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Beyond the realm of necessity: television and
the colonization of leisure 

H. SAHIN* AND J. P. ROBINSON&dagger;

For ancient Greeks as well as the Romans, Sebastian De Grazia (1962: 4) has noted,
the word for work was un-leisure. Leisure was the ideal state, the means to free

creativity and wisdom. Work, on the other hand, was a distraction, a mundane
activity better left to slaves.

In a much changed, non-slave holding world, a millenium and a half later,
Adam Smith also defined leisure as man’s ideal state of being. At the same time,
he observed that free time was no longer free; the time a person devoted to work
would have to be considered a price to be deducted from leisure (Avineri, 1970:
103-104). For political economy, generally, the distinction between work and
leisure was quite clear-cut: labor was coercive activity, while leisure was its

opposite, i.e. free and spontaneous.
Marx, refusing to see direct labor time as in the abstract antithesis to free time

(Marx, 1973: 712), took issue with this categorization, arguing that labor was not
naturally coercive but only appeared so because of the historical conditions under
which is was performed. For Marx, the question was ’whether the work serves man
as a mere means of existence or becomes the very contents of his life’ (Avineri,
1970: 104). While criticizing the imposition of a coercion /spontaneity dualism
between labor and leisure, Marx himself spoke of a similar division. In a rather

sweeping statement, he proposed that ’in all social formations and under all

possible modes of production’ , human activity would be comprised of a ’realm of
necessity’ and a ’realm of freedom’. The realm of necessity encompassed ’actual
material production’, the kind of labor ’which is determined by necessity and
mundane considerations ... to satisfy (man’s) wants, to maintain and reproduce
life’ .

Marx delineated the two realms as follows:

With (man’s) development, this realm of physical necessity expands as a result of his wants; but, at
the same time, the forces of production which satisfy these wants also increase. Freedom in this field
can consist in socialized man, the associated producers, rationally regulating their interchange with
Nature, bringing it under their common control, instead of being ruled by n as by the blind forces of
Nature, and achieving this with the least expenditure of energy and under conditions most favorable
to, and worthy of their human nature. But it nonetheless remains a realm of necessity. Beyond It
begini that development of human energy which lJ an end in ItJe11 the true realm of
freedom ... The shortening of the working day as its basic prerequisite. (our emphasis) (Marx, 1966:
799-800).
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It is obvious from this passage that Marx attributed great significance to free time as
the domain in which human creative potential could be liberated from the
compulsions and requirements of existential needs and realized ’as an end in
itself’ . Elsewhere, he spoke of free time as ’time for the full development of the
individual’ (Marx, 1973: 711) and ’room for the development of the individual’s
full productive forces, hence those of society’ (p. 708).

Marx did not, as can be seen from the above quote, envisage total liberation
from the realm of necessity. He offered a scenario in which, with the development
of technology and rational organization of production, the boundaries of this realm
could be pushed back while the temporal territory of the realm of freedom
expanded. He proposed a practical yardstick for measuring its scope: the length of
time spent at work. 

~ ~ ~~ .f I ~ ~ 
. 

, ,. 
.

- j , ~ . ,

The total use of time 
~ 
~~ 

, 
,

While time spent at work remains a meaningful indicator of the realm of necessity,
it is hardly comprehensive enough to gauge the full extent of the time available for
leisure. New and different kinds of demands have been placed upon the allocation
of daily time as a result of the bureaucratization and impersonalization of social
contacts within the urbanized and suburbanized spatial arrangements of industrial
societies. This has led to empirical attempts to look at the totality of uses to which
time is put in society .
How can one best examine the totality of time use? Henri Levebvre (1971: 53),

for instance, has argued that the category of compulsive time (’the various
demands other than work such as transport, official formalities, etc.’) has to be
added to the categories of pledged time ( ‘professional work’) before arriving at a
residual time free for leisure. In Levebvre’s view, compulsive time has been
increasing at a faster rate than free time over the last few decades. Social scientists
have introduced further refinements to clarify the concept and measurement of
free time by subdividing it into its active and passive components, or its self vs.
other orientation (e.g., DeGrazia, 1962; Szalai et al. , 1972). Whatever the
measure, comparative time use information clearly show that the amount of time
’spared’ from work in industrialized societies has generally increased since the
beginning of the century, not only as manifested in the shortening of the work day
or the work week, but by the lengthening of vacations and holidays as well as other
kinds of paid leaves of absence.
Whether such temporal ’emancipation’ has been used for the purpose of ’the

