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This paper re-examines the different visions of the future of working time offered by 
Marx and Keynes. While Marx and Keynes differed radically on some fundamental 
matters, they agreed that society would benefit from reducing work time. The idea 
of society using technology to curtail work hours was a central aspect of their re-
spective visions of a better future. The paper compares Marx’s and Keynes’s visions. 
It also considers the fate of their visions as well as their relevance for modern de-
bates on the future of work. The conclusion is that a critical political economy can 
learn from the different ideas of Marx and Keynes in supporting the case for redu-
cing work hours in the present.
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1. Introduction

Marx and Keynes clashed on some fundamental matters. Marx was a revolutionary and 
used his economic analysis to show how the struggle between the capitalist and working 
class would culminate in the demise of capitalism. Keynes, by contrast, was a reformer 
and used his economic ideas as a way to transform and improve society. While holding 
some socialist views (Fuller, 2019), Keynes remained, at heart, an anti-Marxist.1

But the two authors did reach similar conclusions on at least one topic. They ac-
cepted that society would be improved by working less. The escape from work and 
the pursuit of more non-work time were key to the political visions they outlined. 
Admittedly, they saw the mechanisms to realise these visions very differently, but they 
both agreed that society must—and should—aim to harness technology to reduce 
work hours. A better future would be achieved by creating more time for people to 
pursue and realise their talents beyond work.2
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1 Keynes ([1926] 1963, p. 341) declared that: ‘The Republic of my imagination lies on the extreme left of 
the celestial space’. But this did not lead him to accept Marx’s ideas. Rather, as Robinson (1972, p. vi) put it, 
he remained ‘allergic to Marx’s writings’. For Keynes, the doctrines of Marx were not to be taken seriously 
but cast aside and replaced with alternative ideas (Fuller, 2019, p. 1667: see also below). Yet, as the following 
paper will show, their visions of the future overlapped.

2 On the comparison of Marx and Keynes, see Dillard (1984) and Jensen (1989).
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This paper re-examines the contributions of Marx and Keynes to the understanding 
of the future of working time. The visions of both authors are examined separately, 
showing how each emphasised the scope and need to reduce work time. Their visions 
are then compared with draw out the similarities between them. This is followed by 
an examination of the fate of these visions—in spite of their predictions, work hours 
have remained stubbornly high in capitalist economies and indeed, via factors such 
as the increased employment of women, have even grown in aggregate terms. The 
relevance of Marx’s and Keynes’s visions for modern debates on the future of work is 
also addressed. The paper argues that Marx and Keynes offer key insights into both 
the barriers to, and opportunities for, reducing work time and that these insights can 
be used to inform a critical political economy aimed at achieving shorter work hours 
in the present. The visions of Marx and Keynes, while highly distinctive in analytical 
and political terms, can still inspire thinking on ways to reduce work time and on the 
possibilities for creating a different society—beyond the present one—where people’s 
ability to live well is enhanced.

2. Marx: from wage labour to an expanded ‘realm of freedom’

Marx’s analysis of work time was rooted in an understanding of the transformation of 
work under capitalism. He showed how capitalist employers had sought to increase 
absolute surplus value production by lengthening working time. Their focus, in this 
instance, was on increasing surplus labour time where surplus value was produced. 
This attempt to exploit workers, however, had met with opposition and led to changes 
in production. Notably, capitalist employers had embraced technology in order to 
increase relative surplus value production. By curtailing the necessary labour time 
required to meet the subsistence requirements of workers, capitalist employers had 
raised the proportion of total labour time accounted for by surplus labour time. Limits 
to working time—encouraged by worker militancy and imposed by factory legisla-
tion—had been countered and exploitation increased via the greater use of technology 
in production.3

Marx stressed the crucial role of class struggle in determining the length of working 
time. While capitalist employers would continually strive to increase work time, workers 
would aim to reduce it. For Marx, the dispute over working time was a central dynamic 
of capitalism and one that shaped the wider class conflict in capitalist society. While 
some progressive employers might embrace shorter work hours to maintain the health 
and productivity of workers (Nyland, 1986), decisive progress in curtailing work time 
across the economy as a whole would depend on workers organising collectively via 
unions.

In Marx’s view, the collective struggle of workers would remain a constant threat to 
capitalism. This struggle would evolve from conflict over working time to a wider quest 
to remove capitalism itself. Marx predicted that a revolution led by the working class 
would bring down capitalism. Socialism would ultimately replace capitalism, and in 
the future, workers (and the rest of society) could look forward to living and working 

3 Marx wrote extensively about the struggle over the length of the working day in Chapter 10 of Volume 
1 of Capital (Marx, 1976). His account of the human costs of long work hours drew from contemporary 
factory reports and other relevant factual material. It demonstrated the range of Marx’s thought and his 
concern to root his economic enquiry in historical analysis.
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under very different economic and social circumstances. Importantly, these would en-
tail less work for people to do.

Marx’s vision of a better future was not laid out in any detailed way: there was no 
blueprint for socialism. The details on what socialism would be like would have to be 
worked out ‘after the revolution’. Only by transcending capitalism could society gain 
the collective wisdom to remould work and life. This fact means that ideas about so-
cialism have been developed by followers of Marx and have required interpretation of 
what Marx said.

