese. Even Japan is piling on the pounds. In 2002, a national nutrition survey found that a third of Japanese men over thirty were overweight.

To keep pace with the modern world, to get up to speed, many people are looking beyond coffee to more potent stimulants. Cocaine remains the booster of choice among white-collar professionals, but amphetamines, otherwise known as “speed,” are catching up fast. Use of the drug in the American workplace has jumped by 70% since 1998. Many employees favour crystal methamphetamine, which delivers a surge of euphoria and alertness that lasts for most of the workday. It also spares the user the embarrassing garrulousness that is often a side effect of snorting coke. The catch is that the more potent forms of speed are more addictive than heroin, and coming down from a hit can trigger depression, agitation and violent behaviour.

One reason we need stimulants is that many of us are not sleeping enough. With so much to do, and so little time to do it, the average American now gets ninety minutes less shut-eye per night than she did a century ago. In southern Europe, spiritual home of la dolce vita, the afternoon siesta has gone the way of the traditional nine-to-five job: only 7% of Spaniards still have time for a post-prandial snooze. Not sleeping enough can damage the cardiovascular and immune systems, bring on diabetes and heart disease, and trigger indigestion, irritability and depression. Getting less than six hours of kip a night can impair motor coordination, speech, reflexes and judgment. Fatigue has played a part in some of the worst disasters of the modern era: Chernobyl, the Exxon Valdez, Three Mile Island, Union Carbide and the space shuttle Challenger.

Drowsiness causes more car crashes than alcohol. In a recent Gallup poll, 11% of British drivers admitted to falling asleep at the wheel. A study by the US National Commission on Sleep Disorders blamed half of all traffic accidents on tiredness. Put that together with our penchant for speeding, and the result is carnage on the roads. Annual traffic fatalities now stand at 1.3 million worldwide, more than double the figure for 1990. Though better safety norms have cut the death toll in developed countries, the UN predicts that traffic will be the third leading cause of death in the world by 2020. Even now, more than forty thousand people die and 1.6 million are injured on European roads every year.

Our impatience makes even leisure more dangerous. Every year, millions of people around the world suffer sports- and gym-related injuries. Many are caused by pushing the body too hard, too fast, too soon. Even yoga is not immune. A friend of mine recently strained her neck by attempting a yogic headstand before her body was ready for it. Others suffer worse mishaps. In Boston, Massachusetts, an impatient teacher broke a pupil’s pelvic bone by forcing her into the splits position. A man in his thirties now has a permanent numb patch in his right thigh after tearing a sensory nerve during a yoga session at a fashionable studio in Manhattan.

Inevitably, a life of hurry can become superficial. When we rush, we skim the surface, and fail to make real connections with the world or other people. As Milan Kundera wrote in his 1996 novella Slowness, “When things happen too fast, nobody can be certain about anything, about anything at all, not even about himself.” All the things that bind us together and make life worth living—community, family, friendship—thrive on the one thing we never have enough of: time. In a recent ICM poll, half of British adults said their hectic schedules had caused them to lose touch with friends.

Consider the damage that living in the fast lane can inflict on family life. With everyone coming and going, Post-it stickers on the fridge door are now the main form of communication in many homes. According to figures released by the British government, the average working parent spends twice as long dealing with email as playing with her children. In Japan, parents now book their kids into twenty-four-hour child-minding centres. All over the industrial world, children come home from school to empty houses where there is no one to listen to their stories, problems, triumphs or fears. In a Newsweek poll of American adolescents carried out in 2000, 73% said parents spend too little time with their teenagers.

Perhaps kids suffer most from the orgy of acceleration. They are growing up faster than ever before. Many children are now as busy as their parents, juggling diaries packed with everything from after-school tutoring to piano lessons and football practice. A recent cartoon said it all: two little girls are standing at the school bus stop, each clutching a personal planner. One says to the other, “Okay, I’ll move ballet back an hour, reschedule gymnastics, and cancel piano … you shift your violin lesson to Thursday and skip soccer practice … that gives us from 3:15 to 3:45 on Wednesday the 16th to play.”

