
Post-Labor Lifestyles Across Cultures and History

Introduction

Throughout history, certain individuals and social classes have lived lives largely liberated from the daily
grind of subsistence or wage labor. Whether due to wealth, aristocratic birth, or the support of institutions
(such as religious orders), these people did not need to toil for their basic needs. Instead, they enjoyed
leisure – time that could be devoted to other pursuits. This report explores how such privileged groups
across different civilizations have spent their days and, importantly, how they  derived meaning in their
lives beyond work. We will  survey examples from ancient Western societies (Greece and Rome) to non-
Western civilizations (Imperial China, Edo Japan, Islamic caliphates, indigenous communities) and onward to
Enlightenment-era and modern elites. The focus will be on concrete lifestyles – daily routines, activities,
contributions to arts and sciences – as well as abstract frameworks of meaning – philosophical, religious,
or cultural values that guided these lives. By examining these diverse cases, we can discern patterns in what
people do when freed from toil,  as well as peculiar deviations where individuals chose very unexpected
paths.  All  evidence  is  drawn  from  historical,  sociological,  anthropological,  or  psychological  research,
avoiding speculation about the future.

Classical Antiquity: Greek and Roman Leisure Classes

Ancient Greece – The Ideal of Scholē (Leisure)

The very notion of using leisure time for higher pursuits has roots in ancient Greece. The Greek word scholē,
which gives us "school," originally meant  leisure – specifically, the free time in which one could pursue
learning and civic life. Prominent philosophers argued that a well-lived life was one where basic work was
minimized to allow for  intellectual  and moral  development.  Aristotle  famously  stated that  “happiness  is
thought to involve leisure; for we do business in order that we may have leisure” .  In other words, work
(whether farming, trade, or craft) was seen as a means to an end – the end being the freedom to engage in
higher activities like philosophy, arts, and political participation.

In practice, Greek society (especially in Classical Athens) depended on labor by others – women, slaves, and
lower-class citizens – to enable an elite minority of free male citizens to live in leisure . Estimates suggest
only about the top 5–10% of Athenian citizens constituted a true “leisure class” that did not need to work for
a living . These privileged Athenians spent their time in activities they believed gave life meaning: civic
duties, cultural pursuits, and socializing in intellectually stimulating ways. Many would gather in the agora
(public square) and assembly to debate politics or serve as jurors, considering participation in democracy a
core duty of a free citizen. Others pursued physical and intellectual excellence at the gymnasium, where
exercise for  the body and conversation for  the mind went hand in hand.  The symposium – a drinking
gathering – was another staple of aristocratic life, featuring wine-fueled discussions of philosophy, poetry
recitations,  and music.  Such was the life  depicted in Plato’s  dialogues:  gentlemen reclining on couches
discussing the nature of love or virtue late into the night, an image of leisure serving lofty ends. 

1

2

2

1

https://chatgpt.com/?utm_src=deep-research-pdf
https://chatgpt.com/?utm_src=deep-research-pdf
https://wist.info/aristotle/51960/#:~:text=,tr.%20Rackham%20%281934
https://www.jstor.org/stable/j.ctt7sm1z#:~:text=The%20Athenian%20leisure%20class%20consisted,all%2C%20of%20the%20public
https://www.jstor.org/stable/j.ctt7sm1z#:~:text=The%20Athenian%20leisure%20class%20consisted,all%2C%20of%20the%20public


The  Greek  leisure  class  justified  their  freedom  from  manual  labor  through  a  cultural  framework  that
glorified the pursuit of knowledge, beauty, and public service. Philosophers like Aristotle argued that
leisure used well – for learning or virtuous activity – was the highest fulfillment of our nature . Even
Sparta, a very different Greek society, fits the pattern in its own way: Spartan citizens did not farm (they had
helot slaves for that) and instead devoted themselves entirely to military training and governance. Aristotle
actually  criticized Sparta  for  not  knowing how to use peace time well,  noting that  their  laws “had not
educated them to be able to live in idleness” (leisure) once war was over . In Athens and beyond, free
time was considered the cornerstone of civilization – to create art, engage in debate, and refine the self.
The irony, of course, is that this refined life of the few rested on the unseen labor of the many.

Ancient Rome – Otium cum Dignitate: Leisure with Dignity

The Roman Republic and Empire inherited many Greek ideas about leisure, adapting them within a distinct
cultural outlook. The Latin word otium meant leisure or free time, often contrasted with negotium (business
or duty). For Rome’s senatorial and equestrian aristocracy, the ideal was otium cum dignitate – leisure spent
in dignified pursuits. After periods of  negotium (holding public office, managing estates, or commanding
legions), an aristocrat was expected to devote otium to intellectual, social, and civic activities befitting
his status . 

In concrete terms, wealthy Romans of the ruling classes led daily routines that balanced relaxation with
purpose. A vivid example comes from Pliny the Younger, a 1st-century Roman senator, who describes how
he spent his days when staying at one of his country villas. Pliny would rise early (sometimes before dawn),
use the quiet morning hours for study and writing, then meet with a secretary to dictate the polished work

. As the day progressed, he took walks or carriage rides while continuing to ponder ideas – a change
of  scene  to  keep  the  mind  fresh .  In  the  afternoon,  Pliny  made  time  for  exercise  and  bathing,
understanding the importance of health. Even his meal times were turned into enriching experiences. He
recounts that at dinner, if only his wife or a few friends were present, “some author is read to us; and after
supper we are entertained either with music, or an interlude,” followed by conversation during an evening stroll

.  Thus, every moment of leisure was filled with cultivated activities: literature, music, lively dialogue.
Pliny’s  letters  also  indicate  he,  like  many  elite  Romans,  enjoyed  recitations  of  speeches  or  poetry,
correspondence  with  fellow  intellectuals,  and  quiet  contemplative  reading  in  his  library .  We  see  a
lifestyle very much focused on mental stimulation and aesthetic pleasure rather than idleness for its own
sake.

Roman elites derived meaning through a combination of public service and private cultivation. In their
philosophy, a free gentleman should use leisure to better himself and serve society. Cicero, for instance,
wrote about balancing otium and officium (duty) – spending his free time writing on moral philosophy and
rhetoric, which he saw as extensions of his service to the Republic. Many wealthy Romans wrote treatises,
collected art, or sponsored public works. Even retired generals took pride in building libraries or patronizing
young  poets.  The  Stoic philosophical  school,  popular  among  certain  aristocrats  (like  Emperor  Marcus
Aurelius and Seneca), taught that true fulfillment came from virtue and wisdom rather than worldly work or
luxury.  This  gave  an  abstract  ethical  meaning  to  their  leisure:  time  was  to  be  used  for  moral
improvement and contemplation of one’s place in the cosmos. 

Of course, not all aristocratic Romans lived up to these high ideals. Some indulged in the notorious “bread
and circuses” lifestyle – lavish banquets, endless games and gladiatorial shows – essentially leisure as luxury
and spectacle. The empire offers examples of  peculiar deviations: emperors like Nero or Caligula turned
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leisure into debauchery and caprice, staging elaborate entertainments or personal excess that even their
peers found scandalous. On the other end, philosophers like  Diogenes the Cynic (a contemporary of
early Rome) deliberately rejected wealth and lived in extreme simplicity – essentially embracing leisure by
owning nothing and answering to no one, an anti-materialistic quest for meaning that stood apart from
typical aristocratic opulence. But generally, the Roman model valued  structured leisure.  Otium was not
mere idleness; it was time “off” from practical affairs so one could cultivate dignitas (dignity) and humanitas
(culture and humanity).  As one modern scholar notes, abstaining from manual labor was a hallmark of
status – in the Middle Ages nobles likewise were exempt from work reserved for serfs  – but it came with
an expectation to use that freedom in socially esteemed ways. 

Religious and Monastic Alternatives to Work

Across cultures,  monasticism and other religious life-paths have offered a route to drop out of the labor
economy  entirely,  dedicating  one’s  time  to  spiritual  or  scholarly  pursuits.  Monks,  nuns,  and  ascetics
relinquish both family and employment, typically supported by donations or communal wealth. In return,
they  follow  strict  routines  of  prayer,  study,  and  self-discipline.  Their  lifestyles  reveal  a  very  different
conception of meaning beyond work – one grounded in spiritual fulfillment, transcendence, and service to
the divine.

