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Preface

To linger over a drink, to lie in bed next to one’s love, to strum a guitar or tinkle on the keyboard, to read or even scribble lines of poetry, to kick a ball a thousand times with one’s son or daughter, to run around the boundary hoping to stop a ball – each of us has a long list of activities with which we would like to fill the unforgiving minutes.

Time is precious. As we go through life, we surely come to appreciate that, whatever we do, we should aim to create good memories of how we use our time. Using time wisely is a skill sometimes learned, too often not. Sadly, in our modern hedonistic and materialistic market-driven society, too few people have enough control over their time to be able to develop or exercise that skill. But how can we change that? Through a new politics of time.

Three time regimes have defined human history over the past two millennia: agrarian time, when the seasons and weather shaped how people used their time; industrial time, when the clock was in the ascendant and life was defined in blocks of time; and tertiary time, characteristic of today’s economies based on services rather than manufacturing or agriculture, when time-use boundaries have become blurred.

All mainstream political agendas have had implicit positions on time. Many manifestos have included a commitment to reducing labour hours, for example. But an explicit politics of time has not figured in the narratives of political parties, and they have failed to give time freedom – freedom to direct one’s own uses of time – the priority it deserves.

I began work on The Politics of Time just before the coronavirus pandemic struck the world, and it features prominently in this book. While many commentators have said it changed everything, it is more accurate to say that it accelerated changes that were already under way. But from early on it was clear that lockdowns and wage-subsidy schemes were producing new forms of inequality and new forms of social and economic insecurity, once again providing evidence that the politics of time must be understood within an explicit class-based perspective.

Many people work much more today than throughout most of human history, if you look at both paid and unpaid work. This is generating stress and illness on an epic scale. Revisiting John Maynard Keynes’s essay ‘Economic Possibilities for Our Grandchildren’, written in the midst of the Great Depression, in which he predicted that one hundred years hence or by 2030 people would be working on average only fifteen hours a week, some commentators have identified the present malaise as the ‘painfulness of readjustment between one economic period and another’, to use Keynes’s words. Journalist Suzanne Moore, in a perceptive article, suggests that culture and the arts should be guiding that readjustment, but implies that today they have largely lost the capacity to do so.1 This, in my view, reflects the erosion of the ‘cultural commons’ in the recent era of rentier capitalism and the ideological knavery of austerity.

Nevertheless, the fact is that, nearly a century after Keynes made his prediction, it is nowhere near coming to pass, and we are most unlikely to achieve it. Indeed, my guess is that Keynes himself would never have considered reducing his work to fifteen hours a week. He liked work too much.

How then should we think about time in relation to the politics of time? Even the most authoritative philosopher of time, Gerald Whitrow (1912–2000), acknowledged that it was difficult to define. In Chapter 1 of his book What is Time? (1972), he recalls the quandary of a medieval priest, who said that so long as nobody posed the question ‘What is time?’, he felt he knew the answer, but if he had to explain it to someone, he had to admit that he did not know.2

The idea of time must have crystallized as humans learned of their own mortality and the cycle of reproduction. It is the human condition to recognize life’s parting ways, as we come to appreciate and value time’s seasons and passages and the moods of time passing. In ‘All the world’s a stage’, the speech from Shakespeare’s play As You Like It, we learn of the seven ages of man, and reading Shakespeare’s lines on the subject at any age, we surely feel a tug on the emotions. This is not sentimentality. Most of us rush through time – our lives – with a lack of respect for what is passing.

Someone who lives to the age of eighty has a mere 4,000 weeks of life, according to the snappy title of a ‘time management’ book that came out in 2021.3 That figure reminds us how precious every week is. And if a high proportion of those weeks is taken up by activities over which we have no control, we should be concerned, if not angry. And we should also be angry if government policies subject some groups in society to controls that we would not accept for ourselves.

I have long struggled with the subject of time, largely arising from discontent with the ideological capture of the concept of ‘work’. I recall being invited many years ago to New York to participate in a conference of specialists on time-use surveys. As a young economist, I was no doubt expected to listen and learn. But after seeing table after table of detailed statistics on the time spent on numerous activities by people across the world, I asked the impertinent question, ‘Have any of these surveys found anybody having an affair?’ Of course, none of them had done so. No doubt the specialists were not amused. But the point is serious. When answering questions on time use, most of us will tend to report what we believe is the norm or what would be regarded as decent, responsible uses of our time. The plethora of statistics on how people allocate their time should be regarded as merely opening gambits. Indeed, even if we keep a diary, we probably rarely use time in the way we later recollect.

A famous debate was held in 1922 between the great physicist Albert Einstein (1879–1955) and the philosopher Henry Bergson (1859–1941), in which Einstein differentiated between ‘psychological time’ and ‘physicist’s time’. Thirty years later, he returned to this theme in an essay:


But what about the psychological origin of the concept of time? This concept is undoubtedly associated with the fact of ‘calling to mind’, as well as with the differentiation between sense experiences and the recollection of these … An experience is associated with a ‘recollection’, and it is considered as being ‘earlier’ in comparison with ‘present experiences’. This … gives rise to the subjective concept of time, i.e., that concept of time which refers to the arrangement of the experiences of the individual.4



This brilliantly reminds us that our perception of time is always jumbled by experience itself and by cultural and social reinforcement. Nothing in time is linear psychologically, except possibly what we are doing in the present. Even then, emotionally and physically, we rarely use time solely on one activity.

This book considers these issues in terms of demands on time and the need for emancipatory policies to obtain more control over our own time or, more correctly, to reduce the control of time by unwanted outside forces. Put more fancifully, it is about the ontological pursuit of what the German philosopher Hegel (1770–1831) called ‘the negation of the negation’. Thus, in the three regimes that have shaped time over the last two thousand years, the political struggle has been – or should have been – against the institutions and policies used to control the time of the mass of people in that period. Today, we need to understand what mechanisms are controlling our time, and we need a political strategy to overcome them.

The book also aims to revive the distinctions, established in ancient Greece, between work and labour and between recreation and leisure, and to encourage appreciation of the wonderful use of time in ‘commoning’ – shared and collaborative activity for the common good. As such, it is the concluding volume in a cycle of books that began in 2009 with Work After Globalization: Building Occupational Citizenship. Fortunately, the future has arrived, or at least it has in my imagination, as sketched in the final chapter of this book. It is for others to define the future after that. Freedom is never fully achieved, but that is no excuse for giving up hope.

