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Do you occasionally—or constantly—complain about how much you’re working? Of 

course you do. Complaining about too much work is basically a national pastime. 

I can’t believe how much of a time suck this project has been. 

I feel like I’m living at the office. 

I’ve forgotten my dog’s name. 

I just returned 20 emails on a Sunday. 

Peanut. I think the dog’s name is Peanut. 

When we complain about too much work, we’re expected to offer regrets about sleep 

lost, family events missed, television shows not caught up on. Nobody wants to seem like 

a remorseless lunatic who’s thrilled to miss the school play. 

But amid the complaining about being overworked, there’s often a decipherable bit of 

pride, even a hint of a brag—a workbrag. 

Why do we brag about overwork? Because we’re conditioned to think that working all 

the time is a good thing, a signal of diligence, virtue and our own value. To be working 

all the time is to be important. 

To be clear, it’s better to be employed than unemployed—I’ve been the latter, and it is 

the pits. But why do we lavish praise on people who work themselves to the limit? We 

fetishize the executive who sleeps on the factory floor, the creative team pulling all-

nighters, the football coach who barely sees his family during the season—and definitely 

doesn’t remember Peanut’s name. 

‘ What if working all the time is a symptom 

of dysfunction, not excellence?’ 

What if all of that is upside down? What if working all the time is a symptom of 

dysfunction, not excellence? What if it turns out to be dreadfully inefficient, a recipe for 

burnout and turnover and eventual collapse? Not to mention revolution by snubbed dogs. 



That’s the premise of a new book, “It Doesn’t Have to Be Crazy at Work,” by Jason 

Fried and David Heinemeier Hansson. Last week, I hosted a talk with the authors for a 

Wall Street Journal event in New York City. The co-founders of the workplace software 

company Basecamp, Fried and Hansson are successful entrepreneurs who rail against the 

win-at-all-costs mentality of American business. They preach calm over conquest. They 

pay their employees to take vacation—not vacation time but the actual vacation. I’m 

surprised the capitalism police haven’t arrested them yet. 

It’s an urgent conversation to have. We’ve spent a lot of time reimagining the 21st-

century workplace without reconsidering the work itself. We rhapsodize over office ping-

pong tables and slides and make-your-own-sundae bars—perks that are really mousetraps 

to keep employees working. Fried and Hansson’s company used to have one of those 

“limitless vacation” policies, until they realized that it made employees nervous about 

taking vacation. Now they insist on three weeks.  

What if the recipe for better, more efficient work is toning it all down? Hours can be civil 

and productive. Schedules can be flexible. Emails on the weekend can be avoided. Bosses 

who send emails on the weekend can be launched into space. (All of this applies to 

bosses, too. Is there any doubt that Elon Musk could use a vacation…without his phone?) 

The tide may be starting to turn. Recently, a video game developer, Dan Houser, gave an 

interview to New York magazine in which he talked about the 100-hour weeks some 

employees worked to finish a new game. That provoked a backlash, with Houser later 

clarifying to the website Kotaku and others that such workweeks were unusual, and not 

required, and that the average workweek at his company was closer to 45 hours. 

The fact that we’re even having this debate is a sign of enlightenment. Work really 

doesn’t have to be crazy. You can make a great sundae at home. Peanut wants one, too. 
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