One of the clearest statements from Marx on the possibilities for socialism can be 
found in a passage in Volume 3 of Capital. In it, he wrote that socialism would allow 
for a reduction in the ‘realm of necessity’ and an expansion in the ‘realm of freedom’ 
(Marx, 1992, p. 959). Necessary work time (i.e. time spent meeting the material re-
quirements of society) would be shortened. This would be achieved in two ways. First, 
production would be focussed on the fulfilment of needs, not the creation of more 
profits. This would mean less production and fewer work hours—work would only 
be carried out where it met real needs and working time would be minimised as far 
as possible. Second, technology—freed from the profit imperative—would be used to 
extend workers’ freedom from drudgery. Maintaining work for the sake of creating 
surplus value would end and would be replaced with the pursuit of more ‘free time’ 
(Marx, 1973, p. 708).

Marx also emphasised how socialism would offer the basis for a transformation in 
the nature of work itself. With an expanded ‘realm of freedom’ and work reduced 
to needs fulfilment, workers would gain the ability to find meaning and enjoyment 
in work. Changes in ownership would allow for an improvement in the quality of 
work. Under socialism, workers would work as ‘associated producers’ and would gain 
‘collective control’ over work (Marx, 1992, p. 959). Work would be accomplished by 
workers ‘with the least expenditure of energy and in conditions most worthy and ap-
propriate to their human nature’ (Marx, 1992). Freedom would become a part of the 
‘realm of necessity’ and work would be turned into a free, creative activity.

Elsewhere, Marx showed how work time reduction under socialism would help to 
change the character of work and increase workers’ motivation to work:

It is self-evident that if labour-time is reduced to a normal length and, furthermore, labour is no 
longer performed for someone else, but for myself, and, at the same time, the social contradic-
tions between master and men, etc., being abolished, it acquires a quite different, a free char-
acter, it becomes real social labour, and finally the basis of disposable time—the labour of a man 
who has also disposable time, must be of a much higher quality than that of the beast of burden. 
(Marx, 1972, p. 257; emphasis in original)

With class distinctions ‘abolished’, work would acquire a ‘free character’—it would not 
be imposed but instead would be performed for the benefit of society and in the inter-
ests of those performing it. In a socialist society, the increase of ‘disposable time’ would 
be a priority and would offer the basis for work that is ‘higher quality’.

People’s freedom under socialism, in short, would be realised in a dual sense. First, 
they would gain the freedom to pursue activities beyond work. Free time would be 
extended and would be used to undertake creative activities that had been denied or 
suppressed under capitalism. Second, people would gain the freedom to work well 
and with meaning. Marx believed that work was an important activity in its own right 
and that pursuing more free time could be realised at the same time as elevating the 
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quality of work (James, 2017). Working less, for him, did not mean eliminating work 
but making work into an activity that people could embrace in the same way as leisure 
(Sayers, 2005). As we shall see below, while taking a radically different economic and 
political perspective, Keynes adopted the view—in common with Marx—that progress 
in society entailed reducing working time; however, he rejected the idea that work 
could be improved in qualitative terms.

3. Keynes: from full employment to a leisured future

Keynes was, at root, a macroeconomist. He was concerned with how the capitalist 
system would operate to deny full employment and how it would reproduce involuntary 
unemployment. The lack of full employment reflected on certain features of the system 
itself, including the nature and uses of money. The achievement and maintenance of 
full employment would require the state to intervene in the economy and manage ag-
gregate demand in ways that could support the available work force in employment.

Yet, beyond his contribution to macroeconomics, Keynes offered a bold vision of the 
future that challenged the goal of full employment. Indeed, he favoured a future where 
the human input into work was reduced and more time was given over to leisure.

This vision was set out in his Keynes ([1930] 1963) essay, ‘Economic Possibilities 
for Our Grandchildren’. In the essay, Keynes predicted that if capital accumulation 
continued to grow productivity advances would enable work hours to fall continu-
ously. His optimism drew support from the downward trend in work hours witnessed 
under capitalism from the late nineteenth century to Keynes ([1930] 1963). This trend 
could be expected to continue. Keynes assumed that, in the future, capitalist em-
ployers would pass on the proceeds of productivity growth to workers in the form of 
both higher wages and shorter work hours. Workers would continue to demand shorter 
work hours. They would be less concerned with higher consumption than with redu-
cing work hours—Keynes believed that wants were limited and that the need to con-
sume more would wane over time.4 The desire of workers to work less (linked to the 
assumed disutility of work) would mean that capitalist employers would face constant 
pressure to cut work hours. This demand could be met, in turn, through higher prod-
uctivity growth arising from higher capital investment.

Keynes made the eye-catching prediction—one repeatedly quoted by subsequent 
commentators—that the working week would fall to just 15 hours by 2030. The grand-
children of those born in the 1930s could look forward to working fewer hours. The fu-
ture promised more leisure time and the opportunity for people to achieve well-being 
with a reduced work commitment.

Keynes’s prediction was consistent with his support for the realisation of full em-
ployment. By eliminating unemployment, policy-makers could create the conditions 
for fast capital accumulation and accelerate the move to shorter work hours. Keynes 
argued that rises in consumption and investment could help to boost employment 
and restore full employment. But full employment was also to be achieved as a way 

4 Keynes ([1930] 1963, p. 365) assumed that workers had ‘absolute needs’. Once these needs were 
achieved, workers would look to demand fewer hours of work. ‘Relative needs’ linked to the ‘desire for su-
periority’ were regarded as insignificant. As discussed below, critics have argued that Keynes underestimated 
the importance of the growth in ‘relative needs’ and how this growth has prevented the fall in work hours.

