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What's the first day of the week?

The question of which day marks the beginning of the week has intrigued people across
cultures, religions, and civilizations for centuries. While many might instinctively think of
Monday or Sunday as the first day, the answer varies depending on cultural context,
religious beliefs, regional standards, and even personal or institutional preferences.
Understanding the origins, variations, and implications of defining the first day of the week
offers a fascinating glimpse into human history, societal norms, and global standards.

---

Historical Perspectives on the First Day of the
Week

Ancient Civilizations and Their Calendars

Throughout history, different civilizations have adopted varying conventions for the week's
start:

- Babylonians and the Sumerians:
The Babylonians, among the earliest known civilizations, used a seven-day week influenced
by astronomical observations, especially planetary movements. They considered the week
to be aligned with celestial bodies, with the number seven representing completeness.

- Ancient Egypt:
The Egyptians divided their calendar into ten-day weeks called "decades," but they also
recognized a seven-day cycle linked to lunar phases.

- Ancient Hebrews:
The Jewish tradition, as documented in the Hebrew Bible, designates Sunday as the first
day, with the week culminating in the Sabbath on Saturday. This structure has influenced
religious and cultural calendars for millennia.

- Roman and Gregorian Calendars:
The Romans initially used an eight-day market cycle but later adopted the seven-day week
from the Egyptians and Jews, with Sunday traditionally considered the first day in many
Christian-influenced calendars.

Religious Influences on the Week's Start

Religious beliefs have profoundly shaped perceptions of the week's beginning:



- Judaism:
The Sabbath (Saturday) is the seventh day, with Sunday viewed as the first day of the
week. This structure is rooted in biblical commandments and continues to influence Jewish
and Christian calendars.

- Christianity:
Many Christian traditions consider Sunday as the first day, honoring the resurrection of
Jesus Christ, which is believed to have occurred on a Sunday. The early Christian church
adopted this convention, which persisted through centuries.

- Islam:
Muslims observe Friday as a day of congregational prayer (Jumu'ah). In Islamic tradition,
the week begins on Saturday, with Friday being a special day, but the overall calendar
varies regionally.

---

Regional and Cultural Variations

Global Standards and ISO 8601

In modern times, international standards have sought to unify the understanding of the
week's structure:

- ISO 8601 Standard:
The International Organization for Standardization (ISO) defines the Monday as the first day
of the week. This standard is widely adopted in data interchange, business, and European
countries.

- Regional Differences:
Despite ISO standards, many countries and cultures retain traditional conventions:
- United States:
Most calendars and institutions consider Sunday as the first day.
- European Countries:
Countries like the UK, France, Germany, and others often follow ISO 8601, starting the week
on Monday.
- Middle Eastern Countries:
Some nations consider Saturday or Sunday as the first day, depending on religious and
cultural practices.

Impact on Business and Society

The variation in the first day of the week influences multiple societal aspects:

- Workweek Structures:



Countries with Monday as the first day tend to have a standard workweek starting on
Monday, ending on Friday or Saturday.
- Calendar Usage:
Religious calendars may highlight different starting points to align with spiritual practices.
- International Business:
Discrepancies can lead to confusion in scheduling, data processing, and cross-border
communication.

---

Why Does the First Day of the Week Matter?

Practical Implications

Knowing the first day of the week is crucial for:

- Planning and Scheduling:
Accurate calendars help individuals and organizations plan meetings, deadlines, and
events.
- Data Analysis:
Weekly reports, payroll periods, and statistical data often depend on the week’s start.
- Religious Observances:
Religious festivals and rituals are often anchored to specific days within the weekly cycle.

Psychological and Cultural Significance

The perception of a new week can influence mindset and productivity:

- Fresh Starts:
Many view the beginning of the week as a chance for renewal and goal-setting.
- Cultural Identity:
The designation of the first day reflects cultural values and religious adherence.

---

Contemporary Debates and Trends

Standardization vs. Tradition

While international standards like ISO 8601 promote a Monday-start week, many regions
cling to historical or religious conventions:



- Debate Over the 'Best' First Day:
Some argue that starting on Monday aligns better with work routines, while others favor
Sunday for religious reasons.
- Digital Calendars and User Preferences:
Modern digital tools allow users to customize the week’s start, accommodating personal
and regional preferences.

