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ABSTRACT 

The f o l l o w i n g t h e s i s i s concerned w i t h Samuel 

Johnson's a u t h o r i t y b o t h as a p e r s o n a l i t y and as a w r i t e r . 

I t i s almost i m p o s s i b l e t o t h i n k o f Johnson i n terms o t h e r 

than those o f an a u t h o r i t y . The use o f Johnsonian aphorisms 

t o c l i n c h an argument, as though t h e y were imbued w i t h 

i n h e r e n t l e g i t i m a c y , i s f r e q u e n t , and throughout the pages 

o f Boswell's L i f e , which i s the organ through which Johnnson 

i s most o f t e n r e v e a l e d , h i s r o l e as an a u t h o r i t y , and i n 

p a r t i c u l a r , a m o r a l i s t , i s s t r e s s e d . 

Johnson's a u t h o r i t y i s viewed through v a r i o u s 

aspects o f h i s l i f e . There are cha p t e r s on: h i s l i f e as a 

s o c i a l agent, h i s D i c t i o n a r y , h i s L i t e r a r y C r i t i c i s m , h i s 

t r o u b l e d r e l i g i o u s l i f e and the Rambler Essays which d i d 

more t o secure him a u t h o r i t y i n h i s own age than any ot h e r 

w r i t i n g s . 

There i s a common t h r e a d w o r k i n g through a l l the 

c h a p t e r s . I t becomes q u i t e c l e a r t h a t the a u t h o r i t y which 

Johnson o b t a i n e d was based upon h i s honest acceptance o f h i s 

own humanity. Though t h i s f a c t gave h i s views l e g i t i m a c y , i t 

o f t e n p r e v e n t e d t he type o f c o n s i s t e n c y o f thought which we 

f e e l t h a t we are e n t i t l e d t o from the pen o f a s e r i o u s 

m o r a l i s t . I t i s t h i s s t r a n g e f a c t which p r o v i d e s the matter 

and t he i n t e r e s t o f t h i s t h e s i s . 
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INTRODUCTION 

The f o l l o w i n g t h e s i s i s concerned w i t h Samuel 

Johnson's a u t h o r i t y b o t h as a p e r s o n a l i t y and as a w r i t e r . 

I t i s almost i m p o s s i b l e t o t h i n k o f Johnson i n terms o t h e r 

t h a n those o f an a u t h o r i t y . The use o f Johnsonian aphorisms 

t o c l i n c h an argument, as though t h e y were imbued w i t h 

i n h e r e n t l e g i t i m a c y , i s f r e q u e n t , and throughout the pages 

o f Boswell's L i f e , which i s the organ through which Johnson 

i s most o f t e n r e v e a l e d , h i s r o l e as an a u t h o r i t y , and i n 

p a r t i c u l a r , a m o r a l i s t , i s s t r e s s e d . 

The f i r s t c h a p t e r c o n s i d e r s h i s a u t h o r i t y from a 

s o c i a l p o i n t o f view, i n v e s t i g a t i n g the way i n which Johnson 

a t t e m p t e d t o c r e a t e and r e t a i n a u t h o r i t y . This process 

produced s t r a i n s , which are i d e n t i f i e d , and placed i n the 

c o n t e x t o f h i s d e s i r e t o be l o v e d . Johnson's views upon 

s o c i e t y are e x p l a i n e d i n terms o f h i s need f o r a u t h o r i t y , 

and an e x a m i n a t i o n o f the b i o g r a p h i c a l a r t f o r r a c l a r i f i e s our 

views upon the n a t u r e o f the a u t h o r i t y sought by Johnson. 

The f i r s t p a r t o f the second Chapter concerns i t s e l f 

w i t h the D i c t i o n a r y and discusses the l i n k s between Johnson 

and h i s c r e a t i o n . A d i c t i o n a r y , more than any o t h e r l i t e r a r y 

f o r m , seems t o be an a u t h o r i t a t i v e document, i n t h a t i t s 

purpose i s t o a c t as a f i n a l a r b i t e r o f r i g h t and wrong, a 

c h a r a c t e r i s t i c t r a d i t i o n a l l y shared w i t h the m o r a l i s t . As 



becomes c l e a r , Johnson's D i e t i o n a r y cannot be seen so 

s i m p l y . The second h a l f o f t h i s chapter views Johnson's 

l i t e r a r y c r i t i c i s m . Johnson's at t e m p t s t o c r e a t e an 

a u t h o r i t a t i v e method w i t h which t o judge l i t e r a t u r e are 

shown t o be i n a d e q u a t e , w h i l s t , p a r a d o x i c a l l y , i t becomes 

c l e a r t h a t he does speak about l i t e r a t u r e w i t h genuine 

a u t h o r i t y . T his i s e x p l a i n e d . 

The t h i r d c h a p t e r takes an extended view o f h i s 

r e l i g i o u s l i f e , a panorama which g i v e s us f u r t h e r 

u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f Johnson's a u t h o r i t a t i v e s t r u g g l e s . The 

c e n t r a l problem seems t o be t h a t Johnson was most 

a u t h o r i t a t i v e when speaking o f God, and y e t i n doing so, he 

was c r e a t i n g a nother a u t h o r i t y which was more p o w e r f u l than 

h i s own. The t r o u b l e d r e l i g i o u s l i f e which Johnson endured 

can be seen i n terms o f h i s d e s i r e f o r a u t h o r i t y . 

F i n a l l y , i n the f o u r t h c h a p t e r , the Rambler essays 

are examined. I t w i l l be found t h a t these essays h o l d the 

key t o an u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f Johnson's a u t h o r i t y , as i t was, 

a f t e r a l l , t h e y which secured him h i s p o s i t i o n o f l e a d i n g 

m o r a l i s t o f the day. C u r i o u s l y , the essays r a r e l y c o n t a i n a 

c o n s i s t e n t moral d i r e c t i o n , and, w i t h e x a m i n a t i o n , r e v e a l 

t h e i r b a s i s i n a f a r more g e n u i n e l y a u t h o r i t a t i v e q u a l i t y 

t h a n a t f i r s t might be imagined. 



Though the attempt t o gy/4ge Johnson's a u t h o r i t y has 

been made by approaching the concept from d i f f e r i n g angles 

as d e s c r i b e d above, i t w i l l be found t h a t t h e r e i s a common 

t h r e a d w o r k i n g t h r o u g h a l l the c h a p t e r s . I t becomes q u i t e 

c l e a r t h a t the a u t h o r i t y which Johnson o b t a i n e d was based 

upon h i s honest acceptance o f h i s own humanity. Though t h i s 

f a c t gave h i s views l e g i t i m a c y , i t o f t e n prevented the type 

o f c o n s i s t e n c y o f thought which we f e e l we are e n t i t l e d t o 

from the pen o f a s e r i o u s m o r a l i s t . This c h a r a c t e r i s t i c o f 

Johnson's has g i v e n t h i s t h e s i s a st r a n g e aspect i n t h a t i n 

seekin g t o c a p t u r e the germ o f Johnson's t h o u g h t , i t has 

been l e d down s t r a n g e l y w i n d i n g p a t h s , and cannot, 

t h e r e f o r e , r u n i n an e n t i r e l y c o n s i s t e n t d i r e c t i o n . As 

re a d e r s o f Johnson, we are c o n s t a n t l y b e i n g made t o a d j u s t 

our focus and t o t u r n i n the o p p o s i t e d i r e c t i o n . The reader 

w i l l be r e q u i r e d , t h e r e f o r e , t o h o l d many s t r a i n s o f thought 

a t one and the same t i m e , a t a s k which may, a t the o u t s e t , 

seem c o n f u s i n g . However, i t w i l l be found t h a t once the 

d i f f e r i n g f o c i have been h e l d t o g e t h e r , the t h e s i s w i l l 

approach a whole, a whole which I b e l i e v e Johnson h i m s e l f 

would have u n d e r s t o o d . Any genuine attempt t o understand 

Johnson's thought i n v o l v e s a j u g g l i n g o f seemingly 

i r r e c o n c i l a b l e i d e a s , the whole canvas o n l y r e v e a l i n g i t s e l f 

once t he d i f f e r i n g b r u s h s t r o k e s have been drawn back from 

and seen from a f a r . L i k e the Ramblers, the meaning o f t h i s 

t h e s i s w i l l be grasped when i t i s viewed as a whole, r a t h e r 

than i n p a r t s e n t i r e unto themselves. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

Johnson: The S o c i a l A u t h o r i t y 

The name o f Samuel Johnson i s i r r e v e r s i b l y l i n k e d 

w i t h t h a t o f James Boswe l l , Johnson's famous 

b i o g r a p h e r . My f i r s t t a s k i n t h i s t h e s i s i s to 

j u s t i f y my use o f Boswell's L i f e o f Samuel Johnson, 

LL.D., i n my i n v e s t i g a t i o n i n t o the n a t u r e o f 

Johnson's a u t h o r i t y . Reactions t o Boswell's L i f e are 

e x t r e m e l y v a r i e d . G.B. H i l l , i n h i s p r e f a c e t o the 

famous 1887 e d i t i o n o f the work, w r i t e s t h a t i t i s 

"the b i o g r a p h y which o f a l l o t h e r s i s the d e l i g h t and 

boast o f the E n g l i s h speaking w o r l d . More r e c e n t l y 

Donald Greene has w r i t t e n t h a t : 

I t i s d i f f i c u l t to deny that, whatever t i t l e Boswell 
decided to give his book, the f i v e - sixths of i t 
purporting to describe Johnson's l i f e diiring his last 
twenty - two years can only with the utmost courtesy be 
called, by modem standards, a biography, a serious 
attempt to provide a connected narrative of an 
individual's l i f e . 

L a y i n g a s i d e t he q u e s t i o n as t o whether a modern 

b i o g r a p h e r would r e a l l y accept an i n t e r p r e t a t i o n o f 
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h i s c r a f t so f i r m l y based upon n a r r a t i v e , we note 

t h a t Greene's c h a p t e r a t t a c k s Boswell on many f r o n t s , 

but e s p e c i a l l y on h i s n o t i o n o f Boswell's c r e a t i o n o f 

a Johnsonian myth which says more about the 

b i o g r a p h e r than h i s s u b j e c t . He focuses upon 

Boswell's way o f a p o l o g i s i n g f o r Johnson's 

weaknesses; Greene c o n t i n u e s : 

What we seem to have here i s the well - known pattern 
of the d i s c i p l e , the 'Candid f r i e n d ' , cutting down the 
Master, i n the most reverent way of course, to a l i t t l e 
closer to his own size, or even a l i t t l e below i t . . . ^ 

I cannot say t h a t t h i s idea i s p a r t i c u l a r l y w e l l 

known, b u t n e v e r t h e l e s s , t h e r e i s d e f i n i t e l y an 

u n e a r t h i n g o f a raw nerve h e r e . Johnson i s seen 

t h r o u g h the eyes o f the b i o g r a p h e r , which i f we 

accept the concept o f Boswell's r e l a t i v e "smallness", 

w i l l e n t a i l a d i m i n i s h i n g o f the s u b j e c t . But t h i s 

s h o u l d n o t , even i f i t can s e r i o u s l y be m a i n t a i n e d , 

d e t r a c t from the work, because a p e r f e c t l y a u t h e n t i c 

b i o g r a p h y i s n o t p o s s i b l e . Biography, i n i t s v e r y 

n a t u r e , i n v o l v e s a d i a l o g u e between b i o g r a p h e r and 

s u b j e c t , ( i n the p a r t i c u l a r case o f Boswell's 

c r e a t i o n , Johnson i s v e r y much i n v o l v e d w i t h the 

c r e a t i v e f o r c e s o f the work, as w i l l be shown) as 

c r e a t i o n i s e s s e n t i a l f o r any a r t form, as indeed 

Johnson h i m s e l f b e l i e v e d . He t o l d Lord Monboddo t h a t 
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he esteemed b i o g r a p h y "...as g i v i n g us what comes 

near t o o u r s e l v e s , what we can t u r n t o use." ̂  and 

hence i n t e r p r e t a t i o n was almost i t s c o r e . Boswell, 

though he d i d not see bi o g r a p h y i n such d i d a c t i c 

terms, would n o t have been able t o conceive o f a 

b i o g r a p h i c a l form which d i d not attempt t o i n t e r p r e t , 

and indeed he would n o t have a l l o w e d h i m s e l f the 

i l l u s i o n t h a t he c o u l d have seen Johnson i n any ot h e r 

way than from h i s own p o i n t o f view. Frank Brady, i n 

a b r i l l i a n t defence o f Boswell suggests the obvious: 

Boswell's aim was authenticity, not 'objectivity'. There 
never was nor ever can be an 'objective' Johnson; even 
Johnson's own view of himself, though privileged, i s only 
one view among others.^ 

The modern and j u s t l y acclaimed biography by Walter 

Jackson Bate^ i s a view o f Johnson seen i n terms o f 

post - F r e u d i a n psychology. Because i t i s w r i t t e n 

from a c e r t a i n s t a n d p o i n t , i t does not make i t any 

th e l e s s v a l u a b l e , i n f a c t i t i s the pe r s o n a l (and 

i d e n t i f i a b l y so) approach which makes i t s u c c e s s f u l . 

There i s , as we are d e a l i n g w i t h humanity, no such 

t h i n g as o b j e c t i v e b i o g r a p h y and hence, no such t h i n g 

as d e f i n i t i v e b i o g r a p h y . ^ I n f a c t Boswell's 

b i o g r a p h y , i n i t s v e r y s u b j e c t i v e n e s s , p l a y s a l a r g e 

p a r t i n our u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f the n a t u r e o f Johnson's 

a u t h o r i t y , the m a t t e r a t the h e a r t o f t h i s t h e s i s . 

B oswell was i n a p e r f e c t p o s i t i o n t o understand and 
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a p p r e c i a t e Johnson's a u t h o r i t y as i t was he, more 

than any o t h e r , who came t o know Johnson as a 

d i s c i p l e . Boswell needed Johnson t o be the a u t h o r i t y 

and i n t h i s way f u l f i l l e d a need on Johnson's p a r t . 

For t h i s reason t h e n , I plac e the L i f e i n such a 

p o s i t i o n o f importance. 

Towards the end o f the L i f e , t h e r e i s an 

i l l u m i n a t i n g passage c o n c e r n i n g the r e l a t i o n s h i p 

between the two, which deserves c l o s e a t t e n t i o n . I t 

occurs i n O x f o r d , i n Johnson's l a s t year. Boswell 

t a l k s t o h i s s u b j e c t about the roughness o f h i s 

speech. 

While we were upon the road, I had the resolution to ask 
Johnson whether he thought that the roughness of his 
manner had been an advantage or not, and i f he would not 
have done more good i f he had been more gentle. I 
proceeded to answer myself thus: 'perhaps i t has been of 
advantage, as i t has given weight to what you said: you 
could not, gerhaps, have talked with such authority 
without i t . ^ 

Johnson agrees t o t h i s , emphasising Boswell's p o i n t 

by the a u t h o r i s i n g "no s i r " . ^ The passage b r i n g s t o 

l i g h t much about the r e l a t i o n s h i p between the two. 

Boswell's view o f Johnson as an a u t h o r i t y i s obvious 

as the e f f e c t i v e n e s s o f Johnson's speech i s excused 

i n terras o f t h i s . There i s an element i n Boswell's 

speech here which suggests r e l u c t a n c e t o ask. The 

q u e s t i o n i s the r e s u l t o f a " r e s o l u t i o n " , a word 

which suggests t h a t t he approach was made a f t e r 
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c o n s i d e r a b l e t h o u g h t . His almost i n s t a n t a n e o u s 

answering o f h i s own q u e s t i o n i s p r o b a b l y the r e s u l t 

o f nervousness, as he does not wish the f o r c e o f the 

q u e s t i o n t o remain, and so renders i t harmless o f h i s 

own a c c o r d . This i s the type o f approach one might 

make t o someone whom one h e l d i n reverence, an 

a u t h o r i t y . Furthermore, t h i s a c t i o n demonstrates the 

n e c e s s i t y o f the d i s c i p l e t o any r e l a t i o n s h i p 

i n v o l v i n g a u t h o r i t y . No one can be a teacher w i t h o u t 

t h e r e b e i n g those t o l e a r n . E q u a l l y so, an a u t h o r i t y 

can o n l y become a u t h o r i t a t i v e i f he has a d i s c i p l e , 

and hence i t i s h a r d l y s u r p r i s i n g t o d i s c o v e r 

Boswell's depth o f u n d e r s t a n d i n g . A u t h o r i t y i s almost 

always more f u l l y r e a l i s e d by the d i s c i p l e than by 

the master h i m s e l f , and as s h a l l become apparent, the 

r e g a r d o f o t h e r s f o r h i s a u t h o r i t y was v i t a l t o 

Johnson. T h i s double - f a c e t e d n a t u r e o f a u t h o r i t y i s 

what g i v e s the L i f e i t s meaning, and again I f e e l 

j u s t i f i e d i n h i g h l i g h t i n g t h i s work i n my quest f o r 

an u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f Johnson's a u t h o r i t y . Johnson 

h i m s e l f g i v e s us reason t o take t h i s course o f a c t i o n 

as he d i d n o t o b j e c t t o the f a c t t h a t Boswell 

i n t e n d e d t o w r i t e the L i f e . Here Boswell w r i t e s : 

I said, that i f i t was not troublesome and presuming too 
much, I would request him to t e l l me a l l the l i t t l e 
circumstances of his l i f e ; what schools he attended, when 
he came to Oxford, when he came to London, etc etc. He 
did not disapprove of my cviriosity as to these 
particulars; but said, 'They'll come out by degrees as we 
t a l k together.'^^ 
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A year l a t e r Boswell again asks him t o communicate 

the p a r t i c u l a r s o f h i s e a r l y l i f e ; Johnson r e p l i e s , 

"you s h a l l have them a l l f o r two-pence. I do hope you 

s h a l l know a g r e a t d e a l more o f me b e f o r e you w r i t e 

my l i f e . " Mrs T h r a l e t o o , d e s p i t e not being a 

g r e a t f r i e n d o f B o s w e l l ' s , w a s i n no doubt as t o 

h i s q u a l i f i c a t i o n s t o w r i t e the l i f e : "Mr Boswell," 

she w r o t e , " i s the man f o r 'Johnsoniana': he r e a l l y 

knows t e n times more anecdotes o f h i s l i f e than I do 

who sees so much more o f him...".^-^ Furthermore, the 

p e c u l i a r r e l a t i o n s h i p i n v o l v i n g b o t h a u t h o r i t y and 

d i s c i p l e which made Boswell's w r i t i n g o f the L i f e so 

a p p r o p r i a t e , m a n i f e s t s i t s e l f i n the way Johnson 

a l l o w e d h i m s e l f t o be drawn out i n t o c o n v e r s a t i o n by 

B o s w e l l , something t h a t would have been f r u s t r a t i n g 

i n the extreme, had not t h e r e been some o t h e r motive 

on the p a r t o f Johnson. The e x t r a o r d i n a r y i n c i d e n t of 

the d i s c u s s i o n about the baby i n the c a s t l e ^ ^ i s not 

a c o n v e r s a t i o n a t a l l , b u t an i n t e r v i e w . Here we do 

n o t see any form o f mutual r e l a t i o n s h i p d e v e l o p i n g 

between the two, but merely a c o n f i r m a t i o n o f the 

r e l a t i o n s h i p o f d i s c i p l e and master through speech. 

Boswell's r o l e i s t h a t o f a j o u r n a l i s t not t h a t o f a 

f r i e n d . He asks the q u e s t i o n s t o provoke a response 

from Johnson, t h e r e b y p r e s e n t i n g him t o the reader as 

one t o whom i t i s w o r t h l i s t e n i n g . Throughout t h i s 
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l o n g p i e c e we see the e s t a b l i s h i n g o f Johnson as an 

a u t h o r i t y t h r o u g h Boswell's assiduous q u e s t i o n i n g . 

Knowing the type o f person Boswell was, Johnson could 

have r e a l i s e d how i d e a l l y he s u i t e d the task o f 

c o n s t r u c t i n g t h i s aura o f a u t h o r i t y . What might be 

c a l l e d sycophancy, combined w i t h a need f o r the 

s t a b i l i t y p r o v i d e d by an a u t h o r i t y , l e d Boswell t o 

become devoted t o Johnson. He w r o t e , w h i l e the two 

were alone i n Johnson's s t u d y : 

...for during a l l the course of my long intimacy with 
him, my respectfiil attention never abated, and my wish to 
hear him was such, that I constantly watched every 
dawning of communication from that great and illuminated 
mind.^" 

Undoubtedly, s o c i a l v a n i t y i s i n v o l v e d here from the 

p o i n t s o f view o f b o t h men. Boswell was d e l i g h t e d t o 

be a s s o c i a t e d w i t h h i s mentor, w h i l s t Johnson 

would have enjoyed the verses w r i t t e n a f t e r h i s death 

on the p u b l i c a t i o n o f Boswell's J o u r n a l by Courteney. 

With Reynolds' pencil, v i v i d , bold, and true. 
So fervent Boswell gives him to our view: 
I n every t r a i t we see his mind expand; 
The master rises by the pupil's hand; 

I t seems t h e n , t h a t the r e l a t i o n s h i p between Johnson 

and Boswell makes the L i f e a p a r t i c u l a r l y v a l u a b l e 

source f o r the d i s c u s s i o n o f the n a t u r e o f Johnson's 

a u t h o r i t y . 
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The r e l a t i o n s h i p between Johnson and Boswell was 

e x t r e m e l y c l o s e , and a d i s c u s s i o n o f the reasons f o r 

t h i s w i l l r e v e a l much about Johnson's a u t h o r i t y . I t 

was Johnson who proposed Boswell f o r the L i t e r a r y 

Club a g a i n s t c o n s i d e r a b l e o p p o s i t i o n , •'•̂  and 

thr o u g h o u t the c u r i o u s l y i n t e r m i t t e n t correspondence 

between the. two, t h e r e are many assurances o f 

a f f e c t i o n on b o t h s i d e s . An e x p l a n a t i o n f o r the 

i n t e r m i t t e n t n a t u r e o f the correspondence i s two -

f o l d . F i r s t l y the f a c t t h a t b o t h men were busy meant 

t h a t l e t t e r w r i t i n g was a l u x u r y , but secondly, and 

more i m p o r t a n t l y , i t i s d i f f i c u l t t o see how e l s e the 

two c o u l d have s u s t a i n e d a f r i e n d s h i p based upon the 

a u t h o r i t y / d i s c i p l e r e l a t i o n s h i p over a l o n g p e r i o d o f 

t i m e , as e i t h e r i n t i m a c y or a l i e n a t i o n would have 

r e s u l t e d , e i t h e r o f which would have been d i s a s t r o u s 

f o r the L i f e . T h i s i s not t o say t h a t Johnson's need 

f o r Boswell was i n no way e m o t i o n a l , i n f a c t , he 

needed what Boswell s t o o d f o r t o d e l i n e a t e h i s 

i d e n t i t y . The two major components o f t h i s need are 

the i d e a o f h i m s e l f as the a u t h o r i t y and the more 

b a s i c human need t o be l o v e d . As w i l l become c l e a r , 

the two d e s i r e s r e a c t t o g e t h e r i n a way which i s 

st r a n g e i n t h a t i t i s b o t h mutual and a n t a g o n i s t i c . 

