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Preface
This book began as a result of a conversation between Atara Sivan and Karla 

Henderson on a long walk along a beach in Durban, South Africa, in September 2013. 
We were both invited speakers to the Leisure and Recreation Association of South 
Africa (LARASA) Conference. We had known each other for almost two decades as a 
result of our shared commitments to the World Leisure Organization (WLO). We have 
been involved on the WLO Board of Directors and had worked together on the World 
Leisure Journal, which Atara has edited since 2012. 

Karla had long had the desire to edit a book about international leisure, but many 
other professional commitments took priority. When Peter Bannon asked Karla to 
consider writing a book for Sagamore, the one idea she had not pursued prior to her 
retirement in 2014 was a book about international leisure perspectives. No one else was 
better qualified to co-edit than Atara. Atara’s Israeli heritage, interest in leisure education, 
and her decades of living in Hong Kong provided a complementary viewpoint to Karla’s 
American background related to diversity and gender.

This book is a labor of love. It is our way of highlighting how important we believe 
leisure is in the lives of people throughout the world and how it is universal in its value. 
Yet, leisure is also imagined and practiced in various ways based on geographic areas 
and their associated cultures. We wanted to add a personal approach to how individual 
scholars understand leisure and its meanings.

Since chapters are presented from six continents, we provide a broad perspective. 
We did not seek to have a definitive chapter with a generalized view from each 
country, but wanted to highlight particular perspectives from individuals who have 
given considerable thought to leisure and leisure activities from their sociocultural 
perspectives. We also wanted to assure that each voice was equal, so we only invited 
one offering from each country. Therefore, the chapter from the United States is given 
the same space as the one from Sierra Leone. Further, the chapters are presented in 
alphabetical order by country/region so no chapter is prioritized over another. 

We recognize that generalizing in any one country is impossible since all countries 
have a diversity of people. However, we wanted to provide a sense of the essence of 
leisure and how it perceived, practiced, and studied in particular countries/regions. 
We also wanted to highlight the challenges associated with advocating for leisure from 
diverse standpoints. We saw many similarities as noted in the epilogue of this book. 
At the same time, we also saw how sociocultural perspectives provide a rich range of 
interests and understandings of leisure

Our desire for this book is that it gives readers new ideas to think about beyond 
their own cultural or country of origin outlooks. Globalization is changing the ways we 
view the world and has both positive and negative implications for the enjoyment of 
leisure in the ways it is manifested. We recognize that viewing each of these countries/
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regions as a discrete chapter is not always possible, but the geographic divisions provide 
a starting point for examining a collective leisure in the past, present, and future. 

We hope you will find these chapters interesting and that they will help to emphasize 
the importance of leisure to individuals and communities throughout the world. 

Karla and Atara
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Leisure  from  International 
Voices: A  Prologue

The ideas of leisure and play are as old as civilization. Notions of leisure have existed 
since the beginnings of recorded history, and likely long before. For example, from a 
Judeo-Christian perspective, the story of Eve and Adam suggests the Garden of Eden was 
a place of abundance full of leisure opportunities. The curse that God placed was to toil 
instead of to leisure. Veal and Lynch (2001) described the historical and contemporary 
leisure of Aboriginal people in Australia related to how pleasure, satisfactions, and 

one

Karla A. Henderson
North Carolina State University

Atara Sivan
Hong Kong Baptist University

1
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4           Prologue 

playfulness were and continue to be woven into and around the activities of everyday life. 
The Eastern cultures in the Tao Te Ching also emphasize the notion of leisure:  

There is a time for being ahead,
a time for being behind;
a time for being in motion,
a time for being at rest;
a time for being vigorous,
a time for being exhausted;
a time for being safe,
a time for being in danger…  Mitchell (translation, 1992, selection 29)
 
The meanings of leisure are also interpreted in examples of cultures through religion. 