Impact of Globalization

As the world becomes more interconnected:

- Harmonization Efforts:
There’s a push towards adopting a common standard to reduce confusion.
- Cultural Sensitivity:
Despite standardization, respecting regional differences remains important.

---

Conclusion

Determining the first day of the week is more than a trivial question; it encapsulates
history, religion, culture, and practicality. While ISO 8601 has established Monday as the
international standard, regional and religious traditions continue to influence perceptions
and practices worldwide. Recognizing these variations fosters better understanding and
cooperation in an increasingly interconnected world. Whether starting the week on Sunday,
Monday, or even Saturday, understanding the origins and implications of these choices
enriches our appreciation of human diversity and societal structures. Ultimately, the "first
day" is a reflection of cultural identity, historical evolution, and practical needs, making it a
fascinating subject worthy of continued exploration.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is considered the first day of the week in the
United States?
In the United States, Sunday is generally considered the first day of the week.

How do different countries define the first day of the
week?
While many countries consider Monday as the first day of the week, others like the US and
Canada start with Sunday, based on cultural and religious traditions.



Why does the first day of the week vary across
calendars and cultures?
The variation stems from religious, cultural, and historical reasons, such as Sunday being a
day of worship in Christianity, or Monday being the start of the workweek in many
countries.

Which international standard defines the first day of
the week?
ISO 8601, an international standard, defines Monday as the first day of the week.

When does the week start according to the Gregorian
calendar?
The Gregorian calendar typically considers Monday as the first day of the week, especially
in international contexts, but local customs may differ.

How does the choice of the first day of the week affect
scheduling and calendars?
It influences how calendars are formatted, week numbering, and planning, making it
important for international communication and software development.

Is the first day of the week the same in religious
contexts?
Not necessarily; for example, in Christianity, Sunday is often viewed as the first day, while
in Judaism, Sunday is the first day following the Sabbath.

How do digital calendars and apps determine the first
day of the week?
Digital calendars typically set the first day based on user preferences or regional settings,
allowing customization to match local customs.

Additional Resources
What’s the First Day of the Week

The question of “what’s the first day of the week” might seem straightforward at first
glance, but a deeper investigation reveals a complex tapestry of cultural, religious,
historical, and practical considerations that influence how different societies and institutions
define the starting point of the week. This article aims to explore the origins, variations, and
implications of this seemingly simple yet profoundly significant aspect of our calendar
systems.



Historical Origins of the Week

The concept of dividing time into weeks predates many modern civilizations. Its origins are
intertwined with religious practices, astronomical observations, and societal structuring.

Ancient Civilizations and Early Week Structures

- Babylonian Influence: The Babylonians, around 6th century BCE, are often credited with
establishing a seven-day week, aligning with the seven celestial bodies visible to the naked
eye: Sun, Moon, Mars, Mercury, Jupiter, Venus, and Saturn. This celestial basis influenced
subsequent cultures.

- Jewish Tradition: The Hebrew Bible describes a seven-day week culminating in the
Sabbath (Saturday). This religious observance solidified the seven-day cycle in Jewish
tradition, dating back to at least the 6th century BCE.

- Roman Adoption: Initially, the Romans used an eight-day market cycle called the
“nundinal cycle,” but by the 1st century CE, the seven-day week gained prominence,
influenced by astrology and astrology-based calendars.

Spread Through Religious and Cultural Transmission

The Jewish and Christian practices played a vital role in the dissemination of the seven-day
week across Europe and beyond. The adoption of Christianity as the Roman Empire’s
official religion cemented the seven-day structure in Western civilization.

Religious and Cultural Variations in the First Day
of the Week

Different religions and cultures recognize different days as the starting point of the week,
often reflecting their theological or societal priorities.

Western Christian Traditions

- Sunday as the First Day: In most Western countries, following the Christian liturgical
tradition, Sunday is considered the first day of the week. This practice stems from the
biblical account of creation, where God’s work is viewed as beginning on Sunday, and from
the Resurrection, which occurred on a Sunday.