Christian Monastic Life – Ora et Labora (Pray and Work)

In medieval Europe, monasteries functioned as islands of withdrawal from ordinary labor. Men (and women,
in convents) who entered a monastic order renounced personal wealth and the “worldly” life. The Rule of
Saint Benedict, a 6th-century guideline that shaped Western monasticism, prescribed a daily regimen that
was in many ways the opposite of freedom – a “rigid, monotonous routine of work, prayer, study, and
sleep designed to make the mind and the will submissive to God” . In a Benedictine monastery, the
bell governed life: monks rose in the very early hours (around 2 or 3 AM) to chant the first prayers of the
day (Matins), and thereafter gathered seven times a day at specified hours to perform the Divine Office (a
cycle of psalms and prayers) . In between these prayer services, monks engaged in spiritual reading,
contemplation, and also manual tasks within the monastery (gardening, cleaning, copying manuscripts) as
assigned by the abbot. The motto “Ora et Labora” encapsulated this balance – “pray and work,” where even
the work was considered a form of devotion and not for profit. The entire day was thus sanctified and
tightly scheduled, leaving little room for personal whims. By embracing this disciplined life, monks sought
meaning  through  devotion,  self-abnegation,  and  the  pursuit  of  holiness.  Idleness  was  generally
discouraged (it  was said  to  be the “enemy of  the soul”),  yet  paradoxically  monks were freed from the
external compulsion to make a living. Their basic needs were met by the monastery’s lands and lay helpers,
so all their effort could be directed inward to the soul.

Over time, many monasteries became quite wealthy (through noble donations of land, agricultural estates,
and tax exemptions). By the High Middle Ages, it was common for monasteries to employ  lay brothers,
hired laborers, or even serfs to do the heavy work, which  “greatly helped” monks to reduce their own
physical toil . As one historian notes, monks in later medieval centuries “could now rely on the efforts of lay
brothers…[and] spend more time on scholarly pursuits, particularly producing…illuminated manuscripts.”  In
these affluent monasteries (for example, the enormous Cluny Abbey in France, which housed 400+ monks),
the daily labor of monks might consist of beautifully copying books, composing music, teaching novices, or
studying  theology  –  all  tasks  far  removed  from  the  back-breaking  agricultural  work  of  a  peasant.
Contribution to knowledge became a hallmark: medieval monks famously preserved classical literature by
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copying texts, and monastic scriptoria (writing workshops) were the libraries and publishing houses of their
age. Thus, while monks renounced personal glory, their communal scholarly labor was a means of finding
purpose. A monk’s identity was tied to being part of a timeless spiritual mission – praying for the world,
preserving wisdom, and providing charity (monasteries offered hospitality to travelers and care for the poor
as  acts  of  service ).  The  religious  framework  of  meaning  was  very  explicit:  the  monastic  life  was  a
sacrifice of worldly pleasure and “freedom” in exchange for closeness to God. Every moment not spent
in  ordinary  work  was  justified  only  if  devoted  to  higher  ends.  This  gave  medieval  monastic  leisure  a
profoundly  duty-bound  character;  it  was  “free  time”  only  in  the  sense  of  freedom  from  material
necessity, not freedom from obligation – the obligation was now to divine office rather than office work.

Interestingly, some individuals from wealthy or aristocratic backgrounds chose monastic or ascetic paths
precisely  to find greater  meaning.  A  notable  example is  Francis  of  Assisi (1181–1226),  the son of  a
prosperous  Italian  merchant.  Dissatisfied  with  his  frivolous  youth,  Francis  dramatically  renounced  his
inheritance and lived as a penniless preacher, finding spiritual fulfillment in absolute simplicity and service
to others. He founded the Franciscan order, whose friars wandered, begged for sustenance, and helped the
needy – a radical contrast to both noble luxury and cloistered monastic comfort. Francis’s “holy poverty” was
essentially another form of post-labor lifestyle: he  could have lived in leisure as a rich man, but instead
chose a life with no work or wealth – except the work of charity – as a way to emulate Christ. Such
deviations underscore that  the search for  meaning beyond work sometimes led to  extreme self-denial
rather than indulgence.

Buddhist Monastics and Eastern Ascetics

Outside of Christendom, similar patterns appeared in other religions. Buddhist monasticism provided one
of the largest examples of people living entirely apart from productive labor. Monks and nuns in Buddhist
traditions across Asia took vows of poverty and celibacy, depending on lay supporters for food and shelter.
In many countries (China, Japan, Tibet, Sri Lanka, etc.), tens of thousands of individuals became monastics.
For example, during China’s prosperous Tang Dynasty, Buddhism flourished: monasteries owned land and
businesses,  and the monastic population swelled. By the mid-9th century,  it  was recorded that  around
260,000  monks  and  nuns were  officially  registered  in  Tang  China .  These  were  people  effectively
removed  from  the  normal  workforce.  They  spent  their  days  in  meditation,  chanting  sutras,  studying
scriptures, and performing rituals. Some engaged in art –  Zen monks in particular practiced arts like ink
painting and poetry as a form of meditation. A famous Tang-era anecdote is that Zen monasteries helped
popularize tea drinking as a leisure practice integrated with meditation, emphasizing mindful simplicity
as the highest pleasure .  The philosophical  underpinning for Buddhist  monastics was the pursuit  of
enlightenment (nirvana), freeing oneself from the cycle of suffering. Thus, their “leisure” was imbued with
intense purpose: every moment was to be used for cultivating mindfulness, wisdom, and compassion.

The existence of so many religious non-workers did sometimes provoke backlash. Some Chinese critics
argued that monastic communities  “contributed nothing to the economic prosperity” of the nation . This
came to a head in 845 CE when Emperor Wuzong, citing economic and ideological reasons, ordered the
closure of 4,600 monasteries and 40,000 temples,  forcing monks and nuns back to secular life . In
Japan as well, at various times the government limited the number of Buddhist monks or required some to
return to lay life.  These events highlight a tension: the large-scale withdrawal of people from labor for
spiritual reasons could be seen as a drain on society, yet for the individuals and communities involved, it
was seen as elevating society’s soul. 
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Beyond institutional monasticism, many Eastern cultures respected the figure of the wandering ascetic or
holy person. In Hindu India, for example, some members of the upper classes (especially later in life) would
renounce their  homes and become  sannyasis –  forest-dwelling ascetics  –  pursuing Moksha (liberation)
through meditation and yoga. The archetypal story is that of  Prince Siddhartha Gautama (the Buddha)
himself: born to luxury, he famously undertook the “Great Renunciation,” leaving his palace to live as a poor
seeker of truth . For several years he practiced severe austerities, utterly outside the realm of work
or  comfort,  before  formulating  the  Middle  Way  and  attaining  enlightenment.  The  Buddha’s  life  is  the
ultimate example of someone rejecting a life of privileged ease (where others labored on his behalf) to
find a higher meaning beyond both work and pleasure.  It’s  a  peculiar  inversion –  he  had a  post-labor
lifestyle as a prince, in the sense of never needing to work, but found it spiritually empty and thus chose a
very different post-labor life as a monk. 

In summary, religious frameworks provided an accepted (even honored) avenue for individuals to devote
themselves to non-economic pursuits. The meaning of life for monks, nuns, and ascetics was grounded in
faith: salvation, enlightenment, service to God or pursuit of holiness. Their daily routines were often more
demanding and regimented than any regular job, but the “work” they did was spiritual or intellectual.
Their contributions – be it preserved manuscripts, teachings, or charity – had long-term impacts on their
cultures distinct from material production. This is a reminder that freedom from labor has not always meant
idleness; in many cases it meant redirecting human energy to prayer, philosophy, and community care
as higher forms of endeavor.

Aristocracies of the East: Scholar-Gentry and Samurai

Moving  to  non-Western  pre-modern  societies,  we  find  robust  examples  of  ruling  classes  who  largely
abstained  from  manual  labor,  instead  dedicating  themselves  to  governance,  scholarship,  or  martial
pursuits. Two emblematic cases are the scholar-gentry of Imperial China and the samurai class of feudal
Japan, both of which developed elaborate lifestyles and values to justify their privileged non-working status.

Imperial China: The Scholar-Officials and Literati

For over a millennium, Chinese society was led by an elite class of  scholar-officials – educated men who
earned  degrees  through  rigorous  civil  service  examinations.  These  examinations,  based  on  Confucian
classics, were the gateway to government positions. Successful candidates became mandarins, forming a
gentry class that enjoyed prestige, stipends, and often land-based income. While officials certainly worked in
the sense of administrating the empire, they did not engage in physical labor or trade. And when they were
not on duty (or after retirement),  they identified more as  literati – cultured gentlemen – than as mere
bureaucrats. Their social ideal was to be a cultivated person who could both govern ethically and pursue the
arts. 