One o f the l e t t e r s w r i t t e n t o Boswell i n Johnson's 

l a s t few months, shows Johnson's needs: 

Write to me often, and write l i k e a man. I consider your 
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f i d e l i t y and tenderness as a great part of the comforts 
which are yet l e f t me, and sincerely wish we could be 
nearer to each other. 

What Johnson v a l u e s , t h e n , i n Boswell are the two 

q u a l i t i e s " . . . f i d e l i t y and tenderness" i n which are 

met Johnson's two major e m o t i o n a l needs namely f o r 

a u t h o r i t y and l o v e . W i t h them comes a f e e l i n g o f s e l f 

c o m p l e t i o n , as Johnson wrote i n h i s f i n a l l e t t e r t o 

B o s w e l l : " I n t h i s u n c o m f o r t a b l e s t a t e your l e t t e r s 

used t o r e l i e v e . . . " . ^ ^ 

I n h i s b i o g r a p h y o f Johnson, Walter Jackson Bate 

focuses our a t t e n t i o n upon the v i s i t which Boswell 

made t o London over Easter 1783. Here I quote Bate, 

who i n t u r n quotes from Boswell's L i f e . At t h i s t i m e , 

Johnson was b o t h m e n t a l l y and p h y s i c a l l y low: 

" ' I am glad you are come,' said Johnson; ' I am very 
i l l . ' " But the conversation soon began to l i f t Johnson's 
s p i r i t s , and he said g r a t e f u l l y , " 'You must be as much 
with me as you can. You have done me good. You cannot 
think how much better I am since you came i n . ' " The 
compliment, which Boswell naturally treasured, came from 
the heart....Boswell, though he was now s e t t l i n g into 
middle age ( f o r t y two), was s t i l l young enough, s t i l l 
curious and spontaneous enough, to draw out Johnson i n a 
way that few people any longer were able to do.^ 

Here we see Johnson's 'coming o u t ' o f h i m s e l f which 

i s so c h a r a c t e r i s t i c o f the r e l a t i o n s h i p between the 

two and which Johnson needed f o r h i s emo t i o n a l 

happiness. Company, and Boswell's i n p a r t i c u l a r , 

seems t o have drawn Johnson away from the s u f f e r i n g s 

which plagued him t h r o u g h o u t h i s l i f e . Indeed, w i t h 
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g r e a t poignancy, he d e s c r i b e d h i s l i f e as a 

" n a r r a t i v e o f m i s e r y . " ^ ^ Thus f o r Johnson 

c o n v e r s a t i o n i s more than a means o f communicating, 

i t i s h i s l i f e l i n e . And j u s t as we have seen him 

brought out o f de p r e s s i o n by i t , i t i s l i k e l y t h a t , 

i f he i s t o be an a u t h o r i t y , i t w i l l be through t h i s 

means. I t i s i n f a c t because o f the a u t h o r i t a t i v e 

n a t u r e o f the c o n v e r s a t i o n between him and Boswell 

t h a t the r e l a t i o n s h i p was so p o t e n t a f o r c e i n h i s 

s a l v a t i o n from m i s e r y , and i t i s a l s o f o r t h i s reason 

t h a t the L i f e i s a c o l l e c t i o n o f c o n v e r s a t i o n , r a t h e r 

than a s i m p l e n a r r a t i v e . I n c o n v e r s a t i o n , h i s need 

f o r a u t h o r i t y and h i s d e s i r e t o be l o v e d came 

t o g e t h e r . To i n v e s t i g a t e these two emotions, and t o 

j u s t i f y what I say about them, an i n v e s t i g a t i o n o f 

h i s c o n v e r s a t i o n i s a p p r o p r i a t e . 

Boswell c o n s i d e r e d Johnson " . . . e n t i t l e d t o the 

honour o f u n q u e s t i o n a b l e s u p e r i o r i t y " ^ - ^ i n the f i e l d 

o f w i t , a t i t l e t o which Goldsmith r e a c t e d : 

"Sir,...You are making a Monarchy out o f what should 

be a R e p u b l i c . " Goldsmith's resentment i s obvious, 

but i t i s based upon the idea o f c o n v e r s a t i o n as a 

f o r m a l p r o c e d u r e , an a r t , and more s i g n i f i c a n t l y , a 

c o n t e s t , i n v o l v i n g e x p e r t s . Johnson too saw i t i n 

these terras. On a v i s i t t o Oxford, Boswell asks 

Johnson whether t h e r e might "...be v e r y good 

c o n v e r s a t i o n w i t h o u t a c o n t e s t f o r s u p e r i o r i t y ? " 

- 10 -



Johnson r e p l i e s : "No animated c o n v e r s a t i o n , s i r , f o r 

i t cannot be b u t one or o t h e r w i l l come o f f 

s u p e r i o u r . . . h i s s u p e r i o r i t y o f p a r t s and knowledge 

w i l l n e c e s s a r i l y appear..."^^ I t i s i n terms o f 

" p a r t s and knowledge" t h a t Johnson b u i l t up h i s 

a u t h o r i t y . So v i t a l was t h i s t o him, t h a t on 

oc c a s i o n s , he would take extreme measures t o a v o i d 

d e f e a t . Boswell d e s c r i b e s Johnson's obsession: 

Johnson could not brook appearing to be worsted i n 
argument, even when he had taken the wrong side, to shew 
the force and dexterity of his talents....Once when I was 
pressing upon him with v i s i b l e advantage, he stopped me 
thus... 'you'll make nothing of i t . I'd rather have you 
whistle a Scotch tune.' 

P a r a d o x i c a l l y , t h e r e i s something deeply emotional 

i n t h i s d e s i r e t o be t r i u m p h a n t r a t i o n a l l y . Here, we see 

Johnson needing t o win the argument a t a l l c o s t s . A u t h o r i t y 

seems t o be e m o t i o n a l l y necessary t o him. Presumably, 

r a t i o n a l argument i s an area i n t o which the emotions should 

n o t i n t r u d e , as r a t i o n a l i t y , by i t s n a t u r e , i s d i s t i n c t from 

f e e l i n g s . The i d e a o f the r a t i o n a l i s t o move beyond the 

p o w e r f u l f o r c e s t h a t i m p e l us, and t h u s , t o determine how we 

sh o u l d a t t e m p t t o c o n t r o l them. Thus i t i s e x t r e m e l y strange 

t h a t Johnson, t he acknowledged master o f c o n v e r s a t i o n and 

indeed a p r o d u c t o f a r a t i o n a l l y determined ' c l a s s i c a l ' 

t r a d i t i o n , s h o u l d have been so c o n t r o l l e d by h i s emotions i n 

h i s t h o u g h t , i n the form o f h i s obsession w i t h v i c t o r y . The 

i d e a o f Johnson as an a u t h o r i t y i s based upon the premise 
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t h a t he i s an e x p e r t p r e c i s e l y because he has considered a l l 

the s i d e s o f the argument i n a n e u t r a l manner and i s thereby 

capable o f o b j e c t i v e permanence. Yet so d e s i r o u s was he o f 

a c h i e v i n g t h i s p o s i t i o n t h a t he a l l o w e d h i m s e l f t o become 

e m o t i o n a l l y i n v o l v e d , and as w i l l become apparent, needed t o 

be e m o t i o n a l l y i n v o l v e d . We are g i v e n a glimpse o f t h i s need 

by a comment made by G a r r i c k , Johnson's o l d p u p i l , upon 

Johnson's w i t ; a t t h i s p o i n t , G a r r i c k compares him t o a l l 

o t h e r w i t s : "You may be d i v e r t e d by them; but Johnson give s 

you a f o r c i b l e hug, and shakes l a u g h t e r out o f you, whether 

you w i l l or no." Here Johnson's c o n v e r s a t i o n i s l i n k e d 

w i t h the emotion o f tenderness, which i s i t s major motive 

f o r c e . His d e s i r e f o r a u t h o r i t y and h i s d e s i r e f o r lov e seem 

c l o s e l y l i n k e d . 

George I r w i n , i n h i s s t u d y o f Johnson, m a i n t a i n s 

t h a t Johnson's main p s y c h o l o g i c a l problem was t h a t o f a 

f e e l i n g o f r e j e c t i o n , a s t a t e o f a f f a i r s which had been 

caused by h i s mother's l a c k o f i n t e r e s t i n him. This f a i l u r e 

o f r e l a t i o n s h i p can be shown by h i s p e c u l i a r conduct t o her 

a t t h e time o f her death; and indeed d u r i n g her l a s t 

n i n e t e e n years he d i d not v i s i t her once, d e s p i t e the 

numerous occasions when he promised t o do so. The r e s u l t 

o f t he d i f f i c u l t y w i t h h i s mother was a s t r o n g d e s i r e t o be 

l o v e d , as I r w i n p u t s i t : 

A l l t h i s grand old bull-dog asked of l i f e was love. He 
whose feelings ran to extremes f e l t more keenly than most 
people the inescapable human need to be loved and 
wanted. 
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But because o f the p e c u l i a r circumstances o f h i s l i f e , t h i s 

d e s i r e was one t h a t was not a l l o w e d f u l f i l m e n t , and as we 

s h a l l see, i t s v e r y m o t i v a t i o n made t h i s i m p o s s i b l e . Bate, 

t o o , focuses on h i s sense o f r e j e c t i o n i n a chapter e a r l y on 

i n h i s book e n t i t l e d : "Breakdown and d e s p a i r ; the psychology 

o f the young Johnson." He does n o t , however, see i t i n terms 

o f the r e l a t i o n s h i p between mother and son, but i n terms o f 

f a i l u r e , which when combined w i t h h i s p e c u l i a r p h y s i c a l and 

p s y c h o l o g i c a l c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s , l e d t o a strange form o f 

s e l f - t o r t u r e , which c o u l d p o s s i b l y have l e d t o i n s a n i t y . The 

f a i l u r e o f h i s l i f e , s y m b o l i c a l l y d i s p l a y e d by h i s s c r o f u l a , 

and a c t u a l l y r e v e a l e d i n h i s h a v i n g t o leave Oxford a f t e r 

o n l y one yea r , were f e l t e x t r e m e l y s t r o n g l y . Johnson, who 

was by n a t u r e a g g r e s s i v e , c o u l d n o t a l l o w h i m s e l f t o express 

h i s t e nder emotions o u t w a r d l y ; i n s t e a d he developed a method 

o f i n t e r n a l i s i n g them, which l e d t o a c r i p p l i n g sense of 

g u i l t ; t h i s i n t u r n s p i r a l e d back upon him making him f e e l 

even more inadequate and u n l o v a b l e . So runs Bate's t h e s i s . I 

s h a l l quote him a t l e n g t h : 

He was also l e f t completely naked and vulnerable to the 
cruelest of psychological burdens that he was to face 
throughout l i f e (though i t was naturally to prove an 
indispensable source of his greatness when kept i n 
heal t h f u l interplay with other q u a l i t i e s ) . This was the 
fie r c e and exacting sense of s e l f - demand - for which 
Freud gave the now- common terra "superego" - with i t s 
remorseless capacity, i n some natures, to punish the self 
through a c r i p p l i n g sense of g u i l t and through the 
re s u l t i n g anxieties, paralysis, and psychosomatic illness 
that g u i l t , grown habitual and strongly enough f e l t , 
begins to sprout. ^ 
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We o n l y need t o d i p i n t o the D i a r i e s , Prayers, and Annals to 

see how s t r o n g l y Johnson was a f f e c t e d by g u i l t . B a t e 

suggests t h a t t h i s mental trauma l e d t o the c o n v u l s i v e 

mannerisms f o r which he became so well-known l a t e r . Bate 

e x p l a i n s : "These t i c s and c o n v u l s i v e movements - o f t e n 

extreme - were c e r t a i n l y o f Psycho-neurotic o r i g i n and n o t , 

as has sometimes been assumed, o f o r g a n i c o r i g i n . " 

Indeed, S i r Joshua Reynolds suspected t h a t : "Those a c t i o n s 

always appeared t o me as i f t h e y were meant t o r e p r o b a t e 

some p a r t o f h i s past conduct."^^ 

I n t u r n these became a c o n s t a n t reminder t o him o f h i s 

i n a b i l i t y t o cope w i t h the w o r l d , so s t r o n g l y were they 

a s s o c i a t e d w i t h h i s i n w a r d a g i t a t i o n , thus i n c r e a s i n g h i s 

p e r t u r b a t i o n . But the most i m p o r t a n t aspect o f t h i s 

c o n d i t i o n , which i s o n l y d w e l t upon b r i e f l y by Bate, was the 

f e e l i n g o f i n t e n s e hopelessness o f which they seemed t o 

remind him, i n terms o f a f f e c t i o n . He mentioned t o Henry 

T h r a l e t h a t he "never sought t o please t i l l past t h i r t y 

y e a r s o l d , c o n s i d e r i n g the m a t t e r as hopeless." Johnson's 

enormous a b i l i t y f o r g r a t i t u d e where a f f e c t i o n had been 

shown demonstrates how much he d e s i r e d i t , but how 

l i t t l e he g o t . The c l u e t o h i s d e s i r e f o r a u t h o r i t y l i e s i n 

t h i s c o m b i n a t i o n o f h i s e m o t i o n a l c r a v i n g and the sense o f 

d e s p a i r which accompanied i t . We are d i r e c t e d t o t h i s 

c o n c l u s i o n by a famous passage i n the L i f e , when Hogarth was 

v i s i t i n g Richardson's house: 
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While he was t a l k i n g , he perceived a person standing at 
a window i n the room, shaking his head, and r o l l i n g 
himself around i n a strange ridiculous manner. He 
concluded that he was an (SiC)ideot.. .To his great 
surprize, however, t h i s figure stalked forwards to where 
he and 1^ Richardson were s i t t i n g , and a l l at once took 
up the argument.... I n short, he displayed such a power 
of eloquence, that Hogarth looked at him with 
astonishment, and actually imagined that t h i s ideot had 
been at the moment inspired.-^^ 

Ozias Humphrey had a s i m i l a r e x p e r i e n c e , i m a g i n i n g a t f i r s t 

Johnson t o be a "madman"; but when he began t o speak, he was 

astounded: " . . . e v e r y t h i n g he says i s as c o r r e c t as a second 

e d i t i o n : ' t i s almost i m p o s s i b l e t o argue w i t h him, he i s so 

s e n t e n t i o u s and so knowing."-^" I n b o t h accounts, we see 

Johnson a c t i n g as the a u t h o r i t y . Not o n l y i s t h i s e x a c t l y 

the r e v e r s e o f the i n i t i a l i m p r e s s i o n g i v e n , but a l s o i t 

b r i n g s acceptance, acceptance t h r o u g h means o f h i s 

a u t h o r i t y , and indeed i t i s acceptance o f s u p e r i o r i t y t h a t 

i s t h e b a s i s o f a u t h o r i t y . We see i n b o t h cases, t h a t the 

acceptance comes t h r o u g h h i s c o n v e r s a t i o n , and h i s d i s p l a y 

o f knowledge. Johnson's p h y s i c a l appearance worked a g a i n s t 

h i s b e i n g accepted, as C. E. P i e r c e has w r i t t e n , "His flawed 

p e r s o n a l appearance d e s t i n e d him from an e a r l y age t o be an 

o u t s i d e r and t o f e e l u n c o m f o r t a b l e i n many s o c i a l 

s i t u a t i o n s " , a n d when acceptance i s not p o s s i b l e , love 

c e r t a i n l y i s n o t . T h i s has v e r y i n t e r e s t i n g e f f e c t s , and 

much t h a t we a s s o c i a t e w i t h Johnson can be seen i n these 

terms. We see more c l e a r l y now why a u t h o r i t y was so 
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necessary f o r Johnson and how i t i s based i n h i s d e s i r e to 
be l o v e d . 

However, h i s d e s i r e t o g a i n l o v e through a u t h o r i t y 

was n o t so e a s i l y r e s o l v e d as t h i s . The crux o f Johnson's 

problem was t h a t i n some senses a u t h o r i t y and love are 

o p p o s i t e s ; a f t e r a l l , l o v e a t i t s most profound i s a 

r e c i p r o c a l emotion based upon e q u a l i t y , whereas reverence i s 

n o t . (We s h a l l come across t h i s problem i n another 

m a n i f e s t a t i o n , when d i s c u s s i n g Johnson's r e l i g i o u s b e l i e f s . ) 

T h i s d i f f e r e n c e i s h i g h l i g h t e d by an i n t e r e s t i n g c o n v e r s ^ 

between Johnson and Dr Joseph Warton, concerning the 

fo r m e r ' s e d i t i o n o f Shakespeare. I t i s r e p o r t e d i n the L i f e 

t h a t Warton had dared t o c r i t i c i s e the Shakespeare, a t which 

Johnson had taken o f f e n c e . " ' S i r , I am not used t o being 

c o n t r a d i c t e d . . . ' Warton r e p l i e d : ' B e t t e r f o r y o u r s e l f and 

f r i e n d s , s i r , i f you were; our a d m i r a t i o n c o u l d n o t be 

encreased, b u t our l o v e m i g h t . ' " Human beings are 

e s s e n t i a l l y m o t i v a t e d by l o v e , though o f course t h i s i s not 

the o n l y d r i v i n g f o r c e , and indeed Mrs T h r a l e r e p o r t s 

Johnson as h a v i n g s a i d t h a t "Those who never were i n l o v e , 

never were happy. "-̂ ^ We see t h i s s t r a i n m a n i f e s t e d i n . the 

way i n which Johnson would a p o l o g i s e p r o f u s e l y and s i n c e r e l y 

when he had been rude t o someone i n argument. There i s an 

i n c i d e n t r e c o r d e d by B o s w e l l , where Johnson has a 

contretemps w i t h t h e Dean o f Derr y . When the Dean a s s e r t e d 

t h a t one c o u l d n o t improve a f t e r the age o f f o r t y - f i v e , 
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Johnson responded; 

' I d i f f e r with you s i r . . . a man may improve; and you 
yourself have great room for improvement.' The dean was 
confounded, and f o r the instant s i l e n t . Recovering, he 
said, 'On recollection I see no cause to a l t e r my 
opinion, except I was to c a l l i t improvement for a man 
to grow (which I allow he may) positive, rude and 
insolent, and save arguments by brutality.'.,..Dr 
Johnson immediately rose from his seat, and made him s i t 
on the sophy by him, and with such a beseeching look for 
pardon and with such fond gestures - l i t e r a l l y smoothing 
down his arms and his knees. 

Not o n l y do we see Johnson c h i l d l i k e i n h i s d e s i r e f o r 

a f f e c t i o n , b u t the Dean has p i n p o i n t e d h i s weakness, namely 

t h a t o f 'winning' the argument th r o u g h " b r u t a l i t y " . I t i s 

t h i s combative q u a l i t y which leads us t o deduce the 

n e c e s s i t y o f t r i u m p h f o r Johnson, a n e c e s s i t y which stems 

f r o m the e m o t i o n a l b a s i s o f the f o r c e . We see, here, how 

c l e a r l y h i s a u t h o r i t y i s governed by h i s d e s i r e f o r 

a f f e c t i o n and a l s o how t h i s tends t o l i m i t h i s power o f r e a l 

a u t h o r i t y , as t h i s s hould be based upon o b j e c t i v e t r u t h -

th e s t r e s s e s are e x p l o s i v e l y e v i d e n t . 

There i s another i n t e r e s t i n g moment i n the L i f e 

which h i n t s a t Johnson's r e a l i s a t i o n o f the s t r a i n s . Someone 

suggests t h a t , "...Kings must be unhappy, because they are 

d e p r i v e d o f the g r e a t e s t o f a l l s a t i s f a c t i o n s , easy and 

u n r e s e r v e d s o c i e t y . " Johnson's response i s p a r t i c u l a r l y 

c l o s e t o the bone; "That i s an i l l - f o u n d e d n o t i o n . . . Great 

Kings have always been s o c i a l . . . and our Henrys and Edwards 

were a l l s o c i a l . " For Johnson t h i s i s remarkably vague. 
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There i s a d i s c r e p a n c y between the i n i t i a l t e s t i n e s s o f 

response and the subsequent g e n e r a l i t y o f e x p l a n a t i o n , which 

i s b a s i c a l l y i n c o n c l u s i v e . His problem i s t h a t t h e r e seems 

t o be the element o f the o u t s i d e r i n Johnson t h a t 

corresponds t o the K i n g , a p a r a l l e l f o r c e d by h i s 

a u t h o r i t a t i v e p o s i t i o n . He cannot p a r t a k e f u l l y i n the 

humanity o f o t h e r s as they c o n s u l t him f o r wisdom, argument 

and a d v i c e , b u t r a r e l y , i f a t a l l , f o r l o v e . I t was Boswell 

who wrote o f h i s r e l a t i o n s h i p w i t h Johnson: 

I do not believe that a more perfect attachment ever 
existed i n the his t o r y of mankind. And i t i s a noble 
attachment; f o r the attractions are Genius, Learning and 
Piety. 

Not o n l y does he make no r e f e r e n c e t o lov e i n any o f i t s 

m a n i f e s t a t i o n s , b u t the attachment thus conceived i s p u r e l y 

one way, and n o t r e c i p r o c a l , d e s p i t e the strange emotional 

needs o f b o t h p a r t i e s f o r the r e l a t i o n s h i p . (See p . 9 ) . 

Another c o m p l i c a t i n g f a c t o r which worked towards the 

i n e f f i c i e n t f u n c t i o n i n g o f h i s a u t h o r i t y towards h i s quest 

f o r l o v e was a c e r t a i n element o f condescension i n the 

a t t i t u d e o f conterapories towards Johnson, a condescension 

which seems t o occur s i m u l t a n e o u s l y w i t h the i n t e n s e 

a d m i r a t i o n , f o r t h i s reason b e i n g p a r t i c u l a r l y dangerous. 