Page 4 of 16  D. A. Spencer

D
ow

nloaded from
 https://academ

ic.oup.com
/cje/advance-article/doi/10.1093/cje/bead046/7333915 by U

niversity of Leeds user on 01 N
ovem

ber 2023



to reduce work time. Its achievement would enable workers to bargain for—and se-
cure—cuts in work hours and was a necessary stepping stone to a future with shorter 
work hours.

Keynes did not underestimate the challenges posed by reducing work time. Workers 
had become inured to working for a living and the prospect of a life with less work 
would prove daunting for many. He gave the example of middle-class housewives who 
suffered nervous breakdowns through living without work (Keynes, [1930] 1963, pp. 
366–67). Generally, the work ethic (or ‘old Adam’) ran deep in the human psyche. 
Nevertheless, he was optimistic that, with the right education and social development, 
people’s well-being would be enhanced by more free time. The anticipated fall in work 
hours would help to raise the quality of life.

Keynes ([1930] 1963, pp. 371–72) outlined his vision of the future in florid terms. 
He wrote how people would be set ‘free to return to some of the most sure and cer-
tain principles of religion and traditional virtue’ and would come to ‘value ends above 
means and prefer the good to the useful’. Money making that took up time in the pre-
sent would be replaced with cultivating relations of beauty and joy in the future. In the 
ideal society of the future, people would lead lives like ‘the lilies of the field, who toil 
not neither do they spin’.5 Toiling for a living would give way to a more leisurely life-
style—one based on spending time freely and without the discipline of work.

In outlining this vision, Keynes revealed a contradiction of mainstream neoclassical 
economics. It asserts the merits of capitalism as a growth engine but then assumes that 
work is a disutility and that happiness is promoted by working less. By pursuing these 
assumptions to their logical end, Keynes was able to show how the economisation of 
work and maximisation of leisure would undermine the growth potential of capitalism. 
Ironically, mainstream neoclassical economics could be used to envision (and justify) 
a future beyond capitalism.

Keynes also showed the poverty of life for workers under capitalism. Wage labour 
meant incurring a cost—in particular, it meant the loss of opportunity to enjoy leisure 
time. Keynes did not contemplate how workers might be subject to toil and routine 
activities in non-work time and how leisure needed to be separated from unpaid work 
time. Women featured only in the example of bored middle-class housewives and there 
was no concern for the way that domestic labour might be reallocated and reimagined. 
While the alternatives to paid work were viewed in a limited way, Keynes at least saw a 
need to increase leisure—as time for creative activity—and in doing so, challenged the 
normal practice of wage earning.

The money-making activity of capitalist employers, according to Keynes, was 
equally corrupting. While such activity was needed to achieve higher investment and 
higher productivity, it could never match the virtue of pursuing creative activities for 
their own sake. Part of Keynes’s vision was to liberate capitalist employers from the 
pursuit of money and to get them (along with the rest of society) to pursue meaning 
and purpose in leisure time.

Keynes’s essay struck an optimistic note. The maladies of the present—high un-
employment and economic stagnation—need not last. The future (or long run) could 
bring benefit to all. Keynes saw a key role for policy-makers in achieving the conditions 
for progress—in particular, there was a need for full employment policies. There was 

5 Dostaler (2007, p. 99) suggests that Keynes’s vision of utopia was informed by his experiences of the 
Bloomsbury group, where writing (prose and poetry), painting and sculpture were the chief pastimes. Living 
well meant pursuing activities for their own intrinsic gain, not for the benefit of money.
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also some responsibility on capitalist employers to share with workers the gains from 
productivity growth—in this connection, there could be a case for progressive taxes 
and mechanisms to redistribute income. Provided these conditions were met, capit-
alism could be relied upon to deliver a future with less work and more leisure time. In 
the end, Keynes’s essay was a plea to stick with capitalism. Though in its vision and 
perspective, it outlined a future where humanity would eventually be freed from the 
restrictions of capitalism.

To summarise, Keynes saw capitalism as a necessary stage in the development of 
society. It would bring forth the technology required for material abundance. But it 
would not mark the end of history. Beyond capitalism, there remained a better future 
based on the avoidance of work and the pursuit of creative leisure. Like Marx, Keynes 
wanted to extend the freedom of people to enjoy leisure time. Unlike Marx, how-
ever, he saw work as a merely instrumental activity. Building a superior society meant 
negating work, not seeking a transformation in its nature. Marx’s and Keynes’s visions 
of the future are compared more closely in the following section.

4. Marx and Keynes: a comparison

There are obvious issues to confront in comparing Marx and Keynes. Analytically, the two 
writers differed radically. In contrast to Marx, Keynes offered no analysis of changes in the 
labour process under capitalism. Marx’s analysis of exploitation and absolute and relative 
surplus value production finds no equivalent in Keynes’s analysis of the macroeconomy. 
Normatively, their writings also clashed. Whereas Marx wanted to see capitalism ended 
by a revolution, Keynes favoured its reform. Keynes’s 1930 essay, indeed, can be seen as 
a repudiation of Marx and Marxism—specifically, it showed how capitalism could be re-
lied upon to achieve less work in the future and how a society based on extended hours of 
leisure could be viewed as the product of capitalism. The revolutionary overthrow of capit-
alism, for Keynes, was bound to hinder the quest for shorter work hours.

