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The Decay of Friendship 

from The Idler, Number 23, September 23, 1758 

by Samuel Johnson (1709-1784) 

Life has no pleasure higher or nobler than that of friendship. It is painful to consider that this sublime 

enjoyment may be impaired or destroyed by innumerable causes, and that there is no human possession of 

which the duration is less certain. 

Many have talked in very exalted language, of the perpetuity of friendship, of invincible constancy, and 

unalienable kindness; and some examples have been seen of men who have continued faithful to their 

earliest choice, and whose affection has predominated over changes of fortune, and contrariety of opinion. 

But these instances are memorable, because they are rare. The friendship which is to be practiced or 

expected by common mortals, must take its rise from mutual pleasure, and must end when the power 

ceases of delighting each other. 

Many accidents therefore may happen by which the ardor of kindness will be abated, without criminal 

baseness or contemptible inconstancy on either part. To give pleasure is not always in our power; and 

little does he know himself who believes that he can be always able to receive it. 

Those who would gladly pass their days together may be separated by the different course of their affairs; 

and friendship, like love, is destroyed by long absence, though it may be increased by short intermissions. 

What we have missed long enough to want it, we value more when it is regained; but that which has been 

lost till it is forgotten, will be found at last with little gladness, and with still less if a substitute has 

supplied the place. A man deprived of the companion to whom he used to open his bosom, and with 

whom he shared the hours of leisure and merriment, feels the day at first hanging heavy on him; his 

difficulties oppress, and his doubts distract him; he sees time come and go without his wonted 

gratification, and all is sadness within, and solitude about him. But this uneasiness never lasts long; 

necessity produces expedients, new amusements are discovered, and new conversation is admitted. 

No expectation is more frequently disappointed, than that which naturally arises in the mind from the 

prospect of meeting an old friend after long separation. We expect the attraction to be revived, and the 

coalition to be renewed; no man considers how much alteration time has made in himself, and very few 

inquire what effect it has had upon others. The first hour convinces them that the pleasure which they 

have formerly enjoyed, is forever at an end; different scenes have made different impressions; the 

opinions of both are changed; and that similitude of manners and sentiment is lost which confirmed them 

both in the approbation of themselves. 

Friendship is often destroyed by opposition of interest, not only by the ponderous and visible interest 

which the desire of wealth and greatness forms and maintains, but by a thousand secret and slight 

competitions, scarcely known to the mind upon which they operate. There is scarcely any man without 

some favorite trifle which he values above greater attainments, some desire of petty praise which he 



cannot patiently suffer to be frustrated. This minute ambition is sometimes crossed before it is known, 

and sometimes defeated by wanton petulance; but such attacks are seldom made without the loss of 

friendship; for whoever has once found the vulnerable part will always be feared, and the resentment will 

burn on in secret, of which shame hinders the discovery. 

This, however, is a slow malignity, which a wise man will obviate as inconsistent with quiet, and a good 

man will repress as contrary to virtue; but human happiness is sometimes violated by some more sudden 

strokes. 

A dispute begun in jest upon a subject which a moment before was on both parts regarded with careless 

indifference, is continued by the desire of conquest, till vanity kindles into rage, and opposition rankles 

into enmity. Against this hasty mischief, I know not what security can be obtained; men will be 

sometimes surprised into quarrels; and though they might both haste into reconciliation, as soon as their 

tumult had subsided, yet two minds will seldom be found together, which can at once subdue their 

discontent, or immediately enjoy the sweets of peace without remembering the wounds of the conflict. 

Friendship has other enemies. Suspicion is always hardening the cautious, and disgust repelling the 

delicate. Very slender differences will sometimes part those whom long reciprocation of civility or 

beneficence has united. Lonelove and Ranger retired into the country to enjoy the company of each other, 

and returned in six weeks, cold and petulant; Ranger's pleasure was to walk in the fields, and Lonelove's 

to sit in a bower; each had complied with the other in his turn, and each was angry that compliance had 

been exacted. 