T h i s i s a d i f f i c u l t t h i n g t o prove. The a d m i r a t i o n i s 

obvious and undoubted, b u t i n v o l v e d w i t h t h i s i s a necessary 

r e c o g n i t i o n o f d i f f e r e n c e , and i t i s c h a r a c t e r i s t i c o f a 
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m a j o r i t y t o condescend t o those who are l e s s numerous, 

however e x a l t e d . Man i s e s s e n t i a l l y a s o c i a l animal and s e l f 

- f u l f i l m e n t i s seen i n terms o f h i s f e l l o w s , i n terms o f 

t h e group. Johnson was i n so many ways o u t s i d e the group, 

and i n t h i s way, was seen as a m i s f i t , w i t h the r e s u l t t h a t 

he was a t the v e r y l e a s t sympathised w i t h , and on another 

l e v e l , laughed a t . He was, as i s w e l l known, d e s c r i b e d as 

"Mr O d d i t y " ^ ^ by many. We see something o f t h i s i n the 

r e a c t i o n o f the German who was s i t t i n g next t o a t a l k a t i v e 

G o l d s m i t h . The German: 

...perceived Johnson r o l l i n g himself, as i f about to 
speak, suddenly stopped him [Goldsmith], saying, 'Stay, 
stay, - Toctor Shonson i s going to say something. 

Though o f course we must note the obvious wish t o hear the 

a u t h o r i t y speak, t h e r e i s a sense i n which the p a r t y i s 

b e i n g s i l e n c e d t o hear the person o u t s i d e i t speak. I t i s 

here t h a t we may l e g i t i m a t e l y r e f e r back t o Donald Greene's 

p o i n t about Boswell's supposed method o f r e d u c i n g Johnson 

t o h i s own s i z e . This r e a c t i o n i s i n f a c t a n a t u r a l 

phenomenon o f a d m i r a t i o n , and I f e e l merely goes t o 

emphasise Boswell's commitment t o Johnson, d e s p i t e i t s 

c o m p l i c a t i n g e f f e c t upon Johnson's d e s i r e t o be a p p r e c i a t e d 

t h r o u g h a u t h o r i t y . An example o f t h i s , which i s one o f many, 

occ u r s i n the passage where Johnson r e v e a l s h i m s e l f as a 

"good humoured f e l l o w . " Boswell i n t r o d u c e s the passage i n 

o r d e r t o show 

...how l i t t l e a man knows, or wishes to know, his own 
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character i n the world, or, rather as a convincing proof 
that Johnson's roughness was only external, and did not 
proceed from the heart..."^° 

Boswell's way o f j u d g i n g Johnson, devoted as he i s , seems t o 

p l a c e Johnson under the microscope, t r e a t i n g him as a 

p e c u l i a r zoo e x h i b i t . T his r e a c t i o n i s brought about because 

Johnson i s an a u t h o r i t y and t h u s , d i f f e r e n t . Johnson's basic 

d i s s i m i l a r i t y from those c l o s e t o him, made love d i f f i c u l t . 

Another d e m o n s t r a t i o n o f h i s d i f f e r e n c e i n s o c i a l terms i s 

the f a c t t h a t he formed c l u b s , r a t h e r than j o i n e d ones 

a l r e a d y e x i s t i n g . Here a g a i n we see h i s s o c i a l d i f f e r e n c e , 

one c r e a t e d by h i s a u t h o r i t a t i v e n a t u r e . Johnson i s the one 

who b r i n g s these s o c i a l s i t u a t i o n s i n t o b e i n g ; the s o c i a l 

s i t u a t i o n i s p l a y e d out i n h i s terras, and hence he i s master 

o f t h e r u l e s , he i s on a u t h o r i t a t i v e t e r r i t o r y . 

This s o c i a l d i f f e r e n c e i s a l s o demonstrated by h i s 

a t t i t u d e t o t h e poor and down - trod d e n i n s o c i e t y . His love 

towards the poor was w e l l - known and Mrs Th r a l e wrote 

" . . . b u t t o r e t u r n t o h i s n o t i o n s c o n c e r n i n g the poor; he 

r e a l l y l o v e d them as nobody e l s e does...".^^ He had spent a 

s u b s t a n t i a l l e n g t h o f time i n Grub S t r e e t which was a n y t h i n g 

b u t a f f l u e n t , and thus he f e l t a s p e c i a l bond w i t h these 

s o c i a l l y " i n f e r i o r " p e ople. But more i m p o r t a n t l y he c o u l d 

r e l a t e t o them i n the manner i n which they were " o u t s i d e " i n 

a way s i m i l a r t o h i m s e l f , as f a r as those who considered him 

as an a u t h o r i t y were concerned. A s i m i l a r i m p r e s s i o n i s 
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g i v e n by the s t r a n g e i n h a b i t a n t s o f h i s house, people whom 

Hawkins d e s c r i b e d as "such n e c e s s i t o u s and undeserving 

people as he had about him."^^ To Johnson they were 

i n v a l u a b l e , and whenever he c o u l d , which was v i r t u a l l y every 

n i g h t , he would d r i n k tea w i t h Mrs W i l l i a m s . I n a j u s t l y 

c e l e b r a t e d passage, Boswell arranges f o r Johnson t o dine 

w i t h h i s g r e a t a d v e r s a r y W i l k e s , b u t h i s plans were brought 

t o a h a l t when Boswell d i s c o v e r e d t h a t Johnson had arranged 

t o eat w i t h Mrs W i l l i a m s : " I knew t h a t i f she should be 

o b s t i n a t e , he would n o t s t i r . " Boswell went t o her and 

begged t h a t h i s f r i e n d might be a l l o w e d t o go: 

She gradually softened to my s o l i c i t a t i o n s . . . and was 
graciously pleased to empower me to t e l l Dr 
Johnson,'That a l l things considered, she thought he 
should c e r t a i n l y go.'...as soon as I announced to him 
Mrs Williams's consent, he roared, 'Frank, a clean 
s h i r t ' . . . ^9 

The i n c i d e n t ' s importance l i e s i n i t s p o r t r a y a l o f the 

c o n f l i c t s b o t h between Johnson's two s o c i a l w o r l d s , and 

between the c o n t r a d i c t o r y p u l l o f h i s need f o r a u t h o r i t y , 

and h i s need f o r l o v e . On the one hand we have the w o r l d o f 

which Boswell i s a member, where e s s e n t i a l l y Johnson i s an 

a u t h o r i t y , w h i l s t on the o t h e r hand, we have the w o r l d o f 

which Mrs W i l l i a m s i s a member, where e s s e n t i a l l y he i s a 

f e l l o w human. I n t h e w o r l d o f Mrs W i l l i a m s , the w o r l d o f 

s o c i a l m i s f i t s , Johnson i s an e q u a l ; he does n ot have t o 

s u r v i v e t h r o u g h t he use o f h i s mind. The way i n which Mrs 

W i l l i a m s l o o k s a f t e r him means t h a t he i s t o t a l l y accepted 
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and l o v e d . I n s o c i e t y , on the o t h e r hand, he has always to 

m a i n t a i n h i s a u t h o r i t y , always t o p l a y a r o l e . I n Rambler 

101, we see Johnson warning a g a i n s t the person who sets 

h i m s e l f up as a clown, and the way i n which he always has t o 

f u l f i l the e x p e c t a t i o n o f s o c i e t y . I f e e l t h a t Johnson was 

s i m i l a r l y p l a c e d , b u t i n terms o f a u t h o r i t y . We are 

t h e r e f o r e b r ought back t o the n o t i o n o f a u t h o r i t y as a 

defence, as, w h i l s t i t i s obvious t h a t Johnson needs t o be 

t r e a t e d as a human b e i n g , he f i n d s t h i s d i f f i c u l t i n 

s o c i e t y , where t h e r e was always the p o s s i b i l i t y t h a t he 

might be r e j e c t e d i f he r e v e a l e d h i s t r u e c h a r a c t e r , and 

r i s k e d b e i n g d i s m i s s e d as " i d e o t i c " . I n t h i s armour o f 

a u t h o r i t y we see the c o n v e r s i o n o f Johnson from one form of 

d i f f e r e n c e t o a n o t h e r . The a u t h o r i t a t i v e species has the 

advantage o f r e s p e c t , b u t u n f o r t u n a t e l y , i t seems i n i t s 

i n e q u a l i t y t o r u l e out the b a s i c p o s s i b i l i t y o f l o v e . 

So f a r , we have examined Johnson's a u t h o r i t y from 

the p o i n t o f view o f B o s w e l l , but f u r t h e r c l a r i t y w i l l be 

o b t a i n e d by examining Johnson's r e l a t i o n s h i p w i t h Mrs 

T h r a l e . I t can be j u s t l y l e v e l l e d a g a i n s t Boswell t h a t he 

d i d n o t r e a l i s e i t s importance; b u t as I hope t o show, i t 

would have been i m p o s s i b l e f o r him t o have done so. This i s , 

o f course, n o t t o say t h a t t he importance o f the 

r e l a t i o n s h i p was unr e c o g n i s e d a t the t i m e : A r t h u r Murphy, 

who b r o u g h t the two t o g e t h e r , c o n g r a t u l a t e d h i m s e l f upon 
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s u p p l y i n g Johnson w i t h the " r e s o u r c e , which c o n t r i b u t e d more 

tha n a n y t h i n g e l s e t o exempt him from the s o l i c i t u d e s of 

l i f e . " Even Boswell g r u d g i n g l y a d m i t t e d t h a t : 

u 
He had at Mr Thrale's a l l the comforts and even luxuries 
of l i f e ; his melancholy was diverted, and his irregular 
habits lessened by association with an agreeable and 
well-ordered family.'*^ 

But t h e r e was much more t o the r e l a t i o n s h i p than i s 

suggested above. There has been a well-known d i f f e r e n c e of 

o p i n i o n about the r e l a t i o n s h i p , between K a t h e r i n e B a l d e r s t o n 

and Bate, b o t h o f whom suggest t h a t Johnson became i n some 

way dominated by Mrs. T h r a l e . B a l d e r s t o n sees the 

r e l a t i o n s h i p i n terms o f a m a s o c h i s t i c d e s i r e on Johnson's 

p a r t , whereas Bate e x p l a i n s the r e l a t i o n s h i p i n terms o f 

Johnson's f e a r o f madness which f o r c e d him t o r e l y upon Mrs 

T h r a l e f o r the r e t a i n i n g o f h i s s a n i t y . I t i s d i f f i c u l t t o 

d i s t i n g u i s h between the two arguments, but the f a c t remains 

t h a t whichever one we a c c e p t , we must p o s i t the idea o f Mrs 

T h r a l e ' s d o m i n a t i o n o f , or i n o t h e r words, her a u t h o r i t y 

o v e r , Johnson.-^ 

John R i e l y , i n an e x c e l l e n t a r t i c l e e n t i t l e d 

"Johnson and Mrs T h r a l e : The B e ginning and the End" f o l l o w s 

George I r w i n ' s l i n e i n h i g h l i g h t i n g Johnson's inadequate 

r e l a t i o n s h i p w i t h h i s mother. I r w i n notes the r e s u l t i n g 

" t r a n s f e r e n c e r e l a t i o n s h i p " , which Johnson: 
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...had unconsciously sought but f a i l e d to establish with 
h i s wife and also with H i l l Boothby [but which] was at 
la s t to be realized and completely f u l f i l l e d [ i n Mrs. 
Thrale] 

I r w i n e l a b o r a t e s : " H e n c e f o r t h the r e j e c t e d c h i l d - w i t h i n -

him, when t h r e a t e n e d , t u r n e d t o her f o r comfort and 

s e c u r i t y " ^ ^ and indeed Mrs T h r a l e was w i l l i n g t o p l a y her 

p a r t , w r i t i n g t o Johnson i n a l e t t e r t h a t he would soon be 

r e t u r n i n g " . . . t o t h e i r o n dominion o f your most f a i t h f u l and 

obe d i e n t s e r v a n t . " R i e l y focuses upon Johnson's l e t t e r i n 

French as r e v e a l i n g " . . . h i s need t o f e e l the k i n d o f 

a u t h o r i t y t h a t a p a r e n t or Governess ["patronne"] has over a 

c h i l d " , a n d once more we are brought back t o the ma t t e r o f 

a u t h o r i t y , though here i t i s Mrs T h r a l e who i s the a u t h o r i t y 

r a t h e r than Johnson. A u t h o r i t y , i t seems, was a b s o l u t e l y 

necessary f o r h i s s u r v i v a l , the v i t a l l i f e l i n e i n a s w i r l i n g 

sea o f i n s a n i t y . I t was Mrs T h r a l e who "undertook the care 

o f h i s h e a l t h , and had the honour and happiness o f 

c o n t r i b u t i n g t o i t s r e s t o r a t i o n . " I n the words o f John 

R i e l y , Mrs T h r a l e seems t o have served "as a sympathetic and 

d i s c r e e t l i s t e n e r who c o u l d i n s p i r e Johnson's complete 

c o n f i d e n c e . " and indeed the p i n n a c l e o f t h i s attachment 

was when Johnson r e v e a l e d t o her the " . . . s e c r e t f a r dearer 

t o him than h i s l i f e " ^ ^ whether t h i s be h i s temporary 

i n s a n i t y , h i s m a s o c h i s t i c d e s i r e , or indeed b o t h . The 

attachment t h e n , has e v e r y t h i n g t o do w i t h Johnson as a 

person and thus we see a u t h o r i t y and humanity coming 

t o g e t h e r i n a d e e p l y mutual way. I t i s i r o n i c t h a t the f e a r s 
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which o t h e r s i d e n t i f i e d i n him and which he attempted t o 

c o n t r o l by the c r e a t i o n o f a u t h o r i t y , were best d e a l t w i t h 

by t he government o f Mrs T h r a l e , a f a c t which a l l o w e d him t o 

r e a l i s e h i m s e l f as a person. By a l l o w i n g t h i s , he was able 

t o accept her care and l o v e , which i n v o l v e d him i n a human 

r e l a t i o n s h i p , v e r y d i f f e r e n t from h i s s o c i a l p o s i t i o n as the 

a u t h o r i t y w i t h a l l the s t r a i n s which t h a t i m p l i e d . I t i s 

indeed f o r t h i s reason t h a t Boswell c o u l d not r e a l l y 

u n d e r s t a n d the r e l a t i o n s h i p between the two; f o r t o him, 

Johnson was the a u t h o r i t y . 

I t was because o f t h i s p e c u l i a r r e v e r s a l o f r o l e s 

t h a t the T h r a l e r e l a t i o n s h i p became Johnson's g r e a t e s t 

t r a g e d y , as w i t h i t came h i s r e a l i s a t i o n t h a t u l t i m a t e l y 

a u t h o r i t y was the o n l y way f o r him t o s u r v i v e . The st r e s s e s 

are apparent as e a r l y as May 1773, the date when the 

e x t r a o r d i n a r y correspondence between the two, which we have 

a l r e a d y mentioned, o c c u r r e d . Johnson's l e t t e r can be seen as 

a p l e a f o r Mrs. T h r a l e t o t r e a t him as a c h i l d and t o spend 

more time w i t h him^^ i n s t e a d o f n u r s i n g her d y i n g mother. 

I n her r e p l y , Mrs. T h r a l e demonstrates how " c o m p l e t e l y 

aware" she i s o f "what he i s r e a l l y c r a v i n g . " We see, 

w i t h b o t h a n x i e t y and u n d e r s t a n d i n g , her attempt t o d i s t a n c e 

h e r s e l f from h i s needs. She t e l l s him not t o blame her f o r 

"not u s i n g the r o d enough", and t h e r e i s a l r e a d y an element 

o f t h r u s t i n g him away: "...and l e t me not hazard what I 

esteem beyond kingdoms." But p a r t i c u l a r l y i n s t r u c t i v e i s 
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the remark t h a t " D i s s i p a t i o n i s t o you a g l o r i o u s medicine, 

and I b e l i e v e Mr. Boswell w i l l be a t l a s t your best 

p h y s i c i a n . " ^ ^ D e s p i t e the obvious r e m e d i a l e f f e c t t h a t she 

had on him, i t i s e v i d e n t t h a t she c o u l d not r e a l l y cope 

w i t h him, and f o r t h i s reason she suggests B o s w e l l , t o whom 

Johnson i s the a u t h o r i t y . 

Mrs. T h r a l e ' s problems were more profound than has 

o f t e n been a l l o w e d f o r . Her marriage was not a l o v e match 

and her c h i l d r e n had a h a b i t o f d y i n g : out o f e l e v e n , o n l y 

f o u r s u r v i v e d i n f a n c y . The f i n a l g r i e f was Henry T h r a l e ' s 

i n f i d e l i t y , e s p e c i a l l y towards the end o f h i s l i f e when he 

became i n f a t u a t e d by the b e w i t c h i n g Sophia S t r e a t f i e l d . I t 

was i n these t h r o e s o f d e s p a i r t h a t her r e l a t i o n s h i p w i t h 

Johnson had t o change, and a g a i n i n the f o l l o w i n g q u o t a t i o n 

from John Wain's book Samuel Johnson, we are shown the 

d i f f e r e n c e between her and B o s w e l l : 

He [Johnson] t o l d her of his own anxiety and misery, but 
he did not l i k e having to hold s t i l l while she t o l d him 
of hers. He clutched at her hand while walking through 
the valleys of his own private inferno; she had to walk 
through hers alone. This i s the great contrast between 
Johnson's relationship with Hester Thrale and his 
relationship with Boswell. Johnson listened for hours at 
a time to Boswell's confessions and emotional 
outpourings. But when he was with Mrs. Thrale, i t was 
his turn to do the t a l k i n g . " ^ 

Thus, as Wain summarises, Mrs. T h r a l e was a "woman, c r y i n g 

o u t i n the s i l e n c e o f her own mind a g a i n s t the f r u s t r a t i o n 

o f her deep needs" and i n b e i n g an a u t h o r i t y she was unable 
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t o s a t i s f y them. Seeing Johnson r i d d i n g h i m s e l f o f h i s 

problems must have aggravated Mrs. T h r a l e ' s d e s i r e t o do so; 

but u l t i m a t e l y t h e t i e which had been c r e a t e d by h i s 

c h i l d l i k e need f o r h e r , pr e v e n t e d her upon the death o f her 

husband from r e a c h i n g out f o r what she needed, namely, 

r e c i p r o c a l l o v e i n the form o f P i o z z i . Because o f t h i s , Mrs. 

T h r a l e f e l t t h r e a t e n e d by Johnson's need f o r her and 

e v e n t u a l l y had t o r e j e c t him, t h e r e b y a l l o w i n g P i o z z i i n t o 

her l i f e . 

John R i e l y a c c u r a t e l y measures t h i s f r a c t u r e o f 

t h e i r r e l a t i o n s h i p when he notes a "fundamental r e v e r s a l o f 

r o l e s " towards t he end o f Johnson's l i f e . D espite h i s 

s u r e l y m i s t a k e n comment t h a t Johnson had "ceased t o be 

e m o t i o n a l l y dependent upon h e r " , ^ ^ he shows how Mrs. Thrale 

b e g i n s t o t r e a t him as a f a t h e r f i g u r e , her " f r i e n d , 

f a t h e r , g u a r d i a n , c o n f i d e n t e " , a n d i t was easy from t h e r e 

t o see him as a troublesome and e l d e r l y r e l a t i v e . I n 1783 

when her d e s i r e f o r P i o z z i had become d e s p e r a t e l y s t r o n g , 

she would go t o Bath: 

...where I knew Mr. Johnson would not follow me, and 
where I could f o r that reason xomraand some l i t t l e 
portion of my time f o r my own use. ' 

D e s p i t e Johnson's c o n t i n u i n g need f o r her " she now 

p e r c e i v e d him as the a u t h o r i t y , b u t one a g a i n s t whom she 

c o u l d r e b e l r a t h e r t h a n l o v e and indeed, the f a c t t h a t she 

had persuaded h e r s e l f t o see Johnson i n terms o f t h i s , 
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a l l o w e d her freedom t o marry P i o z z i , whereas i f she had 

s t i l l t h o u g h t o f him as a c h i l d , she might not have been 

ab l e t o b r i n g h e r s e l f t o abandon him. Her l e t t e r t o Johnson 

announcing the engagement demonstrates t h i s a d m i r a b l y : 

I fe e l as i f I was acting without a parent's consent.... 
Give me leave however to say that the dread of your 
disapprobation has given me many an anxious moment. " 

His r e p u d i a t i o n o f her i s expressed i n terms o f an outraged 

f a t h e r , b u t a f a t h e r whose need o f the daughter i s f a r 

g r e a t e r than t he daughter's need f o r him. 

Thus a u t h o r i t y i s r e a l l y a c r u c i a l issue i n the 

r e l a t i o n s h i p between the two. When Johnson seems t o have 

l e a s t a u t h o r i t y , he seems t o be a b l e t o express h i m s e l f as a 

human b e i n g more f u l l y than i n o t h e r s i t u a t i o n s , but the 

c o r o l l a r y o f t h i s s t a t e i s Mrs. T h r a l e ' s i n a b i l i t y t o r e t a i n 

her a u t h o r i t y i n the face o f her b a s i c needs. I r o n i c a l l y , 

she a l l o w s Johnson t o become an a u t h o r i t y so as t o be able 

t o r e j e c t him and a g a i n , t h e r e f o r e , a u t h o r i t y becomes a 

defence, b u t one used a g a i n s t Johnson r a t h e r than by him. 

Here the c l a s h between a u t h o r i t y and l o v e i s v i o l e n t , but we 

can see how h i s f a i l u r e t o s u s t a i n a l o v i n g r e l a t i o n s h i p 

w i t h Mrs T h r a l e , must have deepened h i s r e l i a n c e upon h i s 

a u t h o r i t a t i v e r o l e . 
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I t now remains t o take up some d i f f e r e n t elements o f 

h i s l i f e t o examine how h i s quest f o r a u t h o r i t y a f f e c t e d h i s 

views and a c t i o n s . S o c i e t y was the m i l i e u i n which Johnson's 

a u t h o r i t y o p e r a t e d , and hence, i t i s w o r t h t a k i n g i n t o 

account h i s views o f s o c i e t y . His Toryism i s a s u b j e c t 

which i s u s u a l l y d i s c u s s e d a l o n g s i d e t h a t o f h i s J a c o b i t i s m . 