Confucian philosophy held that the highest calling was to serve society and morally improve oneself. Thus, a
gentleman’s  leisure  was  supposed  to  be  serious  and  edifying.  The  Chinese  term  ya (elegance  or
refinement) captures the tone of literati pastimes. Typically, a scholar-official would spend his free hours
writing  poetry,  practicing  calligraphy,  painting landscapes, reading history and philosophy, or enjoying
nature in carefully  crafted gardens.  Four arts  were particularly  prized:  the  guqin (zither)  for  music,  go
(Weiqi) for strategic play, shu (calligraphy), and hua (ink painting). Mastery of these was a hallmark of the
gentleman. This emphasis on artistic leisure had concrete expressions. Many officials wrote poetry in office
and in retirement – indeed, some of China’s greatest poets (Li Bai, Du Fu, Wang Wei) were scholar-officials. It
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was common at social gatherings for someone to start composing a poem on the spot, with others joining
in a kind of cultured game.  Court life in high dynasties like the Tang (618–907) was steeped in literary
activity. The emperor himself and his ministers would hold poetry contests during seasonal banquets. One
account from the Tang describes how the Emperor would go on outings each season (a spring picnic, a
summer  banquet,  etc.)  accompanied  only  by  his  courtiers  and  academic  scholars,  and  “whenever  the
emperor was moved by something, he would write a poem, and all the Scholars would follow suit using the same
rhyme”, taking great delight in this shared literary exercise . In fact, “every official ceremony or banquet
would be celebrated in verse”, and promotions in the bureaucracy could even be influenced by one’s skill at
poetry . 

This close integration of governance and cultured leisure was a unique feature of Chinese civilization. It
elevated the arts to a tool of statecraft and social bonding. The abstract ideal was that being a good poet or
calligrapher reflected moral virtue and a harmonious soul, as Confucianism linked aesthetic refinement with
ethical cultivation. The Records of Tang Occasions even notes that such literati pursuits were “what men of
that age took delight in and yearned after,” suggesting that both meaning and status were tied to excelling
in these non-utilitarian arts . Free from having to farm or engage in commerce, the scholar-gentry
derived a sense of  purpose from self-cultivation – they were to become junzi (exemplary persons) who
justify their elite status by wisdom and taste. 

Concrete daily life for a Qing dynasty magistrate or a retired Ming scholar might look like this: wake early,
read or recite Confucian texts for moral centering, handle a few official matters or correspondence, then
retreat  to  one’s  study.  There,  he  might  grind  an  inkstone  and  practice  calligraphy  (a  form  of  active
meditation), or paint the bamboo swaying in the courtyard, inscribing a poem in the corner of the scroll.
Afternoons could involve taking a boat ride on a lake with friends, each composing impromptu poems, or
sitting in a pavilion enjoying tea while discussing classics. They also engaged in philosophical discourse –
for instance, many late Ming literati embraced elements of Daoism or Buddhism, discussing metaphysics in
their leisure. Even games like chess (xiangqi) or musical practice were elevated as scholarly leisure, not
idle play. And in the evenings, they might host yaji (elegant gatherings) where friends brought their recent
paintings or rare books to share. The meaning of all this was tied to a Confucian concept: “sustain our lives in
what makes us uniquely human: our souls, our minds, our relationships”, as Aristotle would say in a different
context . The Chinese literati firmly believed that by  improving themselves and savouring cultured
leisure, they upheld social harmony and cosmic order, fulfilling duties to family and tradition.

That said, not all members of the gentry were lofty sages. Chinese literature also gives us colorful tales of
the idle rich or debauched scholar. One famous trope is the late Ming aristocrat who spends his days in
the pleasure quarters, appreciating opera singers and courtesans instead of books. Another is the retired
official who became obsessed with alchemy or eccentric hobbies. There were also recluses: individuals who
qualified as officials but refused office and instead led hermitic lives in the mountains, finding meaning in
solitude and nature (the poet Tao Yuanming, who left government to farm his small plot and write poetry
about simple living, is a prime example). These are deviations from the norm but illustrate the range of
options available to those not forced to earn a wage. Overall, Imperial China’s post-labor class – the gentry –
legitimized their privilege by embracing a role as  culture-bearers and moral examples,  making leisure
into a form of duty. Their legacy (poems, paintings, scholarship) indeed became the bedrock of what we
know as traditional Chinese culture.
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Edo Japan: Samurai in Peace and the Arts of Leisure

Feudal Japan’s samurai present another variant of a non-labor elite. The samurai were a warrior class who
rose to prominence through their military function in the Medieval (Kamakura and Muromachi) periods.
However, in the Edo period (1603–1868) – a long era of enforced peace under Tokugawa rule – the samurai
as a whole faced an existential question: what is the purpose of a warrior when there are no wars to fight?
They were still maintained by their daimyo lords via stipends (usually paid in rice), and they remained legally
distinct  from the commoners (farmers,  artisans,  merchants).  Samurai  were not  supposed to engage in
farming or  trade –  those were “lower”  pursuits.  In  effect,  the entire  samurai  class  (about  5–7% of  the
population) became a sort of hereditary post-labor class during Edo times. They carried swords as symbols
of status and had bureaucratic or ceremonial roles, but a great many had considerable free time on their
hands. This free time was not aimless, however; it became structured by the ethos of bushidō (the “way of
the warrior”) and a flourishing of samurai culture.

Bushidō emphasized virtues like loyalty, honor, and cultivation of both mind and body. Since real combat
was infrequent, martial arts training became an almost ritual activity to preserve readiness and discipline.
A  samurai  might  spend  hours  practicing  swordsmanship  (kenjutsu),  archery  (kyujutsu),  and  unarmed
fighting,  often at  officially  sponsored domain schools .  This  physical  training was complemented by
mental and spiritual conditioning. Many samurai took up Zen meditation and Confucian studies, seeing
these as ways to sharpen their inner focus and moral judgment . A samurai’s day in Edo Japan might
begin with sword practice in the morning and scholarly study in the afternoon. Indeed, by the 18th century,
it  was expected that a well-rounded samurai be educated in literature and ethics.  The Shogunate even
established schools to teach Confucian philosophy and good governance to samurai administrators.

Crucially,  samurai  culture came to highly value  the traditional arts as avenues of  self-cultivation.  One
modern description notes that “samurai were expected to be well-rounded individuals, cultivated in both martial
arts and the fine arts.  They pursued intellectual and artistic  endeavors,  contributing significantly to Japanese
culture” . Many samurai became accomplished writers, poets, and calligraphers, composing haiku and
waka verses and producing elegant calligraphy scrolls . The tea ceremony (chanoyu or sado) was another
practice embraced by the samurai as a ritual of refinement and focus; learning the intricate etiquette of
preparing  and  serving  tea  in  a  tranquil  tearoom  was  considered  excellent  training  in  patience  and
aesthetics . Similarly, flower arranging (ikebana) and incense appreciation were practiced by samurai
connoisseurs to hone a sense of beauty and impermanence . The Noh theater, a highly stylized form of
drama, was patronized by and often performed by samurai – in some domains, lords themselves took the
stage in Noh plays . Music, such as playing the bamboo flute (shakuhachi) or the koto, also found its way
into samurai pastimes . 

These cultural pursuits were not seen as idle hobbies; they were imbued with almost spiritual significance.
The  tea  ceremony,  for  example,  was  aligned  with  Zen  principles  –  a  way  to  cultivate  inner  calm  and
attention  to  detail  in  every  movement .  Poetry  writing  was  a  means  to  express  one’s  honourable
emotions  and  sensitivity  (the  famed  haiku  master  Matsuo  Bashō came  from  a  samurai  background).
Through such activities, samurai found meaning as the guardians of high culture and moral standards
in their society. A saying of the time was “Bunbu Ryōdō” – the dual way of the pen and the sword – indicating
that literary art (bun) and martial skill  (bu) were twin pillars of the true samurai way. This ideal allowed
samurai to justify their stipends and status during peacetime: they were to serve as exemplars of discipline,
education, and propriety.
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In more concrete terms, an  average day for a mid-rank samurai in Edo might involve attending to some
administrative duties at the castle (a few hours of reporting or inspecting, which was their “bureaucratic
work”), and spending the rest of the day in dojo training, attending a poetry circle, visiting a senior for
philosophical  discussion,  or  teaching  juniors.  Many  samurai  became  teachers  of  martial  arts  or
calligraphy as a way to stay occupied and earn a little extra, since some stipends were modest. A well-
known  anecdote  is  that  of  Yamaga  Sokō,  a  17th-century  ronin  (masterless  samurai)  who  became  an
influential teacher and writer on bushidō ethics; in his writings, he argued that in times of peace a samurai’s
duty was to govern himself and educate himself so that he remained virtuous and ready if called upon –
essentially turning leisure into an ethical training ground.