The most fatal disease of friendship is gradual decay, or dislike hourly increased by causes too slender for 

complaint, and too numerous for removal. Those who are angry may be reconciled; those who have been 

injured may receive a recompense: but when the desire of pleasing and willingness to be pleased is 

silently diminished, the renovation of friendship is hopeless; as, when the vital powers sink into languor, 

there is no longer any use of the physician. 

Laughter 

from The Spectator, Number 249, December 15, 1711 

by Joseph Addison 

When I make Choice of a Subject that has not been treated on by others, I throw together my Reflections 

on it without any Order or Method, so that they may appear rather in the Looseness and Freedom of an 

Essay, than in the Regularity of a Set Discourse. It is after this Manner that I shall consider Laughter and 

Ridicule in my present Paper. 

Man is the merriest Species of the Creation, all above and below him are Serious. He sees things in a 

different Light from other Beings, and finds his Mirth rising from Objects that perhaps cause something 

like Pity or Displeasure in higher Natures. Laughter is indeed a very good Counterpoise to the Spleen; and 

it seems but reasonable that we should be capable of receiving Joy from what is no real Good to us, since 

we can receive Grief from what is no real Evil. 



I have in my Forty-seventh Paper raised a Speculation on the Notion of a Modern Philosopher, who 

describes the first Motive of Laughter to be a secret Comparison which we make between our selves, and 

the Persons we laugh at; or, in other Words, that Satisfaction which we receive from the Opinion of some 

Pre-eminence in our selves, when we see the Absurdities of another, or when we reflect on any past 

Absurdities of our own. This seems to hold in most Cases, and we may observe that the vainest Part of 

Mankind are the most addicted to this Passion. 

I have read a Sermon of a Conventual in the Church of Rome, on those Words of the Wise Man, I said of 

Laughter, it is mad; and of Mirth, what does it? Upon which he laid it down as a Point of Doctrine, that 

Laughter was the Effect of Original Sin, and that Adam could not laugh before the Fall. 

Laughter, while it lasts, slackens and unbraces the Mind, weakens the Faculties, and causes a kind of 

Remissness and Dissolution in all the Powers of the Soul. And thus far it may be looked upon as a 

Weakness in the Composition of Human Nature. But if we consider the frequent Reliefs we receive from 

it, and how often it breaks the Gloom which is apt to depress the Mind and damp our Spirits, with 

transient unexpected Gleams of Joy, one would take care not to grow too Wise for so great a Pleasure of 

Life. 

The Talent of turning Men into Ridicule, and exposing to Laughter those one converses with, is the 

Qualification of little ungenerous Tempers. A young Man with this Cast of Mind cuts himself off from all 

manner of Improvement. Everyone has his Flaws and Weaknesses; nay, the greatest Blemishes, are often 

found in the most shining Characters; but what an absurd Thing is it to pass over all the valuable Parts of 

a Man, and fix our Attention on his Infirmities? to observe his Imperfections more than his Virtues; and to 

make use of him for the Sport of others, rather than for our own Improvement? 

We therefore very often find, that Persons the most accomplished in Ridicule are those who are very 

shrewd at hitting a Blot, without exerting any thing masterly in themselves. As there are many eminent 

Critics who never writ a good Line, there are many admirable Buffoons that animadvert upon every single 

Defect in another, without ever discovering the least Beauty or their own. By this Means, these unlucky 

little Wits often gain Reputation in the Esteem of Vulgar Minds, and raise themselves above Persons of 

much more laudable Characters. 

If the Talent of Ridicule were employed to laugh Men out of Vice and Folly, it might be of some Use to 

the World; but instead of this, we find that it is generally made use of to laugh Men out of Virtue and 

good Sense, by attacking every thing that is Solemn and Serious, Decent and Praiseworthy in Human 

Life. 

We may observe, that in the First Ages of the World, when the great Souls and Master-pieces of Human 

Nature were produced, Men shined by a noble Simplicity of Behaviour, and were Strangers to those little 

Embellishments which are so fashionable in our present Conversation. And it is very remarkable, that 

notwithstanding we fall short at present of the Ancients in Poetry, Painting, Oratory, History, 

Architecture, and all the noble Arts and Sciences which depend more upon Genius than Experience, we 

exceed them as much in Doggerel, Humour, Burlesque, and all the trivial Arts of Ridicule. We meet with 

more Raillery among the Moderns, but more Good Sense among the Ancients. 