In addition, Marx and Keynes had opposing views on who the key agents of change 
were. Marx looked to the working class to lead a revolution—the proletariat would 
prove the major catalyst for positive change in society. Keynes ([1925A] 1963, p. 300), 
by contrast, took an elitist position—for him, ‘the bourgeois and the intelligentsia’ held 
the key to transforming society for the better. Keynes—as a member of the elite—
wanted to inform policy-makers about how best to manage the economy.6 Though, in 
this regard, he knew the limits of economics and wished to curb its power. Economists, 
ideally, were to perform the function of ‘dentists’ (Keynes, [1930] 1963, p. 373), pro-
viding the means for people to live better lives.7

Yet, despite the clear differences in their analysis and politics, the writings of Marx 
and Keynes contained some common elements (at least in respect to their visions of 
the future of working time). First, as mentioned above, they believed that work hours 

6 Keynes was clear on his own class allegiances, writing that ‘the Class war will find me on the side of the 
educated bourgeoisie’ (Keynes, [1925B] 1963, p. 324; emphasis in original). He regarded the working class 
as inferior. Keynes’s elitism can be challenged. It ignored the economic and social disadvantages that held 
back the working class and the scope for class divisions to be overcome.

7 As Lekachman (1985, p. 37) put it, ‘Keynes used his talents as an economist to free the world of his 
tribe. He looked to a future free of material want, one in which ordinary folk could enjoy such delights as 
Bloomsbury offered Keynes’. The overriding aim was to reduce the power of economics and to make it—like 
dentistry—into something that society relied upon occasionally and then only to facilitate the pursuit of 
higher (non-economic) ends.
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should be reduced. The normative commitment to see work hours fall and leisure time 
extended represents a shared element in the visions of Marx and Keynes.

Second, they both highlighted the cost of work—their support for reducing work time 
drew inspiration from a negative view of work. On this issue, however, their views di-
verged. For Marx, work was alienating—its lack of freedom and creativity under capit-
alism led to resistance among workers. He referred to how wage labourers shunned paid 
work ‘like the plague’ (Marx, 1977, p. 66). An important part of the case for shorter work 
hours was to liberate workers from the specific deprivations of alienated labour.

Keynes did not develop any theory of alienation—indeed, he avoided direct con-
sideration of the suffering faced by workers in work. Rather, drawing on marginalist 
ideas, he defined the disutility of work in universal terms. Following most mainstream 
economists, he assumed that people were naturally averse to work and that happiness 
came from spending time as leisure.8 This assumption ran counter to Marx’s idea of 
alienation since it did not recognise how the capitalist labour process led to work resist-
ance and how meaning might be restored to work by transcending capitalism.

Third, Marx and Keynes stressed the intrinsic benefits of time spent away from 
work. These benefits were not to be associated with the pursuit of idleness but rather 
were to be linked to the participation in all manner of creative activities, from painting 
to composing. The hope of humanity spending more time freely and creatively inspired 
both Marx’s and Keynes’s visions of a better future.

Marx argued that socialism would help to win the freedom for people to do different 
activities during their lives. Famously, he described a future socialist society as one where 
people would ‘do one thing today and another tomorrow, to hunt in the morning, fish in 
the afternoon, rear cattle in the evening, criticise after dinner, … without ever becoming 
hunter, fisherman, shepherd or critic’ (Marx and Engels, 1976, p. 53). People would not 
be inserted into a strict division of labour but instead would be free to spend their time 
in varied and satisfying activities within as well as beyond work.9

Keynes—without endorsing socialism directly—presented a similar vision. He 
favoured the increase in leisure hours because it would enable people ‘to live wisely 
and agreeably and well’ (Keynes, [1930] 1963, p. 367). Like Marx, he wished people 
to gain the freedom to develop as creative beings. As commented on above, Keynes did 
not distinguish between alternative uses of non-work time and overlooked the poten-
tial drudgery of domestic labour. Whether and how established gender roles in the al-
location of work—paid and unpaid—would be altered in the future was not something 
addressed by either Marx or Keynes.10

8 Keynes stated repeatedly in the General Theory how work or labour constituted a disutility and stressed 
the income-value of work activities—see, for example, Keynes ([1936] 1973, pp. 5–6, 28, 128). Full em-
ployment was to be achieved not to provide workers with the intrinsic benefits of work but to give them 
the opportunity to earn and spend money. The material rewards of work would offset the disutility of work. 
Keynes’s thinking on the cost of work followed that of conventional neoclassical economics and offered no 
link to Marx’s concept of alienation.

9 The above quote has invited some confusion. It implies, for example, that Marx wanted to see a return 
to a pre-capitalist age with people working on the land to meet their needs. It seems to contradict with his 
vision of socialism as a progressive system. The quote is indeed ambiguous. Nonetheless, it signals Marx’s 
desire for a future where variety in work would predominate and where people would be able to develop 
themselves and their talents in whatever tasks they pursue. The bucolic imagery was perhaps a mistake but 
beneath it was a more serious point about overcoming the detailed division of labour that features under 
capitalism.

10 Marx did recognise that the social reproduction of labour (including the use and application of house-
hold production) would be an influence on wages. To this extent, his economic analysis of work was not 
gender blind (see Cammack, 2020).
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Fourth, Marx and Keynes emphasised the role of technology in lightening work. 
Marx wanted to liberate technology from the confines of capitalism and repurpose it 
for the objective of reducing work hours and humanising work in a future socialist so-
ciety. Keynes saw the development of technology under capitalism as a way to reduce 
work hours. Capital accumulation would pave the way—via technological progress—
to a shorter working week. While differing from Marx on the need for a revolution, 
Keynes thought that the evolution of technology could create the basis for a future 
post-capitalist system.