The major modern work on t h i s s u b j e c t i s Donald Greene's The 

P o l i t i c s o f Samuel Johnson which, not s u r p r i s i n g l y , aims 

t o r e f u t e what the a u t h o r c o n s i d e r s t o be Boswell's 

m i s i n t e r p r e t a t i o n o f Johnson: but as Howard E r s k i n e - H i l l 

c o m m e n t s , B o s w e l l i s more s u b t l e than t h a t . The main 

problem, which b o t h E r s k i n e - H i l l and Bate p o i n t o u t , i s 

the modern i n t e r p r e t a t i o n o f the word Tory which i s o f t e n 

t h o u g h t o f as meaning u n t h i n k i n g r e a c t i o n a r y . There i s 

l i t t l e doubt t h a t t he E i g h t e e n t h Century Tory a s s o c i a t e d 

h i m s e l f w i t h the t r a d i t i o n a l s o c i a l o r d e r which had e x i s t e d 

s i n c e about the b e g i n n i n g o f the c e n t u r y and which was based 

upon p a t e r n a l i s m . The Whigs, on the o t h e r hand, were 

a s s o c i a t e d w i t h the modern m e r c a n t i l e e t h i c which had become 

i m p o r t a n t towards the l a t t e r stages o f Johnson's l i f e , and 

which he saw as b e i n g more d i v i s i v e than the o l d e r i d e a l i n 

i t s c r e a t i o n o f economic d i v i s i o n s . Johnson, who tended t o 

i d e n t i f y w i t h the "underdog", and who was always s u s p i c i o u s 

o f what he c a l l e d " c a n t " or the f a s h i o n a b l e , would have 

i n s t i n c t i v e l y i d e n t i f i e d w i t h the Tory, e s p e c i a l l y as 

Whiggism had become so dominant b o t h i n terms o f p o l i t i c s 
7? 

and i n t e l l e c t u a l s , many o f whom Johnson knew w e l l . 
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Another i m p o r t a n t element f o r Johnson i n h i s support 

f o r Toryism was what Bate c a l l e d i t s " p r o t e c t i v e 

s u b o r d i n a t i o n " which might be seen as a p h i l o s o p h y o f 

o f f i c i a l c h a r i t y , which was by d e f i n i t i o n more c a r i n g than 

the Whig a t t i t u d e o f " l a i s s e z - f a i r e " which i n v o l v e d a " f r e e 

- f o r - a l l " r e s u l t i n g i n the s u b j e c t i o n o f the 

e c o n o m i c a l l y weakest. This i s why Johnson d e s c r i b e d 

Whiggism as the " n e g a t i o n o f a l l p r i n c i p l e . " T h e keystone 

t o Johnson's Toryism was n a t u r a l l y the M o n a r c h ; J o h n s o n 

b e l i e v e d t h a t the t y r a n n y o f one person was a f a r l e s s e r 

e v i l t han the t y r a n n y o f "market f o r c e s " or indeed the 

t y r a n n y o f many. He s a i d i n an argument w i t h S i r A d r i a n 

Ferguson " I f a s o v e r e i g n oppresses h i s people t o a gr e a t 

degree, t h e y w i l l r i s e and c u t o f f h i s head."^^ I t i s here 

t h a t we come up a g a i n s t an e m o t i o n a l t i e which has been 

l a r g e l y o v e r l o o k e d , and t h a t i s , o f course, the i d e a l o f 

a u t h o r i t y which i s espoused by such a p h i l o s o p h y . Toryism 

p l a c e d i n i t s c e n t r e t he i d e a l o f the a u t h o r i t a t i v e Monarch 

i n a way i n which Johnson h i m s e l f wished and needed t o be 

t r e a t e d , as we have seen. Not o n l y d i d t h i s advocacy o f 

Toryism g i v e him the o p p o r t u n i t y t o expound a p h i l o s o p h y o f 

a u t h o r i t y c l o s e l y m i r r o r i n g the way i n which he wished 

people t o t r e a t him, but a l s o i t a l l o w e d him t o reassure 

h i m s e l f o f the human need f o r a u t h o r i t y which would always 

assure him o f acceptance. He once mentioned a t a d i n n e r 

t h a t he was : 

a f r i e n d to subordination, as most conducive to the 
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happiness of society. There i s a reciprocal pleasure i n 
governing and being governed. '' 

His c l a i m t h a t t h e r e i s a p l e a s u r e i n b e i n g governed, which 

i s n o t always a p p a r e n t , b u t o f t e n t r u e i n human terms, i s of 

extreme importance t o him as i t would assure him o f the 

w i l l i n g n e s s o f o t h e r s t o t r e a t him as the " a u t h o r i t y . " So 

s t r o n g was the f e e l i n g t h a t i t sometimes impinged upon h i s 

r a t i o n a l i t y , as Bate suggests i n c o n n e c t i o n w i t h f o u r 

pamphlets he wrote i n the e a r l y '70s; they were w r i t t e n as 

" p o l e m i c a l p i e c e s , t h a t i s , r a t h e r than as considered 

p o l i t i c a l d i s c u s s i o n . " ^ ^ I t i s d i f f i c u l t t o see why he wrote 

them. B a r e t t i , who was Queeny T h r a l e ' s I t a l i a n t eacher, 

c l a i m s t h a t t h e T h r a l e s put pre s s u r e on him and t h a t the 

P a t r i o t and T a x a t i o n No Tyranny would n o t have been w r i t t e n 

"had i t n o t been f o r Mrs T h r a l e and B a r e t t i who s t i r r e d him 

up by l a y i n g wagers."^^ N e v e r t h e l e s s they are ex t r e m e l y 

outspoken p o l i t i c a l s tatements which can most e a s i l y be 

e x p l a i n e d i n terms o f e m o t i o n a l need. I t i s , o f course, 

w o r t h remembering t h a t Johnson never found i t easy t o s t i r 

h i m s e l f t o work. Johnson, we note i n the c o n t e x t o f these 

pamphlets, sees an a t t a c k on the f o r t r e s s o f s u b o r d i n a t i o n 

and a u t h o r i t y and so lashes out d e f e n s i v e l y . Obviously, 

these pamphlets have much t h a t i s o f i n t e r e s t , but they are 

a poor performance, i f i n t e n s e . 

We have d i s c u s s e d the way i n which Johnson attempted 

t o r e t a i n h i s a u t h o r i t y t h r o u g h h i s c o n v e r s a t i o n . Very 
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c l o s e l y l i n k e d t o t h i s i s h i s humour which was an i m p o r t a n t 

element i n t h i s c o n v e r s a t i o n . Bate j u s t i f i e s t h i s d i s c u s s i o n 

o f humour i n the i n t r o d u c t i o n t o Chapter 27 o f h i s 

b i o g r a p h y : 

Johnson's humour i s so important to our understanding of 
him that we need to pause and look at i t s implications 
as a whole rather than n^rely allowing them to be 
inferred i n a scattered way.°^ 

There i s no doubt t h a t humour was o f extreme importance f o r 

Johnson as i t i s an element o f h i s i n t e l l e c t u a l weaponry 

which h e l p e d him t o r e t a i n h i s a u t h o r i t y . We must be c a r e f u l 

however, as h i s a t t i t u d e towards i t was by no means simple. 

The b a s i c means o f h i s humour i s what would be d e s c r i b e d as 

w i t , the "bound o f an e l a s t i c mind"^^ as he put i t i n h i s 

L i f e o f Cowley, o r t o be more p r e c i s e , the "unexpected 

c o p u l a t i o n o f i d e a s , the d i s c o v e r y o f some o c c u l t r e l a t i o n 

i n images i n appearance remote from each o t h e r . " ^ ^ The 

c r u c i a l p o i n t here i s the e x t r a o r d i n a r y sense o f c r e a t i o n 

i n v o l v e d i n the b r i n g i n g t o g e t h e r o f seemingly unconnected 

ideas and f i n d i n g t h e p o i n t a t which they meet, the 

" c o p u l a t i o n . " Here we see Johnson's mind r e a c t i n g w i t h 

r e a l i t y i n a manner which i s b o t h o b j e c t i v e and p e r s o n a l : 

o b j e c t i v e i n the sense t h a t what i s s a i d i s o n l y w i t t y i n 

i t s a p p l i c a b i l i t y t o n a t u r e , and i n p a r t i c u l a r , o t h e r 

people's acknowledgement o f i t s a p p l i c a b i l i t y , but personal 

i n t h e sense t h a t i t i s he alone who has had the w i t t o see 

the c o n n e c t i o n . He s a i d "the most common t h i n g s , " remarked 
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Tom T y e r s , " i n the newest manner."^^ Again we have the idea 

o f Johnson as an a u t h o r i t y i n h i s method o f u n d e r s t a n d i n g 

the w o r l d t h r o u g h w i t , an u n d e r s t a n d i n g which i s e n t i r e l y 

o r i g i n a l and cannot be c l a i m e d by anyone e l s e . He i s 

t h e r e f o r e unique t h r o u g h h i s humour, and i f unique, then 

wanted. I n her d i a r y , Mrs T h r a l e g i v e s us an example o f h i s 

d e s i r e t o , i n some sense, "possess" humour: 

Johnson loved a f r o l i c k or a joke well enough, tho he 
had strange serious rules about them too, and very 
angry was he always at jBoor me f o r being merry at 
improper times and places °^ 

Humour was a r e a l m i n which Johnson wished t o r e i g n 

u n c h a l l e n g e d . H i s d e s i r e t o own i t , r e v e a l e d i n Mrs Thrale's 

q u o t a t i o n , shows how i m p o r t a n t i t was t o the r e t e n t i o n o f 

h i s a u t h o r i t y . A d d i t i o n a l l y t o t h i s use o f humour, Johnson 

u n d e r s t o o d the way i n which humour makes one pay a t t e n t i o n ; 

we have seen from G a r r i c k ' s comment t h a t Johnson's w i t was 

e x t r e m e l y c o m p e l l i n g ; "Johnson g i v e s you a f o r c i b l e hug; and 

shakes l a u g h t e r out o f you whether you w i l l or no."'^" Not 

o n l y do we see i n t h i s Johnson's power o f c o m p e l l i n g 

a t t e n t i o n "whether you w i l l or no" but we can f e e l what an 

e x p e r i e n c e i t must have been. We see i n Johnson's use o f w i t 

t h e d e s i r e o f one who i s i n s e c u r e , t o f o r c e a t t e n t i o n . 

C l o s e l y a l l i e d t o t h i s i s the way i n which humour g i v e s a 

phrase or aphorism a power and f i n a l i t y which helps t o 

i n v e s t i t w i t h a q u a l i t y o f a u t h o r i t y . This a l s o operates 

t h r o u g h an a b i l i t y t o d i s arm an opponent. When faced w i t h 
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something t h a t i s amusing one i s a f f e c t e d a t a l e v e l which 

i s more than e x c l u s i v e l y i n t e l l e c t u a l , d e s p i t e i t s r o o t s ( i n 

Johnson's case) i n t h i s sphere. I n a l l these ways, we see 

Johnson shaping h i s argument and speech through humour, 

b r i n g i n g d i s p a r a t e s t r a n d s o f thought t o g e t h e r , f o r c i n g 

people t o pay a t t e n t i o n , and g i v i n g arguments added power 

t h r o u g h the i n t o x i c a t i n g e f f e c t t h a t the humop^fous always 

has. 

Though we have seen how humour supported h i s 

a u t h o r i t y , i t a l s o exposed him t o the d i s j u n c t i o n between 

humanity and a u t h o r i t y , a q u e s t i o n w i t h which we were much 

concerned e a r l i e r . I t i s brought t o our a t t e n t i o n by Fanny 

Burney i n her d i a r y . I n i t , she r e p o r t s t h a t Johnson 

suddenly becomes convulsed w i t h m i r t h , a t a seemingly 

i n n o c e n t s i t u a t i o n . A f t e r r e p o r t i n g the i n c i d e n t she 

comments: 

How l i t t l e d id I expect from t h i s great lexiphanes, t h i s 
great and dreaded l o r d of English Literature, a turn for 
burlesque humour! 

Fanny i s astounded because Johnson p o r t r a y s a q u a l i t y not 

n o r m a l l y a s s o c i a t e d w i t h a u t h o r i t y . Humour i s a l e v e l l i n g 

f o r c e b o t h i n i t s a b i l i t y t o c u t down the r a t i o n a l and the 

e m o t i o n a l , and a l s o i n i t s d e m o n s t r a t i o n o f something 

e s s e n t i a l l y shared by a l l humanity, d e s p i t e the f a c t t h a t 

humour can o f t e n a l i e n a t e . Humour i s above a l l t h i n g s a 

human q u a l i t y , and i t i s remarkable how f r e q u e n t l y we judge 
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someone's "humanity" by t h e i r humour. The quoted passage 

from Fanny Burney demonstrates t h i s a d m i r a b l y . And indeed, 

c o n s t a n t l y i n Boswell's L i f e , we see the a u t h o r r e p o r t i n g 

h u m o r o u s i n c i d e n t s . One o f these i s taken from the 

c o l l e c t i o n o f Johnsonia amassed by Stevens; i t i s a s t o r y o f 

a f i r e w o r k d i s p l a y which d i d not work, a s i t u a t i o n which 

produced a r i o t o u s f l o u r i s h on the p a r t o f Johnson: 

The author of the Rambler, however, may be considered, 
on t h i s occasion, as the ringleader of a successful 
r i o t . ^ 

B oswell h i m s e l f r e a c t s s i m i l a r l y t o Johnson's 

d e s c r i p t i o n o f h i m s e l f as a "Good humoured f e l l o w . " 

The epithet fellow, applied to the great Lexicographer, 
the s t a t e l y Moralist, the masterly C r i t i c k , as i f he had 
been Sam Johnson, a mere pleasant companion, was highly 
d i v e r t i n g . 

T h is e x p e c t a t i o n i s t o a c e r t a i n e x t e n t a s s o c i a t e d 

w i t h h i s p h y s i c a l n a t u r e . Mrs. T h r a l e d e s c r i b e d h i s 
Q Q 

"countenance" as b e i n g "rugged." °° Humour o f any s o r t , w i t h 

i t s a s s o c i a t e d p h y s i c a l t r a n s f o r m a t i o n , would have come as a 

c o n t r a s t t o t h i s body which was o f t e n grotesque and s c a r r e d . 

Bate d e s c r i b e s t h i s c o n t r a s t between the rugged body and the 

t r a n s f o r m i n g humour, as s h a l l be shown. Thus, though humour 

was capable o f b e i n g used as a weapon f o r a u t h o r i t y , i t 

opened him t o the t r u t h o f h i s s i t u a t i o n , t h i s d i s j u n c t i o n 

between the a u t h o r i t a t i v e and the human. I t i s i n t e r e s t i n g 

t h a t Boswell's o p i n i o n o f Johnson as an a u t h o r i t y i s not 
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a l t e r e d , d e s p i t e h i s d i s c o v e r y , and indeed the whole 

s i t u a t i o n would cease t o have meaning i f Johnson's a u t h o r i t y 

were capable o f b e i n g c a n c e l l e d by the d i s c o v e r y . The 

humorous c l a s h o n l y occurs because o f the e x p e c t a t i o n people 

have o f Johnson as an a u t h o r i t y , and i n n e i t h e r o f the 

examples quoted, i s the a t t i t u d e o f the people changed f o r 

l o n g . The f a c t t h a t people's o p i n i o n s o f him were not 

a l t e r e d t h r o u g h the humorous i n c i d e n t s , meant t h a t Johnson's 

humour was o f t e n v i o l e n t . The l a u g h t e r over the w i l l ^ ^ i s an 

example o f t h i s , as i s the case o f the K a n g a r o o , a n d i t 

would n o t be i n a c c u r a t e t o suggest t h a t Johnson o f t e n t r i e d 

t o use humour t o break away from the a u t h o r i t y which 

surrounded him, however u n s u c c e s s f u l t h i s attempt may have 

been. So i n t h i s p e c u l i a r way we have a d i s j u n c t i o n i m p l i e d 

by the o r i g i n a l s o b r i e t y and the humour, which shows the 

c o n t r a s t between t h e poles o f h i s d i v i d e d s e l f . 

But i t i s a t t h i s p o i n t t h a t we meet w i t h a strange 

i n t e r l i n k i n g o f s p i r a l s , as t h i s d i s j u n c t i o n can o n l y be 

r e v e a l e d t h r o u g h the coming t o g e t h e r o f the opposing poles 

f r o m which h i s humour a r i s e s . Bate makes t h i s p o i n t when he 

t a l k s o f Johnson's m i m i c r y : 

...the sudden contrast of his features with the play of 
expression that took place over them made his imitations 
a l l the more amusing, as he himself was certainly 
aware. 

He goes on t o c i t e the example o f when Johnson gave h i s 
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i m i t a t i o n o f the newly d i s c o v e r e d kangaroo; and i n the 

European Magazine, p u b l i s h e d soon a f t e r h i s death, i t 

mentions the way i n which "...he would f r e q u e n t l y descend 

from the c o n t e m p l a t i o n o f s u b j e c t s the most profound 

i m a g i n a b l e t o the most c h i l d i s h p l a y f u l n e s s " ^ ^ b o t h o f which 

q u a l i t i e s h i g h l i g h t e d one a n o t h e r . Thus, i n a sense, we see 

humour as b r i d g i n g seemingly i r r e c o n c i l a b l e o p p o s i t e s , and 

perhaps i t s humanising q u a l i t y i s t h a t i t a l l o w s us to 

r e c o g n i s e man's c o n t r a d i c t o r y n a t u r e . I n the c r e a t i o n o f the 

humour, we see the evidence f o r the d i v i d e d s e l f : on the one 

hand the a u t h o r i t y r e l i a n t upon a r e l a t i o n s h i p o f r e s p e c t , 

and on the o t h e r the human be i n g r e l i a n t upon a mutual 

u n d e r s t a n d i n g . And so, the r o l e o f humour serves b o t h t o 

emphasise the d i f f e r e n c e s , and t o b l e n d them t o g e t h e r , 

w i t h o u t compromising e i t h e r q u a l i t y . The c u r i o u s clashes set 

up here are i n d i c a t i v e o f the s t r a i n e d s i t u a t i o n i n which 

Johnson found h i m s e l f . At times i t must have caused him 

t e r r i f y i n g p a i n . 

C l o s e l y connected w i t h t h i s i s the well-known 

i n c i d e n t o f the w i l l , when a f t e r a c o n v e r s a t i o n about Bennet 

Langton's w i l l , Johnson laughs immoderately and cannot 

c o n t r o l h i m s e l f . I t i s , o f course, Boswell who b r i n g s us the 

i n c i d e n t : 

In t h i s p l a y f u l manner did he run on exulting i n his own 
pleasantry, which c e r t a i n l y was not such as might be 
expected from the author of the Rambler, but which i s 
here preserved, that my readers may be acquainted even 
with the sli g h t e s t occasional characteristic of so 
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eminent a man.̂ -̂  

The passage i s remarkably s i m i l a r t o t h a t r e p o r t e d by Fanny 

Burney, and, l i k e her Boswell i s c o m p l e t e l y i g n o r a n t as to 

what Johnson f i n d s so amusing. Bate sees behind t h i s 

o t h e r w i s e unaccountable o u t b u r s t , Johnson's r e a l i s a t i o n o f : 

...the t r i v i a l i t y of a l l our posturings and stratagems 
fo r 'importance' against the large backdrop of the 
general 'doom of raan'^^ 

A c c o r d i n g t o Bate, he was l a u g h i n g a t Langton's attempt to 

c o n t r o l events t h r o u g h the w i l l , and indeed, the s i t u a t i o n 

becomes more r i d i c u l o u s when we r e a l i s e the f i n a l i t y and 

i n e v i t a b i l i t y o f the event which he has decided t o attempt 

t o c o n t r o l , namely d e a t h . Furthermore, he i s l a u g h i n g a t h i s 

own z e a l f o r s u b o r d i n a t i o n and the importance o f the honours 

o f b i r t h , a t o p i c t h a t he had been d i s c u s s i n g h e a t e d l y w i t h 

Chambers and Boswell e a r l i e r . Not o n l y c o u l d he, by h i s own 

a d m i s s i o n , h a r d l y t e l l "who was my G r a n d f a t h e r " but having 

th e e x p e r i e n c e and r a t i o n a l mind t h a t he had, i t must have 

been amusing t o him t o have a l l o w e d h i m s e l f t o become 

i n v o l v e d i n so u n i m p o r t a n t a concept. Thus i n the 

u n c o n t r o l l a b l e l a u g h t e r , we see a r e v e l a t i o n o f the anarchy 

o f l i f e i n the sense t h a t a l l methods o f c o n t r o l l i n g l i f e 

a r e c r e a t e d by humanity and t h a t u l t i m a t e l y we are bound by 

v a s t and unfathomable f o r c e s , such as death (which Johnson 

never f o r g o t ) and envy. So much o f what we c o n s i d e r 

" e s s e n t i a l " i s p r e c i s e l y n o t t h a t , b u t a c r e a t i o n o f mind, 
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and t h u s , i n terms o f r e a l i t y , a r b i t r a r y . Thus a g a i n , i f 

Bate i s r i g h t , and no one seems t o have opposed him 

r e a s o n a b l y , we see, i n the i n c i d e n t , Johnson's r e a l i s a t i o n 

t h a t h i s a t t e m p t t o be an a u t h o r i t y based upon a l a r g e l y 

a r t i f i c i a l system was a f r a u d . I n a sense the o n l y response 

i s l a u g h t e r , and a l a u g h t e r made a l l the more poignant by 

h i s success i n b e i n g an a u t h o r i t y . I t i s i r o n i c t h a t i t i s 

from t h i s p o s i t i o n t h a t he c o u l d see the a n a r c h i c n a t u r e o f 

l i f e , a p o s i t i o n which seems t o stan d a t the o p p o s i t e end of 

the spectrum from t he r e g u l a t e d , namely t h a t about which one 

can speak w i t h a u t h o r i t y . Thus, i n h i s l a u g h t e r , he was able 

t o c u t t h r o u g h t he bonds o f a u t h o r i t y which he had, and 

indeed needed t o take on, t o a deeper awareness o f t r u t h . 

Here a g a i n , as d e t a i l e d e a r l i e r , t h e l a u g h t e r a r i s e s from 

t h e d i s j u n c t i o n o f the a u t h o r i t a t i v e and the human, i n other 

words, from t he p u l l i n g a p a r t o f Johnson's c r e a t e d system 

and t h e a n a r c h i c t r u t h which u n d e r l a y i t . To e x p l a i n t h i s 

f u l l y , I must say a word about the p r o j e c t I am p r e s e n t l y 

u n d e r t a k i n g . 

I t must be e v i d e n t t h a t I am not p r e s e n t i n g an 

e n t i r e p o r t r a i t o f Johnson. My b r i e f i s t o i n v e s t i g a t e the 

r e l a t i o n s h i p between Johnson and a u t h o r i t y , and as such, I 

cannot hope t o p r o v i d e a thorough p o r t r a i t o f Johnson. Frank 

Brady i n h i s a n a l y s i s o f Boswell's L i f e , warns a g a i n s t a 

p o s s i b l e heresy: 

... [a] modem Biographer might reduce Johnson to f i t the 
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pattern of what very loosely may be called "the 
authoritarian personality."^ 

We c e r t a i n l y do not wish t o 'reduce' Johnson a t a l l , but i n 

l o o k i n g a t a p e r s o n a l i t y from one a n g l e , t h e r e i s the 

p o s s i b i l i t y t h a t a more balanced p o r t r a i t w i l l be able t o be 

seen i n a t i g h t e r f orm. For i n s t a n c e , much t h a t might remain 

obscure i n a b r i l l i a n t p o r t r a i t such as Boswell's or i n more 

modern t i m e s , John Wain's, w i l l be made c l e a r e r i f seen from 

the s t a n d p o i n t o f f e r e d by t h i s paper, however e s s e n t i a l i t 

i s n o t t o see the paper as an end e n t i r e l y i n i t s e l f . 