All worldwide religions appear to emphasize elements of leisure and recreation in their 
teachings (Kaza, 1996). For example, from Judaism, the concept of Sabbath is emphasized 
in letting the body rest. Christians stress notions of right action in all (including leisure) 
that people undertake. Islam focuses on remembrance and the importance of work and play 
experiences within the moral law. Hindus teach the value of karma and the law of cause and 
effect regarding any action including implications for free time. Buddhism focuses on the 
interdependence (i.e., yin-yang) of what people do (e.g., leisure-work).

The two of us, Karla and Atara, have been involved in the study of leisure for a combined 
total of over 70 years. We have also been involved with the World Leisure Organization 
(formerly known as World Leisure and Recreation Association) since the 1980s and 1990s. 
Over those years, we have sought to understand how leisure is understood by people 
around the world. We have advocated for the right to leisure for all individuals, but have 
also recognized how leisure is defined from different perspectives. We believe, as the World 
Leisure Organization has stated, “Even though the word leisure is not known everywhere in 
the world, leisure is of all times, places and societies” (World Leisure International Centre 
of Excellence, 2005). 

The purpose of this edited book is to highlight how leisure is known in various countries/
regions around the world based on the voices of contemporary and emerging professionals. 
This text is not the definitive definition of the meanings of leisure from particular geographic 
perspectives, but aims to identify the thinking of individuals who live daily and engage 
in leisure study and practice within a cultural context that reinforces, reproduces, and/or 
resists leisure. 

We have asked authors to use standpoint theory as the basis for their contributions. 
Our understanding of standpoint theory emerges from feminists who first emphasized its 
importance. Standpoint theory acknowledges the perspective (i.e., standpoint) of the people 
in different, sometimes subordinate, positions in society. It emphasizes the voices of people 
who may not see the world in the same ways as others, particularly dominant cultures. With 
this introductory chapter as an overview, we welcome the perspectives representing many 
standpoints in this book. 
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Leisure From International Voices  5

What is Leisure?
One of the ongoing discussions about leisure relates to its definition. Perhaps one of 

the interesting aspects about leisure is that no one really agrees on what it means. However, 
when a word such as leisure can mean many things, sometimes it appears to mean little. 
Definitions of leisure seem to represent both formal concepts and informal notions.

The simplest Industrial Age model suggested that when an individual was not working 
for pay, then non-work was leisure. To have leisure, a person needed to be gainfully 
employed. This model has been actively critiqued by women, especially, since many women 
are involved in socially productive activities that are not paid, and many women and men 
find ways to experience leisure. 

The tripartite definitions of leisure in North America described in the past 40 years 
revolve around the ideas that leisure can be defined as free time, activity, or a state of mind. 
These definitions have been analyzed and resisted in some ways. For example, free time is 
not leisure for all people. If an individual does not want free time (i.e., unemployed), or 
has nothing to do with this time (i.e., few opportunities or resources), he or she may not 
experience leisure. Further, although an activity such as football or soccer might be a leisure 
activity, not everyone will enjoy this activity. The psychological notion of leisure as a state of 
mind enables individuals to find meanings in their own ways. This personal understanding, 
however, is not something that can be easily understood sometimes because of varying 
cultural perspectives. 

The most meaningful experiences of leisure probably incorporate all three of these 
traditional aspects—freedom to have time to participate in activities that are intrinsically 
rewarding. Leisure, further, is highly influenced by where it takes place (e.g., home, park, 
entertainment complex). In addition, the social and cultural context also determines what 
might be considered leisure. Places and spaces must be available for leisure as well as social 
contexts that support leisure opportunities.

Further, particular dimensions of leisure might be viewed as synonymous with 
leisure. For example, in the United States, one example of leisure might be involvement 
in recreational sports.  In other countries, leisure and sports have the same meaning. In 
China, it appears that leisure and tourism are often used somewhat synonymously. In some 
countries, leisure and recreation are used nearly interchangeably but in other cultures, one 
or the other of these terms has little meaning. 

