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Introduction SYSTEM AND HISTORY

The so-called “double tradition” of Semuel Johanson—tihe popular and
the learnad, the man and the author—! could be easily transposed in
equally unwholesome oversimplification, within “the learned Johnson”
himself, Johnson would then be either a selfrighteous, over-confident
opinionated reactionary, or a morose and menatonous pessimistic preacher
of human nature. Given the persistence of the double tradition, whether
in the original or transposed version, it is a fresh surprise to find the

author of “The Vanity of Human Wishes” turning to applaud a Dutch

physicizn Herman Boerhaave thus:

[Public lectures] he undertook, not only to the great advantage of
his pupils, but to the great improvement of the art itself, which had,
hitherto, been trealed only in a confused aad irregular manner,
and was liftle more than a history of particular expsriments, not
reduced to certain principles, nor connected cne with another: this
vast chaos he reduced to order. and made that clesr and easy,
which was before, to the last dsgree, difficult and obscure?

Johnson sees In Beerhaave the hallmarks of a scieniist-hero within the
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Baconian scheme for the Great Instauration of a true system of
knowledge: the notion of progress through empirical/experimental
methad (“the slow methods of obtaining true wnotions by frequent
experiments” and “by a long and unwearied observation ol nature”).
the pragmatic standard of value of “usefulness” (“for the common
interesi of mankind™), and above all, the faith in man’s basic capacity
for knowledge (*nons may hereafter excuse his ignorance, by pleading
the impossibility of clearer knewledge”) (VT1, 281, 285-6).) However,
thiz defender of the new science, who dreamt of seeing a true syslem
of human knowledge steadily taised on earth, was also an arch-enemy
of a herd of intellectual system-builders of his age. His main targets
were Bolingbroke, Pope. and especially Soame Jenyns, with their
cozmological systems of “the Arabian scale of existence.” His attack
was scrupulous, and his victory easy: ¥A system has been raised, which
is so ready to fall to pieces of iftself thal no great praise can he
derived from its deslruction. To object ig always easy, and it has
been well observed by a late writer, that fhe hand which cannot build
Rovel, may demolish a femple” (“Review of Scame Jenyns' [ree Enguivy
into the Neture and Ovigin of the Evil”)," Their cardinal sin is in theic

presumption 1o knowledge:

Though [Jenyns] is far from the contemptible arrcgance, or the
impious licentiousness of Bolingbroke, yet he decides too easily upon
guestions out of the reach of human determination, with too litlle
consideration of mortal weakness, and with too much vivacity [or
the necessary caufion. (No. XIII, 171)

The fault is nol one in specific methodology or enthusiasm, buf a

radical one: “To these meditations humanity is unequal. . . . We may
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aski but I believe no created wisdom can give an adequate answer”
(idid., 1733, Now the preacher of the unchangeable human condition
asserls that no man will ever be ahle to know, that no “history of
particular experiments” or of anyv other Lhuman endeavors will ever
culminate in a true system of lnowledge, but only will grope round
and round endlessiy in ignorance. History is 2 maze, an unmapped

ocean where a straight line of progress is impossible to draw:

In our passage through the boundless ocean of disquisilion we
often lake fogs for land. and after having long toiled to approach
them, find instead of repose and harbours, new storms of objection
and fluctuations of uncertainy (ibid., 173},

and we are doomed to find “we end in waad'ring mazes lost™ (No. XV,
3053,

The contrast mads above between Johnson on Boerhaave on cne
band and on Jenyns on the other is obviously pariial and unfair, in
laking the passages out of their overall contexts as well ag in ohscuring
the original distinction Johnson made between natural and moral
knowledge. The parliality of the confrast, however. is intentional, for,
first, each one of the two facels—wo “traditions”"—is in itself a just and
significant pointer toward a perspective in which to place Johnson, 2nd
secondly and mere imporiantly, it reminds us all the more of the
necessity to consider fhe possible Johnsons in the two possible perspec-
lives logether. Johnson the defender of the new science and Johnson
the preacher of eternal human condition have to be set belore us side
by side. System and history have to be understood in their dynamic

relationship, in which, in facl, they always were in Johnson's mind.
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I SYSTEM

Within the Academic Tradition

As a lexicographer Johnson himself set out to construct a system ol
language on the “vast sea of words.”™® From the first declaration of his
inlention to compile a dictionary of the English language in 1746 fo
the assessment of his own achievement in 1756, his aim seems unwaver-
ing, and his confidence unflageing. In the Preface fo the octlavo edition
of the Dictionary he confidently professes that “as I may without
arrogance claim te myself a longer acquaintance with the lexicography
of our language than any olher writer has had, T shall hope fo De
considered as having more experience at least than most of my predec-
cesors,”d His long experience only confirmed the justness of his original
intention first expressed in “a Short Scheme for compiling a new

Dictionary of the English Languapge”:

Thus may a Diclionary be compiled by which the prenunciation
of the Language may be fixed, and the altainment of it facilitated,
by which its purity may be preserved and ils Use ascertained, its
Repulation encreased, and its duration lengthened, and lo which
therefore the Authors of this Nation may perhaps owe part of the
Praises that they shall receive from Posterily.’?

The plea for such a dictionary, of course, speaks of his sense of the
ruinous state of language, the sense that language is HAuctualing,
adulterated with impure dictions and unascertained uses and innova-
licns. thus endzngering its reputation and its intelligihility [or
posterity as well as for contemporaries—the sense, in shorf, that “our

Language . . . now stands in our Dictionaries a confused heap of words
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wilhout dependance and without relation” (*Short Scheme,” p. 271).
Both in his recognition of the deplorable state of language and in
his call for an authoritative prescriptive dictionary, Johnson was, as he
was fully conscions, in the tradition of linguistic academism, Accademia
della Crusca, founded in Florence in 1582 with the objective of purify-
ing the Italian language as one refines flour by sifiing bran (“crusca®),
published Vocabolario degli Accademici delle Crusca in 1612, whose
subtitle said that “It collecis the finest Aower” (Il pidt bel fiori ne
coglie”). ihat is, the standard Italian in Toscanl used by Dante and
Petrarch. L'Académie francaise was founded in 1634 by Cardinal
Richelieu, who was intent on linguistic as well as political hegemony of
France; one of its Statutes and Regulations stated that “la principale
fonction de I'Académie sera de travailler, avec tout le soin ef toute la
diligence possible, 4 donner des régles cerlaines 4 notre langue et &
la rendre pure, éloquente et capahle de traiter les arts ef les sciences.”
In Britain, the Royal Society of London for the Improvement of Natural
Knowledge, chariered in 1662 and 16G3, “exacted from all their
members, a close, naked, natural way of speaking; positive expressions;
clear senses; a native easiness: bringing all things as near the Mathe-
matical plainness, as they can,” and it lost no time to appoint for this
purpose a “Committee for Improving the English Language” in 1664,
John Evelyn, one of the twenty-two nominated members of the commit-
tee, after having enumersted various causes of “addilicns to, and the
corruption of, the English language™—such as *victories, plantations,
frontieres. staples of com’erce. pedantry of schooles, affectation of
travellers, translations. fancy and style of Court, vernility & mincing of

citizens, pulpits, political remonstrances. theaters, and shopps, &e."—
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pointed out an urgent need for “a Gram'ar for the preecepls ... the
rules, the sole meanes lo render it [English] a learned & learnable
tongue,” and for “a Lexicon or colleciion of all the pure English
werds.” The concern of Evelyn and the Rayal Sociely with the state of
the English language and their enthusiasm for its reform had been
shared by a large number of men of letters, prominenl or not. Dryden
had deplored the absence of “a iolerable dictionary, or a grammar; so
that our language is in a mawner barbarous,” and called for “a more
certain measure” which might be established by an academy (Dedication
to Rival Ladies, 1664; *A Discourse concerning the Original and
Progress of Safive.” 1693} Defoe had proposed a British Academy le
“encourage Polite Learning, to polish and refine the Zwuglish Tongue,
and advance ihe so much neglected Faculty of Correct Language, to
establish Purity and Propriety of Stile, and 1o purge it [rom all the
Irregular Additions that Ignorance and Affecialion have introduc’d”
(An Lassy wupon Projects, 1697); Swift had reproved “the conlinual
Corruption of owr English Tomgue” and its “natural Tendency towards
relapsing into Barbarity,” saving it needed authoritative remsorship and
an ‘“annual Index Expurgatorius,” and calling for gome method for
¢ Ascertaining and Fixing our Language for ever,” because, he slates,
“if it were once refined 10 a certain Standard, perhaps there mighl be
Ways found out to fix it for ever; or at least till we are invaded and
made a Conquest by some other State; and even then our best Writings
might probably be preserved with Care, and grow into Esteem, and
the Authors have a Chance for Immortality” (The Tatler, No. 230, 1710,
“A Proposal for Correcting, Improving and Ascertaining the English

Tongue,” 1712)%; Addisor had suggested an idea of *something like
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an Academy, that by the best Authorities and Rules drawn from the
Analogy of Languages shall settle Controversies between Grammar and
Idiem.” propesing the publication of “a Complete and Standard English
Dictienary of the whole English Languape. . .[compiled] according fo
the Method of the celebrated one of the French Academy” (The Spec-
olor, No. 135, 1711; an anonymeous advertisement in The FPostboy, June
1-4. 1717, atiributed to Addison by M. Segar); Smollett had lamenied
Lhe irregularity and mutability ol the English language, concluding that
“it were lo be wished for the honour of this counfry, that an academy
were esfablished. and vested with full power and authority to reform
these abuses. and fix the volatility of the English tongue, which is so
Aucinating and mutable™ {(Critical Review, 8, 1759). Allen W. Read
concludes his long list of the favorahle (and some unfavorable)
comments on the idea of an academy by minor figures—ranging from
George Harris. John Rice, and Robert Baker to the Rev. W. Tremayne,
James Anderson, and Herbert Crafti—hy saying that “the censensus of
stated opinion during this period was clearly in favor of an academy. . . .
the desirability of regulating and ‘ascertaining’ language was a funda-

mental tenel in their [projectors’] linguistic outlook.”?