We need a progressive politics of time as an emancipatory agenda. I hope that this book will contribute to its development. It remains to thank friends, colleagues and relations. In particular, I want to thank Maria Bedford, Isabel Blake, David Bollier, Sarath Davala, Bela Hatvany, Renana Jhabvala, Nic Lane, Peter Linebaugh, Kate Parker, Lord (Robert) Skidelsky, Danae Stratou, Martin Thörnkvist, Yanis Varoufakis, Alan Wheatley and Frances Williams, as well as Michael Hudson and the late David Graeber for sharing a lively podcast on rentier capitalism.




CHAPTER 1Time in Ancient Times


It is not that we have a short time to live, but that we waste a lot of it.

— Seneca, On the Shortness of Life, c. AD 49



Words, and the images associated with them, both shape and reflect the political imagination. They are rarely neutral. Time has been depicted in various ways throughout history, by representatives of interests that stood to gain by depicting it in a particular way. Roughly speaking, the distribution and the allocation of time to various activities have changed according to the dominant forms of production and have varied systematically by social class.

Homo sapiens must have understood from early in human evolution that time is precious. There is only a certain amount of daylight in a day, only a certain amount of time for seasonal weather conditions, and only a limited amount of time for men and women to grow, adapt, breed and age before they die, even if they are fortunate. Every culture has had some system to track the passing of time, and records of how time has been measured date back thousands of years.

The ancient Egyptians based their calendar on the cycles of the moon and the agricultural seasons. As far back as 2450 BC they followed a twenty-four-hour day and a civil calendar of twelve months, each with thirty days. A calendar year consisted of three four-month seasons, with an extra five days outside the regular months added at the end of the year.1 Although that model of time measurement has been modified in various parts of the world, it has been broadly adhered to for over five thousand years.

Meanwhile, notions about days and weeks also evolved. The idea of a seven-day week, ending with a day of rest (Sabbath), is part of the creation myth that appears in the biblical Old Testament and was adopted by early Jewish society, which set the Sabbath on what we now call Saturday. However, the seven-day week did not become widespread until the fourth century AD after the late Roman Empire moved to the Jewish system from its eight-day cycle. The Romans named the days of the week after heavenly bodies – the sun, moon and known planets, which were called after Roman gods.

In English, the Roman names of days of the week persist in Saturn-day, Sun-day and Moon-day, though the subsequent Viking occupation of much of Britain accounts for other days being called after Norse gods – Tuesday (Tyr’s day), Wednesday (Woden’s day), Thursday (Thor’s day) and Friday (Frigg’s day).

The earliest law to make Sunday a day of rest was an edict issued by the Roman emperor Constantine the Great in AD 321, which stated that ‘magistrates, citizens and artisans’ were to rest from their labour ‘on the venerable day of the Sun’. So, from early in human civilization, a day was set aside for doing no labour, although even then entitlement to rest was determined by class. Later, holy days became mixed with religious celebrations.2 But it was not until the evolution of industrial capitalism many centuries later that the days of the week became firmly linked to the performance (or non-performance) of labour.

Time in Ancient Greece

We begin with ancient Greece, or rather with the Athenians. Their notion of the Good Life depended on how people used their time, and their idea of time was quite different from today’s. We are the worse for that: despite the class and gender stratifications of Athenian society, their concepts of time and its uses deserve to be resurrected.

They essentially had three distinct concepts of time, each represented by a different god. Chronos was the god of linear time – past, present and future – and personified time’s destructiveness, the ravages of time. Centuries later, he was depicted as Father Time, a harvesting scythe in hand, and this perspective can be found in numerous works of art and poetry. Think of Shakespeare’s Rape of Lucrece (stanza 133):


Misshapen Time, copesmate of ugly Night,

Swift subtle post, carrier of grisly care,

Eater of youth, false slave to false delight,

Base watch of woes, sin’s pack-horse, virtue’s snare,

Thou nursest all and murder’st all that are;

O, hear me then, injurious, shifting Time!

Be guilty of my death, since of my crime.



Yes, time, as personified by Chronos, is cruel. However, a second, kindlier god, Aion, embodied eternal time; eternity was associated with the afterlife as well as the reproductive cycles of time, such as the seasons. Centuries later, with their hubristic belief in permanent domination of the world, the Romans made Aion a symbol of the Roman Empire, though he eventually let them down when the empire crumbled.

The third god of time was Kairos, who represented opportunism, the moments when decisive action must be taken to achieve an objective. Carpe diem! Seize the day! This is an exhortation to be ready, to prepare, to allow enough time to be able to respond to chance. Kairos is the personification of opportunity, fleeting moments, which is why he has so often been depicted with wings on his feet. Again, Shakespeare caught the sense perfectly:


There is a tide in the affairs of men,

Which, taken at the flood, leads on to fortune;

Omitted, all the voyage of their life

Is bound in shallows and in miseries.3



In what some call the Anthropocene, a modern term for our current era in which humanity’s quest to dominate nature has come to pose an existential threat to both humanity and nature, we may be in a new moment of Kairos. This has been defined as ‘a passing instant when an opening appears which must be driven through with force if success is to be achieved’.4 Writing today, it seems all too possible that the window of opportunity to halt runaway climate change and environmental destruction will close without the necessary and decisive action being taken.

Guided by the three gods of time, the citizenry of ancient Greece divided the use of time into five types of activity: labour, work, leisure, play and aergia (contemplation). One type of activity they eschewed as beneath them. Labour was what was done by the banausoi (labourers and artisans), ‘metics’ (resident aliens) and slaves, in exchange for subsistence. In this carefully structured society, slaves did labour for their owners, while the banausoi produced goods and services for society. The manual labour done by the banausoi was thought by Plato and Aristotle to deform both body and mind, rendering such individuals useless for military or political duties.

To be a citizen one had to possess arete – that is, excellence or ‘moral virtue’. Manual labour not only deformed the mind but those labouring spent too much time in labour, leaving no time for self-education. Labour, in this view, accustomed a man’s mind to low-level ideas and absorbed him in producing the mere means of living. And since those who did labour did not have time to learn or know enough to have a say on political affairs, they were denied citizenship and the rights that went with it.