Living like high-powered grown-ups leaves little time for the stuff that childhood is all about: messing around with friends, playing without adult supervision, daydreaming. It also takes a toll on health, since kids are even less able to cope with the sleep deprivation and stress that are the price of living hurried, hectic lives. Psychologists who specialize in treating adolescents for anxiety now find their waiting rooms packed with children as young as five suffering from upset stomachs, headaches, insomnia, depression and eating disorders. In many industrial countries, teenage suicides are on the rise. And no wonder, given the burden many face at school. In 2002, Louise Kitching, a seventeen-year-old in Lincolnshire, England, fled an examination hall in tears. The star pupil was just about to write her fifth exam of the day, having had only a ten-minute break between papers.

If we carry on at this rate, the cult of speed can only get worse. When everyone takes the fast option, the advantage of going fast vanishes, forcing us to go faster still. Eventually, what we are left with is an arms race based on speed, and we all know where arms races end up: in the grim stalemate of Mutually Assured Destruction.

Much has already been destroyed. We have forgotten how to look forward to things, and how to enjoy the moment when they arrive. Restaurants report that hurried diners increasingly pay the bill and order a taxi while eating dessert. Many fans leave sporting events early, no matter how close the score is, simply to steal a march on the traffic. Then there is the curse of multi-tasking. Doing two things at once seems so clever, so efficient, so modern. And yet what it often means is doing two things not very well. Like many people, I read the paper while watching TV—and find that I get less out of both.

In this media-drenched, data-rich, channel-surfing, computer-gaming age, we have lost the art of doing nothing, of shutting out the background noise and distractions, of slowing down and simply being alone with our thoughts. Boredom—the word itself hardly existed 150 years ago—is a modern invention. Remove all stimulation, and we fidget, panic and look for something, anything, to do to make use of the time. When did you last see someone just gazing out the window on a train? Everyone is too busy reading the paper, playing video games, listening to iPods, working on the laptop, yammering into mobile phones.

Instead of thinking deeply, or letting an idea simmer in the back of the mind, our instinct now is to reach for the nearest sound bite. In modern warfare, correspondents in the field and pundits in the studio spew out instant analyses of events as they occur. Often their insights turn out to be wrong. But that hardly matters nowadays: in the land of speed, the man with the instant response is king. With satellite feeds and twenty-four-hour news channels, the electronic media is dominated by what one French sociologist dubbed “le fast thinker”—a person who can, without skipping a beat, summon up a glib answer to any question.

In a way, we are all fast thinkers now. Our impatience is so implacable that, as actress-author Carrie Fisher quipped, even “instant gratification takes too long.” This partly explains the chronic frustration that bubbles just below the surface of modern life. Anyone or anything that steps in our way, that slows us down, that stops us from getting exactly what we want when we want it, becomes the enemy. So the smallest setback, the slightest delay, the merest whiff of slowness, can now provoke vein-popping fury in otherwise ordinary people.

The anecdotal evidence is everywhere. In Los Angeles, a man starts a fight at a supermarket checkout because the customer ahead of him is taking too long to pack his groceries. A woman scratches the paintwork of a car that beats her to a parking spot in London. A company executive tears into a flight attendant when his plane is forced to spend an extra twenty minutes circling Heathrow airport before landing. “I want to land now!” he shouts, like a spoiled child. “Now, now, now!”

A delivery van stops outside my neighbour’s house, forcing the traffic behind to wait while the driver unloads a small table. Within a minute, the forty-something businesswoman in the first car begins thrashing around in her seat, flailing her arms and snapping her head back and forth. A low, guttural wail escapes from her open window. It is like a scene from The Exorcist. I decide she must be having an epileptic fit, and run downstairs to help. But when I reach the sidewalk, it turns out she is simply annoyed at being held up. She leans out the window and screams at no one in particular, “If you don’t move that fucking van, I’ll fucking kill you.” The delivery man shrugs as if he has seen it all before, slides behind the wheel and drives off. I open my mouth to tell Screaming Woman to lighten up a little, but my words are drowned out by the sound of her tires skidding on the asphalt.

This is where our obsession with going fast and saving time leads. To road rage, air rage, shopping rage, relationship rage, office rage, vacation rage, gym rage. Thanks to speed, we live in the age of rage.