Fifth, both writers highlighted the sources of power affecting the ability of workers 
to realise shorter work hours. Marx referred explicitly to the need for workers to gain 
control over production and to self-govern their work. Workers would only be able 
to achieve shorter work hours if they organised collectively and worked coopera-
tively under conditions of common ownership. Socialism meant equalising power and 
enabling everyone to work less as well as better.

Keynes was less explicit on issues of power. Notably, he wrote that ideas were more 
powerful than vested interests in influencing prevailing opinion (Keynes, [1936] 1973, 
p. 383). Economists were to persuade politicians about the need for policy interven-
tions. Keynes, however, recognised that power mattered in the determination of work 
hours. In particular, full employment would be needed to ensure that workers had the 
power to demand shorter work hours. Keynes implied that full employment would 
help to secure the conditions for the sharing of economic surpluses and a more even 
distribution of income. While power relations remained implicit in Keynes’s writings, 
the focus on achieving full employment suggested that work hours would only fall with 
a workforce that had strong bargaining power.11

Sixth, Marx and Keynes offered a different view of economics to mainstream 
economic thinking. Marx argued that economics should be replaced with political 
economy. He stressed the links between economics and politics and indicated how 
the development of political economy was about challenging the existing system not 
supporting it. But political economy was also about articulating alternative futures 
and illuminating pathways to their realisation. Marx’s vision of socialism—with its 
dual emphasis on extending free time and creating more rewarding work—fitted with 
this conception of political economy and formed part of his case for radical change in 
society.

Keynes, again, rejected the socialism of Marx and Marxists. In parallel with Marx, 
however, he challenged mainstream economics on its commitment to capitalism—in-
deed, as highlighted above, he used its assumptions on the disutility of work and the 
utility of leisure to argue for its demise. Keynes wanted to create space within eco-
nomics debates for the contemplation of a post-capitalist future. To this extent, his 
contribution was radical and subversive.

The above overlaps, to reiterate, cannot conceal the deep analytical as well as political 
divisions between Marx and Keynes. They also cannot hide the fact that Keynes mostly 

11 Keynes, in a 5 April 1945 letter to T. S. Eliot, wrote that full employment could be achieved by working 
less: ‘the full employment policy by means of investment is only one particular application of an intellectual 
theorem. You can produce the result just as well by consuming more or working less. Personally, I regard the 
investment policy as first aid. In U.S. it almost certainly will not do the trick. Less work is the ultimate solu-
tion (a 35 hour week in U.S. would do the trick now)’ (Keynes, 1980, p. 384). Evidently, for Keynes, shorter 
work hours had their place in a long run strategy aimed at securing full employment and their achievement 
could be facilitated by state intervention.
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overlooked12—or referred disparagingly to13—the writings of Marx. Nonetheless, they 
show how both writers shared concerns about the capacity of capitalism to meet the 
needs of people and how they saw the need to build a fundamentally different society. 
In the better society they envisaged, people would be able to live fulfilling lives with 
more freedom and less toil. While they adhered to different views on economics and 
politics, they subscribed to remarkably similar visions of the future of society.

5. The fate of Marx’s and Keynes’s visions

The visions of Marx and Keynes—though inspiring in their own ways—have not been 
realised. The revolution that Marx predicted has not occurred in capitalist economies. 
Where revolutions have occurred, they have not resulted in great reductions in working 
hours. China, for example, still has much longer work hours than rich capitalist econ-
omies. Furthermore, while weekly work hours have declined under capitalism, they 
have not fallen by as much as Keynes predicted. In fact, in countries like the USA and 
UK, the average working week has stagnated since the 1970s (Schor, 1992; Pencavel, 
2018). The typical full-time worker in the USA and UK can still expect to work in 
excess of 40 hours per week (the same number of hours as in the early 1980s). To be 
sure, there are variations in work hours across countries—some EU countries (e.g. 
Germany) tend to work the shortest hours per week; however, these variations cannot 
mask a stagnation in weekly work hours in recent decades. Certainly, in all countries, 
there looks to be zero prospect of realising Keynes’s prediction of a 15 hour work week 
by 2030.

The increase in the participation of women in the labour market has also seen 
total working time rise. Hours of paid work per household have risen under capit-
alism (Hermann, 2015). Women have continued to do the bulk of unpaid work in the 
household, meaning that their greater participation in the labour market has created 
a double burden of work at home and in the workplace. The increase in employment 
rates generally has pushed up the total volume of paid working time in capitalist econ-
omies, thwarting any dream of working less.

The reasons for the persistence of work and lack of decline in weekly work hours 
(in contrast to Keynes’s prediction) have been widely debated in both mainstream 
(Huberman and Minns, 2007; Pecchi and Piga, 2008; Friedman, 2017) and heterodox 

12 Keynes referred to Marx on just three occasions in the General Theory. The first reference was to ac-
knowledge Marx as the founder of the term ‘classical economics’ (Keynes, [1936] 1973, p. 3n). The second 
showed how the idea of deficient effective demand as a barrier to full employment had been removed 
from economic thought by the rise to dominance of Ricardian economics: ‘It could only live on furtively, 
below the surface, in the underworlds of Karl Marx, Silvio Gesell or Major Douglas’ (Keynes, [1936] 1973,  
p. 32). The third heaped praise on the writings of Gesell, arguing that the latter had provided ‘the answer to 
Marxism’. Keynes asserted ‘that the future will learn more from the spirit of Gesell than from that of Marx’ 
(Keynes, [1936] 1973, p. 355). This final word conveyed concisely and effectively Keynes’s own antipathy 
towards Marx’s writings.