full development of the individual’, is a more dubious proposition. The expansion
of free time has been accompanied by a large scale technological revolution which
has. transformed the world of free time as substantially as the technology of the
Industrial Revolution transformed the world of work. In the process, and often in
the name of the very forces that are in control of the realm of necessity, ’freed’ time
has been increasingly colonized by new technologies-the movies, radio, the

phonograph, the tape recorder, and other stereo sound systems. With the large
scale introduction of a new generation of technologies-cable, videotext, videotape
recorders, video discs, electronic games, home computers, and computer
games-the potential incursion of the technology of leisure into everyday life
looms even larger. By far the most powerful colonizer of free time, however, has
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been the technology of television (Robinson, 1969). In very different socio-political
and cultural environments, television has not only usurped time formerly spent on
existing forms of mass media (particularly movies and radio), but taken time from
other free time and compulsive time activities (Robinson and Converse, 1972).
That seems true of no other technology of the twentieth century, including the
automobile. The automobile may have reshaped the spatial landscapes of
industrialized societies, but it is television that has revolutionized our temporal
landscape (Robinson, 1977).
The purpose of this article is to examine the temporal structure of every day life

in the United States and especially of the stretch that lies ’beyond the realm of
necessity’, and to elaborate on the uniquely expansionary role that television has
assumed as a colonizer of free time in the daily lives of Americans. Without
denying the importance of the ideological nexus, the article focuses on television as
a time ’consumer’ rather than as an ideological conduit. Although we touch upon
some of the ’subjective’ evaluations attached to manifold allocations of time, our
primary concern is the objective structure of time use. Implicit in this approach is
the contention that the observed regularities of time use not only make up the
structure of daily life, but often become the very contents of it by setting priorities,
imposing constraints, and establishing guiding patterns in the use of the precious
personal and social resource of free time.

Earlier studies of time use 
’ 

.

The first concerns about time use and its ’scientific’ study originated in the realm
of necessity. Marx himself noted that every economy is an economy of time

(Garnham, 1979: 126). Early studies of time use at work, first popularized by the
original efficiency expert Frederick Taylor at the beginning of the century, aimed at
increasing the productivity of labor power by gaining greater control over how work
was to be performed. As such, this development was another step in ’the

displacement of labor as the subjective element of the (productive) processes, and
its subordination to an objective element’. (Braverman, 1974: 173). The prime
instrument of Taylor’s time studies was the stop-watch. Frank B. Gilbreth, a
student of Taylor, added the dimension of ’motion’ to ’time’ study. From these
beginnings evolved elaborate techniques and instruments for engineering the
’human factor’ in the work design.

Time-use consciousness generated by Taylorism in industrial societies soon
extended into non-work time. One of the earliest sociological undertakings of this
nature was a study done in Britain, aptly called How Working Men Spend Their
Spare Time (Bevan, 1913). Similar work was carried out in the United States by
sociologists, laying the groundwork for the quantitative study of time. (Lundberg
et al. , 1934; Sorokin and Berger, 1939). Theoretical attention gradually shifted
from the ’spare time’ orientation to a return of the view of leisure as an end in itself
by the 1950s. Many social observers saw in more creative uses of free time a

potential counterweight against the standardized, engineered, and dehumanizing
aspects of modern industrial work in capitalist societies. Just as time-and-motion
studies in the work place were concerned about wasted time at work, leisure time
studies were concerned about how the masses were squandering their free time in
pursuit of unworthy activities (Riesman, 1953; DeGrazia, 1962).
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The time diary

Among empirical researchers, the ’time diary’ gained acceptance as the optimal
way of studying time use (Converse, 1969). A time diary is an alt-inclusive

instrument, providing a complete accounting of daily activity for the 24 hours of
the day or the 168 hours of the week. Rather than depending on the frailties of
human memory in asking for estimates of how often (or how long) people have
engaged in a particular activity, the diary method asks respondents to keep track of
all their activities in sequence for a well-defined time period. The diary capitalizes
on the fact that at any point in time ’everyone has to be somewhere’.
The diary is not without its shortcomings. Like content analysis which takes

simple ’frequency of occurrence’ as its basic unit of measurement, it tends to treat
all time units as equal. This results in the following characterization from DeGrazia
(1962): .

A moment of awe in religion or ecstasy in love or orgasm in intercourse, a decisive blow to an enemy,
relief m a sneeze, or death in a fall is treated as equal to a moment of riding on the bus, shovellng
coal or raking leaves.

Such an unnatural levelling of time-use makes the collection of additional

experiential data from respondents who keep diaries a necessary step before
researchers can arrive at uneqivocal judgments about how well people are spending
their time.