When the idea of leisure is examined culturally, it may also have different meanings. For 
example, Lui, Yeh, Chick, and Zinn (2008) laid out common Chinese terms with meanings 
comparable to several common English language definitions of  leisure.  They described 
the history of understanding leisure based on the words (symbols) found in the Chinese 
language. In the end, they concluded that leisure has no boundaries and much more 
discussion is needed regarding leisure’s meanings from cultural perspectives.

Roberts (2010) offered an essay in the World Leisure Journal that included responses 
from five scholars from around the world. He posed the question of whether leisure (not 
leisure studies) is ethnocentric. Roberts concluded that, indeed, it was ethnocentric but that 
researchers and educators around the world were open to additional voices. Most of the re-
sponding authors agreed with this analysis from their perspectives in Hong Kong, Portugal, 
the United States, Brazil, and Taiwan. 
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Coalter (1997) showed an interesting contrast between the United Kingdom and the 
United States regarding leisure interpretations. Most of his comments related to the way that 
leisure studies are done including contrasting sociological verses psychological perspectives 
and whether leisure was a separate area of study compared to being a part of society. 
Henderson (2000; 2006) further discussed the false dichotomies reflected in those binary 
contrasts, and indicated that a broader understanding of definitions and understanding of 
leisure as not either/or in contrasting the United Kingdom and the United States, but both/
and in moving forward. 

Therefore, this book aims to identify the both/and dimensions of leisure from interna-
tional voices. How is leisure understood in cultural contexts? How do individual scholars 
approach the study of leisure? What is the importance of leisure in society? Some of the 
perspectives on these questions come from an understanding of what leisure is and what 
leisure education entails. 

Leisure Education
Leisure is often associated with education and lifelong learning. Similar to education, the 

outcomes of leisure can be developing and or embodying knowledge, skills, and character. 
Arnold (1989) noted that Aristotle was the first to describe the relationship between leisure, 
education, and work, and he asked the question of whether the end of education is culture 
or whether it is to fit people for the business of life. From Aristotle’s perspective, leisure did 
not denote rest or recreation but was meant to be engaged with the highest capacities of 
the soul. Arnold further suggested that notions of education as leisure are Aristotelian and 
connote meanings of liberal education. 

However, education as leisure is only one way that links leisure and education. Both 
leisure and education are significant domains of life that are complementary and interrelated 
in their roles and through the process of learning. Their profound and complementary 
relationships serve as the foundation for leisure education (Sivan, 2007). Through 
incorporating elements from both spheres of life, leisure education is described as content, 
context, and process. As content, it focuses on the subject matter and involves the supply 
of information and knowledge related to leisure, the teaching of skills and the provision 
of opportunities for participation in recreational activities (Mundy, 1998). As context, it 
includes leisure settings and situations for education (Henderson, 2007). As a process it 
involves an intervention in developmental transitions and tasks over the lifetime (Kleiber, 
2011). 

Whether as content, context, or process, the benefits of leisure education have been 
widely recognized. Leisure scholars from different disciplines and sociocultural contexts 
have listed personal and social gains ranging from acquisition and development of skills 
and attributes for personal growth in the West, to cultivation of leisure culture and social 
harmony in the East (Sivan & Stebbins, 2012). 

Since the need to educate for leisure was first raised during the mid-1960s in the United 
States, it has since globally spread through international advocacy and position papers 
(e.g., World Leisure Commission on Education, 2000). In practice, recent globalization and 
competiveness trends in Asian societies brought about major educational changes elevating 
the need of leisure education for whole person development (Sivan, 2012, 2014). Leisure 
education is now globally recognized as significant for development, which draws more 
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attention to leisure in different contexts. Although leisure education may not be called by 
its name, reference to leisure as a substantial life domain is made in formal statements 
of education across a growing number of countries. The messages sent through these 
statements and how they affect peoples’ understandings of leisure in different contexts and 
cultures are some of the questions that we address in this book. 