Of course, Edo society also had its share of disaffected samurai – those who became playboys, gamblers,
or drifters (the archetype of the rōnin in popular culture). Some low-ranking, underpaid samurai even broke
social norms by covertly engaging in commerce or farming to make ends meet, which was officially beneath
their status. These were exceptions born out of financial necessity or personal failing, often lamented by
contemporaries as signs of decline. In general, however, the samurai ethos prevented the kind of flagrant
frivolity seen in some European courts. The fear of losing one’s honor was a strong check on wasting one’s
life. Many samurai found a profound sense of purpose in loyalty to their lord (even if that loyalty had little
active outlet in peace, it was displayed in rituals and readiness to sacrifice if needed) and in  perfecting
one’s character through lifelong learning.  A striking example of samurai finding meaning beyond the
battlefield is the case of  Hosokawa Shigeo,  a daimyo in the 17th century who, after retiring, became a
devout Zen monk and a master of tea ceremony and poetry, blending the roles of warrior, administrator,
artist, and monk over his lifetime.

In summary, the Japanese samurai class during Edo exemplified a group structurally freed from productive
labor (the farming was left to peasants, trade to merchants) and yet kept busy by a  code of honor and
cultural engagement. They repurposed their warrior discipline into artistic and intellectual mastery. This
successful redefinition of “a life of leisure” into “a life of rigorous self-discipline for higher ends” parallels other
aristocratic traditions, but with a uniquely Japanese synthesis of the aesthetic, the ethical, and the martial. 

Courtly Life in the Islamic Golden Age: Caliphs, Scholars, and
Gentlemen of Leisure

Throughout the medieval  Islamic world,  especially  during the so-called Golden Age of Islam (8th–13th
centuries),  there emerged a refined class of people for whom daily survival  needs were not a concern.
These included the caliphs and princes themselves,  the wealthy landowning elites,  and importantly the
scholars and intellectuals who were often patronized by the powerful. In Islamic civilization, hard manual
labor was typically done by the lower classes (peasants, artisans) and, in some regions, slaves, leaving the
upper  classes  free  to  engage  in  governance,  intellectual  pursuits,  and  cultured  leisure.  Both  concrete
activities – like literary salons, hunting, or endowing public works – and abstract values – such as the love of
knowledge (as enjoined by the Prophet Muhammad’s saying “seek knowledge even unto China”) or the ideal
of the adab (cultivated gentleman) – defined how these elites lived and justified their lives of relative ease.

Patronage of Knowledge and Arts

One of the most striking features of the Islamic Golden Age was the enthusiastic patronage of scholarship
by those in power.  The Abbasid caliphs in Baghdad,  for instance,  invested resources in translating and
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preserving knowledge from Greek, Persian, and Indian sources. Caliph  Harun al-Rashid and his son  al-
Ma’mun founded the famous  Bayt al-Hikma (House of Wisdom) in the 8th–9th centuries, essentially a
grand library and research institute in Baghdad. There, scholars (Muslim, Christian, and Jewish alike) were
supported to do full-time research, translation, and original writing . These scholars – people like the
mathematician al-Khwarizmi  or  the physician Hunayn ibn Ishaq –  did  not  have to  toil  in  a  trade;  they
received stipends from the treasury or  rich patrons so they could devote all  their  time to science and
philosophy. The establishment of the House of Wisdom saw “scholars from all over the Muslim world flock to
Baghdad…to translate the known world’s classical knowledge into Arabic and Persian” . It’s a prime example
of  a  society  choosing  to  free  a  segment  of  people  from  economic  labor  specifically  to  pursue
intellectual labor.  The caliphs derived prestige and a sense of civilizational mission by being known as
great patrons of learning.

The trend was not limited to Baghdad. In Al-Andalus (Islamic Spain), the 10th-century Umayyad Caliph al-
Hakam II of Cordoba amassed a legendary library of over 400,000 books – one of the largest in the world
at that time . He was himself a “lover of learning” and gave protection to scholars with heterodox ideas

.  This  caliph  spent  much  of  his  time  collecting  manuscripts,  commissioning  translations,  and
corresponding with intellectuals abroad, clearly finding meaning in cultural enrichment. He even founded
27 free schools in Cordoba and invited scholars from the eastern lands to teach, demonstrating that he saw
his role not just as a ruler but as a cultivator of knowledge . The medieval Islamic ideal of a good ruler
often included being learned or at least a patron of the learned. This set a tone throughout the upper
class: emirs and viziers vied to host the best poets at their courts, to sponsor magnificent architectural
projects,  and  to  discuss  theology  or  astronomy  in  their  palaces.  We  might  say  “intellectual  leisure”
became  a  status  symbol.  To  sit  in  one’s  garden  and  debate  poetry  or  theology  with  wise  men  was
considered one of the great joys of life for the educated Muslim elite.

Salons, Poetry, and Sociability

Leisure in the Islamic context often took the form of convivial gatherings known as  majlis (sessions or
salons). Much like the French salons of later centuries, these majalis were social meetings, frequently at the
home of a patron or noble, where people came together to talk, listen to music, and hear literary works.
Oral culture was extremely important – storytelling and poetry recital were prized entertainments. One
historian notes that  “reciting and listening to poetry” was a ubiquitous leisure activity across classes, from
nomads around a campfire to courtiers in a palace garden . Professional poets and charming raconteurs
made livings by performing in rich men’s gatherings. For instance, in 9th-century Baghdad, the poet  Abu
Nuwas became famous for his witty and candid verses about wine and love, which he recited at the court of
Harun al-Rashid.  Wine drinking itself,  though religiously frowned upon,  was a common feature of  elite
parties – the so-called khamriyyat (wine songs) form a whole genre of Arabic poetry celebrating the joys of
the cup. This suggests that, similar to their Persian predecessors, Islamic aristocrats saw regulated revelry as
part of a full life. A BBC article on Abu Nuwas describes him as “the poet who worshipped wine,” and indeed
his verses reveal a milieu of luxe and license in certain caliphal circles . The key point is that the art of
conversation and literature was at the center of leisure. Even the caliphs themselves joined in: it is said
that Harun al-Rashid would sometimes wander incognito in Baghdad at night to mingle with citizens (a bit
of folklore, perhaps), and by day he loved to listen to stories – these tales are immortalized in the  1001
Nights, where Harun appears as a character enjoying fables told by Scheherazade.

Beyond poetry, other refined pastimes included  music (the oud and qanun were popular instruments at
court)  and  games like  chess.  In  fact,  chess was introduced from India/Persia  and became enormously
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popular among the Muslim elite as a cerebral diversion symbolizing battle. Many caliphs and sultans were
avid chess players, and skill in the game was admired as a sign of intelligence. Another noble pastime was
falconry and hunting. Hunting in the Islamic world was not only practical (for meat) but deeply symbolic –
it  was a training for war and a display of kingship. The Arabic literature even has a genre of  “hunting
poetry” (ṭardiyyāt),  as one scholar notes,  reflecting that the hunt was  “absolutely central  to how Arabic
poets…understood and looked at the world” . Princes would maintain large tracts of land for game and
spend  weeks  on  hunting  excursions  with  retinues,  engaging  in  daring  chases  and  showcasing
horsemanship. These events reinforced social bonds among the elite and offered a controlled outlet for
martial energies in peacetime. The hunted gazelle or lion was also a metaphor in poetry (for the beloved’s
eyes, or for bravery), showing again the blend of physical and poetic in leisure.