The origin of the word ‘labour’ indicates that it was something to be avoided. The ancient Greek word for labour, ponos, signified pain and effort, and had a similar etymological root to the word for poverty, penia. So, labour meant painful, onerous activity done in conditions of poverty. It was hardly something to be idealized. Indeed, as revealed in one of Socrates’ exchanges, a poor free man would prefer casual insecure labour to long-term labour security, which was seen as restricting freedom and being close to douleia (servitude). So, better to be out of labour altogether but, if it was necessary, it was better to be in insecure labour.

This understanding of labour was to go deep into history. The English word ‘labour’ is derived from the Latin labor, signifying toil, distress and trouble. The verb laborare meant to do heavy, onerous tasks. The origin of the French word travailler has similar connotations, being derived from the Latin tripaliare, meaning to torture with a nasty three-pronged instrument.

Although Greek citizens did not do labour, they did do ‘work’ (ergon), which was activity in or around the home, among relatives and friends, and in the civic space. Work included care for family members, study and education, military training, creative activities (poetry, drama, music), jury service and participation in religious rituals. Its essence was captured in the idea of praxis, putting principles into practice, which included ‘reproductive’ work in maintaining and developing social structures and community ties as well as the physical, intellectual and emotional qualities of the individual. Work among relatives and friends was essential to strengthen civic friendship, or philia. It was a reproductive, regenerative and civilizing activity.

The distinction between work and labour was to shape the politics of time throughout our history. Every age has had its peculiarities about what does or does not count as work. The ultimate folly came in the twentieth century, when all work that was not paid labour became non-work. But the distinction between labour and work matters a great deal.

Not all languages have separate words, but many do. In English, the word ‘work’ shares the same root as the Greek ergon, meaning deed, action or occupation, which is decidedly different from ‘labour’. In German, a similar distinction is made between Werk and Arbeit, and in Dutch between werk and arbeid. Russian has trud and rabota. In French, the nearest equivalent is between activité and travail. In Mandarin, the distinction is roughly between gongzuo (work) and laodong (labour). Yet most commentators ignore the distinction. We should insist on making it.

Leisure as Schole

As the political theorist Hannah Arendt (1906–75) elaborated in her inspirational book The Human Condition (1958), the ancient Greeks made another crucial distinction that modern economics has done so much to erase – between recreation, or play, and leisure. The Greeks recognized the need for all citizens to have ample time for recreation, including activities needed to restore the capacity for work: to recuperate, to be entertained, to eat, drink and shop, to exercise, and so on. The summit of recreation was embodied in the Olympics.

However, the Greeks kept recreation and consumption distinct from leisure as schole, a term that conveyed a combination of education and public participation (and from which the words ‘school’ and ‘scholar’ are derived). Schole also included attending public dramatic performances, as a way of learning and reinforcing the values of empathy and compassion. The great Greek tragedies and comedies were not just entertainment; they were a socially productive activity. The ideal of schole was time used to display what were regarded as the superior virtues – goodness and respect for truth and knowledge. The primary objective of the citizen was to maximize time for schole.

For the Athenians, this included maximizing the space, time and ability to participate in the life of the polis, in the agora, the public space or square, through the idea of thorubus, boisterous engagement in public discussion and debate. Socrates distrusted the written word because he believed words had to be explained, through discussion, to avoid or prevent misinterpretation. According to the philosopher Onora O’Neill, ‘Plato tells us that Socrates was so worried by the written word’s disruption of communication that he relied entirely on the spoken word … Socrates worried his words would go fatherless into the world, reaching sundry readers with nobody present to explain what was meant or to clear up misunderstandings.’5

A principle of schole was the use of time to exchange ideas collectively as the basis for ethical and political action. In a sense, the personal progress of Athenian citizens was measured in how much time they could devote to schole, particularly public action in the agora. Status depended on performance in the public arena. And this required putting time aside for deliberation and learning.

The citizen was not just expected to allocate a lot of time to public participation but was rewarded for doing so. In 451 BC, Pericles was the first to introduce payments for jury service. He argued that otherwise a poor citizen could not afford to spend the time on this work, which would run counter to deliberative democracy and leave the delivery of justice in the hands of the wealthy. He went further, in instituting a regular modest payment as a reward for participating in the deliberations of the polis.

Some years ago, I was invited to speak at an arts and literary festival in Barcelona. Just before I was due to go onstage, a TV producer ushered me into a studio to answer, without notice, a question asked of all the festival’s keynote speakers: ‘Besides Barcelona, which is your favourite European city?’ I just had time to decide on one that epitomized a message I wished to convey in the ensuing talk. ‘Paestum,’ I said, to the bemusement of everyone in the studio. Asked for the reason, I said it was where the evidence of ancient deliberative democracy can still be seen.

Paestum was an ancient Greek city in present-day southern Italy dating from about 600 BC that was abandoned and left undisturbed and overgrown for hundreds of years until rediscovered in the eighteenth century, famously visited by Goethe. Besides the three majestic and well-preserved temples, the ruins include a tiered circle accommodating about 500 people that was the city’s ekklesiasterion (citizens’ assembly place) or, more probably, its bouleuterion (assembly place for a council of citizens that in ancient Greece ran a city’s daily affairs). Before making judicial or political decisions, the 500 citizens on the council, selected using a randomization device called a kleroterion, were expected to listen to all points of view. Although Greek civilization was hardly egalitarian – women as well as banausoi could not be citizens – the ekklesiasterion or bouleuterion was a true symbol of deliberative democracy.

It was allied with the fifth use of time that the Greeks acknowledged and celebrated as part of the human condition. Thus Aristotle gave a special place to aergia – that is, laziness or idleness – seen as vital for the contemplation and deliberation needed for schole. As Arendt noted in her classic analysis of Greek thinking, abstention from certain activities was regarded as necessary to make time for a meaningful political life.6 Indeed, Cato later coined the aphorism ‘Never is [a man] more active than when he does nothing’.7

The sister concept is boredom. Most people do not like being bored. However, thinkers such as Archimedes, Isaac Newton, René Descartes and Albert Einstein have attributed some of their most profound ideas to periods of boredom.8 Friedrich Nietzsche (1844–1900) thought likewise, noting that ‘for thinkers and all sensitive spirits, boredom is that disagreeable “windless calm” of the soul that precedes a happy voyage and cheerful winds’.9 Psychologists have also concluded that boredom is a more fertile mother of invention than necessity.10 The philosopher Bertrand Russell (1872–1970) thought it was essential for children to be bored from time to time. But only the ancient Greeks made aergia a societal virtue.