The Challenge of Leisure
This book is about what leisure means from the perspective of a diverse group of authors. 

Part of the problem in talking about leisure in recent years is how it has been conflated 
with other concerns related to the future of leisure studies within higher education (e.g., 
Australian and New Zealand Association for Leisure Studies, 2009; Stebbins, 2011). Rowe 
(2002) observed that the concerns surrounding leisure studies may be more “institutionally 
rather than intellectually founded” (p. 6). These aspects are not mutually exclusive but may 
suggest different targets for concern. 

This book is focused on intellectual and cultural foundations of leisure as a social 
phenomenon understood in similar and different ways. Some institutional concerns about 
leisure studies in Western countries are occurring, interestingly, at the same time the field 
gathers momentum in Asia, and some countries in the Middle East, South America, and 
Africa. Nevertheless, Lynch (1997) suggested that any crisis about leisure is ethnocentric 
in nature regardless of the dimensions discussed. Although curricula and research are 
important, advocating for leisure from a variety of intellectual and cultural perspectives 
is the intent of this book. Leisure exists in all cultures even though it might be embodied 
through different opportunities.

Leisure Opportunities
The premise of this book is that leisure may be interpreted in various ways and may 

be expressed through a range of leisure opportunities. However, the potential of leisure as 
a means for individual as well as social development cannot be discounted. How leisure 
might be addressed as a right, a need, a privilege, and a responsibility are important to 
consider. Leisure is all of these aspects. 

The World Leisure Organization almost two decades ago identified some common 
elements of leisure that should be the right of people in all countries called the Charter for 
Leisure (2000). What leverage statements such as these make in the way that governments 
facilitate opportunities is debatable, and further refinement of this document are warranted. 
However, the Charter provides some guidance in showing how the Universal Declaration of 
Human Rights (Article 24) indicates that all cultures and societies recognize to some extent 
the right to rest and leisure. Because personal freedom and choice are central elements of 
leisure, individuals can freely choose their activities and experiences, many of them leading 
to substantial benefits for person and community. 

Articles
1. All people have a basic human right to leisure activities that are in harmony with the 

norms and social values of their compatriots.  All governments are obliged to recognize 
and protect this right of its citizens.

https://www.sagamorepub.com/products/leisure-international-voices



8           Prologue 

2. Provisions for leisure for the quality of life are as important as those for health and 
education. Governments must provide their citizens a variety of accessible leisure and 
recreational opportunities of the highest quality.

3. The individual is his/her best leisure and recreational resource. Thus, governments 
should ensure the means for acquiring those skills and understandings necessary to 
optimize leisure experiences.

4. Individuals can use leisure opportunities for self-fulfillment, developing personal 
relationships, improving social integration, developing communities and cultural 
identity, as well as promoting international understanding and co-operation and 
enhancing quality of life.

5. Governments must ensure the future availability of fulfilling leisure experiences by 
maintaining the quality of their country’s physical, social, and cultural environment.

6. Governments should ensure the training of professionals to help individuals acquire 
personal skills, discover and develop their talents, and to broaden their range of 
recreational opportunities.

7. Citizens must have access to all forms of leisure information about the nature of leisure 
and its opportunities, using it to enhance their knowledge and inform decisions on local 
and national policy.

8. Educational institutions must make every effort to teach the nature and importance of 
leisure and how to integrate this knowledge into personal lifestyle.

Conclusions
The chapters in this book are designed to provide perspectives on how leisure is 

understood from varied international voices and how leisure (and perhaps the elements 
of the Charter for Leisure) are implied and addressed. Although leisure may be perceived 
as ethnocentric, this book offers a way for people to see how leisure can be understood in 
similar ways as well as in different ways from different cultural perspectives. The authors 
of these chapters do not represent the way everyone thinks about leisure in their countries/
regions, but they provide a sociocultural context for understanding leisure in broader ways. 
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