Urban leisure in places like Cairo, Cordoba, or Damascus also involved the pleasures of the bathhouse and
bazaar – though those were enjoyed by all classes, the wealthy could rent private rooms in the bath or host
lavish banquets in the market caravanserais. An interesting note from historians: medieval Islamic public
baths often functioned as social clubs where men of leisure would meet to relax and chat, similar to how
Roman baths were in antiquity . In the realm of the abstract,  Islamic ethics encouraged charity and
public works from the wealthy. So many elites derived meaning by endowing  waqf (pious foundations)
that funded things like schools (madrasas), hospitals, or fountains. A rich merchant or noble, not needing to
work for survival, might feel a religious duty to spend his time organizing a charitable project – this gave
status in this life and hopefully merit in the hereafter. For example, the 16th-century Ottoman empire (a
later era but continuing the trend) saw powerful women of the sultan’s family building mosques and soup
kitchens as a form of prestigious leisure activity – “charitable patroness” was a socially approved role for
those with means.

The Adab Ethos and Search for Wisdom

Underpinning much elite  activity  was the concept of  adab,  which originally  meant etiquette or  literary
education but expanded to mean a whole cultivated lifestyle. A person of adab was well-read in poetry and
history, well-mannered, witty, and capable of eloquent speech. Essentially, it was the ideal of the  urbane
gentleman. Many members of the ulama (scholarly class) and literati were from families that had enough
wealth to free the sons for study. These men spent long years mastering language, law, theology, and
philosophy – not unlike the Confucian scholars in China – and they saw their eventual service (as judges,
teachers, or administrators) as justifying their lengthy “leisure” of study. The pursuit of knowledge (ilm) in
Islam is considered an act of worship if done with pure intent, so there was a profound spiritual dimension
to a scholar’s  “leisurely”  life  in libraries.  For instance,  the philosopher  Ibn Sina (Avicenna) in  the 11th
century recounts how he would spend whole nights reading by candlelight in the palace library of a prince
who  hosted  him;  by  day  he  treated  patients  as  a  physician  (some  work,  but  by  choice)  and  held
philosophical debates. His meaning came from unraveling the secrets of God’s creation through science and
reason.

There were also mystics and  Sufi saints who chose lives outside the normal workaday world. Many Sufi
orders allowed their members to be mendicants or to subsist on endowed property so they could practice
dhikr (remembrance of God) and other spiritual exercises full-time. A vivid image is the whirling dervishes
of the Mevlevi order, spinning in trance – clearly not “working” but engaging in a profound search for divine
love. Some Sufi sheikhs attracted so many followers that they effectively lived like aristocrats (with large
lodges, feasts, etc.) albeit preaching simplicity. Jalaluddin Rumi, a 13th-century Persian Sufi, was originally
a  scholar  whose  life  changed  when  he  met  a  wandering  mystic;  he  then  spent  his  days  composing
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thousands of verses of poetry (the  Masnavi)  which are considered spiritual  classics.  His output was the
result  of  turning away from conventional  scholar duties to a more contemplative,  creative life  –  again,
showing how within the religious sphere, stepping back from ordinary labor was seen as necessary for
higher inspiration.

In  sum,  the  Islamic  world’s  upper  echelons  balanced  their  leisure  between  cultivation  of  the  mind,
enjoyment of  social  and aesthetic  pleasures,  and fulfillment of  religious or  ethical  obligations.  A
medieval saying goes: “Time is like a sword: if you don’t cut with it, it will cut you.” Interestingly, many Islamic
moralists warned against wasting time in idleness or sinful amusements, urging the faithful to use free time
for remembrance of God or learning. This is reminiscent of Aristotle’s warning that without education in
leisure, people either become workaholics or degenerate into mere pleasure-seekers . The best of
the Muslim leisure class seemed to find a golden mean – they engaged in pleasures but within a framework
of refinement, and they valued learning immensely. Their legacies in science, literature, architecture, and
governance testify that their “post-labor” lifestyles were often far from idle. However, contemporaries did
critique the worst cases: the  decadent Caliph or Vizier who spent all day with wine and courtesans was
used as a cautionary tale in chronicles, much as European writers satirized their foppish nobles. On the
other hand, an outstanding Caliph like Umar II (early 8th century) was praised for frugality and spending
his leisure in study and worship, showing the competing models. 

The Islamic experience illustrates that when a society esteems knowledge and culture, its privileged will
pour  their  free  time  into  those  pursuits,  finding  purpose  in  piety,  intellectual  achievement,  and
patronage, rather than mere consumption. Yet, the warmth of a well-told story or a well-sung song on a
balmy evening in a perfumed garden also held a cherished place – a reminder that sometimes  meaning
was found in simple human enjoyment and companionship, elevated by a shared appreciation of beauty
and art.

Indigenous and Communal Lifestyles: Leisure in Non-Stratified
Societies

Not all post-labor situations involve aristocracy or wealth. In some cases,  entire communities or certain
roles within them experience a kind of natural freedom from extensive labor. Many Indigenous and pre-
industrial societies operated on subsistence economies that, surprisingly to modern eyes, left ample leisure
time for social, spiritual, and creative activities. Anthropologists have even described some hunter-gatherer
groups as the  “original affluent society” because they appear to meet their needs with relatively little
work and enjoy long hours of rest or recreation . While these societies might not have “classes” of
labor vs. leisure in the strict sense, they demonstrate how lifestyle and meaning can flourish when survival
does not consume all of one’s time.

Hunter-Gatherers: The Original Affluent Society

In the 1960s, studies by anthropologists like Marshall Sahlins and Richard B. Lee on groups such as the
Kalahari Desert’s ǃKung San Bushmen revolutionized our understanding of foraging peoples. Far from the
stereotype of the harried primitive struggling every waking moment to find food, these researchers found
that the ǃKung, for example, spent only about  15–20 hours per week obtaining food on average .
Sahlins famously concluded that hunter-gatherers work far fewer hours than typical modern workers and
have “a much greater amount of leisure” time . Specifically, Lee’s data showed that if one counted just
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the time spent actively hunting or gathering, it could be as low as 3–5 hours a day, a few days a week .
Even accounting for food processing and other household tasks, the total workload was comparable to or
less than that of an average 20th-century person . What did the foragers do with the rest of their
time? They socialized, told stories, played games, made music, rested, and participated in rituals. For
instance, Bushman groups famously engage in trance dances – all-night communal rituals – and spend
afternoons in casual joking and napping. This leisure was not recognized as such by the people themselves;
it  was simply life.  But  from an outside perspective,  they experienced a kind of  natural  freedom from
incessant toil, thanks to a combination of low material wants and efficient sharing of resources.

The meaning of life in these contexts is often heavily tied to social bonds, tradition, and spirituality. A !Kung
man might spend a leisurely afternoon teaching his son how to make arrows – an “activity” that is both
useful  and a  form of  bonding  and cultural  transmission.  Evenings  around the  campfire  involve  elders
recounting  myths  and  legends  (a  form  of  entertainment  and  moral  education  rolled  into  one).
Anthropologists observed that storytelling was a major leisure activity among many indigenous groups

.  Among Australian Aboriginal  peoples,  after food was gathered for the day,  clans would gather to
perform songs and “dreamtime” stories, reinforcing their cosmology in a leisurely communal way. 

One could argue these societies find meaning in  relationship and rhythm with nature rather than in
accumulating goods or achievements. Without a concept of “work” vs “vacation,” the dichotomy fades – but
clearly, when survival pressures are moderate, people naturally invest time in art (such as rock paintings or
beadwork), in elaborate ceremonies, or in competitive games. For example, many Native American tribes
played intense ball games (like the precursor of lacrosse among the Iroquois) that could last days – a form
of organized leisure that also had spiritual overtones. In sum, hunter-gatherers exemplify a collective post-
labor state in which leisure is not a privilege of a few but a shared condition that strengthens community
and cultural life. Their experience suggests that human beings, when not overworked, naturally turn to
narrative, play, and ritual to find joy and meaning.

Roles Exempt from Labor in Communal Societies

In more structured indigenous societies (those with some social hierarchy), certain persons or groups often
had  special  status  that  freed  them  from  regular  subsistence  duties.  These  individuals  then  took  on
alternative responsibilities that provided value and meaning for the community. A prime example can
be found among the Indigenous peoples of the Pacific Northwest Coast of North America (such as the
Haida,  Tlingit,  Kwakwaka’wakw).  These societies,  enriched by abundant  salmon runs and cedar forests,
developed a complex class system with nobles, commoners, and slaves . The chiefly elite controlled
communal resources and led large kinship houses. Because food was so plentiful  (fishing and foraging
yielded rich returns), “less work was required to meet the subsistence needs… than in farming societies,” and this
encouraged  social stratification with a ruling elite . The chiefs and nobles did not fish or hunt like
commoners; those tasks were delegated. Instead, the elite devoted time to  administration, diplomacy,
and ceremonial life.  A Northwest Coast chief would decide when the group moves to seasonal camps,
when to start the salmon harvest, and when to host the next potlatch (a grand gift-giving feast) . 