Normative Etymology

It is within the framework of such tradition of linguistic academism
thal Johnson iries to reduce “a confused heap of words" to an order
by “ascerlaining”—defined in the Dictionary as “1. To mzke certain: to
fix; fo establish™®—the usage and fixing the language. The method-
ology he employs is a normative, anti-historical etymelogy. First he

introduces the norm of an criginal, that is, uncorrupted, state of the
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Eneglish language—“the wells of English wndefiled” and “the pure sources
of genuine diction”—which he specifies as a pericd after the accession
of Elizabeth I (1358) (“Short Scheme” and *Plan”) and before the
Restoration (1660) (“Preface”). This period of perfection between “a
time of rudeness” on one end and a lime of “false refinement and
declension” on the other presenis a closed, complete and self-sufficient
system of verbal expressions "adequate to all the purposes of use and

elegance”:

If the language of theology were exltracted from Hooker and the
franslation of the Bible: the terms of natural knowledge from
Bacon; the phrase of policy, war, and navigation from Releigh; the
dialect of poetry and fiction from Spenser and Sidney; and the
diction of commeon life from Shekespeare, few ideas would be lost
to mankind. for want of English words, in which they might be
expressed, (“Preface™)

The norm being thus clearly defined, etymology is expected to perform
the regulative function of “iracing back” the corrupted language to ifs

pure original state:

By tracing in this manner every word to its original, and not
admitting, but with great caution, any of which no original can be
found, we shall secure our language from being over-run with
canf, from being crouded [siz] with low terms, the spawn of folly
or affectation, which arise from no just principles of speech, and

of which therefore no legitimate derivation can be shewn, (“Flan”){!

Just as the decline from the perfect state of a complete verbal system
was caused by “spawning” of illegitimate “low” words, so the recovery

of “the golden age” of language was to be done through a science of
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legitimate derivation. IHis elymology is rational rather than historical.
The quest for the origin of words ailows him to go back as far as
reason permits, and no further: English words only io their known
Saxon originals—“since we know not the parent of the Saxon dialect”
("Plan,” ». 15)— and foreign words to their Latin original with or
withoul some intermediate forms in Romance languages. Tn the “Pre-
face” wrilten after the completion of the dictionary, he belrays his basic
scepticism ol the discipline. and even adds 2 footnote 1o give “a few
Specimens of etymological extravagances” of Junius who had sone fur.-
ther beyond sure reasonable ground. Moreover, etymology in the sense
of an objective study of historical linguistic changes is essentially a
negative science dealing with linguistic degeneration, a mere record of

corruplion of pure, original, legitimale meanings:

The words which are represented as thus related by descent or
cognation, do not always agree in sense; for it is incident o
words, as {o their aulhors, to degenerate from their anceslors, and
to change their manners when they change their counlry. Tt is
suflicient, in etymological enquiries, if the senses of kindred words
be found such as may easily pass into each other, or such as may
both be referred lo one general idea. (“Preface”)

Rather, stymology for him has another, nobler function: it is a science
of distinction between legilimate and illegitimate derivations of words.
He defines “etymology” in the Dictionary as 1, The descent or deriva-
tion of a word from its original; the deduction of formations from the
radical word; the analysis of compound words into primitives. 2. The
pert of grammar which delivers the inflections of nouns and verbs.”

He uses the terms “originzl,” “radical” and “primitive” as synanymous,
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all tepresenting the origin of logical derivation rather than mere
historical anteriority. Etymolegy is that parl of grammar which estab-
lishes and governs synchronic telations among words, and organizes
“3 confused heap of words” into a rational, well-regulated, and inter-
related system. It is no wonder, then, thal he uses the lerm “elymo-
logy” as synonymous with “analogy,” which is defined as *3. By gram-
marians, it is used to signify the agreement of several words In one
commen mode; as. from fove is formed loved, from haie, heted, from
gricve, grisved” To use an example in “the Plan,” the foundalion of a
system does not reside in such temporal derivations as the English
derivative acf from the Latin original age, actwm, but rather in the
logical derivation of the derivative action, actionable. ackivily from their
primitive fo act. The “original,” the “radical,” the “primitive” are all
detemporalized, An “etymological extravegance”—or a “orammatical
exuberance” —understood in this sense he is quite ready to defend, and

ever. to promole for the sake of “systematical works™:
¥

who does not see that remofensss comes from remote, lovely from love.
concavily Trom concave, and demensiralive from demaenstrate? but {his
grammatical exuberance the scheme ol my worlke did not allow me
to repress. Il is of great Impertance in examining lhe general
fabrick of a language, (o frace one word from another, by noting
+he usual modes of derivation and infleclion; and uniformity must
be preserved in systematical works, though gometimes af the
expense of parlicuzlr propriety. ("Preface”)

The “time” such etvmology discovers in the history of words is
“time” that “passes” in an orderly, logical, that is, atemporal, progres-

sion from the primitive to the derivative, a time of rational and
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meaningful concatenation in kaires, as cpposed to mere blind succession
in chrones. It is a similar kind of time that is to “flow” in definition
of various uses and significances of each word as well s in the “chron-
ological” arrangement of illustralive citations. In definition or what he

calls “explanation” or “interpretation,”

it was requisile to mark the progress of its meaning, and show by
what gradations of intermediate zense it has passed from its
primitive to its remote and accidental signification; so that every
foregoing explanation should tend to that which follows, and the
series be regularly concatenated from the first notion to the last.
{(“Preface™)

In sorting the several senses of each word, the definition must proceed
logically Irom its “natiral and primitive signification” to its “accidental
or consequential” and to “the remoter or metaphorical,” and then to
“the poetical” and ~the familiar,” through “the burlesque’ and fnally
to “the peculiar” (idicsyncratic). The apparent irrationality of ihe
accidental or peculiar signification of a word, inesplicable in ilseld,
would be at least mitigated thus, if not by its original natural signifi-
cance, but by “zn account of the means by which they were introduced®
(“Plan,” p. 26), by the very existence of “the gradations of intermediate
sense.”  Tf any weakness should be found in'such genealogy of signifi-
calion, it is {0 be supplied by collateral supports of synonyms and
antonyms.  Similarly, in the description of levels of usages of each
word or “the DISTRIBUTION of words into their proper classes, or
that part of lexicography which is strictly critical™ (ibid, p. 27), the
order should be from “the general,” through “the poetic™ and “the

anliguated or obsclete” and “the particular,” to “the burlesque and
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familiar® and “the barbarous or impure.” The chronos in the chrono-
logical arrangement of illustrative citaticns i1s to be overcome likewise
by the notion of genealogy and accumulation. The chronological
arrangement will reveal the bare facts of “the rise of some words, and
the a1l of others,” and show that inevitably “every word will have ils
history” (ibid, p. 32). However, each citation Is designed lo give,
besides ils immedizie use, “pleasure or instruction hy conveying some
elegance of language. or soms precept of prudence, or piety” (ibil. p.
31y, Employment of the same word by different writers at separale
instance in lime are brought and linked together in the same space of
a dictionary’s pages and lormed inte “a genealogy of sentimenis™ or “a
kind ol intellectual history™ (“Prelace”), so that the body of citations
in iis entirely will present the “accumulation of elegance and wisdom
in] an alphabetical series” (ibid.),

As a norm, Johnson's “retrospective” elymology is equally operative
as ils “progressive” counterparl. His atternpl to restore the confused
heap of the English language to its former gelden age can be re-defined
in the opposite direction as an attempt io refine and elvilize the current
barbarous language toward a second golden age. For the sake of
literary protocol or good manners, he would minimize the value of his
undertaking and characterize lexicography as “drugery for the blind”
and “the proper loi! of artless induslry,” which does not require “any
higher quality than that of bearing burthens with duoll patience, and
beating the frack of the alphabet with sluggish resolution” (*Plan,” p.
1), Near the conclusion of his propesal, however, he finds himself
excited, almost In spite of himself, with the prospecl of his glorious

conquest as a lexicographical caesar:
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When I swrvey the Plan which I have laid before you [Lord
Chesterfield], I cannot, my Lord, hut confess, that I am frighted al
ils extent, and, like the soldiers of Ceesar, look on Britain as a
new world, which it is almost madness to invade. But I hope, that
though I should neot complete the conquest. I shali at least discover
the coast, civilize parl of the inhabitants, and make it easy for
some other adventurer fo proceed farther, to reduce them wholly to
subjection, and seltle them under law. (I5id., n. 33)

Eight years after the perusal of the *Plan” in manuscript, Chesterfield

was merely repeating and varnishing Jolnson's original fervor when he

said in the presale advertisemeni notice for the nearly completed

diciionary that

Good order and authority are now necessary. . .. We must have
recourse to the old Roman expedient in times of confusion, and
chuse a dictator. Upon this principle I give my vote for Mr.
Johnson to fill that great and arducus post. And I hereby declare
that T make a total surrender of all my rights and privileges in
the English language, as a free-born British subject. to the said
Mr. Johnson. during the term of his dictatorship, Nay more: T
will not anly obey him, like an old Reman, as my dictator, but,
like a modern Roman, 1 will implicitly helieve in him as my pope,
and held him to be inlallible while in the chair.’2

Chesterfield was quite perceptive in sensing the political relevance for

“the gloties of the reien of Lewis the fourteenth” (and for Cardinal

Richelieu) of the linguistic hegemony on the Continent of the French

language which the Académie frangaise was inient on purifying and

perfecting.  And be hails Johmson's purely phiiological—non political—

conquest as “a nobler sort of cenquest. and a far more glorious
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triumph, since graced by none bul willing captives” (ibid.). The
famous ensuing quarrel between Johnson and Chesterfield counld be
explained in varicus ways. but, it seems, one of the clear inlernal
reasons is that Chesterfield did not truly share Johnson's sense of
mission nor could he understand the very nature of “a nobler sort of
conquest.” He accuses [ohnson of nof paying due attention lo “the
genteeler parl of owr language”’—“the fair mint”—which no true
genlleman would dare to neglecl. He delends the verbal “enrichment”
by feminine “happy redundancies and luxuriances of expression” against
the “{yranny” of an autheritative grammarian-dictalor; he tacitly puls a
hipher value on the “polite” orthography for its “jusiness and delicacy
to the ear” than on the “pedantic’—Johnson's primary concern—with
“cerlain dry and crabbed rules of etymology and grammar”; he suggests
with apparent modesty as an appendix te the Diclionsry “a genteel
Neological dictionary” of *those polite. though perhaps not siricily
grammatical words” used in {he “Beau Monde,” and derisively concludes
that “under the protection of that little work, the great one [i.e. John-
son’s Dictionary] will be received in the genteelest houses . . . in ladies
dressing-tooms . . . and even sometimes in the powder-rooms of our
young nobility, upon the same shell with their German-fute, their
powder mask, and their fourhorse whip.”'* In the final analysis,
Chesterfisld’'s concept of language is a frivelons one: language was
merely a “province of the fair sex” and a dictionary a formidable
weapon for an amorous coguetry and conguest. Jcohnsen's letter 1o
Chesterfield, which is usually read as one of the earliest documents of
the declaralion of a writer's independence from a patron, was in iis

specific confext, a document of his firm rejection of the palron’s
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fundamentally depraciatory netion of language. Johnsen had a differant,
“nobler” concept; he envisioned a different "new world™ Dheyond the

“vasl sea ol words,” a different conquest.