13 Keynes ([1925A] 1963, p. 300) wrote in 1925 that Marx’s work (and Marxism more generally) offered a 
false theory and politics: ‘How can I accept a doctrine which sets up as its bible, above and beyond criticism, 
an obsolete textbook which I know not only to be scientifically erroneous but without interest or application to 
the modern world? How can I adopt a creed which, preferring the mud to the fish, exalts the boorish proletariat 
above the bourgeoisie and the intelligentsia, who with whatever faults, are the quality in life and surely carry the 
seeds of all human achievement? Even if we need a religion, how can we find it in the turbid rubbish of the Red 
bookshop? It is hard for an educated, decent, intelligent son of Western Europe to find his ideals here, unless 
he has first suffered some strange and horrid process of conversion which has changed all his value’. Again, 
Keynes’s rejection of Marx and Marxism could not be clearer (see also Dostaler, 2007, pp. 93–4).
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economics (Schor, 1992; Figart and Golden, 1998; Altman, 1999; Golden, 2009). Two 
key explanations are usually focussed upon. First, there is the argument that workers 
have lacked the bargaining power to translate gains in productivity into shorter work 
hours. Historically, workers have secured cuts in work hours through labour disputes 
(Pencavel, 2018). Recent decades, however, have seen the collective power of workers 
decline (e.g. due to falling union membership). This fact explains why workers are not 
working fewer hours. It also explains the mal-distribution of work in society. While 
some workers face overwork and burnout, others confront underemployment and the 
inability to access full-time employment (Bell and Blanchflower, 2021). The lack of 
choice faced by workers over work hours reflects a labour market that is skewed in fa-
vour of the interests of capital owners.

Second, attention is given to changes in working and consumption patterns to-
gether with the effects of consumerism. The expansion in total employment has 
meant that more activities previously performed in the home have become com-
modified. Additional paid work has been created in supporting more people in work. 
Examples here include work in the care sector and in the manufacture and delivery 
of convenience food. Work time increases at the household level have fuelled in-
creases in work time across the economy as a whole. These increases have been only 
partially offset by longer years of schooling and earlier retirement that have reduced 
work time within households. From a consumer perspective, the existence of strong 
consumption norms has also underpinned a long work hours culture. The increase in 
scale and sophistication of advertising, in particular, has cultivated a demand among 
workers for higher consumption, and in turn, extended hours of work (George, 1997; 
Cowling, 2006).

The above two explanations are interlinked to the extent that power matters in both 
of them. In the first, losses in workers’ bargaining power explain why work time re-
duction has slowed under capitalism. In the second, the power of firms—particularly 
via marketing and advertising—to limit leisure time to the consumption of goods and 
services accounts for why workers are working longer rather than shorter hours. Shifts 
in capitalism, prompted by the profit motive, have curtailed the freedom of workers to 
work less.

Both explanations can be reconciled with the ideas of Marx and Keynes. The first 
explanation captures directly the argument made by Marx on the power imbalance 
between capital and labour. Workers have to struggle for shorter work hours, and in 
the context of hostile bargaining conditions, they have to settle for work hours that 
are determined in the interests of capitalist employers. Evidence pointing to workers’ 
work time preferences not being met simply confirms their lack of power (Reynolds 
and Aletraris, 2006).

This explanation also fits with the argument of Keynes. As argued above, Keynes 
believed that full employment was an important precondition in securing shorter work 
hours. The state needed to target—and achieve—the goal of full employment. Keynes 
also implied that full employment would coincide with lower inequality—workers 
would use their strong bargaining power to push capitalist employers to use product-
ivity growth to cut work hours and raise wages. The period since the 1970s, however, 
has seen a move away from state support for the goal of full employment (low inflation 
has taken its place). Higher unemployment has joined with higher inequality (Tridico, 
2018) and has prevented the reduction in work hours along with the increase in wages. 
Keynes might not have anticipated the regressive turn in capitalism but his explanation 
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of the conditions required for shorter work hours can accommodate this turn and 
highlight it as a barrier to work time reduction.

The second explanation relating to how work and consumption have evolved may 
seem distant from the writings of Marx and Keynes but again it can be reconciled with 
them. Marx was well aware of how capitalism would draw more workers into the la-
bour market and how processes of commodification would accelerate with capitalist 
expansion. Modern trends linked to the increase in work hours per household and 
its associated positive impact on work time in the wider economy are consistent with 
Marx’s ideas. Some Marxist authors like Andre Gorz have also shown how a consumer 
culture has been actively encouraged by capitalism and how this culture—supported 
by mass advertising and constant product innovation—has lengthened work time, 
to the detriment of workers’ well-being and ecological sustainability (Gorz, 1989). 
A Marxist argument, in short, can be developed to explain the direct impact of con-
sumerism on work hours.

Keynes certainly underestimated the capacity of the capitalist economy to extend 
the labour market and increase employment. He seemed to assume a production-
centred economy that would be curtailed as productivity advanced. The mass expan-
sion of the service sector was not foreseen by Keynes. The fact that it has increased has 
held back productivity growth and made it more difficult to realise the shorter working 
week that Keynes predicted.