Later, ideas of leisure soon blurred with recreation. For the mighty Romans, leisure was conveyed by the word otium, a use of time enjoyed by the nobility thanks to the labour of slaves. This was a regression from what the Athenians understood by schole. Otium signified the pure luxury of leisure, associated with hedonism, with pleasures of the flesh, with institutionalized idleness and relaxation. Undoubtedly, it contained elements of schole, of political engagement, but we should revive the ancient Greek distinction between recreation and public participation.

Disaffected with ostentatious displays of wealth and property, and political self-aggrandizement, the Stoics set a different, contemplative tone. Seneca, the best-known Stoic philosopher, captured the ethos of real leisure in his reflective writings, notably a moral essay in the form of a long letter to a friend, Paulinus, who held the high public office of superintendent of Rome’s grain supply and may have been considering stepping down.

Written in about AD 49, when Seneca was forty-four, the essay has come down to us as On the Shortness of Life. It still resonates nearly two thousand years later. In it, he mocks those promising to take leisure time later, when it is too late, and those who are constantly preoccupied, lost in incessant activity. ‘The preoccupied’, he wrote, ‘find life very short.’11

However, Seneca also recognized that leisure was a learning process. He advised that the way to gain time for leisure was to study all the great philosophers, thinkers of the past: ‘Of all people only those are at leisure who make time for philosophy, only those are really alive. For they not only keep a good watch over their own lifetimes, but they annex every age to theirs. All the years that have passed before them are added to their own.’12

This sense of leisure as distinct from recreation and entertainment differs sharply from how leisure was to be shaped by capitalism and is consistent with the ancient Greeks’ supreme respect for what the Stoics called the vita contemplativa. Again, in the quest for a Good Society, we should insist on making the distinction between leisure and recreation.

Philia: Civic Friendship and Care


Fellow citizens, why do you turn and scrape every stone to gather wealth, and, yet, take so little care of your own children, to whom one day you must relinquish it all?

— Socrates (attributed)13



A Good Society, as Aristotle emphasized, should include ‘reproductive’ work: besides nurturing and caring, this should encompass regular, voluntary acts that help to maintain the community and reinforce empathy, strengthening philia or civic friendship. Citizens should put adequate time aside for acts of compassion, wanting well for the other person and able to put themselves ‘in the shoes of the other’.

Ideas of civic friendship and citizenship overlapped with the idea of community, a word derived from the ancient Greek implying ‘a sharing’. Community was koinonia, from the verb koinoneo, ‘to share’. A community arises from groups doing a similar range of activities, from which they derive a sense of common interest.

A modern labour market and market society does not require civic friendship or community. In a sense, time-using activities involved in building, sustaining and reinvigorating a community stand in the way of labouring. They have no perceived value. But the ancient Greeks’ division of time remains relevant to thinking on work, labour and leisure, even in the twenty-first century.

Foraging and Commoning

Another historical perspective on time dates from long before the ancient Athenians. Thousands of years ago, people in hunter-gatherer societies enjoyed what has been called primitive affluence. Of course, life in the long hunter-gatherer era was far from idyllic; it was often nasty, brutish and short, involving violent struggles for hard-won food.14 Yet the amount of time devoted to work was minimal. Our distant ancestors did what was needed to achieve subsistence, and little more than that. They did not live with the fear of constant scarcity.

They had much more free time than workers in the materially far richer societies of the past two centuries. Anthropologists such as Marshall Sahlins, in his book Stone Age Economics (1972), and James Scott in The Moral Economy of the Peasant (1976), and before them Karl Polanyi in the neglected appendix of his classic book The Great Transformation (1944), have shown the absence of stimulated desire for material possessions. Absent, too, was external pressure to labour in order to meet perceived wants.

Foraging societies also practised demand sharing.15 In early societies (a better label than the condescending ‘primitive’), those able to gather the most normally shared their bounty with the less able. This limited any tendency for inequalities to emerge. It took thousands of years, and a class-based society, for ‘possessive individualism’ to displace ‘natural egalitarianism’.

We cannot be sure whether demand sharing arose mainly from requests from needy recipients or offers from fortunate donors. At some stage, a more moralistic tone must have emerged, with notions of charity and a vocabulary and imagery appropriated by prospective donors. Demand sharing as a mechanism among rough equals requires balanced reciprocity understood as an integral part of the way of life, formalized or implicit. Perhaps it was a distributional principle that was also a form of community insurance, a survival strategy based on reciprocity between generations, which is best suited to compact, relatively small, closed communities. People work more to gain more in order to share more, in case at some future moment they need to receive from others.

This motivation to work is weakened when structured reciprocity is not feasible or is risky. Flashing forward to the twenty-first century, we can easily see that informal demand sharing and personalized forms of reciprocity are most unlikely to coexist with open market economies, flexible labour markets, fragile household relationships, and structural income and wealth inequalities. They must be either societally generated or replaced by a state-based set of mechanisms.

One feature of a demand-sharing system is asset sharing. Gifts are more likely to be given for a purpose other than wealth or property accumulation. If the purpose is for practical use rather than for property accumulation, it is easier for the recipient to pass the gift on later to somebody else. This will tend to reduce the price or market value, increase use of the gift and reduce the pressure to do more labour to gain more income to spend on gifts. Such recycling, in my mind, is linked to the generous African idea of ubuntu, the propensity to share time and gifts, which stems from a belief that a person’s humanity is developed through their relationship with others.

The work done in demand sharing is best captured by the term ‘commoning’. In traditional hunter-gatherer societies, possessors of a potentially scarce asset or a means of production would be asked to share it when or if they had no immediate need for it. This also applied to objects such as jewellery or clothing that would be gifted to others and then re-gifted within ‘networks of mutual affection’.16 Sharing and recycling define the archetypal commons.

A commons is an environment that, actually or potentially, provides amenities and resources for a defined community to access, use and – vitally – preserve and reproduce within agreed governance rules and through shared activities (commoning). It combines a sense of individualism – an individual right to use shared assets (known as a ‘usufruct right’) – with structured reciprocity and altruism. This tends to limit the degree and permanence of inequalities. All societies worthy of the name have some commoning activity but, as we shall see, it later came to be denigrated and made a residual use of time.

Until the Middle Ages, producing food and basic living needs depended largely on shared means of production and shared use of assets within communities. With the transition to agrarian economies, as farmers and landowners gained property rights, commoning retained its place, even though the amount of individualized or family work grew, and more people supplied labour, either as serfs or as free men.

