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The speaker in this argumentative essay reveres work, assumes that man can only know himself through work, and shows his opinion through praising diction, vivid imagery, and syntactic flair.

The speaker begins the essay hyperbolically by stating that work brings “perennial nobleness, and even sacredness” (l. 1), suggesting that a man who labors gains himself either unending glory or perfection; this contrasts the “perpetual despair” (l. 3) that “Idleness” (l. 3) brings.  Assuming man to be an essentially “unknowable” (l. 9) creature, the speaker proposes that man know his work rather than know himself.  He puts work ahead of knowledge, comparing a working person to “Hercules” (l. 10), a mighty mythological figure.  In his eyes, a worker is comparable to a mythological strong-man.  

The speaker says that “a man perfects himself by working” (l. 12) and brings “real harmony” (l. 16) to himself through work.  Through these spiritual, almost religious words, the speaker puts work to the level of godliness.  He personifies many evils—“Remorse, Indignation, Despair” (l. 17)—saying that they “shrink murmuring” (l. 20) away when they are met with work.  He uses the image of labor as a “blessed glow” (l. 20), a “purifying fire” (l. 21) in which all the “poison” and “sour smoke” (l. 21)—evils—are “burnt up” (l. 22).

The speaker’s continued use of blessed, traditionally associated with religion, in ll. 20-24 elevates work to a revered level.


“Blessed is he who has found his work” (l. 23) is an allusion to the beatitudes in The Bible; moreover, through this allusion, he suggests that he imparts the reverence for The Bible onto work.  

The speaker presents an image of work as a “free-flowing channel” (l. 24) dug by “noble force” (l. 24) through the “mudswamp of one’s existence” (l. 25); this river drains off the “festering water” (l. 26), making the “pestilential swamp” into a “fruitful meadow” (l. 27).  The pattern of foul diction suggests that the speaker perceives man as a naturally vile creature which can only find salvation through work.  Left alone, man would fester in his own filth; work alone saves him.

Referring to labor as “Life” (l. 30) and “Life-essence” (l. 31), the speaker hyperbolically suggests that human life directly necessitates work.  He then says that “Almighty God” “breathed” (l. 31) this gift onto man.  He associates work with “Almighty God”, which suggests that he is reverent toward work as something given by God.

The speaker suggests that the only knowledge worth knowing is that which is gained by work.  He says, “[C]leave thou to that” “knowledge” that helps work (ll. 33-34)—“Nature herself accredits that” (l. 34); the rest of knowledge is “all a hypothesis of knowledge” “floating in the clouds” “till we try and fix it” (ll. 36-37).  The word fix suggests that there is something wrong with this type of knowledge—a stark contrast to the perfection that work brings.

The speaker also adds syntactic flair to the essay with its closing.  The movement of the word “alone” (l. 38) from its more natural position before “by” saves the final point until right before the period, creating a periodic sentence.  This flair adds emphasis to the idea that action is the only thing that can end doubt and encapsulates the entire view of his paper to go out powerfully.

 Through the use of lofty diction, lucid imagery, and syntactic flair, the speaker drives home his argument: idling, man is ugly; working, man is beautiful, fruitful, whole.