After my bedtime-story epiphany at the airport in Rome, I return to London with a mission: to investigate the price of speed and the prospects for slowing down in a world obsessed with going faster and faster. We all moan about frenzied schedules, but is anybody actually doing anything about it? Yes, it turns out. While the rest of the world roars on, a large and growing minority is choosing not to do everything at full-throttle. In every human endeavour you can think of, from sex, work and exercise to food, medicine and urban design, these rebels are doing the unthinkable—they are making room for slowness. And the good news is that decelerating works. Despite Cassandra-like mutterings from the speed merchants, slower, it turns out, often means better—better health, better work, better business, better family life, better exercise, better cuisine and better sex.

We have been here before. In the nineteenth century, people resisted the pressure to accelerate in ways familiar to us today. Unions pushed for more leisure time. Stressed-out urbanites sought refuge and restoration in the countryside. Painters and poets, writers and craftsmen looked for ways to preserve the aesthetics of slowness in the machine age. Today, though, the backlash against speed is moving into the mainstream with more urgency than ever before. Down at the grass roots, in kitchens, offices, concert halls, factories, gyms, bedrooms, neighbourhoods, art galleries, hospitals, leisure centres and schools near you, more and more people are refusing to accept the diktat that faster is always better. And in their many and diverse acts of deceleration lie the seeds of a global Slow movement.

Now is the moment to define our terms. In this book, Fast and Slow do more than just describe a rate of change. They are shorthand for ways of being, or philosophies of life. Fast is busy, controlling, aggressive, hurried, analytical, stressed, superficial, impatient, active, quantity-over-quality. Slow is the opposite: calm, careful, receptive, still, intuitive, unhurried, patient, reflective, quality-over-quantity. It is about making real and meaningful connections—with people, culture, work, food, everything. The paradox is that Slow does not always mean slow. As we shall see, performing a task in a Slow manner often yields faster results. It is also possible to do things quickly while maintaining a Slow frame of mind. A century after Rudyard Kipling wrote of keeping your head while all about you are losing theirs, people are learning how to keep their cool, how to remain Slow inside, even as they rush to meet a deadline at work or to get the children to school on time. One aim of this book is to show how they do it.

Despite what some critics say, the Slow movement is not about doing everything at a snail’s pace. Nor is it a Luddite attempt to drag the whole planet back to some pre-industrial utopia. On the contrary, the movement is made up of people like you and me, people who want to live better in a fast-paced, modern world. That is why the Slow philosophy can be summed up in a single word: balance. Be fast when it makes sense to be fast, and be slow when slowness is called for. Seek to live at what musicians call the tempo giusto—the right speed.

One leading proponent of deceleration is Carlo Petrini, the Italian founder of Slow Food, the international movement dedicated to the very civilized notion that what we eat should be cultivated, cooked and consumed at a relaxed pace. Though the dinner table is its chief battlefront, Slow Food is much more than an excuse for long lunches. The group’s manifesto is a call to arms against the cult of speed in all its forms: “Our century, which began and has developed under the insignia of industrial civilization, 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, which disrupts our habits, pervades the privacy of our homes and forces us to eat Fast Food.”

On a baking summer afternoon in Bra, the small Piedmontese city that is home to the headquarters of Slow Food, I meet Petrini for a chat. His recipe for life has a reassuringly modern twang. “If you are always slow, then you are stupid—and that is not at all what we are aiming for,” he tells me. “Being Slow means that you control the rhythms of your own life. You decide how fast you have to go in any given context. If today I want to go fast, I go fast; if tomorrow I want to go slow, I go slow. What we are fighting for is the right to determine our own tempos.”

That very simple philosophy is gaining ground in many arenas. In the workplace, millions are pushing for—and winning—a better balance between work and life. In the bedroom, people are discovering the joy of slow sex, through Tantra and other forms of erotic deceleration. The notion that slower is better underlies the boom in exercise regimes—from yoga to Tai Chi—and alternative medicines—from herbalism to homeopathy—that take a gentle, holistic approach to the body. Cities everywhere are revamping the urban landscape to encourage people to drive less and walk more. Many children are moving out of the fast lane, too, as parents lighten their schedules.

Inevitably, the Slow movement overlaps with the anti-globalization crusade. Proponents of both believe that turbo-capitalism offers a one-way ticket to burnout, for the planet and the people living on it. They claim we can live better if we consume, manufacture and work at a more reasonable pace. In common with moderate anti-globalizers, however, Slow activists are not out to destroy the capitalist system. Rather, they seek to give it a human face. Petrini himself talks of “virtuous globalization.” But the Slow movement goes much deeper and wider than mere economic reform. By taking aim at the false god of speed, it strikes at the heart of what it is to be human in the era of the silicon chip. The Slow creed can pay dividends when applied in a piecemeal fashion. But to get full benefit from the Slow movement, we need to go further and rethink our approach to everything. A genuinely Slow world implies nothing less than a lifestyle revolution.