Keynes can also be criticised for missing the insatiability of wants. He believed that 
wants would become sated and that this would lead workers to demand shorter work 
hours. His ‘mistake’ was not to see how wants would grow under capitalism and create 
a constant need and desire for more work (Skidelsky and Skidelsky, 2012, pp. 41–2). 
This is true—he failed to capture the importance of forms of conspicuous consump-
tion in driving a preference among workers for longer hours of work. At the same time, 
however, Keynes wanted to see a situation created where the satisfaction of consumer 
wants equated with working less. His vision was consistent with creating the time for 
people to live without the pressure to work. ‘Enoughness’, in Keynes’s terms, meant 
channelling economic surpluses towards more leisure time and moving beyond the 
treadmill of more work and consumption. He may have overlooked the influence of 
consumerism in sustaining work under capitalism but his vision of a better future 
stands as a sharp rebuke to the system that exists now and a reminder of how society 
might be organised differently.

A final point to note is the continued separation between mainstream economics 
and the kind of visionary thinking developed by Marx and Keynes. Both authors may 
have differed, as stated previously, on how society might be transformed; however, 
they stressed the need to use economics as a way to imagine a different future—one 
where work would be lessened and the ability of people to live as they wanted would 
be expanded. This way of thinking has been marginalised by the formal turn in eco-
nomics where technical precision and exactitude have taken the place of the quest to 
reimagine the economy. Marx and Keynes—as visionary thinkers—find no place in 
the somewhat sterile and conventional debates of modern mainstream economics. In 
particular, there is little room in these debates for serious consideration of the benefit 
and imperative for shortening work hours. Below, the relationship of Marx and Keynes 
to contemporary discourse on digital automation and the future of work is addressed. 
This further highlights the marginalisation of Marx and Keynes in modern economics 
debates.
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6. Digital automation and the future of work: in the shadow of Marx and 
Keynes

A number of contemporary commentators can be found predicting the demise of work. 
They argue that society has entered a ‘Second Machine Age’ or ‘Fourth Industrial 
Revolution’ where work for wages will disappear (Brynjolfsson and McAfee, 2014; 
Schwab, 2017). Some high-profile studies, for example, suggest that 47% of existing 
jobs in the USA could be automated by 2030 (Frey and Osborne, 2017). In the past, 
similar predictions were made about the loss of work. In the 1990s, for example, au-
thors warned of the impending ‘end of work’ (Rifkin, 1995). Yet, paid work has per-
sisted and indeed increased. As highlighted above, in capitalist economies, overwork 
has coincided with underemployment and hours of paid work performed by house-
holds have increased—these outcomes have occurred in spite of rapid and significant 
progress in technology. The prediction is now made, however, that paid work will—fi-
nally—disappear. It will diminish via the impact of artificial intelligence. ‘Smart’ ma-
chines—capable of replicating the work of humans in multiple tasks—will lead to the 
disappearance of many millions of jobs and create a labour market that can only sup-
port a few workers in employment. In short, capitalist economies are on course to 
achieve a ‘world without work’ (Susskind, 2020).

The prospect of work’s elimination is met with both trepidation and optimism. 
For some, there are warnings of sharp rises in unemployment and inequality (Ford, 
2015). The winners of digital automation will be vastly outnumbered by the losers. 
These losers will include many millions of low-paid workers who have already suf-
fered years of economic disadvantage (including underemployment). For others, 
however, there is the opportunity for workers to reskill and retain employment on 
potentially better terms than now. Assuming the right education and training policies 
are put in place, unemployment can be averted and the rewards from technological 
progress shared out in society. If workers can be equipped with the skills to ‘race 
with the machines’, they will be able to remain in paid work and prosper in their jobs 
(Brynjolfsson and McAfee, 2014). There may even be the possibility of a great up 
skilling in work as machines take on the more mundane tasks and workers gain the 
ability to do more interesting ones.

This discourse has some clear problems. First, it tends to assume that employ-
ment will disappear. Yet, as already mentioned, the reality is that jobs have grown with 
technological progress. It would take a huge shift from the present to a future where 
jobs diminish in number (Autor, 2015). Indeed, it can be argued that, as in the past, 
technology will create new jobs to replace any that are lost. It can also be argued that 
technology will pose greater threats to job quality than to the volume of jobs (Spencer, 
2018; Fleming, 2019). The threat of erosions in job quality—for example, due to closer 
monitoring at work and more intensive work—may override the threat of higher un-
employment. Robots may not replace workers in large numbers but may add to the 
costs of the work they do. The example of so-called ‘gig-work’ in the present shows the 
risks of new technology for the quality of jobs.

Second, of relevance to this paper, there is the element of ‘vision’ and contemplation 
of alternative automated futures. What Marx and Keynes envisaged in terms of tech-
nology eroding work hours and expanding free time tends to be eclipsed in modern 
mainstream debates. Instead, there is a focus on adapting to the seeming inevitability 
of higher unemployment or seeking ways to maintain paid work as if it is the most 
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important activity in human life. Visions that break with the world of waged work and 
favour the goal of working less are lacking.

The pessimistic take of writers such as Ford misses how technology might be 
harnessed to reduce work time. There is no hopeful vision of how work might be 
redistributed and how society might use the dividend of technological progress to 
work less. The relatively optimistic view of writers like Brynjolfsson and McAfee—
with a stress on the need for reforms to manage the automation process—assumes 
that work must be preserved, seemingly at the cost of fewer hours of leisure. This is 
based on the idea that work is ‘beneficial’ (Brynjolfsson and McAfee, 2014, p. 234). 
The above authors reject the assumption used by Keynes to justify cutting work 
hours. Instead, they highlight the benefits of work—from personal pride in work 
to positive social relations and good health—and argue for policies to ensure that 
workers remain employable in the midst of rapid technological progress. Their pos-
ition ignores the injurious effects of some work (including that carried out in auto-
mated workplaces) on workers’ well-being. Think, for example, of all the criticism 
levelled at the work regimes found in modern Amazon warehouses. Brynjolfsson 
and McAfee (2014, p. 234) suggest that these warehouses offer workers ‘pride’ in 
work, effectively denying such criticism. They also miss the significant benefits that 
would accrue to workers and society from seeking more time away from work and 
how technology might be used—like Marx and Keynes recommended—to reduce 
work time.