From Dictionary to Encyclopedia

Johnson's Dictionary was at first less, and eventually more, than a
dictionary in his own estimation. In his original design for a dictionary
of the English language, it was to comprise only those genuine English
words that were in use in “the general intercourse of life”™ and in the
“polite” writings. at the exclusion of loan words of foreign origins, and
terms of particular arts and professions. That was according to “the
exact and pure idea of a grammatical dictionary” (“Plan,” p. 4), which
alone would satisfy learned ecritics and philosophers. However. he
immediately adds, “in lexicography, as in other arts, naked science is
too delicate for the purposes of life, The value of a work must be
estimated by ils use” (idid, pp. 4-5). DBy his idea of “usefulness” asa
standard of value he finds himself required to compromise his “naked
sclence” for the prospective readers and purchasers of the Diciionary.
And they expected to find in an English dictionary such foreign words
88 zewith. meridien. cynosure. equator, satellites, category, cachexy, peripnen-
mony. 21l mistaken for English or illegitimately naturalized through “long
intermixture and frequent use”; they wanted to know the meanings of
such technical terms as capios, hobeas covpus, premunive, wnisi prius in
law, hypostasis in divinity; they desired to be enlightened by the
dictionary with “the peculiar words of every profession,” “the terms of
war and navigation.” “those of law, merchandise and mechanical

irades”; they nzeded to know names of animals, plants, metals, diseases,
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ete. It is only with a strong sense of compromise on his part that he
agrees to let all those words enter his English diclionary. He was
sapacious enough to learn the lesson from the French: in the face of
“pompous luxuriance” of words useful for lhe readers, even the French
Academy fell, and admitted “ihe necessity of relaxing the rigour of
[its] determination” and its “naked science” (i#id., p. 5). The reader’s
desire for knowladge is insatiable, and “who shall fix the limits of the
reader’s learning?” (ibid. p. 8)

However, it was first of all Johnsen himself that had an insatiable
desite to know. His altitnde gradually changes from that of reluctant
compromise to that of total commitmeni. His system of verbal knowl-
edge gradually transforms itself—lapses or enhances ifself—toward a
system of real knowledse; knowledge sbout words comes to be
subsumed within knowledge about things: in a word. a diclionary
becomes an encyclopedia. It may slill be for the sake of “common
readers” and “common use” thal he says he has “determined to
consult the hest writers for explanations real as well verbai . ., [s0]
{hat [his] book is more learned than ils author” (ibid, p. 21). How-
ever. his strongest molive for the delermination lies elsewhere, in his
awareness that matter is the paragon of word for its solidily and
permanence as a building bleck of an eternal syslem of knowledge.
Word aspires to the condition of malter; matter lays the foundation for
word: “who upon this survey [of the “elemental principles™ of language]
can forbear fo wish, that these fundamental atoms of our speech might
obtain the firmness and immutability of primogenial and constituent
particles of matter, thal they might retain iheir substance while they

alter their appearance, and be varied and cempounded, yet not
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destroyed” (ibid., p. 18). Chemistry, the natural sciencs, supplied the
model for lexicography as well: just as chemistry dresses a iable of
elements which retain their identily and permanence through all their
chemical compositions, so lexicography has to give a list of words
which remain identical all through their compositions into phrasss and
sentences. The analogy of atomism is more than mefaphorical here.
In 2 peculiar way. one cannot speak of the “subslance” of a word as
one can of the substance of matter. Word is a suhstance anly in so
far as it reflecls the material substance. Word reflecls matter by being
uged as its substitute, by “represenling” it or *referring” to it. By its
very insubsiantiality, a word performs its sole funclion as a mirror; if
elfaces ilself into pure instrumentality before the world of things. A

word wants to annul ilself; the earth aspires to the condition of heaven:

I am not yet so lost in lexicography, as to forget that words ave the
daughters of earth. and that things are ihe sons of heaven, Language
ig only the instrumeni of science. and words are but the signs of
ideas: T wish, however, that the insirument might be less apt to
decay, and that signs might be permanent, like the things which
they denote, (“Preface™

The ultimate foundation of a dictiopary is an encyclopedia. It is
within the system of real knowledse that the system of verbal knowl-
edge s to be “fixed and ascerlained.” The completeness of system in
the Elizabethan zge was that of real as well as verbal knowledge:
stylistic wariely of the English language 1n Sidney, Ilooker. Bacon,
Raleigh, Spenser, Shakespeare was essenlially a result of the exhausfive
ness of the system of real knowledge of the period—“adequate 1o all

purposes” —comprising theclogy, religion, natural knowlege, policy. war,
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navigation, poetry, ficlion, and common life. Illustrative cilations as a
whole were designed to be an alphabetized accumulation—a system
{ranscending time—af verbal elegance and rezl wisdom. Fixlure of
pronunciation and orthography was instrumental fo the stability and
duration of a system of knowledge, including the verhal one. Chester-
field was deceived. ohviously by Jehnson's own comment on his unwill-
ing “compromise.” into setting up a distinctlon between “word hooks”
and “dictionaries in the superior sense of ihat title”"—a distinction
virtually unreal to Johnson himself. As a matter of fact, so-called
“dictionaries of hard words® were essentially intended to supply
possible lacunae in the rveader's system of knowledge and to render il
more complete and “general.” For example, Jotn Kersey's Dictionarium
Anglo-Britennicum: or. @ Gemeral Ewglish Dictionary, published in 1708,

stated in its leng subtitle thatl it comprehends

a Prief, but Emphatical and Clear Explication, of all sorts of
difficult WORDS, that derive itheir Original from other Ancient and
Modern Languages; as also, of all Terms relating fo Aris and
Sciences, hoth Liberal and Mechanical, viz, Dininity, Law, Philosophy,
Physick, Surgery, Anatomy, Chymistry, Pharmacy, Bolanicks, Mathemal-
icks, Grammar, Rhetovick, Logick, Musick, Hevaldry, Maritime Affairs,
Military Discipline, Traffick, Husbandry, Cardening, Handicrafis, Confec-
lionery, Coochery, Horsemanship, Hunting, Hawking. Fowling, Fisfing,
&e.,

to which are added “a Large Collection of WORDS and PHRASES, as
well Latin as English, made use of, in our Ancient Stafutes. Qld Records,
Charlers, Wrils, and Processes at Law,” along with “an Interpretation

of the proper Names of Men and Women, and several other remarkable
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Particulars,” the whole work bheing “Compil’d, znd Methodically
Digested, for the Benefit of Young Students. Tradesmen, Artificers,
Forgigners, and others, who arve desirous thoroughly to understand what
Lhey Speak, Eead, or Write.”® In his preface Kcrsey refers those who
are for “making a wmore siricl Sewch info lhe fmmnosl Recesses of this
Imperial Mine [“the wvast treasuves of owr English Tonguz"]1" to “ihe last
Edition of PHILLIPS'S DICTIONARY"—Edward Phillips's Tha New
World of English Weords first published in 1658, Edward Phillips, having
expressed ils design as “the General advancement of Learning and Avis'—
which inevitably brings to mind the ideal of Francis Bacon and the Royal
Society—elaborates in his preface on the relationship between words and

things in the tolal framework of knowledge thus:

The very Summe and Comprehension of ali Learning in General,
is chiefely reducible into these two grand Heads, Words and
Things; and though the latter of these two be, by all men, not
without just cause, acknowledpged the more solid and substantial
parl of Learning; vet since, on the other side, il cannot be denyed
but that without Langwage (which is as it were the vehiculum or
canveyancer of all good Arls) things cannof well be expressed or
published to the World, it must be necessarily granted, that ihe
one is lifile lesse necessary, and an inseparable concomittant of
the othert¢

If Phillips is somewhat apologetic for including English words in his
“General Dictionary” of universal knowledge, Johnsen is openly enthu-
slastic about enlarging a mere dictionary of the English language—and
thus “compromising” its “naked science”—with so much Information

about things as to reach an encyclopedic magnitude:
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When first I engaged in this work, I resolved lo leave neither
words nor things unexamined, and pleased myself with a prospect
of the hours which I should revel away in feasts of literature, the
obscure recesses of northern learning, which T should enter and
ransack, the treasures with which I expecied every search info those
neglected mines fo reward my labour. and the friumph with which
I sheuld display my acquisitions to mankind. When I had thus
enguired into ihe original of words. I resolved to show likewise
my attention to things; to plerce deep inlo every science, to
enquire the nalure of every substance of which I inserted the
name, to limit every idea by a definition strictly logical, and exhibit
every production of art or nalure in an accurale description, that
my book might be in place of all other dictionaries whether
appellative or technical. (“Preface™)

(Note here in particular the mining and conguest imagery in the
second half of the first sentence carried over from Kersey and from his
own “Plan.”) His {inal goal is ne less than lo compile a dictionary of
dicltionaries “appellative or technical,” the ultimate dictionary which
wiil comprise the complete knowledge about words and things, a truly

universal system of knowladge about the whole human universe,

II HISTORY

Follies of System-Building

Silently, history sneaks into the system. History cracks the system
and opens 1t up, and then the system is unclosable for ever. The kaires
of orderly accumulalive comsiruction of the eternal edifice of humsan

knowledge beging to drift astray, like any other human project, through
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the chronos of rise and fall, vicissiludes and decay. The ascent toward
a lieavenly system is curved down by the burden of humanity toward
an earthly history. The vision of a glorious conquest is darkened, and

the fate of a lexicographer is clouded:

But these were the dreams of a poet doomed at last 1o wake a
lexicographer. I soon found that il is foo late to look for insiru-
ments, when the work calls for execution, and that whatever abili-
ties T had brought to my task, with those [ must finally perform it.
To deliberate whenever I deubted, to enquire whenever 1 was
ignorant, would have protracted the underiaking without end, and,
perhaps, without much improvement; for I did not find by my Arst
experiments, that what I had not of my own was easily to be
obtained: T saw that ome enquiry only gave occasion to another,
that hook referred {o book, that to search was not always to find,
and fo find was not always to be informed; and that thus to persue
perfection, was, like the frst inhabitanis of Arcadia, to chase the
sun, which, when they had reached the hill where he seemed to
rest, was still beheld at the same distance from them. (“Preface™)

The lime of constructing a system and the time of living a history
never coinecide: it is always eilher too late or toc early. To pursue
perfection which is forever unattainable is end-less. If ever a system
can be raised ai all, it can only be “In time finished. though not
completed™ (¢b/d.). The systern of human knowledge never reaches its
goal: the history of human endeavor never aftaing its end to rest in
peace: syslem is forever unclosable, and history unstoppable. And this
is the eternal stale for humanily in time. The “rest” is “folly, vanity,

and affectalion”:

With this consequence [Le. to "fix our language, and pul a stop
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to those allerations which time and chance have hitherto been
guffered to make in it withouf opposition™] I will confess that I
flattered myself for a while; but now begin 1o fear that I have
indulged expectation which neither rcasen nor experience can
justify. When we see men grow old and die at a ceriain time one

after another, from century lo century, we laugh al the elixir that
promises to prolang life to a thousand years; and with equal
justice may the lexicographer be derided, who being able to
produce no example of a nation that has preserved their words and
phrages from mutability, should imagine that his dictionary can
embalm his language, and secure it from corruption and decay, that
it is in his power o change sublunary nalure, or clear the world

at cnce from folly, vanity, and affectation. (i5id.)

And Johnson found ardund him countless syslems, lexicographical,
linguistic, theological, raised by human follies and vanities. One such
system is found, quite apposilely for the implicalion of its vanity and
folly, at the grand Academy of Lagado In Gulliver's Travels (1724).
TProfessors of language there pursue the project of consiructing “an
universal Language® or a “kind of artificial Converse,” first by “leaving
out [of language all] Verbs and Parlticiples; because in Reality all
things imaginable are but Nouns,” and then secondly by “entirely
abolishing all Words whatsoever . . . since Words are only Names for
Things.”)™ They attempt to establish a necessery communicative system:
nouns are in a more necessary relationship with things than verbs or
participles because they represent things; things are in an absolule
necessary relation—identity—with themselves, unlike words which
merely rtepresent or reflect them®. Such “universal Language” or

“artificial Converse” is supposed to eradicate the defects of traditional,
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conventional language-—unavoidahble ambiguily and miscommunication
on one hand and the plurality of human lanpuages on the other.
The return to the origin of words in things and the ascent lo an
artificial system of necessary communicative signs are the two insepa-
rable aspects of one and the same project io redeem the human
language. In order to cure the “cheats of words,” and to repair the
ruins of words after Babel, the zealous humanists either long for the
original state of human language before the Fall, or seek for a future
slate alter the Redemption. Doth atlempis aim to annihilate history,
the one by tracing history back to ils immobile origin whsre history
did not yet exist, and the other by emancipating itself from history into
a timeless artificial paradise. Both “elymological metaphysics” and
“philosophical discourse,” both the quest for the Adamic language and
the project for an artificial universal language are all trying to consiruct a
nalural language, a necessary language, in a heroic and hubricus defiance
of human language, which is arbitrary, conventional, and profoundly
historical.

Although justly reproved by Johnson for his “etymological extrava-
gances,” Junius was only trying to poinl out, or rather invent, a semantic
necessily or naturalness, in human language and thereby lo rationalize
and humanize it, when he “seriously derive[s] dreamr from drama,
because life is a droma, aud a drama 3 ¢ dream; and . . . declares with
a tone of deffance, that no man can fail to derive mosn. from wdves,
monss, who considers that grief naturally loves to be alone” (“Preface”).
John Wallis, whom Johnson quotes at lenpgth justly. again, with a grain
of salt, asserted a total phonetic necessity cperative hefween sounds

and words: “In the native words of our tongue is to be found a great
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agreement belween the lefters and the thing signified; and therefore
the sounds cof letters smaller, sharper, louder, closer, softer, stronger,
clearer, more obscure, and more stridulous, do very oflen inlimale the
like effects in the things signified” (“Grammar™).'®* What John Horne
Tooke iried to do in his Diversions of Purley (1786, 1798) was to remove
the apparenl irrationalifies of language and to rediscover its original,
purely rational struclure by means of etymology (or, in Dugald Stewart’s
pejorative naming, “etymological metaphysics™). He places the origin
of raticnality not in things themselves nor in the operation of the
mind, bul in the historical etymons, or, in Johnson’s phrase, “aloms
of speech.” He believed that truth *has heen improperly imagined at
the hottom of a well: it lies much nearer to the surface” (I, 10)—the
surface which is specifically and exclusively linguistic: “what are called
[the mind's] operations, are merely the operation of Language” (I, 51).
The purely rational operations of language have been overlooked
becauge the second aim of language—to “do it [i.e. the first aim to com-
municate our thoughts] with dispaich™—was neglected, and abbreviations
as a sorl of philesophical shorthand for & full rational operation were
not regarded as such. By reducing the ramification of separate denota-
tions of a werd to its stymon which “continues to retain invariably one
and the same single meaning” (1. 346-7), etymology reveals language
as a rational and necessary system In which “there is nothing strictly
arbitrary.”?® The effort of John Wilkins—an unofficial president of the
Royal Society in its formative days in the late 165%0s, and an official
supervisor of Thomas Sprat’s History of the Raval Society (1667)—was
aimed at creating an artificial language which is in ilself an encyclo-

pedia of the universe. His Essay Towards a Real Character, and a Philo-
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sophical Language (1668) set oul to construct a new sysiem of “real
characters,” or signs which are, unlike conventional verbal signs, in
natural and necessary connection with things. Those “real characters,”
which, he says, “signify things, and not words,” are governed by “certain
invariable Rules for all such Grammatical Devivefions and Infexions, and
such onely, as are natural and necessary,” and therefore are *to have such
dependance upon, and relation to, one anolher, as might be suitable to
the nature of the things and notions which they represented.” The

L]

“characters.” “real” in the sense thaf they represant dirsctly the nalure
of things, are also “universal” in that they signify in terms nct of
conventional signs of each separate national language, but of things
themselves which are identical all over the world, that is, all through our
“internal notion or apprehension” of things in the world. The introduction
of his new characters may cause confusion in established orthographi-
cal systems, but Wilkins is convinced that these characters, being
veal and universal, are entitled {o supplant all other “false” characters
and to creale anew a unified, solid system of true knowledge: *It cannot
be denied, but that the variety of Leiers is an appendix to the Curse
of Bebel, namely, the multitude and variety of Languages. . . .but this
Consideration ought to be no discouragement: For supposing such a
thing as is here proposed, could ke well established, it would be thas
surest remedy that could be against the Curse of the Confusion, by

vendring [sic] all other Languages and Characters useless, ™2

Leibniz vs. Locke

‘The archetypal oppesition between the naturalist and the conven-

tionalist conceptions of human language can be found between Locke and
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Leibpiz.®2 For Leibniz the relation between thing and idea and the
relation between idea and word are both natural and necessary. His
noticn of innate ideas provides a necessary link between thing and
idea, and his notion of natural language dees the same hetween idea
and word, Tt is this unbroken chain of necessily that enables etymolegy
to irace back the history, as philesophy once did, in quest of the origin
of word in idea, and of idea in thing. By iracing back separate
national languages, etymology finds a single “common origin [or all
nations" and a single “primilive root-language” (ll. i, 1). “There is
something natural in the origin of words™ (ikhid). TFor him as for
Bacon and Wilkins. language is natural in the proportion that it directly
represents natural objects; Leibmiz praises German as a language “very
rich and complete in real {erms, to the envy of all other lanpguages,”
and hence, “incompatible, not with philosophy, but with barbarous
philosophy.” Language is natural, also, as for Wallis, in the proportion
that il retaing a strict nalural “analogy of sound with the disposition
[“alecticms”™] of the mind that accompanied the perception of the thing.”
Such a single radical language was a language spoken by Adam.
Adam named things according to their nature. As the founder of the
origin of words, he was the first elymologist, and as the discoverer of
the nalure of things, he was the first philosopher. As DBibliander says
in De ratione ommniwm linguarum ef lleraruwm (1548), “that language is
the most perfect whose words explain the natures of things. Such as
that language is believed to have been, In which Adam imposed names
on individual things,” And as Robert South says in his sermon on
Genesis (1662), Adam “came into the world a philosopher, which

sufficiently appeared hy his writing the nature of things upon their
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names; he could view essences in Lhemselves, and read forms withoul
the comment of their respective properties. . . . An Aristotle was but the
rubbish of an Adam, and Athens but the rudiments of Paradise.”
Adam could view essences in themselves, because. as Leibniz argues,
“ideas and iruths are innate in us”™ {“Preface”) -—perfecily knowsble
lor the human understanding, at least before his Fall and exile from
his epistemologica! paradise. Ulimately the study of language is a
study of the human mind: “I truly believe that languages are the hest
mirror of the human mind, and that a precise analysis of the significa-
tions of waords would tell us more than anything else about the opera-
lions of the understanding” (III, vii, G). Elymeology as an exact science
of the origin of words is nol only a study of their origins, but essen-
tially an ambitious philosophical project to restore the human under-
sianding to ils origing and netwrel state of perfection before the Fall,
Jusl as Bacon’s scheme for a Greaf Instauration—restoration—of man’s
past perfection is simullaneously a blueprint for progressive construction
of a New Aflantis in the future, so does Leibniz's philosophy of
language belong al once to the mystical tradition of an Adamic
language beiore the Fall, and to the modern attempt to create a philo-
sophical language after the Redemplion.