The widening variety of work relations was matched by a diversity of property forms. However, the emerging system of common law rested (and still rests) on the fourfold distinction made in the late Roman Codex Justinianus (Code of Justinian, AD 529–34) between private things (res privatae), public things (res publicae), nobody’s things (res nullius) and common things (res communis).

The Codex made it clear that private property rights were to be held in check. ‘Nobody’s things’ were defined as those that had not yet been made the object of rights, perhaps because they had not been appropriated or had been abandoned. ‘Common things’ were, by natural law or heritage, held in common to humankind, including land, air, water, the sea and seashore. These were the commons, or ‘common wealth’.

The mix of work, labour and commoning – the three forms of productive activity – has historically varied according to the predominant mode of production or the prevailing time regime. We can surmise that, in antiquity, for those who were not slaves or serfs, the amount of time allocated to work and commoning was much greater than the time spent in labour. But with the evolution of class-based society, for much of the population the ratio of labour to work increased.

Debt, Time and Jubilees

As far back as the Bronze Age, interpersonal debt – usually linked to harvests, illness and fluctuations in fortune – became normalized, providing the glue of society. It was to have a profound effect on how people allocated their time, then and throughout history.

Debt, as opposed to sharing, entailed new rules of reciprocity. If a debt could not be repaid, one or more of the debtor’s family members was enslaved by the creditor until the debt was repaid. This often proved impossible, forcing family members to do unpaid labour and the debtor to do more work. From a societal point of view, it was a prescription for a small number of creditors first to accumulate economic power by having a large number of people in debt to them, and then to gain political power by turning their debtors into an army to overthrow the existing rulers.

The economist Michael Hudson has charted the rise of debt from ancient times, showing how rulers would periodically declare a debt jubilee, or mass debt cancellation or forgiveness, inspired by the fear that a small number of creditors could become an independent oligarchy.17 Jubilee debt cancellations occurred regularly from about 2400 BC to AD 1100. The ancients knew the dangers of debt build-ups very well. As Aristotle noted: ‘Many cities have constitutions that appear to be democracies, but they are really oligarchies.’18 He predicted that every democracy would gradually become an oligarchy, as a wealthy elite turned itself into a hereditary aristocracy, lording it over the rest of society.

From those very early times, the state became an arena in which creditors, rulers and landowners vied for control. Rulers needed the peasantry to be free to give their time to serve in the army, to help build infrastructure or simply to work in order to pay taxes. But indebtedness gave control of their time to creditor oligarchs. Periodic debt jubilees redeemed the poor from debt bondage.

Jesus was at first seen as a messenger for debt forgiveness, exemplified by his ejection of the moneylenders from the temple, which incurred the hatred of the Pharisees and ultimately led to his crucifixion. But early Christianity gradually ceased to be about defending the interests of the poor as debtors. This was symbolized by one change above all others. The original English translation of a line in the Lord’s Prayer that is common to all Christians was ‘And forgive us our debts, as we also have forgiven our debtors’. This now reads, ‘And forgive us our trespasses’ (or ‘sins’, in some branches of Christianity). The first written form of the Lord’s Prayer was in Aramaic, where the same word meant both debt, including non-financial forms of obligation, and sin. However, the encompassing reference to forgiveness of financial debts has now been lost.

What is the lesson of the history of debt for our narrative? When debt cancellations were common, individual debtors could expect to recover control over their time sooner or later. Once a creditor oligarchy gained control of the state, the poor’s control over their own time could be lost for ever. But there is a wider political reality of current relevance. No government or monarchy has survived for long once a financial oligarchy of creditors has gained ascendancy.

Looking Back

If we are to make sense of how we use time today, we must recover the distinctions made by the Athenians, between labour and work and between recreation and leisure (schole). As a general point, we may say that labour is done for exchange value, for a wage, paid in cash or kind. This reflects the fact that labour is fundamentally instrumental, to gain income.

Work as self-directed activity involves not just the expenditure of time in a specific activity but also the pauses, reflections and inbuilt inefficiencies, the personal usefulness of working, in which pressure and motivation come from within ourselves. There is no space for that in labour, in jobs, in employment, where the economic imperatives of productivity and efficiency prevail. Dignity is an incidental by-product, not intrinsic to the activity itself, however decent the boss might be. It thus makes no sense to praise ‘the dignity of labour’,19 as social democrats and communists have done in identifying with workers in their struggle for emancipation and against exploitation and oppression. And, of course, defenders of capitalism have been only too keen to praise labour.

Magna Carta and the companion Charter of the Forest, sealed together in London on 6 November 1217, clearly recognized the distinction between work and labour in restoring and protecting rights of access to the commons and its resources for ‘free men’ (commoners) to work and gain subsistence, which contrasted with the labour required of serfs and tenants on manorial lands. The Charter of the Forest was the first and perhaps only constitutional document ever to give proper meaning to the right to work. In many respects, it was far more radical and subversive than the Communist Manifesto of 1848 or the UN’s Universal Declaration of Human Rights of 1948. Crucial for a real right to work, there must be a prior right to access resources (raw materials) and means of production (tools, machinery, and so on). This primary right was the core of the charter.20 And implicit in that was a right – and a power – to refuse labour, because in extremis a free man could survive in the commons without subjecting himself to labour.

For a long time after that, at least in England, it made sense to differentiate work, as serving personal, family and communal needs, from labour, as a set of duties serving the perceived needs of those in positions of power. For the commoners of the time, the optimal situation was sufficient independence to avoid doing labour. Numerous local struggles marked attempts to avoid or minimize it.

What counted as work and labour evolved with the changing nature of production. The social division of labour and work also evolved, with men and women doing different activities and young men and women doing activities that differed from those typically done by their older counterparts. While these structural shifts were taking place, social thinkers were wrestling with weighty matters, trying to decide what activities could be classed as productive or worthwhile.

For the eighteenth-century Physiocrats, a group of mainly French thinkers writing in the 1760s, only agricultural labour counted as productive work, since in their view the wealth of a country depended solely on what was produced on the land. Similarly, the great contemporary Prussian philosopher Immanuel Kant (1724–1804) thought anybody providing what we now call services was unfit to be a citizen, a status that should be reserved for those who produced goods.