During  potlatches,  which  could  last  days,  chiefs  distributed  huge  quantities  of  accumulated  wealth
(blankets,  copper  shields,  food)  to  guests,  in  effect  redistributing  resources  and  validating  status.
Organizing and performing at these events was a full-time affair for the host chief and his family – involving
planning, storytelling, songs, dances, speeches, and the commissioning of artworks (like totem poles and
masks). Thus, their “leisure” role was to be culture carriers and generous leaders, enhancing the group’s
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prestige .  They  found  meaning  in  upholding  ancestral  honor  and  spiritual  traditions.  As  one
anthropologist noted, a chief had many privileges but “was expected to administer efficiently and tend to the
social and ritual affairs that ensured the general welfare and prestige of the group.”  In other words, his
exemption from manual work was justified by his heavy burden of social work – guiding the community and
communicating with the supernatural through ceremonies.

Another  labor-exempt  figure  in  many  traditional  societies  is  the  shaman  or  medicine  person.  These
individuals (often supported by the community with food and goods) did not farm or herd; their “job” was to
commune with spirits, heal the sick, and provide spiritual guidance. Among Siberian tribes or Amazonian
villages, for example, a shaman might spend daytime crafting ritual objects or in meditation, and nighttime
in trance rituals. Their lifestyle could be solitary and psychologically intense, quite unlike a 9-to-5 routine.
They derived purpose from being the spiritual nexus of their community. The community in turn valued
them  enough  to  spare  them  from  ordinary  work.  This  is  a  recurring  pattern  globally:  the  maker  of
meaning – whether priest, bard, or healer – is often relieved of productive labor so they can fulfill that
role.  In  small-scale  societies,  the  distinction  between  “leisure”  and  “work”  blurs  here,  as  the  shaman’s
ecstatic dance is both his work and a communal festival. But it stands that others must hunt and gather
extra to feed the shaman, akin to supporting an artist-in-residence.

Even  within  families,  age  and  gender  distinctions  created  non-working  segments  who  nonetheless
contributed differently. Elders in many cultures, once past their physically strongest years, took on advisory
and storytelling roles instead of field work. An elderly grandmother in a tribal village might spend her days
teaching grandchildren traditional songs and knowledge – effectively a keeper of cultural continuity – while
others do the physically demanding tasks. Far from being considered useless, such elders were respected
repositories  of  wisdom.  They  enjoyed  a  certain  leisure  from  drudgery  and  in  turn  found  meaning  in
educating the young and guiding family decisions. 

What  these  indigenous  examples  underline  is  that  human  societies  have  long  recognized  multiple
modes  of  contributing  besides  labor.  Leisure,  when  communal  and  purposeful,  can  itself  be  a
contribution: telling a riveting story or leading a ritual hunt dance can uplift  group morale as much as
bringing home meat. The original affluent societies showed that when material pressures are moderate,
people will ensure that life includes art, play, and ritual. And in societies with leadership strata, those strata
often  justify  their  existence  by  taking  on  the  intangible  labors  of  ritual,  social  coordination,  and
knowledge preservation. In such contexts, a life free from menial work is not viewed as parasitic if it yields
spiritual or social dividends for all. 

However, indigenous history also has cases of peculiar deviations. One might consider the phenomenon of
the  “lazy” chiefs or exploitative nobles in some places – those who took advantage of tribute without
giving back – which sometimes led to social strife or changes in leadership. For instance, archaeological and
ethnohistoric evidence from Polynesian chiefdoms suggests that overly oppressive chiefs who demanded
too much corvée labor or tribute were occasionally deposed by their people. This implies that the post-labor
lifestyles of leaders had to maintain legitimacy through demonstrable cultural value or benevolence. Where
they failed to do so, resentment brewed. On a lighter note, one could point to unique cultural flukes, such
as certain Pacific Island kings who became so insulated that others even carried them everywhere (so their
feet never touched ground) – a literal detachment from physical effort that seems almost comical, but it
signified sacred status. These are extremes that prove the rule that generally,  freedom from labor came
with alternate expectations of service, wisdom, or creativity.
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Enlightenment and Early Modern Europe: The Rise of the Leisure
Class

As Europe transitioned from the medieval to the early modern era, the nature of the elite’s lifestyle evolved.
Feudal lords of the Middle Ages had responsibilities (managing lands, fighting in wars) that kept them busy,
if not physically laboring in the fields. But by the Enlightenment era (17th–18th centuries), especially in
Western Europe, a true leisure class more akin to our modern notion had crystallized: nobles and wealthy
bourgeois  who  often  did  not  “work”  in  any  conventional  sense.  They  lived  off  inherited  estates  or
commercial  fortunes  and  spent  their  days  in  pursuits  ranging  from  intellectual  salons  to  extravagant
gallantry. This period gave birth to the concept of the gentleman (or lady) of leisure as a social ideal, and
also saw early critiques of that lifestyle (most famously by Thorstein Veblen in 1899, who analyzed the
“conspicuous leisure” of the wealthy as a display of status ).

Aristocratic Pursuits in the 17th–18th Centuries

In Enlightenment-era Europe, aristocrats increasingly prided themselves on refined taste, education, and
cosmopolitanism. One hallmark of an 18th-century noble’s life was the Grand Tour, particularly for British
elites.  This  was an extended travel  of  often a  year  or  more through Continental  Europe (France,  Italy,
sometimes further) undertaken by young aristocrats as a capstone to their education. The Grand Tour was
essentially leisure with an educational veneer – a chance to see great art, learn languages, fence, dance,
and sow some wild oats far from home. According to Britannica, it was a journey “undertaken by aristocratic
or wealthy young men…to complete their education,” reaching its peak in the 1700s . A typical route might
involve studying manners and fashion in Paris, viewing ancient ruins and High Renaissance art in Rome,
and perhaps carousing at Carnival in Venice . These travels were a  rite of passage for the elite,
intended to mold them into worldly, enlightened leaders (and also, practically, to make social connections
abroad). The Grand Tour symbolized how work had been supplanted by  self-cultivation as the noble’s
task. While costly and time-consuming, it was justified as producing better informed, sophisticated men
ready to take on roles in court or diplomacy. Many returned with crates of books, art, and newfound ideas,
directly contributing to cultural exchange. (For example, tour-goers patronized painters like Canaletto for
Venetian cityscape souvenirs , influencing art markets.)

Meanwhile,  at  home,  the upper  classes  engaged in  a  vibrant  salon culture,  most  famously  in  France.
Salons were  regular  gatherings,  often  hosted  by  aristocratic  women  in  their  elegant  homes,  where
intellectuals, writers, philosophes, and other nobles mingled. Over fine food and polite conversation, they
discussed philosophy, science, literature, and gossip. A description of Parisian salons notes that originally
their mission was  “the refinement of manners, speech, and literature,” but over time they took on  “weighty
intellectual  pursuits” in  arts,  philosophy,  and  science .  Despite  the  serious  talk,  they  remained
informal, with music, dramatic readings, dancing, and parlor games enlivening the evenings . Crucially,
salons were one of the few arenas in the 1700s where  women of the elite could exercise power and
intellect (as hostesses known as  salonnières). They set the agenda, curated the guest list, and mediated
conversation. Being invited to a prestigious salon (like those of Madame Geoffrin or Madame de Staël) was
a mark of social cachet for any rising thinker. The salons gave aristocratic leisure a decidedly intellectual
flavor,  linking  social  pleasure  with  the  progress  of  ideas.  Historians  credit  salons  with  helping  spread
Enlightenment thought by connecting writers to potential patrons and readers . In essence, these
gatherings were networking events cum intellectual forums, and for the hosts and frequent guests, they
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provided a sense of  purpose: participating in the improvement of taste and knowledge in society. As one
historian put it, salon hostesses acted as “catalysts for political and cultural tendencies” . 