John Locke, on the cther hand, bepan by severing the relation
belween word and ides, ard the relation between idea and thing., He
separated word from i1dea by regarding language as a man-made arbi-
trary convention, and idea from thing by denying the docirine of innate
ideas, “Words...came to be made use of by men zs the signs of their
ideas: nol by any natural connexion thal there is belween particular

articulate scunds and cerfain ideas, for then there would be hut cne
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language amongst all men; but by a voluntary imposition, whereby
such a word is made arbitrarily the mark of such an idea” (ITT, ii, 1).
Thereby Locke rtejects Wallig’s theorvy of nafural phoneticism (expres-
siveness) (“since scunds have no natural connexion with ourideas . . .
they are all equally perfect® as arbitrary signs for ideas [II1, ix, 41D,
and, more Importantly, he also rejecls the doctrine of the Adamic
language as a natural language, and the Adamic knowledge as a
natural knowledge: “what liberty Adam had at first to make any
complex ideas of mixed modes by no other pattern but his own thoughis,
the same have all men ever since had. And the same necessily of
conforming his ideas of substamces to things withouf him, as to archelypes
made by nature, that Adam was under, if he would not wilfully impose
upon himself, the same are all men ever since under foo. The same liberty
also that Adam had of affixing any new name to any idea. the same
has any one still” (111, wi, 51). Locke democratizes the human
language: he dismisses an illustrious anceslor—the first man—from
whom we might be accused of having fallen away. Locke may even
seem to have done away with human history itself, declaring the same
liberty, the same necessity, the same condition for all humanity. Hew-
ever, quite paradoxically, he actually rescued thereby the concept of history
which was totally denied in Leibniz's philosophy of “historical” etymology.
It is Leibniz who was determined to aovercome and annihilate the reality
of human history by tracing it backward 1o its immobile natual origin
or by accelerating it forward to its equally immobile ultimate goal.
Locke refuses to abolish history. Just as words only gradually “came
to be made use of by men” as arbitrary signs for ideas, so ideas them-

selves are not innate, but only gradually come to an empty “derk room”
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of the human mind, which is “not much unlike a closet wholly shul
from light, with only some little openings left. to let in external visible
resemblances. or ideas of things without” (II, xi, 17). The mind is a
blank place in which takes place a gradual process of reception, accumula-
tion and formation of externally derived ideas into a éystem of knowledge.
Understanding for Locke is not a static, a prior given, rational faculty,
but a dynamic process man experiences in time. His epistemology is
as profoundly historical as Leibniz's was anti-historical, His method
was professedly a “hislorical, plain method,” which will “give [an]
account of the ways whereby our understanding comz fo aliain lhose no-
tions of things we have” (Introduction, 2; italics mine). Even Adam had
to experience the gradual process of coming to know things and name
them, like all other human beings must do in time. Human under-
standing as an ongeing activity, knowledge as a process of accumulating
ideas, never ends as long as it remains as such: it is always in history,
in time. Knowledge is an act, not an end-product, The process never
ends—therefors. an absalute truth is never achieved.2

To recognize a history is to mistrusl a system. Recognition of the
temporal process in which human knowledge is always 4 half-knowledge
and a half-trulh, restrains us from the folly of dreaming of a complete
system, Hnished, self-enclosed, eternal. Instead of a sinpgle radical
language. whether natura! or arfificial, Locke acknowledges the reality
of the multiplicity of human languages; he speaks not of a moment of
the birth of a language, but of an already established linguistic order
inte which man is born. The only difference he sees between Adam's
language and ours is that “in places where men in society have already

established 2 language amongst them, the significations of words are very
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warily and sparingly to be altered. . . . in communicalion wilth others,
it is necessary that we conform the ideas we make the vulgar words of
any language stand for to thelr known proper significations, (.. .) or else
to make known that new-signification we apply them to” (TII, vi, E1).
Because of the absence of any natural connexion among words, ideas,
and things, their *unnatural” connexions, inherited conventional ones
or individually estzblished oues, shonld all the more be rigorously
defined and observed. Double conformity between word and idea, and
hetween idea and thing is the essential condition [or entering into the
“common tie of society™ (IIL, i, 1), the “knot” of verbal communication
and mutual understanding. After all, human lanpuage as well as
huwman knowledge are confined within history, which is circumscribed
by the Fall on one hand ané by lhe Redemption on the other. The
malady of words—arbitrariness of language—Is greater than any possible
arlicifial cures; one's duty 1o one’s fellow social beings In time is
greater ihan any personal despair over a lest paradise or prophesy ofa
pradise regained, “COur business here,” Locke reminds us, “is nol to
know all things, but those which concern our conduct”; “we may learn
to conlent ourselves with what is altainable by us in this stale” (Intro-
duction, 6, 5)—in the eternal state of human condilions within the
cosmic framework of “the vast ocean of Being” and of words, without
presuming to know imore than we can ncr despairing over the little
that we do know. As he firmly believes, *the Candle thal is set up in
us shines bright enough . for zll our purposes” (Introduction, 3).

When applied to linguistics and lexicography, Locke's epistemology
meant a denial of the possibility of radical linguistic reform. a plea for

respect for common usage. Locke sharply distingunishes the natural
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imperfections in language and its unnatural abuses, saying that “Besides
the imperfection that is naturally in language. and the ohscurity and
confusion that is so hard to be avoided in the use of words, there are
several wilful faults and neglects which men are guilly of in this way
of communication, whereby they render these signs less clear and
distinct in their signification than naturally thev need to be” (T1I, x, 1).
Selting up a similar distinetion, Johnson defines the limits in which the

lexicographer is to be given the authority to “fix and asceriain™:

Every language has its anomalies, which, though Inconvenient, and in
themselves once unnecessary, must be tolerated among the imper-
Teclions of human things, and which require only to be registered;
that they may not be increased, and ascerlained, that they may not
be confounded: but every language has likewise ils improprieties
and absurdities, which it is the duty of the lexicographer tc correct
or proscribe. (“Preface”)

Where Locke has said that the abuses should be “remedied by defini-
tions, selting down that collection of simple ideas, which they shall
stand for; and then using the terms steadily and constantly for that
precise callection” (IV, iii, 20), Johnson speaks of the necessily to
“limit every idea by a definition sirictly logical, and exhibit every
production of art or nature in an accurate description” (ibid.). The
Dictionary defines sign as “1. A token of any thing; that by which
any thing is shown,” and actually quotes Locke: “When any one uses
any term, he may have in his mind a determined idea swwhich he makes
it the sign of, and to which he should keep it steadily annexed.” The
Dictionary definition of werd quotes Locke again on the abuses of words

("Among men who confound ideas with words. there must be endless
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disputes, wrangling, and jargon”), and makes clear his implied nolion
of correct usage by way of quoting South: *As conceptions are the
images of things to the mind within itself so are words or names the
marks of those conceptions to the minds of them we converse with.”?*
Linguistic apomalies, which may have been “once unnecessary” in a
paradise without history, are ineradicably ingrained in the human
condition, in man's “sublunary nature.” All the more for that reason,
arbitrary connexions among thing, idea and word, which are also lhe
vital “common tie of sociely,” should be striclly conserved as the only
possible basis of constancy and stability available to man.® That is to
say, the notion of constancy and stabilily is historical: they do not
belong to any absolute permanence of essence nor to man’s universal
rational faculty, but rather to the collective will and commitment to
preserve a iradition, a society. The conformity of word lo idea neces-
sary in commumicalion is homelogous to that conformity of individual
members to thelr community necessary in spiritual social communion.
Usage, or historical codification of innumerable individual discourses,

is the only “fixed” and fixable standard of human lznguage,

Against the Academic Trend

In spite of Jobnson's sense of “compromise” and sacrifice of “naked
science” of lexicography for the sake of common “usefulness,” and also
in spile of his conscious emulation of the continenfal academies. il is
by his notion of usage that he, somewhat unexpectedly and consistently,
opposes the idea of a British academy.® Not to mention John Wilkins,
who was so sanguine about his plan for a universal and philosophical

language that he concluded that “Though I have not as yet had
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opportunily of meking any tryals, vet 1 doubt nol, bul that one of a
good Capacity and Memory, may in one Months [sic] space aftain 1o a
good readiness of expressing his mind this way [in his philosephical
language], either in the Character or Langusge™ (An Hssay, p. 434), the
suppoarters of the project for a British Academy were, quite naturally,
oplimistic about the feasibility of the project. Dr. George Harris, for
instance, volced his opinfon in 1752 that the *“Uniformily in Spelling
might easily be effected . .. [which] would alone be suflicient to preserve
our Language intire to the most distant Times.” Havine in mind the
existence of the continenlal academies, and being excited about what a
“one-man academy” like Jolimson's could do lo equal the achievement
of those academies,® Robert Nares could nol resis: asking in 1781,
“had these authors [ie. Dr. Johnson, Bishop Lowth, Joseph DPriestly,
and James -~Hermes” Harris], who have separately endeavoured to
promote the siudy of the English tongue, united themselves into a
Society for that purpose, what might we not have expected from
their combined genius and industry?” Nares's sentiment was largely
shared in the period. and the Rev. W. Tremavne's modest estimate in
1785 of the time required for a fotal reform of the English language
initiated by an academy and diffused to the lowest class was only “half
a cenfury” at most®® Johnson's comments on the plan for a British
academy were vather exceptional for their persistent negativensss
against such a generally favorable concensus of stated opinicns during
the period. In the first version of “Life of Roscommon® in 1748,
Johnson refers to Roscommon’s “design of inslituting 2 society for the
refinement of the IDnglish language,” in which “My Divden was 2

principal assistanl,” and aseribes its failure to “the commotions which
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were produced by King femes's endeavours to introduce alteralions in
religion.” He also mentions a similar design, obviously by Swift, under
the ministry of the Earl of Oxford, which turned out to be equally
unsuccessful owing to his “necessity of attending only 1o political
disquisitions, of defending the conduct of the administration, and
forming parties in the parliament.” Such a design was, Johnson guotes
Fenton approvingly, “a design, of which it is much easier to conceive

an agresable idea, than any rational hope ever to see it brought to perfec-
tion.”  In the second enlarged version of the “Life of Roscommon”
in The Lives of the English Poefs in 1779, Johnson restates the reason for the
impracticability of the scheme on a broader, more general and “rational”
basis: besides “the confentious turbulence of King James’s reign,” he
now points out the difference in national character and political temper-

ament between the French and the English:

In this country an academy could be expecled to do but little,
If an academicians place were profitable, it would be given by
interest; if attendance were gratuitous, it would be rarely paid.
and no man would endure the least dispust, Unanimity is impos-
sible, and debate would separate the assembly.