The two great Branches of Ridicule in Writing are Comedy and Burlesque. The first ridicules Persons by 

drawing them in their proper Characters, the other by drawing them quite unlike themselves. Burlesque is 

therefore of two kinds: the first represents mean Persons in the Accoutrements of Heroes, the other 



describes great Persons acting and speaking like the basest among the People. Don Quixote is an Instance 

of the first, and Lucian's Gods of the second. It is a Dispute among the Critics, whether Burlesque Poetry 

runs best in Heroic Verse, like that of the Dispensary, or in Doggerel, like that of Hudibras. I think where 

the low Character is to be raised, the Heroic is the proper Measure; but when an Hero is to be pulled down 

and degraded, it is done best in Doggerel. 

If Hudibras had been set out with as much Wit and Humour in Heroic Verse as he is in Doggerel, he 

would have made a much more agreeable Figure than he does; though the generality of his Readers are so 

wonderfully pleased with the double Rhymes, that I do not expect many will be of my Opinion in this 

Particular. 

I shall conclude this Essay upon Laughter with observing that the Metaphor of Laughing, applied to 

Fields and Meadows when they are in Flower, or to Trees when they are in Blossom, runs through all 

Languages; which I have not observed of any other Metaphor, excepting that of Fire and Burning when 

they are applied to Love. This shows that we naturally regard Laughter, as what is in itself amiable and 

beautiful. For this Reason likewise Venus has gained the Title of . . . the Laughter-loving Dame, as 

Waller has Translated it, and is represented by Horace as the Goddess who delights in Laughter. Milton, 

in a joyous Assembly of imaginary Persons, has given us a very Poetical Figure of Laughter. His whole 

Band of Mirth is so finely described, that I shall set down the Passage at length. 

But come thou Goddess fair and free, 

In Heaven ylcleped Euphrosyne, 

And by Men, heart-easing Mirth, 

Whom lovely Venus at a Birth 

With two Sister Graces more 

To Ivy-crowned Bacchus bore: 

Haste thee, Nymph, and bring with thee 

Jest and youthful Jollity, 

Quips and Cranks, and wanton Wiles, 

Nods, and Becks, and wreathed Smiles, 

Such as hang on Hebe's Cheek, 

And love to live in Dimple sleek; 

Sport that wrinkled Care derides, 

And Laughter holding both his Sides. 

Come, and trip it, as you go, 

On the light fantastic Toe: 

And in thy right Hand lead with thee 

The Mountain Nymph, sweet Liberty; 

And if I give thee Honour due, 

Mirth, admit me of thy Crew, 

To live with her, and live with thee, 

In unreproved Pleasures free. 

 

 

An Apology for Idlers 



by Robert Louis Stevenson (1850-1894) 

BOSWELL: We grow weary when idle. 

JOHNSON: That is, sir, because others being busy, we want company; but if we were idle, there would be 

no growing weary; we should all entertain one another."  

Just now, when every one is bound, under pain of a decree in absence convicting them of lèse-

respectability, to enter on some lucrative profession, and labour therein with something not far short of 

enthusiasm, a cry from the opposite party, who are content when they have enough, and like to look on 

and enjoy in the meanwhile, savours a little of bravado and gasconade. And yet this should not be. 

Idleness so called, which does not consist in doing nothing, but in doing a great deal not recognised in the 

dogmatic formularies of the ruling class, has as good a right to state its position as industry itself. It is 

admitted that the presence of people who refuse to enter in the great handicap race for sixpenny pieces, is 

at once an insult and a disenchantment for those who do. A fine fellow (as we see so many) takes his 

determination, votes for sixpences, and in the emphatic Americanism, it "goes for" them. And while such 

an one is ploughing distressfully up the road, it is not hard to understand his resentment, when he 

perceives cool persons in the meadows by the wayside, lying with a handkerchief over their ears and a 

glass at their elbow. Alexander is touched in a very delicate place by the disregard to Diogenes. Where 

was the glory of having taken Rome for these tumultuous barbarians, who poured into the Senate-house, 

and found the Fathers sitting silent and unmoved by their success? It is a sore thing to have laboured 

along and scaled the arduous hilltops, and when all is done, find humanity indifferent to your 

achievement. Hence physicists condemn the unphysical; financiers have only a superficial toleration for 

those who know little of stocks; literary persons despise the unlettered; and people of all pursuits combine 

to disparage those who have none. 