Alongside salons, aristocrats filled their leisure with a variety of pastimes that straddled the line between
frivolous  and  formative.  Attending  the  theater,  patronizing  composers (e.g.  the  Esterházy  princes
employed Haydn to write music for them), and maintaining splendid gardens were common. Many nobles
became collectors – of art, antiquities, scientific curios – essentially turning their homes into mini-museums
and  conversation  pieces.  Others  dabbled  in  scientific  hobbies:  King  Louis  XVI  of  France,  for  instance,
enjoyed locksmithing  and geography;  British  gentry  formed societies  to  conduct  experiments  (like  the
Lunar Society which included industrialists and gentlemen sharing scientific interests). This era also saw the
rise of the  gentleman-scientist – wealthy individuals like  Henry Cavendish or  Joseph Banks who, not
needing a salary, could devote themselves to research and discovery, financing labs or expeditions from
their fortunes. The contributions of such hobbyists were significant (Banks’ botanical work from Captain
Cook’s voyage, Cavendish’s experiments on electricity and gases, etc.), showing that when freed from toil,
some elites earnestly pursued knowledge as a meaningful enterprise.

Of course, there was plenty of  pure pleasure-seeking too. The same 18th century that birthed political
philosophy in salons also saw endless rounds of balls, masquerades, hunts, and gambling parties in the
courts of Europe. French aristocrats at Versailles spent days in elaborate court etiquette, then nights in
masked balls or at the gambling tables. Card games like faro or whist could occupy hours (and fortunes).
The English gentry famously enjoyed fox hunting followed by copious eating and drinking – a ritual that
reinforced their identity as country squires in charge of the land. Many a young nobleman in London fell
into the lifestyle of a “libertine”, whiling away his inheritance on taverns, mistresses, and high-stakes bets –
think  of  the  likes  of  Casanova  or  the  fictional  Valmont  in  Dangerous  Liaisons.  These  cases  sometimes
reflected a  lack of purpose beyond amusement, and contemporary moralists did not hesitate to critique
them. Writers like Samuel Johnson and Voltaire poked fun at the idle rich who accomplished nothing. In
fact, the stirrings of revolution in places like France were fed by images of nobles who “did nothing but
consume” while  peasants  starved,  highlighting  how dangerous  conspicuous  leisure  could  be  to  social
stability.

Philosophically, the Enlightenment tried to square the circle by urging that aristocrats use their advantages
for rational betterment of society. The idea of noblesse oblige (the obligation of nobility) gained traction:
the notion that to justify their privileges, the nobility should champion reforms, support charitable works,
and exemplify virtue. Some aristocrats did take this to heart. For example, Montesquieu, a baron, spent his
life studying laws and politics and produced ideas that would help shape modern democracy. He might
have lived off his  estate  quietly,  but  instead he traveled,  observed,  wrote –  clearly  finding a  calling in
intellectual contribution. Another case is  Wilberforce in England (albeit not nobility, but upper-class) who
devoted his leisurely life in Parliament to leading the fight against the slave trade, driven by moral purpose. 

The  Enlightenment  elite  thus  oscillated  between  enlightened  leisure –  education,  patronage,  societal
engagement  –  and  decadent  leisure –  idle  pleasure  and  extravagance.  Their  daily  life  might  include
managing correspondence in the morning (many nobles were prolific letter-writers, which was a form of
networking and intellectual exercise), followed by an elegant midday meal, an afternoon of either study
(reading the latest pamphlet by Rousseau) or sport (horseback riding through one’s parkland),  then an
evening at a friend’s salon discussing the rights of man, or perhaps at the opera in a gilded box. Through it
all, they adhered to codes of politeness and “politesse”, valuing witty conversation and good manners as
arts unto themselves . In a sense, the art of living itself became a project – what to wear, how to

63 64

65 66

15

https://www.worldhistory.org/article/2374/parisian-salons--the-enlightenment/#:~:text=publishers%2C%20thinkers%20to%20other%20thinkers%2C,Yolton%20explains%20further
https://www.worldhistory.org/article/2374/parisian-salons--the-enlightenment/#:~:text=to%20who%20came%20along%20to,Yolton%20explains%20further
https://shc.stanford.edu/arcade/publications/rofl/issues/volume-1-issue-1/kingdom-politesse-salons-and-republic-letters#:~:text=,to%20maintain%20politesse%20and
https://thesalonhost.com/brief-history-of-salons/#:~:text=A%20Brief%20History%20of%20Salons,you%20got%20on%20the


decorate one’s home, how to behave – all were curated as part of an identity. This is what Veblen later called
the  “glorification of  non-productivity”,  wherein the powerful  classes made leisure itself  admirable so that
lower classes would “admire rather than revile” them . Indeed, many commoners did aspire to imitate
aristocratic styles, believing them the epitome of culture.

One cannot mention this period without noting the peculiar deviation of Marie Antoinette’s Hamlet – the
French queen, burdened by court formalities,  built  a mock rural village (the Petit  Hameau) at Versailles
where she and her ladies would dress as shepherdesses and play at simple farm life. This can be seen as a
bizarre inversion: someone so removed from labor that leisure itself became boring, prompting a pretend
version of work for amusement. It did not play well in the public eye and later fed into the image of the
frivolous, out-of-touch aristocracy. 

Overall, by the eve of the modern era, Europe had refined the lifestyle of those liberated from labor into a
complex tapestry. The elites were patrons, innovators, and tastemakers – when they chose to be – or they
could be parasites and buffoons when they succumbed to emptiness. This dual potential of a post-labor life
was keenly understood by thinkers of the time. As one French salon cynic remarked about the leisured
lords,  “They have a thousand means of escaping boredom, but none of using their liberty well.” The challenge
was (and is) how to use freedom for flourishing rather than decay, a theme that carries straight into our
contemporary situation.

Modern Post-Industrial Elites: Leisure and the Search for Purpose

In the 19th and especially 20th centuries, the world saw the broadening of leisure beyond the hereditary
aristocracy. Industrial capitalism created new millionaires; technological progress reduced working hours
for  many;  and  eventually,  social  welfare  systems  meant  even  non-elites  had  some  leisure  (weekends,
retirement). However, at the top strata – what we might call the post-industrial elite (wealthy individuals in
advanced  economies  today)  –  we  find  a  group arguably  freer  from true  economic  necessity  than  any
previous class. A billionaire or a trust-fund inheritor in 2025 could, in theory, never lift a finger and still live
in  extreme  comfort.  Yet,  interestingly,  modern  research  and  anecdotal  evidence  suggest  that  endless
idleness is rarely the path chosen or the path to happiness for this group. Instead, today’s non-working
wealthy  often  engage  in  new  forms  of  work-like  activity:  entrepreneurship,  philanthropy,  hobbyist
endeavors, or public service. They also face psychological challenges in finding meaning in a world that
often defines personal worth by one’s career or productivity.

The Persistence of “Work” Among the Wealthy

It appears that human beings crave purpose and structure, even when they don’t need a paycheck. Studies
of individuals who come into sudden wealth (say via stock windfalls or lottery wins) show that most do not
quit working altogether, or if they do, they eventually return to some form of goal-directed activity .
As one Silicon Valley entrepreneur who struck it rich described, after a period of travel and indulgence he
“found it  difficult  to enjoy life” without something to do. He felt  “unhappy at the lack of structure and not
knowing what my purpose was… My skills were deteriorating.” He concluded, “There’s a higher reason why we all
go to work,” and he went back to a new job . This candid reflection echoes what psychologists have
found:  money alone doesn’t  fulfill  our deeper needs for achievement,  social  connection,  and self-
worth. Indeed, one therapist who works with high-net-worth individuals observed that  “about 98% of her
patients continue working in some way after they are financially secure.” For some it’s the sense of purpose, for
others a needed routine or the status that work brings . When extremely successful people try to
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retire early, many experience a  “sense of loss” or even depression within months . They miss the
challenges, the camaraderie, and the identity that came with their profession.

Therefore,  rather  than  a  class  of  idle  rentiers,  modern  elites  often  transform  their  energies  into  new
ventures. For example, tech billionaires like Jeff Bezos or Elon Musk, despite having wealth beyond measure,
famously keep pushing into new domains (space exploration, futuristic tech) – effectively choosing to work
because it  fascinates them and shapes their legacy. Many other rich individuals take the  philanthropic
route. Bill Gates is a prime example: after co-founding Microsoft and becoming one of the richest men, he
stepped away from business and devoted himself full-time to the Gates Foundation, applying his skills to
global  health  and  education  challenges.  This  is  unpaid  work,  but  it  is  work  nonetheless  –  scheduled
meetings, strategic plans, targets to meet – and Gates has spoken about how it gives him a profound sense
of fulfillment and responsibility. 