But suppose the philelogical decree made and promulgated, what
would be its authority? In absolute governments, thers is, some-
times, a general reverence paid to all that has the sanction of
power, and the countenance of greatness. How little this is the
state of our country needs not to be told. We live in an age in
which it is a kind of publick sport 1o refuse all respect that cannot
be enforced. The edicts of an English academy would, prebably,
he read by manv, only that they might be sure to disobey them.

That our language is in perpetual danger of corruption cannot
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be denied; hut whal prevention can be found? The present
manners of the nation would deride authority; and, therefore,
nothing is left but that every writer should criticize himself, (VIL
167)

In the “Life of Swift” it is by his criterion of experience, and, more
importantly, his knowledge of human nature or general (as opposed fo
national) psychology thal Johnson dismisses Swift's Proposal (a “petty
ireatise” as it is called in the “Preface®), which was “wrilten without
much knowledge of the general nature of language, and wilhout
accurate inguiry into the history of other tongues. The cerfainty and
stability which, contrary to all experience, he thinks atlainable, he
proposes to secure by instituting an academy; the decree of which
every man would have been willing, and many would have been proud
to disobey, and which, being renewed by successive elections, would,
in a short time. have differed from itself” (VIIL 202). In an earlier
satiric porlraiture of an archetypal literary critic, 2 Dick Minim
(The Idler, Nos. 60-61, June 1752), the scheme for an academy had
Dbeen reduced to nothing more than a form of human folly and vanity. a
dream thai will never come true "1ill some happy conjunclion of the
planets shall dispose our princes or ministers to make themselves iramor-
tal by such an academy” (IV, 330).30 In the “Preface” to the Diclionary
itself, an Immediate cause for his anti-academism Is given in the form
of linguistic nationalism; emulation and aggressive rivalry with the
continental academies for the same worthy cause are overruled for the
principle of English liberty and independence from any form of absolute
authority: ~If an academy should be established for the cultivation of

cur stile . , . I, who can never wish to see dependance multipied, hope
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the spirit of English liberty will hinder or destroy [it]” (“Preface”).

Rediscovery of History

The ultimate reason, however, lies much deeper. Academism with
its unanimous afttempt to “fix and ascerlain™ a human language—which
was originally Johnson's own lofly aim—was essentially an attempt to
deny the reality of human history. In trying 1o overcome history, it is
irying at the same time to deprive man of his human condition, time, and
thereby to make him some other being than himself. Itis an impossible
atlempl, and an immoral act; it cannot transeend humanitly in history, and
it should not. A transvaluation takes place: hislory, which has been the
distress of humanily, is xnow 1ts proof. Life passes in time uniil it
stops and “fixes” itself in death; it is human life only in so far as it
is always passing in time befors it is “fixed” by death. Human imper-
manence and imperfections have placed us below a state of divine
permanence and perfeclion; now, the permanent mobility of human life
taises us above the permanent immobility of deaih. Ii is impossible to

salvage humanity from history:

IT the changes ilhat we fear be thus irresistible, what remains
bul to acquiesce with silence. as in the other insurmcuntable
distresses of humanity? 1t remains that we retard whal we cannot
repel, that we palliate what we cannol cure. Life may be length-
ened by care, though death cannot be ultimately defeated: tengues,
like governmenis, have a natural lendency lo degenerate; we have
long preserved our censtitution, let us make some struggles for our
language. (“Preface™)

And it is immoral to sever humanity from history, for the “infernal
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causes” of historical changes are inherent in human baings, and history
is in fact none other than their fullest self-expression and self-embodi-

ment:

There are likewise internal causes [for linguislic changes]
egually forcible. The language most likely to confinue long
without alteration, would be that of a nation raised a little, and
but a little, above barbarity, secluded from strangers, and totally
employed in procuring the conveniencies of life; either without
bocks, or, like some of the Mahomelan countries, with very few:
men 1thus busied and unlearned, having only such words as common
use requires. would perhaps long contitue to express the same
notions by the same signs. Bul no such constancy can be expected
in a people polished by arts, and classed by subordination, where
one part of the community is sustained and accommodated by the
labour of the olher. Those who have much leisure to think, will
always be enlarging the stock of ideas, and every increase of
knowledge, whether real or fancied, will produce new words, or
combinations of words. When the mind is unchained from neces-
sity, it will remge after convenience; when if is left at large in the
fields of speculation, it will shift opinions; as any custom is disused,
the words that expressed it must perish with it; as any opinion
grows popular, it will innevate speech in the same proportion as it
alters practice. (ibid.)

The “constancy” is monotony of l[ife chained fo unchangeable neces-
sities, and the "change” is variety in life freed from them. It is import-
ant to note that Johnson is nof, after all, setting up here an opposition
between the barbarous necessity and the civilized leisure, nor is he
voicing an optimistic belief in progress from the one toward the other.

Mobility in time, and concomittant changes are the universal condition
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of being for the barbarous and the civilized alike. Inevitable changes
in the macroscale of human history are only a result of the microscale
mohility of the human mind from one moment to another. The reality
of human history is finally reducible to the reality of the movement of
the mind, its irrepressible commotions and agitations. Thus, history is
a branch of generzl psychology of the human race. MNegation of history
means negation of the life of the human mind. Immobility, whether
fixure or constancy. is a death to the mind defined as a meolion, as an
activity, as a life. Tor, as Imlac says In Kasseles, “Our minds, like our
bodies, are in conlinual flux; something iz hourly lost, and something
acquited, . . . while we glide along the stream ol lime, whatever we
leave behind wus, is always lessening, and that which we approach
increasing in magnitude. Do not suffer life to stagnate; it will grow
muddy for wanl of motion: commit yourself again to the current of the
world.” The appareni opposition between the barbarous and the civi-
lized is in truth one bebwesn the biological and the psychological, the
animal and the human. Rasselas, in the happy valley where his
biolegical needs are fully met, has yet 1o supplicate: “I faney, that I
should be happy, it I had something to pursue. . .. 1 have already
enjoved too much; give me semelhing to desire,” something for the
mind fo move toward in order to stay alive in that unfinishable process
(I, 275-6, 205).

The implication of all this for Lhe lexicographer? That “no dictionary
of a living tongue ever can be perfect.” While “it is hastening to
publication,” while the dictionary glides along the siream of language
in time, “some words are budding, and some falling away”® (“Prelace”).

The dictionary could only “in time be finished, though not compleled”;
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by the same ioken, the history of Rasselas could only end with *the con-
clusion, in which nothing is concluded” (I. 309). Johnson admits
his defeat: “I have only failed in an attempt which no human powers
have hitherto completed.” His failure is predestined, and secretly inten-
tional. The “"powers” that could cemplete the attempt would be
inhuman; language immutably fixed would only be a dead onme. Man
moves, language moves, in time, perhaps toward some distant end, but
that end can, and must, never be attained, for then it would be an
end to the process of moving which has defined human existence in
time, human history and human language as they are lived in the only
way they are livable for man, end-lessly, Time is both man’s misery
and glory. Human beings live their history as forever unfinishable, in
pursuit of a system as forever unclosable, and in that unstoppable
process can humanity be human. The lexicographer’s stupor under
“unenvied drugery” has been animated, but his fervor for a “glorious
conguest” has been abated, and both extremes of hepe and despair finally

subside into a calm acceptance of “what is atlainable by us in this state”:

I have protracted my work till most of those I wished to please,
have sunk into the grave, and success and miscarriage are empty
sounds: I therefore dismiss it with frigid tranguillity., having little
to fear or hope from censure or from praise. (“Preface™)

Conclusion SYSTEM OF HISTORY

That we cannot perfect a system, that we are forever situated within
the ongoing process of history, is for Johnson another system of dilferent

order-—that ig, a moral svstem of human history. In 1738, writing 1o
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Edward Cave about his English translation of Jean Fierre Crousaz's
critique of Pope’s “Hssay on Man”—A Cominentary on My, Pobe's Princi-
ples of Movalily, or, “Essay on Man” (1742)—and of Crousaz's examen,
“a thing distinct from the Commentary,” Johnson gives his assessment:
“T think the Examen should be push’d forward with the utmost expedi-
tion. Thus, This day &c. An Examen of Mr. Pope’s Essay &c.
coentaining a succint account of the Philosophy of Mr. Leibniz or the
System of the Fatalists, with a conflutation of their Opinions, and an
Tllusiration of the doctrine of Freewill.”® The cosmic “chain of being”
af optimistic deists such as Bolingbroke, Pope. and Jenyns is an
inhumane fatalistic system of fixed appointment which denies the possi-
bility, and therefore the very basis for moral obligalion, 1o change for
the better one’s condition on earth. Such a syslem is opposed fo
the fundamental belief of orthodoxy: one was once free to fall, and
{or that very reason is now one able and morally bound to save one’s
self. The fatalistic sysiem fixes and freezes to death the human freedom
and necessity to move, in a journey through the realm of economic and
social acitivilies as well as in a pilgrimage through the realm of
religious duties. The traveller overcomes cruel fixture, changing his

state through education in the secular world:

To entail irreversible poverly upon generation after generation only
because the ancestor happened tc be poor, is in Iiself cruel, if not
unjust, and is wholly contrary to the maxims of a commercial nation,
which always suppose and promote e roletion of property, and offer
every individual a chance of mending his condilion by his dili-
gence. Those who communicate literature to the son of a peor
mar, consider him as one not born to poverty, but to the necessity
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of deriving a better fortune from himself. Tn this attempt, as in
others, many fail, and many succeed, Those ihat fail will feel their
missry more acutely; but since poverty is now confessed fo be such
a calamify as cannot be born without the opiate of insensibility,
I hope the happiness of those whom educalion enables to escape
frem it, may turn the balance against that exacerbalion which the
others suffer. (“Review of Scame Jeryns' Ffree Enguiry,” p. 175;

italics mine)

{Note that the maxim of “a civilized nation”—the “progress” in knowl-
edge and concommitant inevitable linguistic changes—is here trans-
ferred unto an economic plane of “a commercial nation” with ils funda-
mental maxim of “rotation of property.”) Likewise through education
in holy revelation, the pilgrim resists the sort of sacrilege which deists
practice of regarding humanity as a mindless puppst at the mercy of
cruel sportings of a supericer being, and rather sets ouf on a pilgrimage,

waiting for the ultimate time of God's judgment:

That every man to whom those instructions shall be imparied may
kknow, that he can never ulfimately injure himself by benefiting
others, or ultimately by injuring others benefit himself;, but that
however the lot of the good and bad may be huddled together in the
seeming confusion of our present state, the time shall undoubtedly
come, when the most virtuous will be most happy. (ibid., p. 305)

That ultimate time may or may not come. but the vision of an ultimate
time is encugh to sustaln us through “the seeming confusion of our
present state.” The vision of a goal directs one ioward itself; it ratio-
nalizes one's motion in time, and moralizes it into a spiritual pilgrimage.