But though this is one difficulty of the subject, it is not the greatest. You could not be put in prison for 

speaking against industry, but you can be sent to Coventry for speaking like a fool. The greatest difficulty 

with most subjects is to do them well; therefore, please to remember this is an apology. It is certain that 

much may be judiciously argued in favour of diligence; only there is something to be said against it, and 

that is what, on the present occasion, I have to say. To state one argument is not necessarily to be deaf to 

all others, and that a man has written a book of travels in Montenegro, is no reason why he should never 

have been to Richmond. 

It is surely beyond a doubt that people should be a good deal idle in youth. For though here and there a 

Lord Macaulay may escape from school honours with all his wits about him, most boys pay so dear for 

their medals that they never afterwards have a shot in their locker, and begin the world bankrupt. And the 

same holds true during all the time a lad is educating himself, or suffering others to educate him. It must 

have been a very foolish old gentleman who addressed Johnson at Oxford in these words: "Young man, 

ply your book diligently now, and acquire a stock of knowledge; for when years come upon you, you will 

find that poring upon books will be but an irksome task." The old gentleman seems to have been unaware 

that many other things besides reading grow irksome, and not a few become impossible, by the time a 

man has to use spectacles and cannot walk without a stick. Books are good enough in their own way, but 

they are a mighty bloodless substitute for life. It seems a pity to sit, like the Lady of Shalott, peering into 

a mirror, with your back turned on all the bustle and glamour of reality. And if a man reads very hard, as 

the old anecdote reminds us, he will have little time for thought. 

If you look back on your own education, I am sure it will not be the full, vivid, instructive hours of 

truantry that you regret; you would rather cancel some lack-lustre periods between sleep and waking in 

the class. For my own part, I have attended a good many lectures in my time. I still remember that the 
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spinning of a top is a case of Kinetic Stability. I still remember that Emphyteusis is not a disease, nor 

Stillicide a crime. But though I would not willingly part with such scraps of science, I do not set the same 

store by them as by certain other odds and ends that I came by in the open street while I was playing 

truant. 

On War 

by James Boswell (1740-1795) 

While viewing, as travelers usually do, the remarkable objects of curiosity at Venice, I was conducted 

through the different departments of the Arsenal; and as I contemplated the great storehouse of mortal 

engines, in which there is not only a large deposit of arms, but men are continually employed in making 

more, my thoughts rebounded, if I may use the expression, from what I beheld; and the effect was, that I 

was first as it were stunned into a state of amazement, and when I recovered from that, my mind 

expanded itself in reflections upon the horrid irrationality of war. 

What those reflections were I do not precisely recollect. But the general impression dwells upon my 

memory; and however strange it may seem, my opinion of the irrationality of war is still associated with 

the Arsenal of Venice. 

One particular however I well remember. When I saw workingmen engaged with grave assiduity in 

fashioning weapons of death, I was struck with wonder at the shortsightedness, the caecae mentes of 

human beings, who were thus soberly preparing the instruments of destruction of their own species. I 

have since found upon a closer study of man, that my wonder might have been spared; because there are 

very few men whose minds are sufficiently enlarged to comprehend universal or even extensive good. 

The views of most individuals are limited to their own happiness; and the workmen whom I beheld so 

busy in the Arsenal of Venice saw nothing but what was good in the labour for which they received such 

wages as procured them the comforts of life. That their immediate satisfaction was not hindered by a view 

of the remote consequential and contingent evils for which alone their labours could be at all useful, 

would not surprise one who has had a tolerable share of experience in life. We must have the telescope of 

philosophy to make us perceive distant ills; nay, we know that there are individuals of our species to 

whom the immediate misery of others is nothing in comparison with their own advantage--for we know 

that in every age there have been found men very willing to perform the office of executioner even for a 

moderate hire. 