This  trend  is  sometimes  framed  as  the  wealthy  converting  financial  capital  into  “social  capital”  or
“impact”. A study on philanthropy notes that today’s new wealth holders often seek “personal fulfillment for
themselves and their families” through giving and volunteering, treating it almost like a second career

.  Elite  philanthropy,  especially  in  the  U.S.,  has  essentially  professionalized:  donors  set  up  family
foundations, hire staff, and measure results, as if running a corporation for good. On one hand, this reflects
genuine altruistic meaning – wanting to give back and leave a positive mark – and on the other, it provides
structure and status (they become known as humanitarian leaders). 

Another path is involvement in  politics or public service. In some countries, wealthy individuals go into
politics,  perhaps foregoing a salary but gaining influence (think of Michael Bloomberg serving as NYC’s
mayor for $1 a year). In others, they might serve on boards of museums, universities, or think tanks – again,
roles that occupy time and confer a sense of contributing to society’s intellectual and cultural life.

However, not all who are freed from labor find such grand new purposes. There is also the phenomenon of
the  “idle rich” socialite or trust-fund kid in the modern world.  They might spend their  days on luxury
consumption – hopping between resorts, attending fashion shows, hosting parties. Social media has cast a
spotlight on this with the rise of “influencers” on Instagram who essentially monetize a lifestyle of apparent
leisure and luxury. These individuals derive meaning (to the extent they do) from  social validation and
personal branding. Their leisure becomes a spectacle and sometimes a business in itself (sponsored posts,
etc.). It’s a curious inversion: being idle can now itself be a form of labor if you are performing it for an
audience! Sociologically, one might say even the seemingly idle have been pulled into some form of work by
the attention economy.

The psychological well-being of those who simply consume entertainment and pleasure without direction
tends to be shaky. Many second- or third-generation rich youths struggle with motivation and identity –
leading to tropes of the “depressed millionaire’s son” or the “bored heiress”. That might be why we see quite
a  few  from  such  backgrounds  eventually  trying  to  prove  themselves,  whether  by  starting  a  boutique
business, engaging in extreme sports, or adopting a pet cause to champion. People need to feel useful or at
least engaged with something beyond themselves; otherwise, as the BBC article title says, “if you get rich, you
won’t quit working for long.” Even if formal work is not resumed, they create projects or challenges to occupy
them.

75 76

77

78

17

https://www.bbc.com/worklife/article/20161208-if-you-get-rich-you-wont-quit-working-for-long#:~:text=Then%20there%20are%20the%20surprising,depressed%20within%20a%20few%20months
https://www.bbc.com/worklife/article/20161208-if-you-get-rich-you-wont-quit-working-for-long#:~:text=There%26rsquo%3Bs%20a%20sense%20of%20loss,that%20they%20didn%26rsquo%3Bt%20anticipate
https://nebhe.org/journal/what-philanthropys-paradigm-shift-means-for-higher-ed-fundraising/#:~:text=What%20Philanthropy%27s%20Paradigm%20Shift%20Means,themselves%20and%20their%20families
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/333987021_Is_Philanthropy_a_Way_for_the_Wealthy_to_Convert_Wealth_into_Happiness_Preliminary_Exploration_in_France#:~:text=Is%20Philanthropy%20a%20Way%20for,their%20possible%20links%20with%20happiness


Contemporary Notions of Leisure and Status

In modern capitalist culture, interestingly, the signaling of status has shifted in some circles. Whereas in
Veblen’s time the rich flaunted how little they worked (e.g., the Gilded Age gentlemen who could spend the
whole day at the club),  nowadays many elites boast about how  busy they are – it’s  called “conspicuous
busyness.” Being overwhelmed with work commitments can itself be a status symbol (implying one’s skills
are in high demand) in certain professional classes. Yet, at the very top, the ultra-rich transcend even that,
sometimes returning to conspicuous leisure by embarking on grand voyages or building private museums
for their art collections. The key difference now is that opportunity for leisure is more democratized in a
basic sense – many middle-class people enjoy early retirement or periodic “mini-retirements” – so simply not
working  isn’t  as  unique.  Thus,  elites  differentiate  by  the  quality  and exclusivity  of  their  leisure.  For
instance, going on an expedition to Antarctica or funding a personal spaceflight is a form of ultimate leisure
that few can replicate, doubling as a meaningful adventure or contribution to science.

From a values perspective, modern society often views a life of pure leisure with a mix of envy and moral
suspicion. There remains a Puritanical streak that glorifies work as virtuous. People who don’t “have to”
work often still  feel  they  should be productive.  This  has  led to  phenomena like  the  “FIRE”  movement
(Financial Independence, Retire Early) where even non-wealthy individuals try to save enough to quit jobs in
their 30s or 40s, but then often pursue passion projects or side businesses in lieu of traditional work –
effectively swapping unfulfilling work for more fulfilling work, rather than for no work at all. True full-time
leisure (just lounging eternally) is rare and usually not fulfilling for long. The ancient worry of philosophers –
that those freed from labor might succumb to hedonism and decay – finds some support in modern issues
like substance abuse or existential despair among some idle affluent youths. But by and large, many of the
non-working  rich  channel  their  energies  into  innovation,  cultural  patronage,  or  activism,  perhaps
heeding that inner call Aristotle spoke of: that “leisure is wasted if we do not use it purposively” .

One illustrative anecdote: after retiring from professional chess, former world champion Garry Kasparov
(who certainly didn’t need a 9–5 job by that point) became a human rights and democracy activist, using his
celebrity and intellect to fight for political reform in Russia. In interviews, Kasparov said he could not be
content just coaching chess or relaxing – he needed a cause to stay alive inside. This kind of narrative is
increasingly common: driven personalities redirect rather than unplug. On the flip side, consider someone
like  Howard Hughes, the billionaire who eventually withdrew from public life and spent his last years in
isolated luxury, consumed by compulsions – a cautionary tale of how unstructured leisure can spiral into
pathology.

We should also note that technology has changed leisure. Today, a person of leisure could theoretically
spend all  day on digital  entertainment – streaming shows, online gaming, social  media – without even
leaving home. Some among the wealthy do fall into decadent tech-aided idleness. But interestingly, those
technologies also enable new creative outlets. A modern aristocrat might write a blog, produce a film, or
curate an Instagram art page – essentially engaging in creative “work” for personal satisfaction or fame. The
boundaries  are  blurrier  than  ever  between  work,  play,  hobby,  and  philanthropy.  The  truly  important
distinction is perhaps between active engagement and passive consumption. Most historical examples
we’ve covered show that those who found meaning did so by actively engaging their leisure in something:
be it writing a poem, hosting a salon discussion, hunting a stag, performing a ritual, or funding a library.
Passive consumption – just eating delicacies, lying on the beach year-round, or buying luxuries – more often
led to emptiness or ruin in narratives. Modern studies concur, indicating that  flow states and  challenge
(even self-imposed) are key to satisfaction, whereas endless relaxation becomes dull. 
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In  conclusion,  contemporary  post-labor  lifestyles  continue to  validate  the  age-old  insight:  Leisure  is  a
double-edged  sword.  When  wielded  with  purpose,  it  allows  individuals  to  reach  heights  of  creativity,
knowledge, and altruism – essentially to “elevate us beyond the work/recovery cycle” into fuller human
potential . When squandered, it can lead to moral and personal decline, a phenomenon observed
from ancient  Rome’s  dissipated emperors  to  present-day tabloid  scandals  of  bored millionaires.  Across
cultures and eras, the story is remarkably consistent. Those freed from the struggle for survival invariably
seek ways to make their freedom meaningful – through art, philosophy, spirituality, governance, or social
contribution. And societies, in turn, have often expected their leisured members to shoulder the burden of
meaning-making: to be patrons, leaders, thinkers, or exemplars. The forms differ – a Tang dynasty poet-
official  crafting  lines  for  the  emperor’s  picnic,  an  Edo  samurai  mastering  the  tea  ceremony,  a  Boston
Brahmin lady organizing a charity gala, or a retired engineer volunteering to teach kids coding – but the
underlying impulse is the same. We work so that we may have leisure, as Aristotle said, but once we have
leisure, we discover (sometimes painfully) that we must work at  something to give our lives meaning. The
grand human challenge is  to  choose that  “something”  well,  aligning our  freedom with our  values and
talents.  History’s  post-labor lives,  in  all  their  variety,  offer a  rich gallery  of  how that  can be done –  or
misdone – and remind us that leisure is not the end of the story, but rather the beginning of another,
potentially greater, quest. 
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