Nonetheless, time diaries collected from a large representative cross-section of
individuals can provide a comprehensive framework for the analysis of all societal
activity. Hence, this method has attracted a broad clientele of users both in the East
and the West and has been utilized in a variety of ways. In the Eastern European
countries where the methodology has been most widely developed, it has been
used as a central tool in short-run planning. For instance, examinations of the time
that working women need to spend washing clothes (and other forms of household
production) has led some countries to increase their production quotas for washing
machines or other household technology.

In the West, time-diary data have been mainly focused on the use of leisure for
the media with the BBC in Britain and NHK in Japan being the major collectors of
such data for audience research purposes. The first BBC time-use research goes
back to 1939, and much of it was apparently used for wartime planning (Gershuny
and Thomas, 1979). However, with the increased attention to the impact of the
entry of women into the paid labor force in the last decade, Western economists
have needed time-diary data to value the resulting loss of household production for
the national economy. Other researchers interested in the micro-economics of the
household have examined the implications of the time that parents from various
social classes ‘invest’ in their children.

- The most ambitious time-diary study done to date is the 1965 66 Multinational
Time Use Study. For this study, researchers collected parallel diary data from
residents of urban cities in 12 socialist as well as capitalist countries. The findings
were reported in an encyclopedic work, The Use of Time (Szalai et al., 1972).
While this study did find substantial differences in the amount of free time
available across societies, there were very predictable East-West patterns of how
that free time was used.
No directly comparable cross-national time-diary studies have been conducted
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since 1965-66. However, both the NHK (in 1970 and 1975) and the BBC (in
1974-75) replicated their earlier data collections. The same was true in the United
States, where in 1975-76 the Survey Research Center of the University of Michigan
replicated its portion of the multinational collaboration of a decade earlier.

Television and changes in time use 
°

These studies clearly indicate that television had increasingly consolidated its major
thrust as a colonizer of ’freed’ time across the late 1960s and early 1970s. This was
especially the case for the American viewing data which rather than having reached
an asymptote upon set saturation in the mid 1960s increased its share of daily
activity (Robinson, 1977). While this was partly due to the increase of free time
over the same decade, the expansive viewing was actually greater than the increases
of total of all activities. In other words, the gains television has made as a consumer
of time came as much at the expense of the realm of freedom as the realm of
necessity .

Table 1. Allocation of time In activities for per-cons aged 18 65 in American urban, non- 
,

farm households (in hours per week)

Table 1 shows the general shifts in time use that occurred over the 1965- 1975

decade. It shows these shifts separately for the four categories of time and

separately for employed men, for employed women and for women not in the paid
labor force since the three groups vary widely in their uses of time. Contrary to US
government estimate figures and the conventional wisdom, Table 1 first shows a

declining trend in average paid work time-for both men and wornen. While more
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women were in the labor market in 1975, they performed more paid work in 1975
than they did in 1965. However, the average amount of work time for those
women who were employed declined 4.7 hours per week; this was only slightly
lower than the 4.9 hour per week decline for men. It should be noted that these

average figures may be misleading in that those women who were likely to be part
of the paid labor force in the 1970s were disproportionately recruited from the
ranks of women who worked fewer hours. In other words, more part-time women
may have joined the labor force in the 1970s bringing down the average work week
for all women.
What is additionally interesting, however, is that working women also reported a

4.6 hour decline in compulsive (mainly unpaid household) work as well. Here they
were joined by full-time homemakers who reported a 5.7 hour decline (from 50.0
to 44.3 hours per week). Men, on the other hand, reported a slight increase of
almost an hour a week in such family care activity. Thus, it was the case that
married men did spend proportionally more time doing total housework in the
1970s, although the major reason for the increase was the decline in their wives’
household productive time.
Table 1 goes on to show that some of this decreased work and housework activity

time was used for personal care activities for both men and women. However, most
of the decrease was shifted into increased free time activities. This was the first data

Table 2. 1965 -1975 differences in Amerrcarrs’ use of free time (in minutes per day)
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to suggest that Americans were enjoying any increase in free time during work
week since the end of World War II.
How was their increased free time being used? The more specific free time

activities are broken down in Table 2. According to most models of ’post-
industrial’ society or ’self-actualizing era’ into which the US is presumably been
moving (Bell, 1976; Reich, 1971), one would have expected the increased free time
to be devoted to educational or organizational activity, or to increased participation
in cultural participation and appreciation, or to increased physical fitness or

training. Contrary to such characterizations, however, practically the entire increase
in available free time in Table 2 was directed toward the television set. The change
in other categories of free time activities was minimal or negative for both men and
women, with significant drops in time devoted to other media in the case of men in
the paid labor force and women not in the paid labor force. With the increased
time devoted to television (and to resting and sleep), Tables 1 and 2 suggest the US
had entered a post-industrious instead of a post-industrIal age (Robinson, 1979).
Some might attribute this increase in television viewing to improved technology