To prepare instruments for the destruction of our species at large, is what I now see may very well be 

done by ordinary men, without starting, when they themselves are to run no risk. But I shall never forget, 

nor cease to wonder at a most extraordinary instance of thoughtless intrepidity which I had related to me 

by a cousin of mine, now a lieutenant-colonel in the British army, who was upon guard when it happened. 

A soldier of one of the regiments in garrison at Minorca, having been found guilty of a capital crime, was 

brought out to be hanged. They had neglected to have a rope in readiness, and the shocking business was 

at a stand. The fellow, with a spirit and alertness which in general would, upon a difficult and trying 

emergency, have been very great presence of mind and conduct, stript the lace off his hat, said this will 

do, and actually made it serve as the fatal chord. 

The irrationality of war is, I suppose, admitted by almost all men: I almost say all; because I have met 

myself with men who attempted seriously to maintain that it is an agreeable occupation and one of the 

chief means of human happiness. I must own that although I use the plural number here, I should have 



used the dual, had I been writing in Greek; for I never met with but two men who supported such a 

paradox; and one of them was a tragick poet, and one a Scotch Highlander. The first had his imagination 

so in a blaze with heroic sentiments, with the "pride, pomp, and circumstance of glorious war," that he did 

not avert to its miseries, as one dazzled with the pageantry of a magnificent funeral thinks not of the 

pangs of dissolution and the dismal corpse. The second had his attention so eagerly fixed on the 

advantage which accrued to his clan from the "trade of war," that he could think of it only as a good. 

We are told by some writers, who assume the character of philosophers, that war is necessary to take off 

the superfluity of the human species, or at least to rid the world of numbers of idle and profligate men 

who are a burden upon every community, and would grow an insupportable burden, were they to live as 

long as men do in the usual course of nature. But there is unquestioningly no reason to fear a superfluity 

of mankind, when we know that although perhaps the time "when every rood of land maintain'd its man" 

is a poetical exaggeration, yet vigorous and well directed industry can raise sustenance for such a 

proportion of people in a certain space of territory, as is astonishing to us who are accustomed to see only 

moderate effects of labour; and when we also know what immense regions of the terrestrial globe in very 

good climates are uninhabited. In these there is room for millions to enjoy existence. In cultivating these, 

the idle and profligate, expelled from their original societies, might be employed and gradually reformed, 

which would be better surely, than continuing the practice of periodical destruction, which is also 

indiscriminate, and involves the best equally with the worst of men. 

I have often thought that if war should cease over all the face of the earth, for a thousand years, its reality 

would not be believed at such a distance of time, notwithstanding the faith of authentick records in every 

nation. Were mankind totally free from every tincture of prejudice in favour of those gallant exertions 

which could not exist were there not the evil of violence to combat; had they never seen in their own 

days, or been told by father or grandfathers, of battles, and were there no traces of the art of war, I have 

no doubt that they would treat as fabulous or allegorical, the accounts in history, of prodigious armies 

being formed, of men who engaged themselves for an unlimited time, under the penalty of immediate 

death, to obey implicitly the orders of commanders to whom they were not attached either by affection or 

by interest; that these armies were sometimes led with toilsome expedition over vast tracts of land, 

sometimes crouded into ships, and obliged to endure tedious, unhealthy, and perilous voyages; and that 

the purpose of all this toil and danger was not to obtain any comfort or pleasure, but to be in a situation to 

encounter other armies; and that those opposite multitudes the individuals of which had no cause to 

quarrel, no ill-will to each other, continued for hours engaged with patient and obstinate perseverance, 

while thousands were slain, and thousands crushed and mangled by the diversity of wounds. 