B o swell's L i f e , i n a sense, i s a w o r k i n g out o f the idea of 

Johnson as a m o r a l i s t , y e t as we go f u r t h e r i n t o the book 

much i s r e v e a l e d t o us which would n o t perhaps have been 

expected, b u t has come p r e c i s e l y because o f the angle taken. 

We have a l r e a d y d i s c u s s e d the way i n which Boswell's 

p o r t r a i t d i r e c t s us t o the l i n k s between humanity and 

a u t h o r i t y , e s p e c i a l l y t h r o u g h humour. Walter Jackson Bate's 

momentous b i o g r a p h y , which modern c r i t i c s cannot p r a i s e 

enough, i s focussed by John Wain's b i o g r a p h y , which views 

Johnson as a p e r s o n a l i t y a f f e c t e d by h i m s e l f , and seen i n 

terms which we would i n every day l i f e tend t o judge o t h e r s 

by. Whereas Wain sees p e r s o n a l i t y i n terms o f humanity. 

Bate, i t seems t o me, sees humanity i n terms o f c e r t a i n 

a b s o l u t e l y e x p l i c a b l e , p s y c h o l o g i c a l and hence, s c i e n t i f i c 

p r o p o s i t i o n s . Thus, though Johnson i s i n many ways 

" e x p l a i n e d " , we do n o t n e c e s s a r i l y come c l o s e r t o knowing 

him. There i s a scene i n Boswell's L i f e when Johnson and h i s 
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f r i e n d T a y l o r have an argument about the S t u a r t Kings which 

i s conducted f e r o c i o u s l y . ^ ^ Wain's comment on the a f f a i r , 

w h ich we cannot imagine coming from Bate's pen, i s b o t h 

charming and a c c u r a t e : 

...to rant and rave about the Stuarts, i n the presence 
of a wide-eyed note-taking Scotsnan, might have seemed 
to both men a good entertainment. ^' 

He c o n t i n u e s r e v e a l i n g l y : "They w i l l judge who best 

u n d e r s t a n d the E n g l i s h sense o f humour." 

There i s an e x t r e m e l y w o r r y i n g modern tendency, t o 

which Wain, and indeed Bate, i s a good a n t i d o t e , t o see 

Johnson i n terms o f h i s w r i t i n g a l o n e . This approach i n t e n d s 

t o i n v a l i d a t e a l l b i o g r a p h i e s which see Johnson i n terms of 

an i n d i v i d u a l , and which i n c l u d e o t h e r people's o p i n i o n s o f 

him. For a s t a r t i t i s u n f a i r t o Johnson, many o f whose 

b e t t e r q u a l i t i e s are r e v e a l e d i n the c o n t e x t o f h i s 

c o n v e r s a t i o n , o r i n h i s i n t e r a c t i o n w i t h o t h e r s . This 

approach hardens p a r t i c u l a r l y i n the c o n t e x t o f h i s 

o d d i t i e s , which i t i s a s s e r t e d , p l a y no p a r t i n a 

s y m p a t h e t i c b i o g r a p h y . R.B. Schwartz, i n an a r t i c l e e n t i t l e d 

"Johnson's Day and B o s w e l l ' s " ^ ^ a c t u a l l y goes as f a r as t o 

a t t e m p t t o e x p l a i n away Bo s w e l l ' s , and f o r t h a t m a t t e r 

H e s t e r T h r a l e ' s , i n s i s t e n c e t h a t Johnson a t e v o r a c i o u s l y . I 

quote a passage from T h r a l i a n a : 

...he loves a good dinner dearly - eats i t voraciously, 
and his notions of a good dinner are nothing less than 
delicate - a leg of pork boyl'd t i l l i t drops from the 
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bone almost, a veal pye with plumbs and sugar, and the 
outside cut of a buttock of beef are his favourite 
dainties... 

Faced w i t h evidence o f t h i s s o r t , Schwartz claims t h a t t h i s 

i s no more th a n t y p i c a l o f h i s age. The f a c t t h a t a l l o f h i s 

contempories n o t i c e d i t , i n the l i g h t o f the c o n d i t i o n s i n 

which t h e y l i v e d , does n o t seem t o impress him. 

U n f o r t u n a t e l y f o r Schwartz, i f we c a r r y t h i s a n a l y s i s too 

f a r , we l o s e so much o f t h a t which a f f e c t e d Johnson. 

Johnson's b r i l l i a n c e can l a r g e l y be e x p l a i n e d i n terms o f 

h i s b e i n g d i f f e r e n t f rom everyone e l s e . There i s l i t t l e 

doubt t h a t h i s p h y s i c a l d e f o r m i t i e s a f f e c t e d him, as indeed 

t h e y would have anyone, and thus t o understand him, i t i s 

c r u c i a l t o take them i n t o account. 

I t seems t h a t b i o g r a p h y i s , t h e r e f o r e , about 

humanity, and hence r e l a t i o n s h i p . Biography should be seen 

as b e i n g a b r i d g e t o a r e l a t i o n s h i p r a t h e r than as an 

a u t h o r i t a t i v e i n v e s t i g a t i o n and I would not wish my t h e s i s 

t o be c o n s i d e r e d i n terms o f t h i s l a t t e r p r o p o s i t i o n . No 

v i e w p o i n t (due t o the humanity o f the v i e w e r ) can be f i n a l , 

and more p a r t i c u l a r l y , no a p p r e c i a t i o n o f p e r s o n a l i t y can be 

f i n a l as we have the humanity o f the viewed t o c o m p l i c a t e 

t h e i s s u e . And here a g a i n we are brought up a g a i n s t the 

dilemma w i t h which Johnson had t o b a t t l e , between the 

a u t h o r i t a t i v e and the human. Above a l l , a man o f o p i n i o n has 

t o work upon the b a s i s o f a temporary u n d e r s t a n d i n g as h i s 

v i e w s , by h i s n a t u r e , have t o be s t a t e d and because o f t h i s , 
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f r o z e n . The human b e i n g i s c o n s t a n t l y changing, and 

t h e r e f o r e , so must h i s o p i n i o n s . To speak a u t h o r i t a t i v e l y 

e n t a i l s an u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f the permanent. But t h i s i s 

u l t i m a t e l y i m p o s s i b l e and t h u s , i n a st r a n g e way, the 

a u t h o r i t y can o n l y be e f f e c t i v e i n terms o f a temporary 

p o s i t i o n . The v e r y f a c t t h a t the a u t h o r i t y i s human means 

t h a t , i n r a t i o n a l terms he c o u l d never f u n c t i o n f u l l y . 

Johnson's l a u g h t e r over the w i l l r e f l e c t s t h i s , as does the 

l a c k o f a b s o l u t e a u t h o r i t y o b t a i n a b l e by a biogr a p h y . I n 

t h i s way, b i o g r a p h y must be an on - going r e l a t i o n s h i p j u s t 

as must be a u t h o r i t y . A c o n s i s t e n t view o f Johnson cannot 

t h e n be p r e s e n t e d , and Boswell's L i f e , i n i t s method o f 

arrangement, h i g h l i g h t s t h i s , by i t s use o f simple 

c h r o n o l o g y r a t h e r t h a n d i s c u s s i o n by t o p i c . When v i e w i n g 

humanity we must n o t impose a f a l s e system upon i t and must 

l a y c o n t r a d i c t i o n s s i d e by s i d e , a d j u s t i n g sympathies as we 

p r o g r e s s , d e t e r m i n i n g our judgements by means o f r a t i o n a l i t y 

and the emotions, as t h i s i s how the human being b o t h e x i s t s 

and j u d g e s . Thus i n o r d e r t o understand Johnson's a u t h o r i t y , 

i t i s e s s e n t i a l f o r one t o r e a l i s e the l i m i t s o f one's own 

a u t h o r i t y , and indeed by f o c u s s i n g upon the b i o g r a p h i c a l 

a r t , we must come c l o s e r t o u n d e r s t a n d i n g the problems which 

Johnson had t o encounter i n f a c i n g h i s own a u t h o r i t y . I n h i s 

v i o l e n t l a u g h t e r over the w i l l , Johnson shows t h a t i n 

a u t h o r i t y , which s u r e l y i n v o l v e s t he hardening o f what are 

conc e i v e d as c e r t a i n t i e s , one comes c l o s e r t o the a n a r c h i c , 

namely t h a t which i s not c e r t a i n ; and indeed, the t r u t h s o f 
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C h r i s t i a n i t y w i t h t h e i r e x t r a o r d i n a r y paradoxes, are a 

d e m o n s t r a t i o n o f t h i s . We s h a l l note i n the f o l l o w i n g 

c h a p t e r s how Johnson's concept o f God as a law g i v e r l e d him 

b o t h t o the u n q u e s t i o n a b l e c e r t a i n t y o f C h r i s t i a n i t y and to 

an unending f i g h t a g a i n s t doubts o r what he c a l l e d 

" s c r u p l e s " . Here a g a i n we see the anarchy t h a t l i e s behind 

c e r t a i n t y . I t i s a s o b e r i n g r e f l e c t i o n , however, t h a t the 

e q u a t i o n must work i n the o t h e r d i r e c t i o n and t h a t anarchy 

leads t o what i s t r u l y c e r t a i n through, i t s a b i l i t y t o shed 

f a l s e f o r m a l i s a t i o n s o f what i s t r u e . M e t a p h o r i c a l l y 

s p e a k i n g , the f u r t h e r the microscope i s focused, the more 

c h a o t i c l i f e i s shown t o be. 

I t i s here t h a t we must a d j u s t the c o n c l u s i o n t o 

w h i c h we are b e i n g l e d . The s t r a i n s between Johnson's 

a u t h o r i t y and h i s humanity have been w e l l documented i n the 

c h a p t e r a l r e a d y , b u t t h i s i s not the end o f the s t o r y . I t i s 

u n d e n i a b l e t h a t Johnson r e a l l y was an a u t h o r i t y ; he was 

b e t t e r than o t h e r s ; h i s views seemed somehow t o r e l a t e more 

a c c u r a t e l y t o r e a l i t y t han d i d o t h e r peoples'. Embodied i n 

t h i s statement i s t h e premise t h a t t h e r e are d e f i n i t e 

t r u t h s , as t o be a u t h o r i t a t i v e , t h e r e must be t r u t h s about 

which one can be a u t h o r i t a t i v e , even though, as we have 

s a i d , t h e y seem, t o a c e r t a i n e x t e n t , t o be o n l y t e m p o r a r i l y 

c o m p rehensible. J u s t as i t would be l i f e - d e n y i n g t o d ismiss 

achievement, c o m p e t i t i o n , or envy, i t would be i m p o s s i b l e to 

d e s t r o y the a p p r e c i a t i o n o f the b e a u t i f u l or e x t i n g u i s h 
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m o r a l i t y . These concepts do e x i s t i n some o b j e c t i v e sense, 

d e s p i t e enormous l a t i t u d e o f i n t e r p r e t a t i o n . The emotions 

o f humanity which might l e a d us i n the d i r e c t i o n o f the 

u n c h a r t a b l e , a l s o a l l o w f o r o b j e c t i v e t r u t h i n the u n a n i m i t y 

o f t h e i r e x i s t e n c e . Envy, a pa s s i o n which Johnson 

c o n s i d e r e d more th a n any o t h e r , r e l i e s upon the e x i s t e n c e o f 

commonly h e l d s t a n d a r d s , and indeed, along w i t h o t h e r 

concepts such as l o v e , i s f e l t by a l l . I n h i s one n o v e l , 

Rasselas, Johnson w r i t e s : 

we are a l l prompted by the same motives , a l l deceived 
by the same f a l l a c i e s , a l l animated by hope, obstructed 
by danger^ entangled by desire and seduced by 
pleasure. 

Thus we must see a u t h o r i t y as b e i n g 

r e c o n c i l a b l e w i t h t h e human c o n d i t i o n , as i t i s one i n which 

t h e r e are t r u t h s . And because Johnson tended t o speak 

a u t h o r i t a t i v e l y about the t r u t h s o f humanity, t h e r e was a 

r e c o n c i l i a t i o n o f these two elements. He i s an a u t h o r i t y 

p r e c i s e l y because he understands humanity, p o s s i b l y because 

the s t r a i n s imposed by h i s humanity r e a c t i n g a g a i n s t h i s 

p o s i t i o n i n s o c i e t y , r e v e a l e d t o him h i s t r u e n a t u r e ever 

more c l e a r l y . The problems arose, however, when people 

m i s i n t e r p r e t e d t h e human b a s i s o f Johnson's a u t h o r i t y , by 

h a v i n g c o n s i d e r e d i t t o have been a permanent s t r u c t u r e 

r a t h e r than based upon h i s changing experience o f l i f e as a 

man. As we s h a l l see, the Ramblers, when p r o p e r l y viewed, 

w i l l r e v e a l t he human n a t u r e o f t h e i r a u t h o r i t y . But i t was 

- 45 -



too easy t o imagine t h a t Johnson's a u t h o r i t y r e s t e d i n some 

o b j e c t i v e perman|[nce, and Johnson's d e s i r e t o b u i l d up h i s 

a u t h o r i t y t o promote l o v e , o f t e n l e d t o a p l a y i n g o f h i s 

expected r o l e ; the r a t i o n a l l y o b j e c t i v e a u t h o r i t y . 

I n t h i s c h a p t e r , t h e n , I hope t o have shown the 

importance o f a u t h o r i t y i n Johnson's l i f e and the e f f e c t 

which i t had upon him. The o p i n i o n s o f o t h e r s , e s p e c i a l l y 

t h a t o f B o s w e l l , have been h i g h l i g h t e d , as an a u t h o r i t y can 

o n l y be gauged i n terms o f h i s d i s c i p l e s . But 

i m p o r t a n t t o t h i s whole a f f a i r i s the idea t h a t 

Johnson was indeed an a u t h o r i t y , and I hope I have 

e x p l a i n e d how i t i s t h a t the s t r a i n s between h i s r o l e 

as a u t h o r i t y and h i s c o n d i t i o n as a human be i n g make 

him so i m p o r t a n t a t h i n k e r . 
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CHAPTER TWO 

(PART ONE) 

Johnson: The L i n g u i s t i c A u t h o r i t y 

Samuel Johnson's D i c t i o n a r y was more than j u s t a 

c o l l e c t i o n o f E n g l i s h words d e f i n e d ; i t was the p r i d e o f a 

g e n e r a t i o n o f i n t e l l e c t u a l s who, b e f o r e i t had been 

p u b l i s h e d , f e l t t h e i r i n f e r i o r i t y t o the r i v a l powers o f 

France and I t a l y which had s o p h i s t i c a t e d d i c t i o n a r i e s and 

academies t o w r i t e them. Johnson's v i r t u a l l y single-handed 

e f f o r t was thus seen as h e r o i c . I n the P u b l i c A d v e r t i s e r 

f o r A p r i l 22nd 1755 David G a r r i c k wrote the f o l l o w i n g h i g h l y 

n a t i o n a l i s t i c verses upon the s u p e r i o r i t y o f E n g l i s h 

i n t e l l e c t u a l s over those o f the C o n t i n e n t : 

F i r s t Shakespeare and Milton, l i k e gods i n the f i g h t , 
Have put t h e i r whole drama and epick to f l i g h t ; 
In satir e s , e p i s t l e s , and odes, would they cope. 
Their numbers retreat before Dryden and Pope; 
And Johnson, well arm'd l i k e a hero of yore, 
Has beat f o r t y French, and w i l l beat f o r t y mor^! 

And indeed Johnson h i m s e l f admits t h i s f e e l i n g i n h i s 

Pr e f a c e : 
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I have devoted t h i s book, the labour of years, to the 
honour of my country, that we may no longer y i e l d the 
palm of philology without a contest to the nations of 
the continent.'^ 

The D i c t i o n a r y was a t r u l y m a g n i f i c e n t achievement, 

and a l t h o u g h i t d i d not o b t a i n a unanimously f a v o u r a b l e 

response,-^ i t was seen i n s e m i - m y t h i c a l terms and earned f o r 

i t s c o m p i l e r the nickname " D i c t i o n a r y Johnson." ^ 

Much l i g h t i s shed upon Johnson's achievement i f The 

D i c t i o n a r y i s seen i n terms o f i t s i n t e l l e c t u a l background. 

The Renaissance was c o n s i d e r e d t o be a g l o r i o u s genesis o f 

language, an era i n which men l i k e Shakespeare l i t e r a l l y 

c r e a t e d language, g a i n i n g much o f t h e i r e f f e c t from t h i s 

p r o c e s s . However, by the time o f Dryden and the spreading o f 

the w r i t t e n word t o more people, t h e r e was an element o f 

nervousness c r e a t e d by a f e e l i n g t h a t l i n g u i s t i c m u t a t i o n 

might l e a d t o an i n a b i l i t y t o r e p r e s e n t words, and thus t o a 

c o r r e s p o n d i n g i n a b i l i t y t o be understood. Dryden indeed 

confessed t h a t i n o r d e r t o decide a c o r r e c t way o f 

e x p r e s s i n g something i n E n g l i s h , he would f i r s t t r a n s l a t e i t 

i n t o L a t i n . ^ 

I n h i s work A H i s t o r y o f the E n g l i s h Language, 

A l b e r t Baugh d e s c r i b e s t h i s process o f change i n d e t a i l , 

naming the r e l e v a n t c h a p t e r "The Appeal t o A u t h o r i t y . " A 

s t r o n g element i n t h i s appeal was the d e s i r e t o " f i x " the 

language i n o r d e r t h a t knowledge gained should not be l o s t . 

S w i f t summed up t h i s f e a r o f l i n g u i s t i c anarchy: 
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How then s h a l l any man, who hath a genius for history 
equal to the best of the ancients, be able to undertake 
such a work with s p i r i t and cheerfulness, when he 
considers that he w i l l be read with pleasure but a very 
few years, and i n an age or two shall hardly be 
understood without an interpreter." 

W h i l s t Pope wrote more s u c c i n c t l y i n h i s Essay on C r i t i c i s m 

"And such as Chaucer i s , s h a l l Dryden be."'' This d e s i r e t o 

" f i x " the language i s a major i n t e n t i o n o f Johnson's 

D i c t i o n a r y . He w r i t e s i n paragraph 18 o f The Preface t h a t he 

wishes t h a t words " might be l e s s apt t o decay, and t h a t 

s i g n s might be permanent l i k e the t h i n g s which they denote." 

However, as we s h a l l d i s c o v e r , Johnson saw the ma t t e r f a r 

more a c c u r a t e l y t h a n d i d many o f the o t h e r p i o n e e r s o f t h i s 

c o n s e r v a t i v e l i n g u i s t i c p h i l o s o p h y . We are a l l o w e d a glimpse 

o f what was seen as Johnson's t a s k by C h e s t e r f i e l d ' s 

recommendation o f The D i c t i o n a r y , which was p u b l i s h e d i n the 

one h u n d r e d t h e d i t i o n o f The World magazine, and which 
o 

earned him a somewhat a g g r e s s i v e rebuke from Johnson: 

The time f o r discrimination seems to be now come. 
Toleration, adoption and na t i i r a l i z a t i o n , have run the i r 
lengths. Good order and authority are now necessary. But 
where s h a l l we f i n d them?...we must have recourse to the 
old Roman expedient i n times of confusion, and choose a 
Dictator. Upon t h i s p r i n c i p l e , I give my ^yote for Mr 
Johnson to f i l l that great and arduous post.^ 

Thus we see Johnson as an a u t h o r i t y i n the Age o f 

A u t h o r i t y , a d i c t a t o r o f the v e r y core o f the i n t e l l e c t u a l 

system, the language. No wonder th e n t h a t W.K. Wimsatt wrote 

t h a t t h e : 

- 49 -



...long labour on The Dictionary, from his t h i r t y -
seventh to his f o r t y - s i x t h year [was]...one of the 
great episodes, the l a s t great episode, i n the formation 
of his mind. From t h i s he emerged the t e r r i f y i n g arbiter 
and universal cham of the mature years with which we 
are most f a m i l i a r ^ ^ . 

w h i l s t Paul F u s s e l l , i n h i s book on Johnson's w r i t i n g s , 

d e s c r i b e s i t as "an emblem o f h i s whole w r i t i n g career"•'••'•. 

The D i c t i o n a r y , t h e n , seems t o be a f o c u s i n g o f h i s c a r e e r , 

and p a r t i c u l a r l y h i s a t t i t u d e t o a u t h o r i t y . A d i s c u s s i o n o f 

The D i c t i o n a r y i s l i k e l y t h e n , t o t e l l us much about Johnson 

as an a u t h o r i t y . 

A v i t a l q u e s t i o n c o n c e r n i n g a u t h o r i t y generated 

t h r o u g h a d i c t i o n a r y i s t h a t o f the r o l e p layed by language 

i n t he p a r t i c u l a r c i v i l i s a t i o n . The c h a r a c t e r o f s o c i e t y ' s 

views about language w i l l r e v e a l the e x t e n t t o which the 

a u t h o r o f a d i c t i o n a r y i s a u t h o r i t a t i v e . I f language i s 

c o n s i d e r e d as u n i m p o r t a n t , then the c o m p i l e r w i l l be 

c o r r e s p o n d i n g l y viewed. I t i s , t h e r e f o r e , through a 

d i s c u s s i o n o f t h i s q u e s t i o n , t h a t Johnson's a u t h o r i t y can be 

gauged. Ephraim Chambers, i n h i s Preface t o The Cyclopaedia 

w r o t e t h a t "...an e x p l i c a t i o n o f t h e i r [meaning the Egyptian 

sages] marks or words, [ w o u l d ] . . . amount t o a r e v e l a t i o n o f 

t h e i r whole i n n e r p h i l o s o p h y . "•'•̂  T h i s view i s a m p l i f i e d by 

Johnson i n The Preface where he o u t l i n e s what he hopes w i l l 

be a r e s u l t o f h i s l a b o u r s , namely t h a t : 

...foreign nations, and distant ages, gain access to the 
propagators of knowledge, and understand the teachers of 
t r u t h . . . [ w h i l s t affording] l i g h t to the repositories of 
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science, and add cele b r i t y to Bacon, to Hooker, to 
Milton, and to Boyle.•'-•̂  

And Robert Demaria, i n a modern work on The D i c t i o n a r y , goes 

as f a r as t o say t h a t "...language means l e a r n i n g t o 

Johnson. "•'•̂  Not s u r p r i s i n g l y t h e n , Johnson and h i s 

con t e m p o r a r i e s i n v e s t e d language w i t h g r e a t powers. Thomas 

Sher i d a n , whom Johnson knew and argued w i t h , ^ ^ attempted to 

show i n a l e n g t h y t r e a t i s e e n t i t l e d , B r i t i s h E ducation: 

...that a r e v i v a l of the a r t of speaking, and the study 
of our language, might contribute, i n a great 
measure... [ t o the cure of ] the e v i l s of immorality, 
ignorance and false taste. 