and the greater selection of programs for viewing. It was clear, for example, that
people with color television sets watched significantly more than those without
color and the proportion of households with color rose from under 10 % in the mid
1960s to almost 70% in the mid 1970s. Somewhat greater viewing was also

reported in ‘non-prime-time’ hours for which there was expanded programming in
the 1970, involving a new form of colonization. On the other hand, the availability
of greater selection through cable television was not associated with significantly
greater viewing. Thus, improved technology and greater choice was responsible for
some of the increases of TV viewing, but not all of it. Perhaps the more relevant
answers lay in the flexibility of television viewing as a free time ’activity’ and
various meanings and values attached to it within the overall context of the
American system of broadcasting.
The increasingly pervasive and expansive features of television viewing are quite

evident in time diary figures from the two years. As Table 2 shows, television has
been practically the sole beneficiary of people’s increased free time over the
decade. Although most socio-economic differences in viewing patterns persisted in
the 1970s, television’s gains were found in all social groups. On the whole, the
trend has been in the direction of levelling of past differences and convergence
towards truly mass viewing.
One relatively important social disparity that endured, although again much less

prominently, was the amount of viewing reported by groups with different levels of
formal /completed education. Thus, adult respondents who had not completed
their high school education reported almost ~0% more viewing in their diaries than
respondents who had completed a college degree. This reported time usage is

generally in line with the evaluations people of different educational levels in the
United States attach to television viewing as an activity. Whether one asks directly
how much satisfaction viewers themselves derive from television (as was done in
this 1975 national study) or how satisfied viewers are with the programs offered on
television with the amount of time they watch television, people with less
education rate television higher than people with more education.

As shown in Table 3 , we can see that television is still not rated as a particularly
enjoyable way of spending time. This is the case even among the less educated. The
average satisfaction rating for television was also below average for most non-leisure
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Table 3. Average rafing.s of enjoyment/satIsfactIOn for obligatory
and free time activities

Respondents were asked to rate each activity of a scale from 0 (dislike a
great deal) to 10 (enJoy a great deal)

- Denotes lower than average for that group 
.

+ Denotes higher than average for that group

activities, with cleaning house and shopping being the two main exceptions.
Moreover, only one other free time activity in Table 3 (organizational participation)
was rated lower than television. Reading, evenings out, recreational activities and
religion and socializing were all rated as much more enjoyable ways of spending
time. Social visiting was in fact rated at the top of the list of enjoyable activities, a
point we will return to shortly.

Further insight into the human meaning of television as an everyday activity
comes from the other everyday activities with which it is correlated. Because of the
’zero-sum’ nature of time, the more time spent on one activity (such as television),
the less must necessarily be spent on other activities. Hence, television time is

generally correlated negatively with time on other activities, particularly the

necessary activities of work and personal care. However, it is most negatively
correlated with certain free time activities-socializing, free time travel, going to
bars and parties, and religion. It will be noted that these are activities that usually
occur away from one’s home.

This suggests that once one is home, the television set becomes a more ir-
resistable technology of time consumption. It does not appear to be in real

competition with other media activities. An interesting finding was the porrtrve
correlation between television time and sleep time. Together with the low negative
correlation of resting and relaxing, this suggests a distinctly sedentary character to
television as an ’activity’.

This interpretation is reinforced by the persistent correlation between television
viewing time and another subjective aspect of the usage of time. That question had
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to do with how much a person felt ’rushed’ to complete everyday activities, and
people who felt rushed spent much less time watching television. To be sure people
who felt rushed did have less free time available to watch television. But even

controlling for the actual free time that the person had available, the perception of
being rushed was related to less viewing. In other words, it was as true that viewing
and being rushed were related among people with under 25 hours a week of free
time as among people with over 50 hours a week of free time.

This picture of television viewing as a residual ’sink’ of time not usable for other
purposes is further reinforced by one final set of questions asked in these national
surveys to indicate the ’elasticity’ of time. When asked to examine their completed
diaries of daily activities and to choose from them which blocks of activities during
the day of the diary they would be most likely to give up ’if something really
important came up’ , respondents overwhelmingly nominated their TV viewing as
the first choice for replacement. Once again, viewing emerges as the most

expendable or least important of daily activities.
People’s answers to these various subjective questions then point to a somewhat

convergent picture of the meaning of television viewing in everyday American life.
What emerges is the picture of an activity that is not seen as either particularly
enjoyable or necessary to one’s daily life. If more important activities arise, it is

easily the first activity to be sacrificed. Once people are in their homes, however,
the set appears to have an irresistible hold on their time.