However, when seen from within history, the vision of a goal is recipro-
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cally sustained by human motion itself. One is always moving in time;
therefore, one must be moving toward something, loward some distant
goal which one is bound fo reach in the end. The existence of an
end is tationalized by the reality of the human movement in time; it
is moralized by the human need for a meaningful end. Reciprocal
ralionalizalion and moralization of human history and its end is the
essence of the reality of human being in time. Just as the femporality
of human existence necessitates and is necessitated by the nolion of, and
the faith in, a final goal, the Redemption of humanity out of time, so
it necessitates and is neceessitated by the notion of an origin of a
journey, ithe Fall of humanity into time. Human history is a moral
history which began with the fall in time and shall end with the salva-
tion out of time. In the meaniime, in the middle of a pilgrimage. one
moves, one lives, enjoving some freedom, accumulating some knowledge.
enterfaining some dream of constructing an eternal system, imagining
a distant goal, believing in an ultimate moment when at long last one
can stop and rest in peace. Such is the way human beings have
always been living their history: this is the eternal condition of human
existence in time, the eternal order of things for humanity on earth.

It is, in short, an eternal moral system of human history.
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13 The World, Nos 100, 101 (Dec. 5, 1754) in fohuson- the Crifical Heritage, pp.
95-102.

14 Jbid., p. 98.

16 John Kersey, Diclionarium Aunglo-Brilennicen (1708), No. 156 of FEnglish
Lingustics 1500-1800, ed. R. C. Alston (Menston, Englané: The Scolar Press,
1969). Here it is inevitable that one should be reminded of another, somewhal
more illustrious, svstem-builder of human knowledge—Walter Shandy in Tristram
Shandy, with his equally formidable list of arls and sciences:

Thus,—thus my fellow labourers and associates in this great harvest of our
learning, now ripening before our eves; thus it is, by slow steps of casual
increase, that our knowledge physical, metaphysical, physiclogical, palemical,
nautical, mathematical, senigmatical, technical, biographical, romantical,
chemical, and chsterical, with {ifty other branches of it, (mosl of 'em ending,
as these do, in ieal) have, for ihese two last centuries and more, gradually
been creeping upwards towards that Axuft of their perfections, from which,
if we may form a conjecture from the advances of thess last seven vears, we
cannot possibly be far off (ZTristram Shondy, T, xxi).

Anticipating the fate of Johnson's system, and the argument of the present

assay, Walter Shandy finds to his distress that
the prondest pyramid of them all, whick wealth and science have erected,
has Iost its apex, and stands obstruncated in the traveller's horizon. . . . The
fairest towns that ever (he sun rose upon, are now no mere: the names only
are left, and these (...} are falling themselves by piece-meals to decay, and
in length cof time will be forgotlen, and involved with every thing in a
perpetual night: the world itself, brother Toby, must—must come to an end
[V, iiiy.

Cf. My essay, “The Sense of a Middle: a Study of Tristram Shandy,” Doshisha

Studies fn Faglish, Na. 36 (September 1984), 1-58

16 Edward Philiips, The New World of Euglish Words, Wo, 182 of English
Linguistics 1500-1800 (1940).

17 Jomathan Swift, Guiliver's Travels in The TWritings of Jonethan Swift, ed. R. A.
Greenberg and W. B. Piper (“Norton Critical Edition”: New Yark: W. W.
Norton, 1873), pp. 158-9.
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18 Cf PFrancis Bacon, The New Orgenon, Aphorism, Book I, chap. lx: “There
are, however, in words certain degrees of distortion and crror. One of Lhe
least faully kinds is that of names of substances, especially of lowesl species
and well-deduced (for the notion of chalk and of »wd s good, of eerih bad); a
more faulty kind is that of actions, as e generate, to corrupl, fo offer; the most
faulty is of qualities (except such as are the immediale objecls of the sense)
as hequvy, light. rore, demse, and the like. Yet in all these cases some notions
are of necessily 2 litlle better than olhers, in proportion to the greater variety
of subjecls that fall within the range of the human sense” (ed. Fulton H.
Anderson ["The Library of Liberal Arts"; Indianapolis: The Bobbs-Merrill.
19601, p. 58); The Advancement &f Learning, 1, iv, 3: “Il seems to me that
Pygmalion’s frenzy is a good emblem or portraiture of this vanity: for words
are but the images of matter; and except they have life of reason and
invention, to fall in love with them is all one as to fall in love wilth a picture”
{ed, Arthur Johnson [Oxford: Clarendon Press, 19741, p. 26).

19 To give an example of Wallis’s etymological practice:

St in like manner implies strength, but in a less degree. so mnch only as
is sufficient o preserve what has been already communicaled, rather than
acquire any new degree; as if it were derived from the Latin slo: for example,
stand, stay, that 18, 1o remain, or to prop; staff, sley, that is, to oppose; siep,
fo stuff, stiffe. to slay, that is. to stop: ¢ slay, thal is, an obslacle; séick, siul,
siulter, stamsmer, stagoer, stickle, stick, stake, a sharp pale, and any thing
deposited at play; sfock, stem, siing, lo sting, slink, stich. stud, stanchion, stub,
stubble, to slub up, shuwmp, whence stwmble, sialk, lo slelk, step, to stamp will the
feet, whence fo stamp, that is, 1o make an impression. and a stamp; sfow, fo
stow, to bestow, staward or stoward, siead, steady, steadfasi, stable, o stable, a slall,
to stall, slool, stall, still, stail, stallage, stall, stage, stil adj. and stll adv. stale, siout,
sturdy, steed, stoof, stallion, siiff, sterk-dead, to starve with Tunger or cold; slone,
steel, stern, stanch, {o stanch blood, to siare, stecp, stecple, staiv, standard, a stated
measure, stately. In all these, and perhaps some olhers, st denctes something
firm and fixed. (Quoted in “Grammar”)

For Johnsen, Wallis's remarks are “ingenious, but of more subtlety than solidity, and
such as perhaps might in every language be enlarged withoud end,” and Wallis

simply “goes too far in quest of originals” (i4id.). Johnson himsel{ would never go
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“too far In quest of originals.” Quite significantly, the section on elymology—
the longest section taking up nearly half the space of the whole “Grammar” —is
divided between ilhe two sharphv conivasted parts: the second half quoting
Wallis's theory with cccasional brief negative comments is preceded by the firsi
haif in which Jolmson firsl pronounces that “sivmolozy teaches the deduction
of one word from anolher, and the various modilications oy which the sense of
the same word is diversified; as hsise, lorses; 1 fove, 1 foved” and proceeds to
Ireat articles, noun cases and numbers, pronoun, verbs (aclive, neuter, passive
modes; regular and irregular inflections), and “derivation” of nouns from verb
(love from fo love}, of verbs from noun {(engihen from lengtid, of adjective from
noun (wealthy from wweealth), of noun from adjective (wliteness, falsshood, wavinlh,
Jreedom, etc). That is fo say, Johnsons elymology 18, here again. a science of
“derivation” of one werd from anolher through the rational system of grammafi-
cal regularity.

20 In the Diskipnary cntry of from Johnson lists twenty ditfereni meanings
(privation, reception, pracession, fransmission, abstraction, etc.) plus lwenty-lwo
examples of “syntactic™ —idicmatic—ecombinations with other words such as abowvs,
afar, belind, ¢lc. (which incidentally Tooke quotes in I, 345-6). Tooke asserts,
on the other hand. thal *I take the work FROM (preposition. if you chuse to
call it so)—to have as clear, as precise, and at all times as unilerm and
unequivocal @ meaning, as any word in the language. FROM means merely
BEGIWNNING, and nothing else”—which original meaning is preserved in its
purity in its ctymon, “the Anglo-saxon and Gothic Noun Fpam, kknM, Beginnig,
Origin, Sowce, fountain, outhor” (I, 341-2). Quolations from The Disersions of
Purlgy arc from The Scolar Press facsimile in two volumes, No. 127 of English
Linguistics 1500-1800 (1968).

W. K. Wimsatt establishes an intellectuzl kinship between JTohnson and Teoke
for their shared attitude, “general among eighteenth-century erammarians, that
Ianguage is a legical institution, pristinely perfect but debased through usage
and needing fo be reslored and preserved by reason.” Wimsalt does so quile
facilely, as it seems, on the mere sirength of Johmson's stalement that “lan-
guages must be formed quite slavishly on the model of the classics, if our
writings are 1o endure,” and without examining the differences crucial to the

philosopliy of language between the implications of the “classical” {hislorical)
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and the “rational” (The Prose Siyle of Semuel Johison [New Haven: Yale U. P,
19411, p- 111). Cf Hans Aarsleff, The Shudy of Langnage in Englond, 1780-1850
{Princeton, N. J.: Princefon U. P., 1967); Sholchi Watanabe. Hisfory of English
Linguistics, Vol. XIT1 of Oulline of Fnglish Linguistics, ed. Akira Ola (Tokyo:
Taishukan, 1975).
21 Quotations are from An Essay Toward a Real Chavecler, and a Chilosophical
Language, No. 119 of English Linguistics 1500-1800 (19637, pp- 21, 13.
For an example of Wilking's method, take gudgeon (defined in Coneise Oxford
Dictionary as *“n, Small freshwater fsh used as bait; credulous person”). In
order to find a *real character” of gudgeor in Wilking's philosophical language,
Arst vou have to consult the Alphabetical Uictionary at the end of the Zssay,
and know that within the categorical classification cof the universe it is placed
in the section Fish, IX, 11 in the second part of the book which coniains “a
regular enumeration and description of all these lhings and notions to which
pnames are to be assigned” {p. 22), The section [X, “SQUAMOUS RIVER
TISH" lists gudgeon as helonging te (he category ol “Least kind of River Fishes,”
living “more towards the Lower pavis of the waler; near the ground”; and having
“on the back one finn; with a kind of beard on the moufi” and “lhe greater”
than lauch, the other member of the subdivision. Thus the fish is located in
the true logical system ol the naturz]l universe. Now, in crder to represent the
fish in its real character in universal language, you have to turn to Part IV
“Concerning a real Character, and a Philosophical Language,” which firsl
teaches you the basic alphabst, each letter representing the basic categery:
genus in capilals and species in small letters; and the order: “synlax” and
grammar of word formation; and then tell you (finally!l} that “If Zana be
Salmon, viz. the second species in the first Nine, them [sic] Zlana must signifie
Gudgeon, viz. the second in the second Nine; or the eleventh Species under
that Difference” {(pp. 142-3, 415).