Thus i n the c o n t e x t o f h i s t i m e , Johnson i s a c t i n g 

t o c l a r i f y t h e corpus o f contemporary t h o u g h t , and t o l a y 

down a p e r c e i v e d o r d e r i n g o f m o r a l i t y . Through The 

D i c t i o n a r y , Johnson i s b r i n g i n g i n t o c l a r i f i c a t i o n a system 

t h a t i s a l r e a d y t h e r e , i f n o t a d e q u a t e l y d i s p l a y e d . I n t h i s , 

he i s o p e r a t i n g a u t h o r i t a t i v e l y , an e x p e r t i n t h a t which 

u n d o u b t e d l y e x i s t s . 

However, t h e r e are problems w i t h t h i s a n a l y s i s which 

a r i s e from The D i c t i o n a r y i t s e l f . I n h i s book e n t i t l e d 

S e m i o t i c s and the Phi l o s o p h y o f Language, Umberto Eco 

d i s s e c t s the concept o f a d i c t i o n a r y i n t o one t h a t i s l e s s 

s t a t i c a l l y a u t h o r i t a t i v e than might be imagined. Knowledge 

emerges t h r o u g h t he a c t i v i t i e s o f " i n t e r n a l thought and 

e x t e r n a l d i s c o u r s e . " I t i s b o t h an e m p i r i c a l and 
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a c c u m u l a t i v e a c t i v i t y which i s r e f l e c t e d i n the d i c t i o n a r y 
i t s e l f and can be seen as b e i n g : 

...dissolved i n t o a p o t e n t i a l l y unordered and 
unrestricted galaxy of pieces of world knowledge. The 
dictionary thus becomes an encyclopaedia, because i t was 
i n fact a disguised encyclopaedia.^° 

Though n ot w i s h i n g t o e n t e r i n t o a s u s t a i n e d debate upon the 

n a t u r e o f d i c t i o n a r i e s , i t seems t o me t h a t t h i s i s 

p a r t i c u l a r l y a p p r o p r i a t e f o r Johnson's D i c t i o n a r y . The most 

i n n o v a t i v e aspect o f the work was the use o f 116,000 

q u o t a t i o n s t o i l l u s t r a t e the words l i s t e d , an act which l e d 

t o much c r i t i c i s m - ' - ^ but which made Johnson " . . . t h e f i r s t t o 

i n t r o d u c e i n t o E n g l i s h l e x i c o g r a p h y the method o f 

i l l u s t r a t i n g the d i f f e r e n t s i g n i f i c a t i o n s o f words by 

examples f r o m t h e b e s t w r i t e r s . " ^ ^ I n d o i n g so Johnson hoped 

t o i l l u s t r a t e t h e words l i s t e d so t h a t , as he suggested i n 

The Pre f a c e , " the sense may e a s i l y be c o l l e c t e d e n t i r e from 

the examples. "̂•'- I t i s t h i s aspect o f The D i c t i o n a r y which 

l i n k s i t so c l o s e l y w i t h an encyclopaedia or as Robert 

Demaria put i t , a "Forum B r i t a n n i c u m " which " pr e s e n t s a 

symposium o f w r i t e r s on the whole round o f l e a r n i n g " . 

Demaria c o n t i n u e s by c l a i m i n g t h a t The D i c t i o n a r y i n i t s 

i l l u s t r a t i v e c o n t e x t , can be seen as "a st a n d a r d view o f 

re c o r d e d knowledge on these s u b j e c t s . " ^ ^ Johnson, then, 

p r e s e n t s t o us the s t a t e o f thought a t h i s t i m e . I n the use 

o f q u o t a t i o n s , we see him l i n k i n g language w i t h l e a r n i n g as 

Demaria s t a t e d and i n d o i n g so, he q u a l i f i e s h i m s e l f as an 
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a u t h o r i t y upon the l e a r n i n g o f h i s t i m e . Again i n The 

Preface Johnson l i n k s these two c a t e g o r i e s o f a u t h o r i t y 

t o g e t h e r : 

When f i r s t I collected these authorities, I was desirous 
that every quotation should be useful to some other end 
than the i l l u s t r a t i o n of a word; I therefore extracted 
from philosophers principles of science; from historians 
remarkable facts; from chjmiists complete processes; from 
divines s t r i k i n g exhortations; and from poets beautiful 
descriptions. 

Here we see language and i n s t r u c t i o n as being i n s e p a r a b l e , 

as w e l l as a statement o f Johnson's i n t e n t i o n o f s u p p l y i n g 

examples from a l l branches o f knowledge; no wonder t h a t 

Browning q u a l i f i e d h i m s e l f f o r l i t e r a t u r e "...by r e a d i n g and 

d i g e s t i n g t h e whole o f Johnson's D i c t i o n a r y " ^ ^ . 

However the q u o t a t i o n i n t r o d u c e s a paradox which i s 

c e n t r a l t o The D i c t i o n a r y . We see from i t t h a t Johnson i s 

h e a v i l y i n v o l v e d w i t h the s e l e c t i o n o f the m a t e r i a l f o r 

i l l u s t r a t i o n . Demaria has p o i n t e d out t h a t he d i d not choose 

randomly b u t i n s t e a d , chose q u o t a t i o n s from a u t h o r s whom 

he b o t h admired and c o u l d g a i n access t o . I n the F i r s t 

Volume o f The D i c t i o n a r y (A-K), t h e r e are a p p r o x i m a t e l y 

24,000 q u o t a t i o n s from the E n g l i s h Poets, w i t h over 8,500 

fro m Shakespeare, over 5,600 from Dryden, and 2,700 from 

M i l t o n , w h i l s t t h e r e were about 10,000 from the 

P h i l o s o p h e r s , over 1,600 from Locke and 5,000 from R e l i g i o u s 

w r i t e r s , e s p e c i a l l y , Hooker, Bacon, and B o y l e . D e r a a r i a 

focuses on the way i n which he uses many o f the q u o t a t i o n s 

i n a form o f " d i a l o g u e " or " c o l l o q u y " which he places i n the 
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genre o f "Menippean S a t i r e " which was a popular way o f 

p r e s e n t i n g t r u t h t h r o u g h argument and c o n t r a d i c t i o n a t t h a t 
2 7 

time.'^' To demonstrate t h i s , he uses as h i s examples, 

Johnson's t r e a t m e n t o f the words "chance," "misshape", and 

d e s t i n y . " I n the f i r s t mentioned o f these, a Shakespearean 

q u o t a t i o n i s q u a l i f i e d by o t h e r s , e v e n t u a l l y b e i n g made to 

u p h o l d a t r a d i t i o n a l C h r i s t i a n v i e w p o i n t , an aspect o f The 

D i c t i o n a r y which we have n o t i c e d . I n t h i s way, Johnson i s 

f o r c i n g h i m s e l f upon the evidence by h i s s e l e c t i o n and 

c o m b i n a t i o n o f example. N e v e r t h e l e s s i t i s obvious t h a t t h i s 

process takes as i t s m a t e r i a l the a u t h o r i t y o f o t h e r s , and 

i n d e e d , the whole o f Johnson's approach was based upon t h i s 

c o n c ept. He s t a t e s v e r y e a r l y i n The Preface t h a t h i s whole 

method was based upon: 
...the perusal of our writ e r s ; and noting whatever might 
be of use to ascertain or i l l u s t r a t e any word or phrase, 
accumulated i n time the materials of a dictionary, 
which, by degrees, I reduced to method, establishing to 
myself, i n the progress of the work, such niles as 
experience and analogy suggested to me. 

and indeed a l l the p r i n c i p a l modern c o m m e n t a t o r s ^ f o l l o w 

Bishop Percy's a c c o u n t ^ ^ o f Johnson's method which i n v o l v e d 

the p e r u s a l o f a u t h o r i t i e s and the e x t r a c t i n g from them o f 

words i n the c o n t e x t o f t h e i r q u o t a t i o n . They were o n l y then 

s o r t e d i n t o a l p h a b e t i c a l o r d e r so t h a t as Wimsatt c l a i m s : 

" . . . h i s d i s c r i m i n a t i o n s o f meanings and d e f i n i t i o n s grow out 

o f and are d e t e r m i n e d e m p i r i c a l l y by the m a t e r i a l s gathered 

from h i s a c t u a l r e a d i n g . The q u o t a t i o n from The Preface i s 
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a c r u c i a l one. Through i t , Johnson r e v e a l s t h a t h i s 

a u t h o r i t y i s based e n t i r e l y upon the a u t h o r i t y o f o t h e r s , 

and t h a t a l l h i s d e c i s i o n s are based upon t h i s a u t h o r i t y . 

Not o n l y does Johnson's own a u t h o r i t y become compromised, 

bu t language r e v e a l s i t s e l f as b e i n g based upon e m p i r i c a l 

f o u n d a t i o n s r a t h e r than a s e l f - c o n t a i n e d method. This leads 

us t o the uneasy c o n c l u s i o n s t h a t the language i t s e l f does 

not seem t o a f f e c t m o r a l i t y o r the i n t e l l e c t u a l l i f e i n the 

same way as might have seemed c l e a r e r e a r l i e r . I t i s i n f a c t 

m o r a l i t y and the i n t e l l e c t u a l l i f e t h a t seem t o be the 

g u i d i n g f a c t o r s o f language. A l s o , Johnson's w i l l i n g n e s s t o 

c l a r i f y the g r e a t w r i t e r s i s compromised by the f a c t t h a t i t 

i s these v e r y same w r i t e r s who are used t o d e l i n e a t e , i f not 

t o c r e a t e t he language themselves. T h e r e f o r e , t h i s r e v e r s a l 

l e a ds t o c o m p l i c a t i o n i n terms o f a u t h o r i t y . N e v e r t h e l e s s , 

i t w i l l be shown t h a t i t i s by means o f t h i s approach t h a t 

much w i l l be made c l e a r and r e c o n c i l e d . 

The c o n t r a s t between Johnson's a u t h o r i t y as a 

l e x i c o g r a p h e r and the a u t h o r i t y o f the sources which he 

q u o t e s , m a n i f e s t s i t s e l f i n another s t r a i n , namely t h a t i t 

i s t h e l e x i c o g r a p h e r ' s t a s k o f f i x i n g the language and "the 

boundless chaos o f l i v i n g speech"^^. Towards the end of The 

P r e f a c e , Johnson d e s c r i b e s t he i n e v i t a b l e process o f 

l i n g u i s t i c change b o t h b e a u t i f u l l y and r e g r e t f u l l y : 

Those who have been persuaded to think well of my design 
w i l l require that i t should f i x our language... [But] 
with eqiial j u s t i c e may the lexicographer be derided who 
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being able to produce no example of a nation that has 
preserved t h e i r words and phrases from mutability shall 
imagine that his dictionary can enbalm his language.... 
Sounds are too v o l a t i l e and subtle f o r legal restraints; 
to enchain syllables, and to lash the wind, are equally 
the undertaking of pride... 

Hence we are b r o u g h t up a g a i n s t what Baugh d e s c r i b e s as the 

" D o c t r i n e o f Usage. "-̂ ^ I t i s i r o n i c then t h a t i n the "Age o f 

a u t h o r i t y " t he a u t h o r i t y o f language was recognised by 

Johnson as b e i n g p o t e n t i a l l y a n a r c h i c s i n c e the ways o f 

" u s i n g " language are i n f i n i t e i n number. 

N e v e r t h e l e s s a c l o s e r r e a d i n g o f The D i c t i o n a r y and 

i t s Preface r e v e a l s t h a t Johnson p e r c e i v e d t h i s c o n t r a s t i n 

s u b t l e r terms: 

Every language has i t s anomalies, which though 
inconvenient, and i n themselves once unnecessary, must 
be tolerated among the imperfections of human things, 
and which require only to be registered, that they may 
not be increased, and ascertained that they may not be 
confounded: but every language has likewise i t s 
improprieties and absurdities, which i t i a the duty of 
the lexicographer to correct or proscribe. 

Thus we see t h a t Johnson d i v i d e s usage up i n t o t h a t which 

can be accepted and i s i n some way genuine, and t h a t which 

must be e r a d i c a t e d . "Those i r r e g u l a r i t i e s t h a t are i n h e r e n t 

i n our tongue"^^ are d i s t i n g u i s h e d from those o t h e r s "which 

t h e ignorance or n e g l i g e n c e o f l a t e r w r i t e r s has 

produced"^'' by the f a c t t h a t the former r e s u l t from the 

d i s s i m i l a r i t i e s occasioned by c o p y i s t s ' a t t e m p t s t o w r i t e 

down an o r a l language as Johnson w r o t e : " d i f f e r e n t hands 
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would e x h i b i t t h e same sound by d i f f e r e n t combinations."-^^ 

N e v e r t h e l e s s , he goes on t o s t a t e t h a t "...many words have 

l i k e w i s e been a l t e r e d by a c c i d e n t , or depraved by 

ignorance"-^^, and i t i s t h i s i n a c c u r a c y which e x i s t s i n 

contemporary language, an i n a c c u r a c y which c r e a t e s an 

e x t i n g u i s h a b l e v a r i a b l e which Johnson wishes t o remove. 

These d i s p u t e s Johnson s e t t l e s by " e n q u i r i n g " t h e i r 

" . . . t r u e o r t h o g r a p h y , which I have always c o n s i d e r e d as 

depending on t h e i r d e r i v a t i o n , and have t h e r e f o r e r e f e r r e d 

them t o t h e i r o r i g i n a l languages. "̂ '̂  We see be i n g developed 

here a t h e o r y o f i n t e r n a l l i n g u i s t i c p h i l o s o p h y i n t h a t the 

language has i t s own a u t h o r i t y based upon a process o f 

change. I t can be s a i d w i t h accuracy t h a t Johnson sees 

language i n Lockean terms. There a r e , a c c o r d i n g t o Johnson, 

b a s i c sources f o r words, f o r i n s t a n c e L a t i n and French, 

whose re a s o n i n g s and o r i g i n s are n o t q u e s t i o n e d . They a r e , 

as i t were, i r r e f u t a b l e a u t h o r i t i e s , s t a n d i n g by themselves. 

These b a s i c words g i v e r i s e t o what Johnson d e s c r i b e s as 

" p r i m i t i v e s " f o r i n s t a n c e t he words ' e x p l a i n ' or 'repent' 

which can be judged i n terms o f t h e i r o r i g i n . These 

" p r i m i t i v e s " i n t u r n , l e a d t o d e r i v a t i v e s such as 

' e x p l a n a t i o n ' o r ' r e p e t i t i o n ' . T h i s i s a l i n e o f reasoning 

v e r y c l o s e l y p a r a l l e l e d by Locke i n h i s Essay Concerning 

Human Un d e r s t a n d i n g i n which he d i v i d e s ideas i n the mind up 

i n t o the " s i m p l e " and the "complex" the l a t t e r d e r i v i n g 

f r o m t he f o r m e r . "Complex i d e a s " are e x p l i c a b l e i n terms o f 
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the a u t h o r i t a t i v e " s i m p l e s " but these are u l t i m a t e l y 

i r r e d u c i b l e as t h e y are d i r e c t l y based upon experience. For 

i n s t a n c e , y e l l o w cannot be d i v i d e d up any f u r t h e r , and can 

o n l y be known and understood t h r o u g h i t s occurrence i n the 

w o r l d , and ind e e d , Johnson d e f i n e s 'yellow* i n The 

D i c t i o n a r y as "Being o f a b r i g h t , g l a r i n g c o l o u r as Gold" 

and e q u a l l y i n t e r e s t i n g , he d e f i n e s 'red' as "Of the c o l o u r 

o f b l o o d , o f one o f the p r i m i t i v e c o l o u r s , which i s 

s u b d i v i d e d i n t o many; as s c a r l e t , crimson, v e r m i l i o n " . 

The p o i n t b e i n g made by h i g h l i g h t i n g the p a r a l l e l 

w i t h Locke i s t h a t t h e r e i s something n a t u r a l about the way 

i n which language works, which i s i n t i m a t e l y connected w i t h 

the w o r k i n g o f the human mind. Johnson makes t h i s c l e a r e r 

s t i l l i n paragraph 18, drawing h i m s e l f c l o s e r i n the process 

t o Locke: "Language," he w r i t e s , " i s o n l y the i n s t r u m e n t o f 

s c i e n c e , and words are but s i g n s o f i d e a s . " The d o c t r i n e 

a g a i n s t I n n a t e I d e a s , which Locke p u t s f o r w a r d a t the very 

b e g i n n i n g o f The Essay l i n k s t h e w o r l d d i r e c t l y t o knowledge 

and hence words are the si g n s used t o d e s c r i b e t h i s 

knowledge, and do not stand a p a r t from i t . And i n t h i s way, 

t h e r e i s a d i r e c t c o r r e l a t i o n between the development o f 

language and the development o f t h o u g h t , w i t h the former 

b e i n g a f f e c t e d by the l a t t e r ; Johnson makes i t c l e a r t h a t 

t h i s process works i n the one d i r e c t i o n o n l y : 

This recommendation of steadiness and uniformity does 
not proceed from an opinion that particular combinations 
of l e t t e r s have much influence on human happiness;.... 
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I am not yet so lo s t i n Lexicography, as to forget that 
words are the daughters of earth... ^ 

Thus we see a n a t u r a l i n h e r e n t l i n g u i s t i c a u t h o r i t y emerging 

where language i s d i v i d e d up i n t o 'simples' and 'complexes' 

but which m i r r o r s thought so a c c u r a t e l y t h a t i t can be 

r e a s o n a b l y e x p l a i n e d i n terms o f t h i s and not v i c e v e r s a , a 

f a c t which a Lockean e m p i r i c a l approach would not a l l o w 

anyhow. 

I n an e x c e l l e n t a r t i c l e , E l i z a b e t h Hedrick c l a r i f i e s 

many o f the d e t a i l s o f the r e l a t i o n s h i p between Johnson and 

Locke. At one p o i n t , she e x p l a i n s how a Lockean system 

o p e r a t e s on many o f Johnson's d e f i n i t i o n s . Johnson's impulse 

i s t o a s s o c i a t e : 

...the r a d i c a l meanings of words with ideas that are 
closer to the world of sense than those that follow, and 
to w r i t e d e f i n i t i o n s that move from primitiveness to 
complication i n a way that imitates the actions of the 
mind as i t abstracts, then recombines, ideas to iorm 
more r a r i f i e d notions than those with which i t begins.^ 

To demonstrate t h i s p r ocess, Johnson h i m s e l f , i n The Plan, 

p i c k s on the word 'ground', l i n k i n g i t s p r i m i t i v e meaning o f 

e a r t h w i t h a "remoter, m e t a p h o r i c a l s i g n i f i c a t i o n " o f 

background. H e d r i c k shows how t h i s process operates u s i n g 

Johnson's d e f i n i t i o n s o f the words ' c a t a s t r o p h e ' , 'crank', 

' c r i t i c k ' and ' c o f f e r ' . She p o i n t s out t h a t t h e r e i s not 

n e c e s s a r i l y a l o g i c a l c o n n e c t i o n between the d e f i n i t i o n s , 

b u t o f t e n an e m o t i o n a l p r o g r e s s i o n , r e f l e c t i n g human 
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a t t i t u d e s towards a r a d i c a l s i g n i f i c a t i o n . ^ - ^ The ' c r i t i c k ' 

i s p r i m a r i l y d e s c r i b e d as; 

1. ) A man s k i l l e d i n the a r t o f j u d g i n g l i t e r a t u r e ; a 

man a b l e t o d i s t i n g u i s h the f a u l t s and b e a u t i e s 

o f w r i t i n g . 

The second meaning i s a l o g i c a l enough s t e p : 

2. ) An examiner; a judge. 

But t h e r e i s a jump which r e f l e c t s a n a t u r a l human r e a c t i o n , 

f e l t by many towards a judge: 

3. ) A s n a r l e r ; a c a r p e r ; a c a v i l l e r . 

4. ) A c e n s u r e r ; a man apt t o f i n d f a u l t . 

T h i s process i s n o t e d and d e f i n e d by W.K. Wimsatt i n h i s 

a r t i c l e i n F.W. H i l l e s ' c o m p i l a t i o n . He w r i t e s : 

...that metaphor through the ages shows a characteristic 
d i r e c t i o n of reference, from the physical towards the 
social, psychological, and s p i r i t u a l . 