We who have from our earliest years had our minds filled with scenes of war of which we have read in 

the books that we most revere and most admire, who have remarked it in every revolving century, and in 

every country that has been discovered by navigators, even in the gentle and benign regions of the 

southern oceans; we who have seen all the intelligence, power and ingenuity of our nation employed in 

war, who have been accustomed to peruse Gazettes, and have had our friends and relations killed or sent 

home to us wretchedly maimed; we cannot without a steady effort of reflection be sensible of the 

improbability that rational creatures should act so irrationally as to unite in deliberate plans, which must 

certainly produce the direful effects which was is known to do. But I have no doubt that if the project for 

a perpetual peace which the Abbé de St Pierre sketched, and Rousseau improved, were to take place, the 

incredibility of war would after the lapse of some ages be universal. 

Were there any good produced by war which could in any degree compensate its direful effects; were 

better men to spring up from the ruins of those who fall in battle, as more beautiful material forms 

sometimes arise from the ashes of others; or were those who escape from its destruction to have an 

increase of happiness; in short, were there any great beneficial effect to follow it, the notion of its 



irrationality would be only the notion of narrow comprehension. But we find that war is followed by no 

general good whatever. The power, the glory, or the wealth of a very few may be enlarged. But the people 

in general, upon both sides, after all the sufferings are passed, pursue their ordinary occupations, with no 

difference from their former state. The evils therefore of war, upon a general view of humanity are as the 

French say, à pure perte, a mere loss without any advantage, unless indeed furnishing subjects for history, 

poetry, and painting. And although it should be allowed that mankind have gained enjoyment in these 

respects, I suppose it will not be seriously said, that the misery is overbalanced. At any rate, there is 

already such a store of subjects, that an addition to them would be dearly purchased by more wars. 

I am none of those who would set up their notions against the opinion of the world; on the contrary, I 

have such a respect for that authority, as to doubt my own judgment when it opposes that of numbers 

probably as wise as I am. But when I maintain the irrationality of war, I am not contradicting the opinion, 

but the practice of the world. For, as I have already observed, its irrationality is generally admitted. 

Horace calls Hannibal, demens, a madman; and Pope gives the same appellation to Alexander the Great 

and Charles XII:  

From Macedonia's madman to the Swede. 

How long war will continue to be practised, we have no means of conjecturing. Civilization, which it 

might have been expected would have abolished it, has only refined its savage rudeness. The irrationality 

remains, though we have learnt insanire certa ratione modoque, to  

That amiable religion which "proclaims peace on earth," hath not as yet made war to cease. The furious 

passions of men, modified as they are by moral instruction, still operate with much force; and by a 

perpetual fallacy, even the conscientious in each contending nation think they may join in war, because 

they each believe they are repelling an aggressor. Were the mild and humane doctrine of those Christians, 

who are called Quakers, which Mr Jenyns has lately embellished with his elegant pen, to prevail, human 

felicity would gain more than we can well conceive. But perhaps it is necessary that mankind in this state 

of existence, the purpose of which is so mysterious, should ever suffer the woes of war. 

To relieve my readers from reflections which they may think too abstract, I shall conclude this paper with 

a few observations upon actual war. In ancient times when a battle was fought man to man, or as 

somebody has very well expressed it, was a group of duels, there was an opportunity for individuals to 

distinguish themselves by vigour and bravery. One who was a "robustus acri militia, hardy from keen 

warfare," could gratify his ambition for fame, by the exercise of his own personal qualities. It was 

therefore more reasonable then, for individuals to enlist, than it is in modern times; for, a battle now is 

truly nothing else than a huge conflict of opposite engines worked by men, who are themselves as 

machines directed by a few; and the event is not so frequently decided by what is actually done, as by 

accidents happening in the dreadful confusion. It is as if two towns in opposite territories should be set on 

fire at the same time, and victory should be declared to the inhabitants of that in which the flames were 

least destructive. We hear much of the conduct of generals; and Addison himself has represented the 

Duke of Marlborough directing an army in battle, as an "angel riding in a whirlwind and directing the 

storm." Nevertheless I much doubt if upon many occasions the immediate schemes of a commander have 

had certain effect; and I believe Sir Callaghan O'Bralachan in Mr Macklin's Love A la-mode gives a very 

just account of modern battle: "There is so much doing every where that we cannot tell what is doing any 

where." 

 