It is a relief to find in Johnson's Dictionary a useful commen-sense definition
of gudgeon:

1. A small fish found m brooks and rivers, easily caught, and therefore

made a proverbial name for a man easily cheated.

"Tis true, no turbets dignify my boards;

But gudgeons, flounders, what my Thames afferds. Pape.



The Fate of a Lexicographer 103

This he did to draw you in, like so many grdgesns, to swallow
his false arguments. Swiff.
2. Something to he caught to a man's own disadvaniage; a bait, an allore-
ment: gudgeons being commonly used as baits for Pike.
EBut [ish not with this melanchely Dbail,
For the fool’s gudgeon, this opinion. Shakes. Merch. of Ven,
Nolice here particularly that Johnson's definition leans toward metaphorical
meanings of the word rather than toward factual, encyclopedic information about
the thing itself: the latter half of the first entry explains the proverbial usage
of the word, and two of the three citations use the word metaphorically. In
this connection one may well recall that W. ¥, Wimsatt in s “Tohnson’s
Dictionary” stresses Jchnsen's notion of “the liability of scientific terms to
undergo ihe metaphorical process” and *a characteristic direction of reference,
from the physical toward the socizl, psychological, and spiritual® (New Lighls
o Dy Johnson: Hssays om the Occasion of bis 250tk Birthday, ed, Frederick W.
Hilles [New Haven: Yale U. P., 19591, p. 83). (Also see his Philosaphic Words:
a Study of Style and Meaning in “The Rambler™ and “Dictionary” of Samuel John-
san [New Haven: Yale U. P., 19481
Jorge Luis Borges gives a perceptive insight info the fundamenial nature of
Walking's whole project, saying that “the words in the analytic language of
Johm Wilkins are not stupid arbitrary symbols: each onc of the letters which
compese them is significant, like those of the Sacred Seripture for Cabalists.
Mauthner cbserves that children would be able to learn that language without
Inowing that it is artificial; afterwards in school they would discover that it is
also a key to the universe and a secret encyclopedia.” Borges is equally
articulate as to the reason for the ullimate failure of Wilking's system: “cbvi-
ously there is no classification of the universe which is not arbitrary or conjec-
tural. The reason is very simple: we do nol know what the universe is. . . .
we may possibly suspect that there is ne organic or unified universe contained in
this ambilious language. If there is, we must as yet conjecture its DPULDOSE, Com-
jecture the words, definitions, etymologies, synonyms of the secret dictionary of
God. It is impossible io penelrate the divine scheme of the universe” (“El
Idioma Analitico de John Wilkins,” Prose Cowmepleta, Vol. 11 {Barcelona: Burguera,
19801, 223, 224; my translation). The reason -is ullimately a iheological one:
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man is ordained to remain ignorant of the ultimate nature of the universe as
well as of the ultimate intention of its crealor.

For the reading of Wilking in a broad intellectual context I have been
indebled to Hans Aarsleff, “John Wilkins,” From Loche fo Saussure: Essays on the
Study of Language and Intellactual History (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota
Press, 1982), pp. 238-277.

22 The guotations are from John Locke, An Dssay Concerning Human LUnderstand-
ing, ed. Alexander C. Fraser (New York: Dover, 1859); and from G E.
Leibniz, New Essays on Human Undevstanding, trans. and ed. hy Peter Remnant
and Jonathan Bennett (Cambridge: Cambridge U. P, 1881). For the discus-
sion In the following paragraph I owe a great deal to Tlans Aarsleff, “Leibniz on
Locke on Language,” From Locks fo Saussuve, pp. 42-83,

23 Locke may deplore the impossibility to “bottom” the truth; notice that for
him, unlike for Tooke, the truth is still considered to lie somewhere al the
botlom: “Where iz the man thal has inconteslable evidence of ihe truth cof all
that he holds, or of the falsehood of all he condemns: or can say thal he has
examined to the hottom all his own, or other men’s opinions?” (IV, xvi, 4).
His lamenlation, however, was in its essence equivalent lo a confident mistrusl
in a glorious system, like {hat of his contemporary member of the Royal Society,
Rohert Boyle, who, as his biographer records, “wanted no capacity or abilities
to have worked up a glorious system,” but *nobly despised this poor satisfaclion
and mean gratification, telling us plainly and expressly, that notwithstanding
all he had done, all the Izhour, pains, and experience bestowed in a life of
natural inguiries he made he saw nothing but the first drawings of science”
{Thomas Birch, The Life of the Honourable Roberl Boyle [London, 1744], quoted
in Aarsleff, “Leibniz on Locke on Language,” p. 53).

a4 Cf. Rackslraw Downes, “Johnson’s Theory of Language,” A Review of English
Literature, 111, No. 4 (Oct. 1962), 20-41.

95 This accounts for Johnson's consislently conservative stance as to the problem
of prenuncialion and orthography. As sarly as in the “Plan,” he maintains that
“all change is of itself an evil, which ought to be hazarded but fer evideni
advantage; and as inconstancy is in every case a mark of wealkness, it will add
nothing to the reputation of our tongue” (p. 103, And any possible “evident
advautage” is categorically denied in the “Preface” which siafes, guoling
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Hooker, Lhat “change . . . is nol made without inconvenience, even from worse 1o
better. There is in constancy and stability a gezeral and lasting advantage.”
Therefore, Johnsen “recommend[s] to those, whose thoughls have been, perhaps,
cmployed too anxiously on verbal singularities, not to disturb, upon narrow
views, or for minute propriety, the crthographv of their fathers [t has been
asserled, thal for the law to be kwows, iz of more Importance than to be
vight" (“Preface”), After all. the stubborn inertia of the arbilrary convention,
which was so Irustrating to orthoepic and oithographic reformists, is for him a
great positive medium for his primary geal of preserving such fixture and
permanence of language as has hean collectively established on the relalivislic
and hislorical basis of “common” usage and practice.

26 The French influence on PBritish acadomism was in fact a slanting one: the
French Academy was in agreement with Pritish anti-acadeomists like Johnson
in their high evaluation of “usage,” and the Port-Royal, the greatest anti-academic
force in France in the period, was quite visible bshind many British academy
enthnsiasts. (Cf, Shoichi Watanabe, “British Academy and the Dighteenth Centa-
ty,” op. cit)  The controversy between the French Academy and 1he Port-Royal
was the one between usage and renson, between an “Irrational” history and a “ra-
tional” syster:. The French Academy was so confident in (he esfablished usage of
the French that it did not even think it necessary to cite aulharitative authors: the
preface 1o Lhe 1660 edition of Diclionnaire de FAcadémiz Frangaise declared thal,
lhe dictionary ~has becn bagun and achieved in the most lowering century of
the French langoage, and it is for this reason that it does not give any citalion”
(quoted in Tetsuro Hayashi, A History of English Lexicogrophy, p. 237). The
Port-Koyal Grammar, on the olher hand, beging by referring all operations of
language to the “ihree cperations of the mind: Parception, Judement, and
Regsoning.”  Two obfects (and iheir ferms) in our percepiion, for example,
subject and attribute, are connecled by a third {erm, verb, in our judgment,
and formed intc one “proposition,” both verbal and lggical. True, the Port-
Roval states that “the kuswiedge of whal passés in the mind iy necessavy, to compre-
hend the foundafwn of grmamar.” However, “whai passes in lhe mind” knows
no dynamic “historical” process in Lhe Lockean sense of the term: rtather it
passes in an atemporal “time” of logical necessity which cennecis subject to

predicate. History, in what Laurence Sterne called Locke's “hislory-book of
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what passes in 2 man’s own mind,” has been successfully reduced 1o an ahistori-
cal treatise and rule-bock on the universal ratienal mental operations. (Claude
Lancelot and Antoine Arnauld, Grammairve génévele et vaisomnée [1660]; the Ffrst
English iranslation, attributed to Thomas Nugent, A General and Rational Gram-
mar [1753]—note the dafe: it is only two years before the publication of John-
son's Diclionary—; No. 73 of English Linguistics 1500-1800 [19671.)

27 One of the earliest expressions of such sentiment was given by David Garrick,
“On JOHNSON'S DICTIONARY™ (1755): “Talk of war with a Briton, he’ll
beldly advance,/That one English soldier will beat fen of France;/Would we
alter boast from the sword to the pen./Our odds are still greafer, still greater
our men:/. ... /And Johnson, well arm’d like a herc of yore,/Tlas beat forty
French, and will beat forty more!” (Boswell, Lifz of folnson, ed. R. W. Chap-
man, correcled by J. D. Fleeman [Oxford: Oxford U. P, 1970]. pp. 214-5)-
“Forty,” of course, refers fo the number of the seats (“feulenils®) at the
French Academy fixed since 1639.

28 Cf  Allen Walker Read, “Suggeslions for an Academy in England in the
Latter Half of the Fighteenth Century,” 145, 148, 153

20  The Gentleman's Magazine, Vol. XVIII (May 1748), 216.

30 For Smollett as a probable model for Dick Minim, see James G. Basker,
“Minim and the Great Cham,” ap. cil.

31 The Lefters of Semuel Johnson, 1, 15-4.