The Slow movement is still taking shape. It has no central headquarters or website, no single leader, no political party to carry its message. Many people decide to slow down without ever feeling part of a cultural trend, let alone a global crusade. What matters, though, is that a growing minority is choosing slowness over speed. Every act of deceleration gives another push to the Slow movement.

Like the anti-globalization crowd, Slow activists are forging links, building momentum and honing their philosophy through international conferences, the Internet and the media. Pro-Slow groups are springing up all over the place. Some, such as Slow Food, focus mainly on one sphere of life. Others make a broader case for the Slow philosophy. Among these are Japan’s Sloth Club, the US-based Long Now Foundation and Europe’s Society for the Deceleration of Time. Much of the Slow movement’s growth will come from cross-pollination. Slow Food has already given rise to spinoff groups. Under the Slow Cities banner, more than sixty towns in Italy and beyond are striving to turn themselves into oases of calm. Bra is also the home of Slow Sex, a group dedicated to banishing haste from the bedroom. In the United States, the Petrini doctrine has inspired a leading educator to launch a movement for “Slow Schooling.”

My aim in this book is to introduce the Slow movement to a wider audience, to explain what it stands for, how it is evolving, what obstacles it faces and why it has something to offer us all. My motives, however, are not entirely selfless. I am a speedaholic, and so this book is also a personal journey. By the end of it, I want to recapture some of the serenity I felt waiting for that bus in Rome. I want to be able to read to my son without watching the clock.

Like most people, I want to find a way to live better by striking a balance between fast and slow.


CHAPTER ONE

DO EVERYTHING FASTER

[image: images]

We affirm that the world’s magnificence has been enriched
by a new beauty: the beauty of speed.

—FUTURIST MANIFESTO, 1909

WHAT IS THE VERY FIRST THING you do when you wake up in the morning? Draw the curtains? Roll over to snuggle up with your partner or pillow? Spring out of bed and do ten push-ups to get the blood pumping? No, the first thing you do, the first thing everyone does, is check the time. From its perch on the bedside table, the clock gives us our bearings, telling us not only where we stand vis-à-vis the rest of the day, but also how to respond. If it’s early, I close my eyes and try to go back to sleep. If it’s late, I spring out of bed and make a beeline for the bathroom. Right from that first waking moment, the clock calls the shots. And so it goes on through the day, as we scurry from one appointment, one deadline, to the next. Every moment is woven into a schedule, and wherever we look—the bedside table, the office canteen, the corner of the computer screen, our own wrists—the clock is ticking, tracking our progress, urging us not to fall behind.

In our fast-moving modern world, it always seems that the time-train is pulling out of the station just as we reach the platform. No matter how fast we go, no matter how cleverly we schedule, there are never enough hours in the day. To some extent, it has always been so. But today we feel more time pressure than ever before. Why? What makes us different from our ancestors? If we are ever going to slow down, we must understand why we accelerated in the first place, why the world got so revved up, so tightly scheduled. And to do that, we need to start at the very beginning, by looking at our relationship with time itself.

Mankind has always been in thrall to time, sensing its presence and power, yet never sure how to define it. In the fourth century, St. Augustine mused, “What is time then? If nobody asks me, I know; but if I were desirous to explain it to one that should ask me, plainly I do not know.” Sixteen hundred years later, after wrestling with a few pages of Stephen Hawking, we understand exactly how he felt. Yet even if time remains elusive, every society has evolved ways of measuring its passage. Archaeologists believe that over twenty thousand years ago European ice age hunters counted the days between lunar phases by carving lines and holes in sticks and bones. Every great culture in the ancient world—the Sumerians and the Babylonians, the Egyptians and the Chinese, the Mayans and the Aztecs—created its own calendar. One of the first documents to roll off the Gutenberg printing press was the “Calendar of 1448.”

Once our ancestors learned to measure years, months and days, the next step was to chop time into smaller units. An Egyptian sundial dating from 1500 BC is one of the oldest surviving instruments for dividing the
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