1983 AP English Language and Composition
Free Response Essay Questions

Question 2

(Suggested time—40 minutes. This question counts one-third of the total essay section score.)

Thomas Carlyle, in following passage, expresses an attitude toward work and in so doing makes certain assumptions
about human nature. In a well-written essay, define precisely what that attitude and those assumptions are and analyze
how the writer uses language to convince the reader of the rightness of his position.

For there is a perennial nobleness, and even sacredness,
in Work. Were he never so benighted, forgetful of his
high calling, there is always hope in a man that actually
and earnestly works: in Idleness alone is there perpetual
despair. Work, never so Mammonish, mean, is in
communication with Nature; the real desire to get Work
done will itself lead one more and more to truth, to
Nature's appointments and regulations, which are truth.

The latest Gospel in this world is, Know thy work and
do it. “Know thyself:” long enough has that poor “self”
of thine tormented thee; thou wilt never get to “know” it,
I believe! Think it not thy business, this of knowing
thyself; thou art an unknowable individual: know what
thou canst work at; and work at it, like a Hercules! That
will be thy better plan.

It has been written, “an endless significance lies in
Work™; a man perfects himself by working. Foul jungles
are cleared away, fair seedfields rise instead, and stately
cities; and withal the man himself first ceases to be
jungle and foul unwholesome desert thereby. Consider
how, even in the meanest sorts of Labour, the whole soul
of a man is composed into a kind of real harmony, the
instant he sets himself to work! Doubt, Desire, Sorrow,
Remorse, Indignation, Despair itself, all these like hell-
dogs lie beleaguering the soul of the poor dayworker, as
of every man: but he bends himself with free valour
against his task, and all these are stilled, all these shrink
murmuring far off into their caves. The man is now a

man. The blessed glow of Labour in him, is it not as
purifying fire, wherein all poison is burnt up, and of sour
smoke itself there is made bright blessed flame!

Blessed is he who has found his work; let him ask no
other blessedness. He has a work, a life-purpose; he has
found it, and will follow it! How, as a free-flowing
channel, dug and torn by noble force through the sour
mudswamp of one's existence, like an ever-deepening
river there, it runs and flows; —draining off the sour
festering water, gradually from the root of die remotest
grass-blade; making, instead of pestilential swamp, a
green fruitful meadow with its clear-flowing stream.
How blessed for the meadow itself, let the stream and its
value be great or small! Labour is Life: from the inmost
heart of the Worker rises his god-given Force, the sacred
celestial Life-essence breathed into him by Almighty
God; from his inmost heart awakens him to all
nobleness, —to all knowledge, “self-knowledge” and
much else, so soon as Work fitly begins. Knowledge?
The knowledge that will hold good in working, cleave
thou to that; for Nature herself accredits that, says Yea to
that. Properly thou hast no other knowledge but what
thou hast got by working: the rest is yet all a hypothesis
of knowledge; a thing to be argued of in schools, a thing
floating in the clouds, in endless logic-vortices, till we
try it and fix it. “Doubt, of whatever kind, can be ended
by Action alone.”

Thomas Carlyle, Past and Present (1843)