For Adam Smith (1723–90), generally regarded as the father of modern economics, services in general were unproductive. Writing in 1776, he dismissed as unproductive labour all occupations concerned with ethical and reproductive activity, including ‘menial servants’ and ‘churchmen, lawyers, physicians, men of letters of all kinds; players, buffoons, musicians, opera-singers, opera-dancers, etc.’. Many modern admirers of Adam Smith would have been regarded by him as non-productive. For Smith, service providers did labour that ‘perishes in the very instant of its production’.21

The tortured relationship between labour and citizenship crossed the Atlantic. In the early years of the United States, labourers were denied the vote and full citizenship precisely because they had no property, and government was seen as the defender of private property. It was only with the development of industrial capitalism that labouring became the desirable norm; Democrats and Republicans alike praise labour and ritually promise to create more of it, in the form of jobs. Still, prominent neoliberal economists, notably Nobel Prize winner James Buchanan (1920–2013), have supported government by property owners, portraying those reliant on labour as only fit to be governed.

By the early twentieth century, what counted as work reached new heights of stupidity. Only labour done for income was considered to be ‘work’, and only labour boosted economic growth, which became the yardstick of progress. Thus the work most women do more than any other, that of caring for their children or other relatives, ceased to be regarded as work. For the ancient Greeks, that would have seemed very odd. So, as the economist Arthur Pigou famously noted in his book The Economics of Welfare (1920), if a man hires a woman as a housekeeper, economic growth and employment go up. If he then marries her, and she continues to do the same work, economic growth and the number of jobs shrink. Our national income statistics perpetuate such nonsense to this day.

The romanticizing of labour is linked to the modern fetish in favour of jobs. Social democrats, communists and most Marxists have supported the idea that every able-bodied adult should do labour, have a job, and that society should aim for so-called full employment. Yet Karl Marx (1818–83) himself saw this as folly. He characterized labour as ‘active alienation, the alienation of activity, the activity of alienation’, because people did labour for the means of living but had no intrinsic interest in what they were producing.22

The idea of alienation in the context of labour has gone out of fashion. But for most people who are doing jobs, it is surely real. Doing labour in a job is to be in a position of subordination. This is why, in the twentieth century, the development of labour law was based on a presumption of the master–servant relationship, and why labour law is the only branch of law that presumes an unequal relationship.

The Jobs Fetish

Two concepts representing time and work took shape as capitalism evolved – the idea of occupation and the language of jobs. From early in human history, most people have defined themselves by what they do with their time, which has usually meant referring to their occupation. Even in ancient Rome, work and labour were organized in clearly defined occupations.23

In England, an array of standard surnames today stem from a person’s identification by their occupation – smith, carpenter, tailor, farmer, and so on – and into the nineteenth century population censuses classified people by their usual occupation, not their labour-force status. The essence of occupation is a process, a narrative of personal development: learning, acquiring reputable abilities, rising status within a community and, crucially, increasing control over use of time. This is quite unlike defining oneself by a labour relationship. Yet in the twentieth century the language of jobs took over. Significantly, population censuses, those societal records of who and what we are at a particular moment, ceased to show the occupational profile of the population and now give only job and labour status.

In modern economics and modern political discourse, the number of jobs in existence at any moment, and the number added or subtracted in the recent past, are held up as signs of a country’s economic success. People are told that being in a job brings happiness and social integration. Modern social democrats and liberals even propose that government should operate a job-guarantee scheme – discussed in Chapter 7.

Yet for thousands of years, and certainly for much the greater part of British history, being in a job was something to avoid if possible. Historically, the term ‘job’ had a negative connotation. The terms ‘jobbing’ and ‘job work’ were used to describe incidental bits-and-pieces labour. In a job, a person is expected to carry out a predetermined set of tasks and activities. A job is a teleological concept: its end is defined in its beginning.

By contrast, an occupation is ontological: a person is constantly evolving. An occupation suggests a career, a niche, occupying a space perceived as expanding and enriching. The word ‘occupation’ stems from the Latin occupare – to seize – and the sense of occupy as ‘filling the mind’ dates from the mid sixteenth century. Someone in a job will mostly do labour; someone with an occupation will over time do a lot of work that is not paid labour, even if part of that work is intended to improve their performance of labour, in a waged job or as a finite project or task.

In a ‘jobholder’ society, there are only weak relational links between jobholders; relationships are predominantly instrumental. In a society based on ‘occupational citizenship’, in which social, cultural, civil and economic rights are grounded in occupational communities, there are much stronger linkages, providing a federated sense of social solidarity. These are profoundly different ways of looking at life and the time patterns that comprise it.

The Alienation of Leisure

What has happened to the idea of leisure during human history is no less odd than what has happened to the idea of work. The old distinction between recreation and leisure has been lost. Both are needed for a Good Life, but the distinction is vital. Equating work with labour easily falls into linguistic and conceptual traps that block radical thinking. An example is the stylized fact cited in an article, ‘Time for postcapitalism’, by journalist Paul Mason in 2019:


In the UK, the average annual number of hours worked per worker has fallen from 2,200 to 1,700 since 1950. There are 8,760 hours in a year. If we deduct 2,920 hours for sleep that means the average worker enjoys 4,140 hours of leisure time per year (presuming five weeks holiday, the weekend, bank holidays and other leaves-of-absence).24



The political right could cite that with pleasure – capitalism results in less work and lots more leisure. But had Mason used the ancient Greek concepts, he would not have made the same deduction. It is true that many more people are paid for less time in labour than used to be the case. But that does not mean they are doing much less work. As discussed later, many people must do much more unpaid work-for-labour (at and away from the workplace), work-for-reproduction (such as retraining), and work-for-the-state (form-filling), none of which is counted in official statistics.

Somewhere along the line of history, the idea of leisure lost its emancipatory meaning. At the turn of the nineteenth century, Thorstein Veblen (1857–1929) captured the spirit of his age in his classic book of 1899, The Theory of the Leisure Class. For him, the leisure class consisted essentially of the bourgeoisie. And the leisure was embodied in the time of the bourgeois wife, who was not expected to do any work or labour, but instead to indulge in conspicuous consumption. This conceptual slippage would have perplexed and alarmed the ancient Greeks and the Roman Stoics. As we shall see, it has come to define the existential malaise of the twenty-first century.

There is one other reflection on leisure as schole to take from this very brief review of the ancients’ approach to time. The ancient Greeks’ idea of citizenship, which has shaped the ideas of republicanism, is that freedom begins with having the time, energy, knowledge and opportunity to participate in political life outside the household. Freedom is not static, existing or not. It evolves through public action. For the Greeks, a citizen had to be able to escape from ‘slavish occupations’, and only through working in the company of others could freedom be developed. They made a distinction between hedonic and eudaemonic happiness, the former linked to consumption and pleasure-seeking, the latter to escape from labour, which granted the ability to be a public person.