- Implications: This designation influences calendars, workweek planning, and cultural
perceptions of the week's cycle.



Jewish and Islamic Perspectives

- Saturday (Shabbat): In Judaism, Saturday (Shabbat) is the day of rest, and the week
begins on Sunday. The Sabbath is the seventh day, following the biblical account.

- Friday and Saturday in Islam: Islamic tradition considers Friday (Jumu'ah) as a special day
for communal prayer, but the week traditionally starts on Sunday or Monday, depending on
the country.

Eastern and Other Cultural Practices

- Monday as the First Day: Many countries, especially in Europe and Asia, adopt Monday as
the start of the week, aligning with the ISO 8601 standard. This reflects a practical
approach to workweek scheduling and aligns with business calendars.

- Saturday as the First Day: Some cultures, such as in parts of the Middle East, consider
Saturday or even Sunday as the end of the week, with the new week beginning on Sunday
or Monday.

ISO 8601 and the Standardization of the Week

In 1988, the International Organization for Standardization (ISO) introduced the ISO 8601
standard, which has significantly influenced global perceptions of the week.

Key Features of ISO 8601

- Monday as the First Day: ISO 8601 designates Monday as the first day of the week.

- Week Numbering: The standard also introduced the concept of week numbers, where the
first week of the year is the one containing the first Thursday of the year, known as the
“first week.”

- Universal Adoption: Many countries, especially in Europe and in international contexts,
follow ISO 8601, leading to Monday-start calendars in official documents and business
operations.

Impact on Global Scheduling

The standardization has facilitated international coordination, software development, and
data exchange, but it also contrasts with traditional practices in many cultures, leading to
potential confusion.



Practical Implications and Modern Usage

Understanding the variations in the first day of the week is more than academic; it has
tangible implications in work scheduling, software development, cultural identity, and
societal organization.

Workweek Configurations

- Monday as the Start: Common in Europe, Asia, and many business contexts worldwide,
aligning with ISO 8601. It facilitates a standard workweek from Monday to Friday.

- Sunday as the Start: Predominant in the United States and some Latin American countries,
reflecting religious traditions and cultural norms.

- Saturday as the Start: Less common but observed in some Middle Eastern countries,
aligning with the weekend structure and religious practices.

Calendar Software and Digital Tools

Most digital calendars default to different conventions based on regional settings:

- Google Calendar, Microsoft Outlook, and Apple Calendar often adapt to regional
standards, showing Monday or Sunday as the first day.

- Users can typically customize their settings to match their cultural or personal
preferences.

Economic and Social Considerations

- Scheduling and Planning: Different starting days influence the planning of the workweek,
school schedules, and public services.

- Global Business: Multinational companies often need to navigate different week
conventions, especially in scheduling meetings, deadlines, and reporting.

Contemporary Debates and Future Trends

The question of “what’s the first day of the week” continues to evolve with societal
changes, globalization, and technological advancements.



Debates and Disputes

- Some argue for universal adoption of Monday as the first day, citing the ISO standard and
global business practices.

- Others maintain traditional or religious preferences for Sunday or Saturday, emphasizing
cultural identity.

Potential for Standardization

- The increasing interconnectedness suggests a future where week definitions might
become more harmonized, especially in digital platforms.

- However, respecting cultural and religious diversity remains essential, avoiding a one-size-
fits-all approach.

Conclusion: A Reflection of Identity and Function

The question “what’s the first day of the week” is not merely about calendar mechanics; it
embodies a society’s history, religion, culture, and practical needs. While ISO 8601 has
propelled Monday into a de facto standard in many contexts, regional and cultural practices
continue to influence how societies organize their weeks.

Understanding these differences is crucial, especially in an increasingly globalized world,
where cross-cultural communication and digital coordination require sensitivity to varying
conventions. Whether Sunday, Monday, or Saturday, the first day of the week remains a
symbol of societal values, religious traditions, and practical realities—an enduring mirror of
human diversity and organization.

In sum, the first day of the week can be Sunday, Monday, or even Saturday, depending on
cultural, religious, or international standards. Recognizing and respecting these differences
fosters better communication, planning, and cultural understanding in our interconnected
world.
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