Thus n o t o n l y are words n a t u r a l l y p r o g r e s s i v e , but they w i l l 

p r o g r e s s i n a c e r t a i n way. T h i s i s f u r t h e r evidence f o r the 

Lockean process o f l i n k i n g words d i r e c t l y t o the w o r l d as 

p e r c e i v e d t h r o u g h the human b e i n g . As knowledge becomes more 

complex i t w i l l develop language i n the d i r e c t i o n o f the 

s p i r i t u a l , s o c i a l and p s y c h o l o g i c a l , which d e s p i t e t h e i r 

removal from the o r i g i n a l r a d i c a l s i g n i f i c a t i o n s , w i l l be 

l i k e n e d t o them t h r o u g h the n a t u r a l development o f thought, 

r e f l e c t e d t h r o u g h language. I n the v e r y i n s i s t e n c e upon the 

p r o g r e s s i v e n a t u r e o f words, Johnson moves towards a balance 

o f a u t h o r i t y i n t h a t the a n a r c h i c sphere o f usage can now be 
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seen i n terms o f the human, something which can be 

demonstrated by Johnson t o be b o t h a s t a t e based upon 

a u t h o r i t y , and upon c o n s i s t e n c y . And thus we see him being 

governed by " h i s p r i n c i p l e s and d e c i s i o n s " r a t h e r than by 

what i s merely r e c o r d e d , but he admits t h a t The D i c t i o n a r y 

has a u t h o r i t y . We have d i s c u s s e d the way i n which i t has 

a u t h o r i t y i n t h a t i t was a m i l e s t o n e i n d i c t i o n a r y w r i t i n g , 

and i n t h e way t h a t i t b r o u g h t t o the s u r f a c e t h e u n d e r l y i n g 

human n a t u r e o f language t h r o u g h a u t h o r i t i e s and the 

r e s u l t a n t c o n s i s t e n c e y o f etymology, but t h e r e i s a l s o a 

p e c u l i a r way i n which Johnson a u t h o r i t a t i v e l y b r i n g s 

t o g e t h e r b o t h s t a b i l i t y and change t h r o u g h the use o f 

i l l u s t r a t i o n . I n the c r u x o f t h i s seeming paradox l i e s the 

s o l u t i o n o f The D i c t i o n a r y and i t s w r i t e r ' s a u t h o r i t y . He 

w r i t e s i n paragraph 65 o f The Preface t h a t the use o f 

numerous a u t h o r i t i e s w i l l " . . . c o n t r i b u t e something t o the 

s t a b i l i t y or enlargement o f the language." The l i n k i n g o f 

two such a p p a r e n t l y opposing e f f e c t s b r i n g s t o g e t h e r the 

s t a b i l i s i n g purpose o f The D i c t i o n a r y w i t h the 

acknowledgement t h a t t he language w i l l change i n the way i n 

which we have d i s c u s s e d . I n paragraph 86 Johnson sees 

language changing due t o the enlargement o f l e a r n i n g , but i t 

i s a t the same time e v i d e n t t h a t l e a r n i n g s t a b i l i s e s a 

language i n terms o f c o n s i s t e n c y . The D i c t i o n a r y , by 

d e m o n s t r a t i n g the h i s t o r y o f a word, enables i t t o be seen 

i n a more permanent and y e t more e l a b o r a t e way. And thus 

the f i x i n g o f the language i s achieved by the v e r y f o r c e s 
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which t h r o u g h t h e i r l i t e r a r y s o p h i s t i c a t i o n , w i l l enlarge 

i t . And indeed t h i s view has been j u s t i f i e d by two hundred 

and t h i r t y y e a r s , or more: we can read Johnson f a r more 

e a s i l y than Chaucer or even Shakespeare, and y e t our 

language has expanded i n b o t h i t s number o f words and i t s 

s o p h i s t i c a t i o n o f s i g n i f i c a t i o n . Thus Johnson's a u t h o r i t y 

r e s t s i n h i s a b i l i t y t o " f i x " the language through h i s very 

acknowledgement and e x p l a n a t i o n o f i t s v a r i a t i o n . 

F u rthermore, we see t h a t Johnson's a u t h o r i t y i s based upon 

the a u t h o r i t y o f the human n a t u r e o f language, and indeed 

the language i s pregnant w i t h v a l u e and l i t e r a r y 

u n d e r s t a n d i n g because i t i s t h i s which i t i s c r e a t e d from. 

The more i n t e r n a l a u t h o r i t y language can be shown t o h o l d , 

the more Johnson's own a u t h o r i t y i s enhanced, as through 

The D i c t i o n a r y t h e y are l i n k e d . Perhaps the p e c u l i a r n a t u r e 

o f The Preface's f i n a l paragraph i s a r e s u l t o f t h i s . 

Nowhere e l s e i n h i s w r i t i n g i s t h e r e a g r e a t e r d e s i r e t o be 

c o n g r a t u l a t e d , and indeed a g r e a t e r c e r t a i n t y t h a t i t i s 

deserved, and y e t , t o o , r a r e l y does he f e e l t h a t , because o f 

the unchanging n a t u r e o f humanity, h i s l a b o u r i s so 

p e r s o n a l l y u n c o n s t r u c t i v e : 

I have protracted my work t i l l most of those whom I 
wished to please have sunk in t o the grave, and success 
and miscarriage are empty sounds; I therefore dismiss i t 
with f r i g i d t r a n q u i l l i t y , having l i t t l e to fear or hope 
from censure or from praise. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

(PART TWO) 

Johnson: The L i t e r a r y A u t h o r i t y 

The n e x t area o f i n t e r e s t i n d i s c u s s i n g Johnson's 

a u t h o r i t y i s h i s l i t e r a r y c r i t i c i s m , which we take t o be 

c h i e f l y h i s E d i t i o n o f Shakespeare and h i s L i v e s o f the Most 

Eminent E n g l i s h Poets. 

The p e c u l i a r i n t e r e s t o f t h i s area i s t h a t one 

cannot escape from a sense o f d i s a p p o i n t m e n t , a f e e l i n g t h a t 

was v o i c e d as e a r l y as 1765, the year i n which the e d i t i o n 

o f Shakespeare appeared. A r t h u r Sherbo, commenting upon 

contemporary r e a c t i o n s , summarises: " The g e n e r a l i m p r e s s i o n 

one g e t s i s t h a t o f d i s s a t i s f a c t i o n or dis a p p o i n t m e n t w i t h 

the e d i t i o n . " •'• W h i l s t S i r John Hawkins, i n h i s L i f e , wrote 

"Much had been expected from i t , and l i t t l e now appeared t o 

have been perf o r m e d " ^ . But t h i s f e e l i n g i s not r e s t r i c t e d t o 

the contemporary r e a c t i o n . F.R. L e a v i s , i n h i s well-known 

a r t i c l e i n S c r u t i n y , p u nctuates what i s o t h e r w i s e a h i g h l y 

- 63 -



complimentary essay, w i t h the r e v e a l i n g comment, i n answer 

t o h i s q u e s t i o n "What do we read i t [Johnson's c r i t i c i s m ] 

f o r ? " , namely: 

Not f o r enlightenment about authors with whom i t deals 
(though i t may impart some)^ and not for direct 
i n s t r u c t i o n i n c r i t i c a l thinking . 

L i k e w i s e , C.B. T i n k e r , i n h i s essay, "Johnson as Monarch", 

s t a t e s t h a t Johnson's c r i t i c i s m can "...always be read w i t h 

p r o f i t even when we d i s s e n t from t he view s e t f o r t h " and 

indeed we read i t " . . . t o e n j o y the humour and the humours; 

the a u d a c i t i e s and the p r e j u d i c e s o f a man o f ge n i u s . " ^ And 

i t would be f o o l i s h n o t t o assent t o the f a c t t h a t t h e r e i s 

much about Johnson's c r i t i c i s m which we, as r e a d e r s , cannot 

a c c e p t ; but c o n v e r s e l y , t h e r e seems t o be much t h a t i s o f 

v a l u e . I l l u s t r a t i o n o f t h i s problem w i l l , I propose, g i v e us 

the key t o h i s c r i t i c i s m , i f indeed t h e r e i s one, and 

e n l i g h t e n us t o the degree o f a u t h o r i t y which we may a t t a c h 

t o i t . How are we a b l e t o p l a c e h i s s c a t h i n g c r i t i c i s m o f 

M i l t o n ' s L y c i d a s i n c o n t e x t ? ^ 

The whole q u e s t i o n o f the c r i t i c i s m i s c l o s e l y 

a f f e c t e d by our l a s t area o f s t u d y , namely, The D i c t i o n a r y , 

i n t h a t , i n t h i s work, Johnson had been f o r c e d t o d e f i n e 

what he meant by v a r i o u s terms such as 'harsh', ' f o r c e d ' , 

' t e n d e r ' and ' p a t h e t i c ' ^ a l l o f which he e x t e n s i v e l y used 

i n h i s c r i t i c i s m . I n d e f i n i n g these terras he had been f o r c e d 

t o s t a b i l i s e h i s c r i t i c a l approach i n t o system, as has been 
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shown by Sherbo ^ who places these terms i n the c o n t e x t o f 

the Shakespeare c r i t i c i s m , thus d e m o n s t r a t i n g t h e i r 

o p e r a t i o n w i t h i n t he system. N e v e r t h e l e s s , a more r e v e a l i n g 

s u r v e y has been c a r r i e d out by John Needham i n h i s book. The 

Completest Mode where the terms are pl a c e d i n the c o n t e x t of 
Q 

what he c a l l s Johnson's d o c t r i n e o f "propriety".° The aim o f 

t h i s approach was t o a l l o w the s e n t i m e n t s o f the p o e t r y t o 

emerge e a s i l y . Needham e x p l a i n s : 

The l i n g u i s t i c medium should become, as i t were, 
transparent, so that the reader feels himself i n the 
presence not of words, but of things and experiences.^ 

I n t h i s way, the p o e t r y must be, i n Johnson's terms 'easy': 

"Easy p o e t r y i s t h a t i n which n a t u r a l t houghts are expressed 

w i t h o u t v i o l e n c e t o the language. "•'•̂  Needham's 

i n t e r p r e t a t i o n a c c u r a t e l y f i t s Johnson's d i s c u s s i o n o f most 

p o e t r y and b o t h Needham and Sherbo quote f u l l y ; f o r 

i n s t a n c e , t he f i r s t two l i n e s o f Pope's I l i a d produce the 

f o l l o w i n g r e a c t i o n : " I n the f i r s t c o u p l e t the language i s 

d i s t o r t e d by i n v e r s i o n s , clogged w i t h s u p e r f l u i t i e s , and 

clouded by a h a r s h metaphor..."^^ and t h e r e are numerous 

i n s t a n c e s o f t h i s t y p e o f c o m m e n t . T h i s g e n e r a l approach 

m a n i f e s t s i t s e l f i n v a r i o u s d i f f e r e n t ways. I n h i s L i f e o f 

Dryden, he i n t r o d u c e s the concept o f a c o r r e c t p o e t i c a l 

language; he w r i t e s "Words t o o f a m i l i a r o r t o o remote d e f e a t 

the purpose o f a poet."-*--^ This they do by d i s t r a c t i n g , and 

so, i n Lady Macbeth's speech (Act I , Sc.5,51-55) when she 

mentions the "keen k n i f e " , Johnson comments: 
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...scarce any man now peruses [the passage] without 
some disturbance of his attention from the counteraction 
of the words to the ideas....[and i n particular, 'knife' 
i s a term] used by butchers and cooks i n the meanest 
employments.... [and therefore] who does not, at l a s t , 
from the long habit of connecting a knife with sordid 
o f f i c e s , f e e l aversion rather than terror.•'•^ 

I n h i s L i f e o f Dryden, which i s p r o b a b l y the most p e r f e c t o f 

The L i v e s , Johnson imputes what he c a l l s the "new 

v e r s i f i c a t i o n " t o Dryden who, by h i s i n t r o d u c t i o n o f 

" . . . e l e g a n c i e s o r f l o w e r s o f speech", has saved p o e t r y from 

t h e b a r b a r i t y o f " . . . f o r c e d t h o u g h t s , and rugged metre." He 

e x p l a i n s : 

There was therefore before the time of Dryden no 
poetical d i c t i o n : no system of words at once refined 
from the grossness of domestick use and free from Xhe 
harshness of terms appropriated to particular a r t s . 

From t h i s L i f e a l o n e , we can form a complex idea o f the way 

i n which Johnson viewed p o e t r y . There i s no doubt t h a t t h e r e 

i s a s t r o n g element o f the r e g u l a t e d ; " I t was r e s e r v e d f o r 

Dryden t o f i x t he l i m i t s o f p o e t i c a l l i b e r t y , and g i v e us 

j u s t r u l e s . . . "•'•̂  L a t e r on i n the essay, Johnson s t a t e s t h a t 

"To w r i t e verse i s t o dispose s y l l a b l e s and sounds 

h a r m o n i c a l l y by some known and s e t t l e d r u l e ; " but i t i s not 

q u i t e so s i m p l e ; "...a r u l e however l a x enough t o s u b s t i t u t e 

s i m i l i t u d e f o r i d e n t i t y , t o admit change w i t h o u t breach o f 

o r d e r , and t o r e l i e v e t h e ear w i t h o u t d i s a p p o i n t i n g i t . " ^ ^ 
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I f v erse i s seen i n such c o n s t r i c t e d terms, the c r i t i c i s m 

must, i f i t i s t o approach verse on i t s own l e v e l , operate 

by method, and indeed i n Rambler 92, we are t o l d t h a t : " I t 

i s , however, the t a s k o f c r i t i c i s m t o e s t a b l i s h p r i n c i p l e s ; 

t o improve o p i n i o n i n t o knowledge"-'-^and, commenting upon the 

same passage i n Rambler 92, George Watson claimed t h a t : 

...the object of [Johnson's] c r i t i c i s m was, i n a very 
l i t e r a l sense, to lay down the law, to ascertain and 
apply general principles of poetic excellence.^" 

And thus a g a i n we are made t o c o n f r o n t Johnson as an 

a u t h o r i t y . I t i s obvious t h a t verse must f i t i n t o c e r t a i n 

p r e - o r d e r e d c a t e g o r i e s i f i t i s t o be judged 'good' or i f i t 

i s t o be judged ' a r t ' a t a l l . For Johnson, t h e r e f o r e , 

o r i g i n a l i t y o f form was not an a l t e r n a t i v e , and, indeed, h i s 

d i f f i c u l t y i n c o n f r o n t i n g the n o v e l , a newly developed a r t 

f o r m , stems from t he f a c t t h a t i t p r e s e n t e d new c r i t e r i a . 

The a r t i s t must i n v o l v e h i s ideas i n a c e r t a i n way so t h a t 

t he reader ( o r the audience) who i s the r i g h t f u l judge and 

o b j e c t o f a r t , can a p p r e c i a t e the sentiments expressed. 

Johnson, t h e n , s e t s out a u t h o r i t a t i v e l y , the o b l i g a t i o n s o f 

the a r t i s t . I n the l i g h t o f t h i s , t h e c r i t i c ' s t a s k i s t o 

pr e v e n t a r t from s l i p p i n g away from the p r i n c i p l e s o f ease 

and grace t o t h a t b a r b a r i t y from which Dryden had removed 

i t . He e x p l a i n s i n h i s L i f e o f Pope: 

A l l t r u t h i s valuable, and s a t i r i c a l c r i t i c i s m may be 
considered as useful when i t r e c t i f i e s error and 
improves judgement: he that refines the publick taste i s 
a publick benefactor. 
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I t i s i n t h i s way t h a t we can understand h i s 

d i s m i s s a l o f L y c i d a s as w e l l as the well-known c r i t i c i s m o f 

the m e t a p h y s i c a l poets i n the L i f e o f Cowley. I n t h i s L i f e 

he d e a l s w i t h the mechanism o f the c o n c e i t which, as one 

might imagine, he f i n d s d i s t r a c t i n g : 

Truth indeed i s always t r u t h , and reason i s always 
reason; they have an i n t r i n s i c k and unalterable value 
and constitute that i n t e l l e c t u a l gold which defies 
destruction: but gold may be so concealed i n baser 
matter that only a chymist can recover i t ; sense may be 
so hidden i n unrefined and plebeian words that none but 
philosophers can distinguish i t ; and both may be so 
buried i n impurities as not to pay the cost of th e i r 
extraction. 

The c o n c e i t and v a r i o u s o t h e r devices f o r p o e t i c 

e x p r e s s i o n d i s t r a c t e d the a r b i t e r from the p o i n t o f the 

poem, namely i t s sense; he c o n t i n u e s : 

As they were wholly employed on something unexpected and 
siirprising they had no regard to that uniformity of 
sentiment, which enables us to conceive and to excite 
the pains and pleasure of other minds 

I have quoted from h i s L i f e o f Cowley i n d e t a i l as the two 

q u o t a t i o n s r e v e a l an i m p o r t a n t aspect o f h i s c r i t i c a l 

t h o u g h t , namely t h e idea t h a t t h e r e are u n i v e r s a l human 

s e n t i m e n t s which r e f l e c t unchanging t r u t h . I t i s w i t h i n 

these bounds t h a t Johnson's p r e s c r i p t i o n s o p e r a t e . 

Throughout t he c r i t i c i s m , we have present e d the idea t h a t 

h umanity w i l l r e a c t i n a c e r t a i n way. From The L i f e o f Pope, 

we g a t h e r t h a t " . . . t h e h e a r t n a t u r a l l y l o v e s t r u t h " and 
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t h i s i d e a l l e ads him t o impa r t a moral purpose i n drama. He 

c r i t i c i s e s Shakespeare f o r s a c r i f i c i n g " . . . v i r t u e t o 

convenience... f o r i t i s always a w r i t e r ' s d u t y t o make the 

w o r l d b e t t e r , and j u s t i c e i s a v i r t u e independent o f time 

and p l a c e . " ^ ^ He admits t h a t "...from h i s w r i t i n g s indeed a 

system o f s o c i a l d u t y may be s e l e c t e d , f o r he t h a t t h i n k s 

r e a s o n a b l y must t h i n k m o r a l l y . " M o r a l i t y t h e n , i s 

i n h e r e n t t o the human s i t u a t i o n and thus l i t e r a t u r e must be 

i n v o l v e d w i t h t h i s . I t i s because o f t h i s , t h e n , t h a t As You 

L i k e I t i s condemned f o r i t s "improper ending": 

By hastening to the end of his work Shakespeare 
suppressed the dialogue between the usurper and the 
hermit, and l o s t an opportunity of exhibiting a moral 
lesson i n which he might have found matter worthy of his 
highest powers.^" 

For Johnson t h e n , "The end o f w r i t i n g i s t o i n s t r u c t ; the 
7 7 

end o f p o e t r y i s t o i n s t r u c t by p l e a s i n g . " ' 

I t i s now t h a t Johnson's c r i t i c i s m r e a l l y p u l l s i n t o 

f o c u s . To the t w e n t i e t h c e n t u r y mind, t h i s degree o f 

m o r a l i s i n g i s i n t o l e r a b l e and i s an unwarranted i m p o s i t i o n 

o f p r i n c i p l e upon a r t which i s supposed t o m i r r o r l i f e i n 

whatever form i t i s observed. Leavis d e s c r i b e d Johnson's 
28 

m o r a l i s i n g as " . . . h i s bondage t o m o r a l i s t i c f a l l a c y . "'̂ ^ But 

the v i t a l p o i n t e x h i b i t e d by h i s c r i t i c i s m i s t h a t Johnson 

saw m o r a l i t y as b e i n g i n h e r e n t t o humanity, and a r t which 

d i s j o i n e d the two was n o t a t r u e r e f l e c t i o n o f r e a l i t y . By 

n e c e s s i t y t h e n , h i s c r i t i c i s m must be s y s t e m a t i c as humanity - 69 -



i s seen i n terms o f c e r t a i n s t a t e a b l e and i d e n t i f i a b l e 

premises which can be di s c u s s e d a u t h o r i t a t i v e l y by the 

c r i t i c . Thus Johnson's view o f human n a t u r e compelled him to 

take t h i s approach t o a r t . 

Another e f f e c t which t h i s a t t i t u d e had, and indeed 

which i s c o n f i r m a t i o n o f i t , i s found i n one o f h i s best 

known paragraphs o f The Pref a c e , namely: 

Nothing can please many, and please long, but just 
representations of general nature....the pleasures of 
sudden wonder are soon exhaustedand the mind can only 
repose on the s t a b i l i t y of t r u t h . ^ " 

Humanity, t h e n , must be presente d i n g e n e r a l terms. 

Shakespeare r e c e i v e s g r e a t p r a i s e from Johnson i n t h a t h i s 

c h a r a c t e r s : 

...are the general progeny of common humanity, such as 
the world w i l l always supply, and observation w i l l 
always f i n d . His persons act and speak by the influence 
of those general passions and principles by which a l l 
minds are agitated, and the whole system of l i f e 
continued i n motion. I n the writings of other poets a 
character i s too often an individual; i n those of 
Shakespeare i t i s commonly a species. 

T h i s l i n k s t o g e t h e r what I have s a i d , and the f o c u s s i n g upon 

the g e n e r a l i s because a r t must be d i d a c t i c and hence 

r e l e v a n t t o everyone. I f i t focused upon p e c u l i a r i t y i t 

would merely be c u r i o s i t y , but as humanity i s i n t r i n s i c a l l y 

bound up w i t h m o r a l i t y , the w o r k i n g o f a r t i n m i r r o r i n g l i f e 

w i l l be d i d a c t i c and hence g e n e r a l ; indeed, A r i e h Sachs 

w r o t e , i n v e r t i n g our f o r m u l a : "The t r u e aim o f a r t i s 
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p r e c i s e l y t h e aim o f the m o r a l i s t : t o show 'the u n i f o r m i t y 

i n the s t a t e o f man.' "^^ Thus a r t i s t o act as an emblem o f 

the g e n e r a l i t y o f humanity. I n l i n e w i t h t h i s i s Johnson's 

i n s i s t e n c e t h a t i t i s the p u b l i c which i s the o n l y t r u e 

judge o f a r t , which he expounds a t the b e g i n n i n g o f The 
o 9 

Preface-* . I f humanity, bound t o g e t h e r by the common 

c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s o f t r u t h and m o r a l i t y , i s g e n e r a l , i t w i l l 

r e a c t i n the same way t o a r t and hence i t s judgements as a 

whole are what c o u n t . I t would t h e n , be i m p o s s i b l e t o see 

Johnson as b e i n g o u t s i d e o f the g e n e r a l c r i t i c a l p h i l o s o p h y 

o f h i s age. To have b e l i e v e d t h a t the v o i c e o f the m u l t i t u d e 

was o f i m p o r t a n c e , e n t a i l e d a c o n s i d e r a t i o n o f c u r r e n t 

a t t i t u d e s t o c r i t i c i s m . L e a v i s , i n the a r t i c l e a l r e a d y 

q u o t e d , p l a c e s Johnson f a i r l y and s q u a r e l y i n h i s age: 

At no other period of English h i s t o r y have l i t e r a r y 
interests been governed by a l i t e r a r y t r a d i t i o n so 
positive. Johnson, an indubitably real c r i t i c , f i r s t -
hand and f o r c e f u l , writes from w i t h i n i t . . . - ^ - ^ 

F u r t h e r m o r e , one o f the p r i m a r y achievements o f Sherbo's 

s t u d y o f the e d i t i o n o f Shakespeare, i s t o s t r e s s the work's 

u n o r i g i n a l i t y as viewed from t he s t a n d p o i n t o f e i g h t e e n t h -

c e n t u r y c r i t i c i s m . Here, Sherbo discusses The Preface: 

Johnson i s the spokesman f o r his age. Some of the ideas 
i n the Preface were current i n the periodicals of the 
time; most were p r e t t y much common property.. .but the 
b e l i e f , s t i l l persistent i n some c r i t i c s , that Johnson 
had something new to say on Shakespeare i n the Preface 
must be discarded. 

I n t h i s way, Johnson's somewhat a u t h o r i t a r i a n view o f 
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humanity, based upon a moral s t a n d p o i n t , leads him t o t h i s 

p o s i t i o n o f r e l i a n c e upon g e n e r a l a p p r o b a t i o n , which a f f e c t s 

h i s c r i t i c a l approach d r a m a t i c a l l y . I n the l i g h t o f t h i s , 

a r t cannot e x i s t f o r i t s own sake, as i t w i l l then become 

redundant and have no l i n k t o humanity, something which i n 

Johnson's i n t e r p r e t a t i o n , n e c e s s a r i l y i n v o l v e s purpose. 