Hannah Arendt was to take this perspective forward in The Human Condition. For her, freedom is disclosed in the togetherness of people deliberating and acting in concert. She deplored the jobholder society and what Jürgen Habermas was later to call civic privatism.25 Unless collective action is promoted and supported by the state, citizens become merely consumers and labourers. The Greeks and Romans failed, with their sexism and slavery. But the goal of gaining leisure as schole has remained critical to the politics of time ever since.




CHAPTER 2The Agrarian Time Era

Ideas about time and how it is used have changed with the structure of the economy.1 Broadly speaking, we may distinguish between three different time regimes: agrarian (in economies predominantly based on agriculture); industrial (based on manufacturing in factories); and ‘tertiary’ (based on services).

Our agrarian ancestors lived within numerous local time zones. The allocation of time was determined mainly by the weather and seasons, and activities in the commons played an integral role in daily and annual life. In agrarian society, it made no sense to think of standardized working weeks. When, where and how much work and labour were done depended on the vagaries of the climate for growing crops and rearing livestock. That is still roughly the case today in many rural societies, but it was the overwhelming norm for ordinary folk for many centuries.

In the hunter-gatherer period there was minimal ‘work’, but work increased in agrarian societies because of a new preoccupation with scarcity, the belief that there would not be enough to eat unless people cultivated and stored more food.2 While scarcity was a reality for early agricultural communities, whose crops and livestock were vulnerable to weather, pests and soil degradation, this preoccupation grew with the expansion of cities and the need to feed a growing urban population. However, one should recognize the role of class as well, and the ability of class-based elites to contrive scarcity even amid abundance by denying a majority access to resources. In Europe, beginning in the Middle Ages, the main way elites did this was by enclosing common land and exploiting its resources for their private gain. A growing proportion of people were then forced to labour or to work more to produce commodities for sale, to pay landlords for what they had previously obtained from the commons for free. For hundreds of years, the owners of land and its natural resources wielded huge power, which they used to extract ever more labour. Those on the political right tend to argue that growing labour participation was driven by an appetite for new consumer goods, meaning that common people needed more money. In fact, people were being denied access to land and its resources; it was a period of contrived impoverishment.

That was why so much turned on the struggle over land ownership in the English Civil War in the seventeenth century. After the extensive enclosures of the Tudor period, the Stuart monarchy, mainly under Charles I, launched a fresh round of land enclosure, forcing the citizenry to provide more labour to indulge the lavish lifestyle of the king and his court, and to help the monarchy pay down its debts. Centuries of rising tensions finally erupted in the parliamentary rebellion, whose victory under Oliver Cromwell briefly slowed the labour extraction process.

Before the class-based enclosures, much of the land was commons, where local people (commoners) had rights of access and use, and much of the work was commoning. Crafts, trade and what were mostly menial services took place in small towns and cities. However, commons traditions continued to prevail in urban areas until the late fifteenth century, when loss of access to commons sparked social unrest across England.3

The rhythm of agrarian societies was based on seasonal festivals, whose rituals and celebrations served to cement community ties. Doing regular work or labour during these often lengthy festivals was frowned upon. Otherwise, the demands on time varied, but they were modest demands. Just as fields were left fallow every few years to restore soil fertility, a certain amount of fallow time was needed to cope with sudden contingencies. A difference between farmer and hunter-gatherer communities was an orientation towards the future: planning, planting, harvesting, breeding, feeding, killing. But time horizons were mostly short and cyclical, in the expectation of unchanging patterns of life.

Daily time, meanwhile, was very localized. In medieval England, a person could travel from one village to another and find that the church bells tolled the hours earlier or later than the place they had just left. In a relatively small, island-based country, consisting largely of very loosely interlinked villages and towns, it took generations before the state could impose a national time system, finally achieved in 1880.

The notion of time in the daily or weekly sense was hazy. The sundial was ubiquitous, even guiding churches on when to ring their bells. However, it was hardly functional on rainy days or in winter! Hourglasses were essential. The ancient ideas of time – as a destructive force in the ravages of old age and as eternity – predominated. Only late in the era of agrarian time did time come to be perceived as linear and progressive, as measured by the clock and calendar, rather than cyclical and repetitive, as measured by the positioning of the stars and the revolving seasons.

A consciousness of the passage of time is said to distinguish humans from all other living creatures. Gerald Whitrow, the pioneering philosopher of time, said that ‘we have good reason to believe that all animals except man live in a continual present’.4 But as Whitrow and others have demonstrated, throughout the medieval period, cyclic and linear concepts of time were in tension. By the thirteenth century, while scholars influenced by astronomy and astrology focused on the cyclic concept, on recurrent cycles, the rising mercantile class, steeped in the money economy, focused on the linear one, of planning, postponed leisure, accumulation.

As long as the main source of power derived from the ownership of land, time was perceived as plentiful and was associated mainly with belief in an unchanging cycle of the soil and seasons. Once money became an independent source of power, emphasis shifted to the linear way of thinking, of time passing and time lost. In the fourteenth-century Italian city-states that were the crucible of mercantilism, all public clocks struck on the hour every hour of the day and night, which told people they should be doing something and counting the time in doing it. The notion that ‘time is money’ was on the march. Those public clocks signalled the end of the era of agrarian time.

Meanwhile, gradually, a third perspective had joined those of linear and circular time: the notion of time as ‘progress’, as ‘improvement’. This perspective, which crystallized in the eighteenth century, was linked to the evolution of science and the foundation of industrial capitalism based on the application of scientific advances to productive systems. According to this perspective, we accumulate more knowledge over time; it is additive. A way of expressing this sense of time is that humanity has a ‘social memory’. We build on the knowledge gained and distilled by our ancestors. But there is also what could be called ‘social forgetting’, loss of vernacular knowledge through disuse or rejection, or a crowding out of the old thinking by what is new and topical.

The Age of Commoning

In medieval England, considerable time was spent on commoning, in doing largely self-governed, shared activities within local communities. Commoning was not usually the main activity, let alone the only form of working in the commons. But the shared activities helped preserve the commons as a way of living and as a social organization.

