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This extract is from an essay written by Robert Louis Stevenson, who is better known as 

the writer of Treasure Island and Dr Jekyll. Here, Stevenson argues that idling (or wasting 

time) is good for you.   

19th Century literary non-fiction 

 

Source B 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

from  An Apology for Idlers

Extreme busyness, whether at school or college, kirk* or market, is a symptom of deficient 
vitality; and a faculty for idleness implies a catholic appetite and a strong sense of personal 
identity. There is a sort of dead-alive, hackneyed people about, who are scarcely conscious 
of living except in the exercise of some conventional occupation. Bring these fellows into the 
country, or set them aboard ship, and you will see how they pine for their desk or their study. 5 
They have no curiosity; they cannot give themselves over to random provocations; they do 
not take pleasure in the exercise of their faculties for its own sake; and unless Necessity lays 
about them with a stick, they will even stand still. It is no good speaking to such folk: 
they cannot be idle, their nature is not generous enough; and they pass those hours in a sort 
of coma, which are not dedicated to furious moiling* in the gold-mill. When they do not 10 
require to go to the office, when they are not hungry and have no mind to drink, the whole 
breathing world is a blank to them. If they have to wait an hour or so for a train, they fall into 
a stupid trance with their eyes open. To see them, you would suppose there was nothing to 
look at and no one to speak with; you would imagine they were paralysed or alienated; and 
yet very possibly they are hard workers in their own way, and have good eyesight for a flaw 15 
in a deed or a turn of the market. They have been to school and college, but all the time they 
had their eye on the medal; they have gone about in the world and mixed with clever people, 
but all the time they were thinking of their own affairs. As if a man's soul were not too small 
to begin with, they have dwarfed and narrowed theirs by a life of all work and no play; until 
here they are at forty, with a listless attention, a mind vacant of all material of amusement, 20 
and not one thought to rub against another, while they wait for the train. Before he was 
breeched*, he might have clambered on the boxes; when he was twenty, he would have 
stared at the girls; but now the pipe is smoked out, the snuffbox empty, and my gentleman 
sits bolt upright upon a bench, with lamentable eyes. This does not appeal to me as being 
Success in Life. 25 
 
But it is not only the person himself who suffers from his busy habits, but his wife and 
children, his friends and relations, and down to the very people he sits with in a railway 
carriage or an omnibus. Perpetual devotion to what a man calls his business, is only to be 
sustained by perpetual neglect of many other things. And it is not by any means certain that 
a man's business is the most important thing he has to do. To an impartial estimate it will 30 
seem clear that many of the wisest, most virtuous, and most beneficent parts that are to be 
played upon the Theatre of Life are filled by gratuitous performers, and pass, among the 
world at large, as phases of idleness. For in that Theatre not only the walking gentlemen, 
singing chambermaids, and diligent fiddlers in the orchestra, but those who look on and clap 
their hands from the benches, do really play a part and fulfil important offices towards the 35 
general result. You are no doubt very dependent on the care of your lawyer and stockbroker, 
of the guards and signalmen who convey you rapidly from place to place, and the policemen 
who walk the streets for your protection; but is there not a thought of gratitude in your heart 
for certain other benefactors who set you smiling when they fall in your way, or season your 
dinner with good company? […] There is no duty we so much underrate as the duty of being 40 



2 
 

happy. By being happy, we sow anonymous benefits upon the world, which remain unknown 
even to ourselves, or when they are disclosed, surprise nobody so much as the benefactor. 
The other day, a ragged, barefoot boy ran down the street after a marble, with so jolly an air 
that he set every one he passed into a good humour; one of these persons, who had been 
delivered from more than usually black thoughts, stopped the little fellow and gave him some 45 
money with this remark: "You see what sometimes comes of looking pleased." […] 
Consequently, if a person cannot be happy without remaining idle, idle he should remain. It 
is a revolutionary precept*; but thanks to hunger and the workhouse, one not easily to be 
abused; and within practical limits, it is one of the most incontestable truths in the whole 
Body of Morality. Look at one of your industrious fellows for a moment, I beseech you. He 50 
sows hurry and reaps indigestion; he puts a vast deal of activity out to interest, and receives 
a large measure of nervous derangement in return. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Glossary 

 

* kirk – Scottish word for church 

* moiling – working very hard 

* breeched – wearing breeches i.e. about 3 years old 

* precept – a general rule intended to guide behaviour or thought 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This extract is from “An Apology for Idlers” by Robert Louis Stevenson and the full text can 
be found online, as part of Essays of Robert Louis Stevenson at 
http://www.gutenberg.org/cache/epub/10761/pg10761-images.html. 
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