All of this suggests that Parkinson’s (1957) famous law of general time

expenditure for work in bureaucracies (’Work expands so as to fill the time
available for its completion’), has spread to free time in the home. The analogue
here appears to be ’television time expands so as to consume all time not otherwise
committed at home’. The societal consequences of this law, however, may not be
so whimsical. By people’s own definition, television time is not an activity which
brings people particular satisfaction or significance, especially in contrast to most
person-to-person encounters that occur in free time. Yet, it is this very social life
that people may increasingly be sacrificing for their increased time spent viewing.
The trend toward increased viewing is not uniquely American. As noted above,

both the BBC and NHK data in the 1970s showed trends toward increased viewing
as well. However, in both countries, there were parallel increases in other more
active uses of free time to accompany increased viewing (Gershuny and Thomas,
1979).

Institutional mechanisms of colonization

Although work and free time may be defined as temporally separated, it is often

very difficult to draw a sharp line between the two in other respects. By and large,
the realm of necessity casts its shadow over the realm of freedom. Much free time
must be spent either recuperating from or preparing for work. Just as many social
activities engaged in during free time have ramifications for work, many

gratifications reportedly derived from television are directly or indirectly related to
work gratifications (Blumler and Katz, 1974). The colonization of free time by
commercial television, at least in the American context, represents a more direct
incursion by the realm of necessity into the potential realm of freedom. In a sense,
it amounts to the re-expropriation of the latter by the former.
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The expansive push of television viewing as a time filler evidently characterizes
other television-saturated societies besides the United States. Yet, it would be

misleading to attribute this phenomenon solely to the properties of the medium or
to argue that it invariably must serve the same ends everywhere. The specific form
it has taken in the United States in particular is a function of the commercial
American broadcasting system and various mechanisms and institutionalized

practices that have evolved over the years within the framework of that system
(Barnouw, 1975).
The role of the audience and the economic functions it performs in this system

have already been investigated from both Marxist and non-Marxist viewpoints
(Smythe, 1977; Owen, Beebe and Manning, 1974; Melody, 1973). Because it is the
audience that is produced, marketed, and sold in the market as a commodity on a
per thousand (CPM) basis, programming policy is almost totally directed towards
the maximization of the aggregate audience or targeted audience groups in order
that maximum profits can be realized. These market goals can be achieved by (a)
acquiring new viewers by increasing the relative ‘reach’ (coverage area) of television
broadcasts, or (b) increasing cumulative circulation (actual viewers) in areas already
within ’reach’, or (c) optimizing the time spent viewing television by the indi-
vidual viewer. Of these, the first (relative reach) is at a virtual saturation point since
practically everyone is potentially within reach (Comstock et al. , 1978). Cumulative
circulation offers a more expanded ’market’ potential, but it is negligible given
that viewing opportunity is determined by extraneous factors largely beyond the
control of the broadcasting industry (Owen, Beebe and Manning, 1974).

Thus, the main viable alternative for the optimization of time spent viewing is
the one that has the most elasticity, and one that allows the greatest amount of
control by the broadcaster. The networks’ struggle to keep the total viewing figures
at the optimal level becomes more pronounced in the direction of each station
competing for the largest possible share of the audience that is watching television
at any given time. This requires a host of elaborate programming strategies and
competitive maneuvers to grab and retain the largest chunk of the targeted
audience for the longest period of time.

It is this economic rationale more than anything else that has made sequence or
flow the main characteristic of television program planning (Williams, 1974). The
’flow’ is planned in such a way that the sequence of programs parallel as closely as
possible the temporal structure of daily life for the greatest number of people. This
concern explains why program planners have indirectly been among the keenest
students of time use. In planning the flow of viewing, discrete items are carefully
interlinked so that they become inseparable parts of a larger whole. Programming
tactics such as ’block programming’, ’blunting’, ’counter programming’, and
’long forms’ are designed to carry the audience through the flow for as long as
possible. This means closing off possible exits, whetting appetites for what is yet to
come, and transforming television viewing into a continuous experience.

In essence, the colonization of free time by television in the United States can be
seen as another manifestation of the historical process in which free time has been
turned into a commodity and re-expropriated by the forces in control of the realm
of necessity. For the great majority of the people, free time has become time for
television rather than ’time for higher activity’ , incorporating disciplined learning,
practice, and exercise for the full development of the individual (Marx, 1973: 712).
The extent of such colonization in other societies, specific forms it takes, functions
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it performs, and the institutionalized mechanisms and practices by means of which
it is implemented call for diligent comparative study.
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