Commoning took on a political character as well, such as the time-consuming activity of ‘beating the bounds’. This was an annual collective exercise in which whole communities would walk round the boundaries of their designated common land, to ensure there had been no encroachment by landlords or others in the preceding year. The rounds usually ended with the proverbial ‘cakes and ale’.

Commoning was relatively easy to sustain when the resources for producing subsistence – such as land, water, wood and clay – were abundant. But as elites and rulers started to arrogate land and resources for themselves, they forced more commoners to provide labour, often in the form of rent for the privilege of residing on land that had been part of the commons. Among the consequences were increasing pressure on commoning and increasing difficulty in managing the commons.

Commoning had to be defended. The most successful instance followed the civil unrest around the time of the French invasion of England in 1216 and the defeat of the invading army at the Battle of Lincoln in May 1217. This victory united the barons behind the English monarch, but the barons also recognized that the grievances of the common people needed to be addressed to ensure their support.

The outcome was the Charter of the Forest, sealed in November the same year in St Paul’s Cathedral by the regent for the ten-year-old King Henry III (r. 1216–72) and a cardinal from Rome. It was the most emancipatory piece of legislation in British history, and the most long-lasting, repealed by a Conservative government only in 1971. The charter not only restored to the commoners the rights to common land illegitimately taken since the Norman conquest of 1066 by kings, barons, courtiers and the Church. It also enshrined for the first time the right to subsistence, through activity in the commons including commoning.5 The commons thus acted as a social protection system, aptly described as ‘the poor’s overcoat’.6

The charter legitimized commoning as a systemic use of time, quite distinct from labour and from work. Work was done mostly in and around the home, which was as much a ‘workplace’ as a ‘homeplace’. Commoning had a different rhythm, with time set aside for rituals an integral part. These embodied many socializing and solidaristic functions, including, when operating well, activities limiting inequalities and socio-economic differentiation.

Commoning has always been oriented to reproduction, to the cycles and preservation of life. Take the venerable art of coppicing, a classic activity in the commons. Trees are periodically cut to ground level, stimulating growth from the base for use later as firewood or material for fencing, flooring or tools. Coppicing is a reproductive activity, reflecting an understanding that tomorrow’s subsistence depends on careful commoning today.

Because there is no intention to turn the tree into a commodity, coppicing typically encourages social constraint on personal behaviour. Excessive taking of branches would be criticized. But when a tree is turned into private property, rules and regulations are required because the probability that coppicing will be replaced by tree felling is much greater. It is then just a commodity, one tree among many for converting into timber for sale. Commoning helped preserve trees, especially old trees, which are particularly valuable for biodiversity.

Alongside foraging, another classic form of commoning historically has been gleaning, which was a way of maximizing use of the crop and minimizing waste. This was mainly done by women, as celebrated in the well-known painting The Gleaners of 1857 by Jean-François Millet, depicting three peasant women in a field bending to pick scattered stalks of wheat after the harvest. When the painting was first displayed, just nine years after the French revolutions of 1848, bourgeois critics complained it glorified lower-class work; they were not impressed by the implied tribute to the women’s solidarity. However, to avoid over-idealization, it should be noted that gleaning is also an example of the gendered division of labour within commoning, with women doing some activities, men others. This remains a feature of commoning in artisanal subsistence fisheries, especially around coral reef flats and estuaries.7

Gleaning and other shared activities are expressions of the physical and emotional closeness of commoners to commons resources, reproducing sustainable relationships between nature and human activity. Normally, a commons is bound together by a body of knowledge, of what, how and why things should be done. To an outsider, some of the practices and norms may appear strange or counterintuitive. But, to the extent that they have stood the test of time, they fit into a complex, sensitive set of relationships that preserve the overall social system.

A commons has usually prioritized certain types of knowledge and ways of building or adapting knowledge on which actions are based. This ‘situated knowledge’ is inseparable from the knowledge holders and the local environment.8 The commons embodies the social memory. At its best, it embodies a morality of time, shaping how time should be used, for the benefit of family, neighbours and the wider community.

Commoning includes activities that are about adapting and reinforcing indigenous knowledge, sometimes known as folk knowledge, which is important for monitoring strains on the environment.9 Commons knowledge depends on relationships and connections between living beings and non-living entities, based on understanding cycles of interdependency. This was embedded in local communities in the Middle Ages, shaping the architecture of agrarian time. Such knowledge systems might have held back ‘progress’ but they were the means of preserving social reciprocity and reproduction of both nature and the community.

Particularly from the fourteenth century onwards, major events weakened traditional commoning. Most influentially, the Black Death or bubonic plague of 1346–53, which may have killed a third or more of England’s population, hastened the demise of feudalism and triggered an accompanying transformation in how commoners used their time. Peasants demanded better conditions in any labour they were required to perform and payment in cash rather than in kind, such as a share of the harvest, or an allocation of firewood, with rent also paid in cash rather than labour service. All this eroded commoning.

Because of its leisurely character, in which social, economic and cultural activities interacted and blended, commoning was readily criticized as a form of idleness by keen apostles of the emerging capitalism, while the rural commons were portrayed as zones of wickedness and debauchery. One seventeenth-century observer sneered that forests were


so ugly a monster as of necessity will breed … more and more idleness, beggary and atheism, and consequently disobedience to God and the King … wherein infinite poor yet most idle inhabitants have thrust themselves, living covertly without law or religion, ‘rudes et refractori’ by nature, among whom are nourished and bred infinite idle fry, that coming ripe grow vagabonds, and infect the Commonwealth with most dangerous leprosies.10



It was around this time that the terms ‘commons’ and ‘commoners’ lost their previous dignifying, universalistic character and became associated with being lower class and inferior, which contributed to a delegitimation of popular political participation.11 By the Tudor era, commoners were expected to know their place and do jobs for employers, as the way to uphold the ‘Commonwealth’.

But commoners did not give up meekly or silently. All the great social revolts and protest movements throughout British history can be ascribed to defences against loss of commons and commoning. They include the Peasants’ Revolt of 1381, whose demands included an end to serfdom and oppressive labour laws, and the ‘camping time’, or Kett’s Rebellion, of 1549, almost spontaneous occupations of land perceived to be commons, akin in some ways to the Occupy movement of 2011, but with rather more tragic outcomes.

Then there was the Western Rising of the early seventeenth century, the Levellers of 1648, the Diggers of 1649, and the ‘blacking’ protests of the early 1720s against enclosure and encroachment of the commons, which so traumatized the elite that they made
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