Other more radical discourse does seek to engage with the ideas of Marx and 
Keynes. This discourse is associated with ‘post-work’ ideology (Srnicek and Williams, 
2015). It argues that technology should be harnessed to liberate people from work 
and promotes the vision of a fully automated society as the ideal state. Rather than 
fear robots for reducing the number of jobs or embracing their existence as a way to 
create more employment, there is the hope that they can free workers from the need 
to work at all.

The problem in this case is a lack of focus on the scope for changing work. The 
position of post-work approaches is closer to Keynes than to Marx. The emphasis 
is on maximising time away from work. If work hours persist, then they are seen to 
cause pain to workers. Keynes’s vision of a 15 hour work week, it can be noted, still 
entailed workers enduring their time at work (this followed from the assumption that 
work was a disutility). What is missed is how—in common with Marx—reducing 
work time can be achieved alongside progress in the quality of work. Unlike Keynes 
and modern post-work writers, Marx rejected the view that work was all bad. Rather, 
as discussed above, he saw the potential for the quality of work to be improved. This 
potential could only be realised by radical work reform, inclusive of the move to 
worker ownership. Post-work perspectives dwell on the hardships of work and bene-
fits of free time but neglect the scope for restoring work as a meaningful activity. 
These perspectives follow Keynes in making this mistake. What they ignore is the 
vision of Marx of using technology not just to reduce work time but also to bring 
meaning to work itself.

In sum, while modern discussions on automation contain ideas about revolutionary 
change in society, they often reduce to worries about higher unemployment or hopes 
about protecting work and up-skilling jobs. The reduction of working time as an idea 
and goal is overlooked. Radical views do exist, but then they miss how technology can 
be repurposed and used to achieve both less and better work. Ultimately, the visionary 

Marx, Keynes and the future of working time  Page 13 of 16

D
ow

nloaded from
 https://academ

ic.oup.com
/cje/advance-article/doi/10.1093/cje/bead046/7333915 by U

niversity of Leeds user on 01 N
ovem

ber 2023



thinking is too limited and not focussed enough on the possibilities for advancing 
well-being via reform in work hours as well as in the nature of work.

7. Conclusion

This paper has argued that—despite clear differences in their economic and political 
thought—Marx and Keynes agreed that society should embrace the aim of working 
less. They extolled the virtues of a world where people’s lives would be less encum-
bered by work and where the opportunity to create and cultivate positive social rela-
tions would be expanded.

The two authors agreed that capitalism would evolve into a different system—it 
was not given for all time but would be replaced in the future. They agreed, too, that 
technology would play a major part in creating the conditions for a better life. Using 
technology to reduce work hours would be a key task of the future. Both also stressed 
how reducing work time would help to redefine life, from the pursuit of more work and 
consumption, to the creation and cultivation of great art and beauty. In this respect, 
they argued that society would come to regard the practices of capitalism—endless ac-
cumulation, the love of money and constant engagement in paid work—as backward 
and regressive. Marx and Keynes offered visions, then, that repudiated capitalism and 
sided with the realisation of a society that offered greater freedom and the scope for 
personal development.

While Marx was a revolutionary socialist, Keynes adopted an evolutionary position 
that saw the potential for an alternative system to emerge from capitalism. As indi-
cated above, he used conventional economic assumptions (including the disutility of 
work) to support his argument for change and sought to persuade his readers about 
the merits of seeing a future beyond the capitalist present. Keynes—while no avowed 
socialist—offered, like Marx, a radical vision of the future.

There were, of course, blind spots in the writings of Marx and Keynes. Keynes, for 
example, neglected the dimension of unpaid work time and its difference from leisure 
time. The wider implications of work time reduction for the allocation of work across 
groups and individuals in society was also not fully explored by either writer. For ex-
ample, in redistributing work, some workers in full-time paid work might work less 
in order that others in part-time paid work might work more. Presently unpaid work 
could also be redistributed: giving up hours of paid work may mean more unpaid work 
time. Different inequalities between genders and classes may then be addressed via a 
redistribution of work.

In Marx’s writings, there was also no clear summary of what socialism might be like. 
Subsequent writers have been left to work out the details of the nature of socialism, 
including how it might transform work and remove alienating work. This work has it-
self proved controversial with different interpretations offered and there remains scope 
for further research to draw out how socialism might ‘work’.

Yet, while Marx and Keynes left areas for debate and development, from a con-
temporary critical political economy perspective, their ideas offer a sound basis for 
rethinking the future of work and working time. They can help us to understand why 
work persists in society and why action to reduce work hours is difficult in practice. 
They can also offer some visionary perspective about what might be achieved (as-
suming appropriate reforms are implemented). Unlike modern automation debates, 
the choice is not between preserving work and abolishing it. Rather, progress can be 
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made towards the achievement of lighter work, where shorter work hours combine 
with more meaningful work.14 The contribution of Marx is particularly insightful in 
showing how—beyond post-work ideas—there is a requirement to change work into 
something that is human and life enhancing. In conclusion, the critical (and comple-
mentary) visions of Marx and Keynes have lots to teach us about how work and leisure 
might be (and should be) carried out differently in the future.
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