The e f f e c t o f t h i s view o f humanity i s complex i n 

t h a t i t b o t h enhances Johnson's a u t h o r i t y , by l e g i t i m i s i n g 

i t i n the sense t h a t he i s t a l k i n g o f what i s r e a l , namely 

human n a t u r e ; b u t a l s o , as we have s a i d , i t minimises h i s 

a u t h o r i t y as human k i n d i s o f a g e n e r a l n a t u r e and cannot, 

t h e r e f o r e be spoken f o r by an i n d i v i d u a l . 

I t i s i n The Preface t h a t we see Johnson's most 

c o n s i s t e n t o u t l i n e o f a c r i t i c a l t h e o r y based upon 

c o n d i t i o n s d e f i n e d by the n a t u r e o f humanity; a p o s i t i o n 

which u n d e r l i e s t he well-known and e f f e c t i v e d i s m i s s a l o f 

the u n i t i e s - ^ ^ where r u l e s are seen as a u s e f u l c r e a t i o n o f 

i n d i v i d u a l poets which has been wrongly t r a n s f o r m e d i n t o 

u n i v e r s a l laws. T h i s l i n e o f thought i s set out i n d e t a i l i n 

Rambler 158 where he w r i t e s : 

The rules h i t h e r t o received, are seldom drawn from any 
settl e d p r i n c i p l e or self-evident postulate, or adapted 
to the natural and invariable constitution of things; 
but w i l l be found upon examination the a r b i t r a r y edicts 
of l e g i s l a t o r s authorised only by themselves. 

And elsewhere we see a g g r e s s i v e s a l l i e s a g a i n s t a u t h o r i t i e s 
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or l e g i s l a t o r s who concoct r u l e s o f a r t which deny humanity. 

There i s , t h e n , a s t r o n g f o r c e i n Johnson's c r i t i c i s m which 

backs away from p r i n c i p l e , as presumably he must have 

c o n s i d e r e d h i m s e l f i n some ways inadequate t o a task which 

i s , by n a t u r e , c o l l e c t i v e . I n The L i f e o f Pope, he 

c r i t i c i s e s those who judge "...by p r i n c i p l e s r a t h e r than 

p e r c e p t i o n " - ^ ^ w h i l s t i n The Preface he d e s c r i b e s the 

c r i t i c a l a r t as b e i n g one which has "...no system, no 

p r i n c i p l e and a x i o m a t i c a l t r u t h t h a t r e g u l a t e s s u b o r d i n a t e 

p o s i t i o n s . "-̂ ^ I n The L i f e o f M i l t o n he c r i t i c i s e s Salraasius 

who was e f f e c t i v e l y d i s m i s s e d by M i l t o n : 

He taught only the stale doctrine of authority and the 
unpleasing duty of submission; and he had been so long 
not only the monarch, but the tyrant of l i t e r a t u r e that 
almost q l l mankind were delighted to f i n d him 
defied... 

L e a v i s summarises: 

In f a c t , Johnson's recourse to experience i s so constant 
and uncompromising and so subversive of Neo- classical 
authority that ^KJ-S misleading to bring him under the 
Neo-Classic head.^^ 

Johnson here l i n k s t h i s supposed a u t h o r i t y t o an i n v e n t e d 

system, something which i s opposed t o e x p e r i e n c e . However we 

must l a y a l o n g s i d e t h i s the f a c t t h a t Johnson b e l i e v e d , as 

we have seen, t h a t t h e r e was something s y s t e m a t i c i n human 

n a t u r e . Only i f t h e r e i_s something s y s t e m a t i c w i l l the 

c r i t i c be a b l e t o speak f o r humanity a t l a r g e . I f judgement 

i s p u r e l y r e s e r v e d f o r the t o t a l i t y o f 
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i n d i v i d u a l judgements, then the c r i t i c can never be 

a u t h o r i t a t i v e , or a t l e a s t v a l u a b l y so. I t i s not d i f f i c u l t 

t o see t h a t b e h i n d these t e n s i o n s l i e s the q u e s t i o n o f the 

c r i t i c ' s a b i l i t y t o t a l k about a mankind which i s g e n e r a l -

though he w i l l never be able t o t a l k w i t h the a u t h o r i t y o f 

the g e n e r a l i t y , he, by b e i n g p a r t o f i t , w i l l have a c e r t a i n 

share o f the t r u t h . Perhaps, t h e n , these two seemingly 

opposed l i n e s o f t h o ught have much t o do w i t h the n a t u r e o f 

the c r i t i c ' s a u t h o r i t y . 

To c l a r i f y t h i s problem, I wish t o p o i n t the reader 

i n t he d i r e c t i o n o f W.R. Keast's e x c e l l e n t a r t i c l e upon "The 

T h e o r e t i c a l Foundations o f Johnson's C r i t i c i s m . " ^ ^ He p o i n t s 

out a way t h r o u g h the o u t l i n e d dilemma i n terms o f 

Johnson's: 

...habituation to the f l e x i b l e employment of his 
dominant assumptions, and, above a l l , of the generality 
and adaptability of his principles'*^ 

t h e r e b y a c c e p t i n g the c r i t i c ' s r o l e as being approximate due 

t o t h e g e n e r a l n a t u r e o f the assumptions he i s i n v o l v e d 

w i t h . Again the g u i d i n g f a c t o r i s humanity. Keast argues 

t h a t the grounds upon which Johnson dismisses p r e s c r i p t i v e 

c r i t i c i s m , g i v e him the b a s i s f o r h i s own approach. Johnson 

c r i t i c i s e s p r e s c r i p t i v e c r i t i c i s m on t h r e e l e v e l s : 

1 . ) U n i v e r s a l maxims have been d e r i v e d from p a r t i c u l a r poets. 

2. )Nature i s the o b j e c t o f the poet's a c t i v i t y and 

3. ) L i t e r a t u r e has t o s a t i s f y g e n e r a l c o n d i t i o n s o f 
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p l e a s u r e ( 3 9 4 ) . The poet's i m a g i n a t i o n roams un c o n f i n e d over 

the "...boundless ocean o f p o s s i b i l i t y " ( 3 9 4 ) , thus 

p r e s c r i p t i v e r u l e s a r e , i f based upon a u t h o r i t i e s a l o n e , 

a r b i t r a r y . Nature i t s e l f i s u l t i m a t e l y v a r i a b l e and so, 

t h e r e f o r e , w i l l be i t s e f f e c t s - "Nothing which has l i f e f o r 

i t s b a s i s can boast much s t a b i l i t y . "^-^C396) and indeed, 

l i n k e d t o t h i s , i s the f a c t t h a t an audience r e q u i r e s 

g e n e r a l p l e a s u r e s such as b o t h r e c o g n i t i o n and n o v e l t y . 

(395) Keast sums up 

Whichever of these three bases Johnson uses to ground 
his case against e a r l i e r c r i t i c s . . . h e i s endeavouring to 
replace what he considers narrow principles with 
principles more commodious. 

The a r t i s s e t i n the c o n t e x t o f n a t u r a l processes, hence 

d i s c e r n i b l e i n these terms ( 3 9 5 ) . Thus we f i n d t h a t the 

b a s i s f o r judgement o f a r t i s n a t u r e and not a r t i t s e l f 

( 3 9 8 ) . Yet i n n a t u r e are found c e r t a i n b a s i c p r i n c i p l e s such 

as t r u t h , from which stand - p o i n t we can a d j u d i c a t e . ( 3 9 8 ) 

F u r t h e r m o r e , a r t can be judged s u c c e s s f u l i f i t can s a t i s f y 

t he g e n e r a l c o n d i t i o n s o f p l e a s u r e namely t r u t h and 

n o v e l t y . ( 3 9 9 ) Thus the audience i s the u l t i m a t e a r b i t e r , as 

i t i s i n terms o f t h i s , t h a t a r t i s c r e a t e d . The e s s e n t i a l 

u n i f o r m i t y o f man a l l o w s f o r a f i x e d measure, and indeed 

n a t u r e i s d e f i n e d by what we d i s c o v e r i n man (400.) Thus 

judgement r e s t s i n " . . . t h e common v o i c e o f the m u l t i t u d e , 

u n i n s t r u c t e d by p r e c e p t , and u n p r e j u d i c e d by 

a u t h o r i t y . " ^ ^ ( 4 0 3 ) The poet i s viewed i n terms o f h i s 
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h i s t o r i c a l p e r s p e c t i v e , which w i l l i l l u m i n a t e the p e c u l i a r 

c o n d i t i o n s o f h i s w r i t i n g ( 1 8 6 ) T h i s l i n e o f thought forms 

an i m p o r t a n t s t r a n d i n The L i v e s . 

Aided by Keast's arguments we may progress w i t h o u t 

f e a r . The looseness o f the p r i n c i p l e s used by Johnson a l l o w s 

the e x t e r n a l f o r c e s o f judgement t o be c a t e r e d f o r and the 

c r i t i c ' s j o b t h e n , i s t o d e a l i n p r o b a b i l i t i e s , p o i n t i n g out 

what would be a p p r e c i a t e d by an audience as the h o r i z o n o f 

a r t i s t i c f orm. N e v e r t h e l e s s , Keast's argument leaves us 

f e e l i n g uneasy, p r e c i s e l y because the e x p l a n a t i o n presented 

i s i n a d e q u a t e , d e s p i t e i t s thoroughness. I t does not take 

i n t o account those i n d i v i d u a l judgements o f Johnson's which 

do n o t do j u s t i c e t o what might be termed a human r e a c t i o n , 

a t which I h i n t e d i n the b e g i n n i n g o f the c h a p t e r . I n the 

v e r y l i n k i n g o f a u t h o r i t y m a n i f e s t e d i n p r e c e p t s , w i t h 

humanity, Johnson i s d i s a l l o w i n g a c e r t a i n type o f r e a c t i o n 

which one c o u l d c a l l an i n d i v i d u a l e m o t i o n a l correspondence 

t o p o e t r y , and thus he must have r e a l i s e d the i r o n y o f h i s 

p o s i t i o n as c r i t i c and hence i n d i v i d u a l . Johnson's 

p h i l o s o p h y opens i t s e l f up t o t h i s type o f judgement when 

two fundamental c o n t r a d i c t i o n s are noted; f i r s t l y t h a t 

n a t u r e i s b o t h i n f i n i t e l y v a r i e d (p.176 K e a s t ) , " n o t h i n g 

which has l i f e f o r i t s b a s i s can boast o f much s t a b i l i t y " 

and secondly, t he f a c t t h a t man, the d e f i n e r o f n a t u r e , i s 

u n i f o r m l y " t he common v o i c e o f the m u l t i t u d e " e s p e c i a l l y 

t h r o u g h the in h e r e n c e o f the t r u t h . Thus, d e s p i t e the f a c t 
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t h a t one would n o t wish t o abandon any i d e a l o f common human 

c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s t h e r e must be some sense o f the i n d i v i d u a l 

b o t h l o g i c a l l y and i n terms o f the c r i t i c i s m which Johnson 

p u t s f o r w a r d . Only t h r o u g h a r e a l i s a t i o n o f the i n d i v i d u a l 

can the a u t h o r i t a t i v e c r i t i c e x p l a i n the f a c t t h a t he i s 

spe a k i n g , i n any sense, a u t h o r i t a t i v e l y , as he h i m s e l f can 

never speak f o r humanity 'en masse'. One gets the impr e s s i o n 

t h a t Johnson's w a r n i n g a g a i n s t a u t h o r i t y i s d i r e c t e d a g a i n s t 

the a u t h o r i t y o f o t h e r s r a t h e r than a g a i n s t h i s own! There 

seems t o be an element o f c l e a r i n g t h e ground o f o t h e r 

p o s s i b l e o p i n i o n s , so t h a t he can c o n s t r u c t h i s own 

a u t h o r i t y . We must, t h e r e f o r e , take s e r i o u s l y h i s r o l e as an 

i n d i v i d u a l , as behi n d much o f what he might o u t w a r d l y w r i t e , 

t h e r e i s a s t r o n g sense t h a t what he says as Dr Johnson i s 

e x t r e m e l y i m p o r t a n t . 

Johnson's i n d i v i d u a l r o l e i n the c r i t i c i s m i s 

h i g h l i g h t e d by John Hardy who notes h i s " . . . p e c u l i a r l y 

human, complex responsiveness t o g r e a t works o f the 

i m a g i n a t i o n . " ^ ^ One f e e l s t h a t i t i s p a r t i c u l a r l y 

a p p r o p r i a t e t h a t Johnson's response i s d e s c r i b e d as 

" . . . p e c u l i a r l y human" as humanity i s then seen through a 

p r i s m o f i n d i v i d u a l i s m where depth o f p e r s o n a l response i s 

ta k e n as a mark o f humanity, a humanity which must l i e 

beyond the p r i n c i p l e d as i t has the a b i l i t y t o be 

" p e c u l i a r . " Thus we must a l l o w a sense o f the i n d i v i d u a l t o 

d i r e c t our c r i t i c i s m , one which w i l l most r e a d i l y r e v e a l 
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i t s e l f i n the area o f the senses and the emotions. Because 

o f the v a r i a t i o n o f human response i n t h i s area, as w e l l as 

the i n e x p l i c a b l e n a t u r e o f the f o r c e s which govern our 

r e a c t i o n s , i t i s an e x t r e m e l y d i f f i c u l t t a sk t o judge 

c r i t i c a l l y . I t i s my b e l i e f t h a t Johnson s h i e d away from 

t h i s t a s k i n t h a t he d i d not a l l o w h i s p e r s o n a l r e a c t i o n s t o 

a f f e c t him, i n t h e o r y a t l e a s t . I n the l a y i n g down o f p r e 

o r d a i n e d s t a n d p o i n t s , he defended h i m s e l f from having t o 

encounter h i s e m o t i o n a l responses i n t h e i r e n t i r e t y . 

F u r t h e r m o r e , he must have r e a l i s e d t h a t t o c a r r y any 

a u t h o r i t a t i v e w e i g h t , he must do more than j u s t put f o r w a r d 

a " p e r s o n a l " view. He had t o be seen t o put f o r w a r d the 

t r u t h , a t r u t h which looked more genuine i f s y s t e m a t i c . 

John Hardy n o t i c e s t e n s i o n s i n Johnsonian c r i t i c i s m , 

d e s c r i b i n g them as "The i n h e r e n t t e n s i o n s t h a t can e x i s t i n 

and t h r o u g h Johnson's i m a g i n a t i v e and moral engagement w i t h 

Shakespeare's w o r l d . . . " ; ' ^ and indeed he sees Johnson's 

gr e a t n e s s as a c r i t i c as a r i s i n g from t h i s i n t h a t the focus 

upon m o r a l i t y a l l o w s the r e a l depth o f r e a c t i o n t o be 

r e v e a l e d t h r o u g h the r e s u l t i n g uneasiness and c o n t r a d i c t i o n . 

I f Johnson had n o t been so i n w a r d l y d i v i d e d , the s t r o n g 

p e r s o n a l i n v o l v e m e n t w i t h the works would not have been so 

o b v i o u s . That Johnson r e a c t e d t o Shakespeare's p l a y s i n a 

d e e p l y e m o t i o n a l way i s undoubted. I n h i s c r i t i c i s m o f 

Macbeth, he compares the d e p i c t i o n o f n i g h t w i t h one from 

Dryden's Conquest o f Mexico : 
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He that reads Dryden, finds himself l u l l ' d with 
serenity, and disposed to solitude and contemplation. He 
that peruses Shakespeare, looks round alarmed, and 
sta r t s to f i n d himself alone. Qns i s the night of a 
lover, the other , of a murderer.^° 

This i s not what we might expect from Johnson as d e s p i t e 

t h i s obvious i n v o l v e m e n t , he w i l l n o t a l l o w a r t t o be judged 

on a n y t h i n g l i k e a p u r e l y sensual l e v e l . Anyone who t r e a t e d 

the p a s t o r a l mode w i t h so much d i s d a i n c o u l d not be s a i d t o 

have been i n f a v o u r o f the p u r e l y e m o t i o n a l as Leavis makes 

c l e a r i n h i s S c r u t i n y a r t i c l e : 

Johnson ... has no leaning towards the taste, so 
decidedly a l i v e i n the eighteenth century, for 
Spencerian - Tennysonian melodizing, the incantatoj^ 
play of mellifluousness i n which sense i s subordinated^" 

James E n g e l l , i n h i s work. The C r e a t i v e I m a g i n a t i o n has 

w r i t t e n t h a t "...Johnson b r i n g s t o h i g h e s t p i t c h the 

r a t i o n a l i s t s u s p i c i o n o f the i m a g i n a t i o n " ^ ^ , a view echoed 

by A r i e h Sachs who a p p l i e s t h i s n o t i o n d i r e c t l y t o 

Johnson's views o f l i t e r a t u r e : 

The main use of poetry, according to Johnson, i s as an 
antidote to Imagination. I t must lead us towards 
whatever sanity we are capable of, protect us from the 
mad obsessions of the heart, and i t can do t h i s only by 
presenting us with the ' s t a b i l i t y of truth.'^•'• 

How e l s e indeed c o u l d one excuse t h i s r e a c t i o n t o Macbeth's 

g r e a t speech b e g i n n i n g "Tomorrow, and tomorrow, and 

tomorrow," namely: "This passage has been j u s t l y suspected 

o f b e i n g c o r r u p t . . . . I t i s a broken speech, i n which o n l y 
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p a r t o f the thought i s e x p r e s s e d . . . . " . By f o c u s s i n g upon 

what he sees as " f a u l t s " and p r o v i d i n g a paraphrase, he i s 

immunising the speech from i t s e f f e c t upon the i m a g i n a t i o n . 

He separates the sense from the e s s e n t i a l " l i f e - g i v i n g " 

p o e t r y , and i n d o i n g so, e f f e c t i v e l y t r i v i a l i s e s i t . 

I n the L i f e o f Pope, Johnson a l l o w e d h i m s e l f t o make 

an i m p o r t a n t , i f two-sided s t a t e m e n t , about the power of 

language, which deserves t o be quoted i n f u l l . He i s 

d i s c u s s i n g The Essay on Man. 

This essay affords an egregious instance of the 
predominance of genius, the dazzling splendour of 
imagery, and the seductive powers of eloquence. Never 
were penury of knowledge and v u l g a r i t y of sentiment so 
happily disguised. The reader feels his mind f u l l , 
though he learns nothing; and when he meets i t i n i t s 
new array no longer knows the t a l k of his mother and his 
nurse. When these wonder-working sounds sink into sense 
and the doctrine of the Essay, disrobed of i t s 
ornaments, i s l e f t to the powers of i t s naked 
excellence, what sh a l l we discover?^^ 

The answer, o f course, i s not v e r y much. But throughout t h i s 

passage, though Johnson di s m i s s e s the essay f o r i t s f a i l u r e 

t o p r o v i d e much t h a t i s new, and c r i t i c i s e s i t f o r the f a c t 

t h a t i t i s r e l i a n t upon ornament f o r any e f f e c t t h a t i t does 

have, he cannot b r i n g h i m s e l f t o d i s m i s s i t o u t r i g h t . The 

d i s g u i s e i s the r e s u l t o f the "...predominance o f genius", 

w h i l s t the language used i s " s e d u c t i v e " , " d a z z l i n g " and has 

" s p l e n d o u r " , w h i l s t the words are "wonder-working"- why 

t h e n , w i l l Johnson not a l l o w i n t o h i s mainstream p h i l o s o p h y 

o f c r i t i c i s m a p l a c e f o r beauty o f language, or indeed the 
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connected beauty o f image? The answer i s p r o v i d e d f o r us i n 

the e x t r a c t , as w e l l as i n our q u o t a t i o n s from E n g e l l and 

Sachs. From the e x t r a c t t h e n : "...and when he meets i t i n 

h i s new a r r a y , no l o n g e r knows the t a l k o f h i s mother." Here 

Johnson e x h i b i t s what i s almost f e a r , f e a r t h a t he would 

l o s e h i s b e a r i n g s upon r e a l i t y , t h a t which he a s s o c i a t e d 

w i t h s e c u r i t y o f the mother f i g u r e , what he might have 

r e f e r r e d t o as "The S t a b i l i t y o f T r u t h " , a l i v i n g t r u t h , a 

b a s i c common sense. Opposed t o t h i s are the b e a u t i f u l and 

e m o t i o n a l powers o f language, which are " s e d u c t i v e " , 

something a mother can never be. And i t was these powers 

t h a t posed a t h r e a t t o h i s b a s i c s t a b i l i t y found i n h i s 

reason. His a u t h o r i t a t i v e approach can be seen then as 

d e f e n s i v e , a defence a g a i n s t h i s emotions which he f e a r e d 

would seduce him away from h i s reason. I t must be s t r e s s e d 

t h a t i t was because he was so impressed by the language t h a t 

i t was so d i s t r a c t i n g , and i t was Johnson h i m s e l f who would 

use incomparably b e a u t i f u l language t o persuade o t h e r s and 

so i n t u r n i n c r e a s e h i s a u t h o r i t y . I n t h i s l i g h t , t h e n , we 

can see the i d e a o f transparence o f language where the 

medium does n o t d i s t r a c t from the sense. 

John Hardy sees Johnson's approach t o Macbeth as 

b e i n g symptomatic o f t h i s g e n e r a l approach, i n t h a t , i n the 

g e n e r a l n o t e ^ ^ he d i s t a n c e s h i m s e l f from the p l a y , by 

s t a t i n g t h a t "The events are too g r e a t t o admit the 

i n f l u e n c e o f p a r t i c u l a r d i s p o s i t i o n s , and the course o f the 
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a c t i o n n e c e s s a r i l y determines the conduct o f the agents."^^ 

Thus the p l a y i s e f f e c t i v e l y pushed beyond the moral, and 

thus Johnson can e f f e c t i v e l y d i s t a n c e h i m s e l f from any 

sympathy which Macbeth might g a i n through h i s c o m p l e x i t y o f 

psychology or indeed t h r o u g h the depth o f language he uses 

which i s enough t o e l i c i t sympathy from the most 

e m o t i o n l e s s . The view t h a t Johnson i s f r i g h t e n e d by the 

p l a y ' s a t t a c k upon c u t and d r i e d m o r a l i t y , i s enhanced by 

the l a s t paragraph o f the note which i s so e x t r a o r d i n a r i l y 

and o b v i o u s l y inadequate t o the power o f the p l a y , and 

indeed the g e n e r a l f e e l i n g o f an audience. Hardy notes the 

i r o n y o f Johnson's d i s m i s s a l o f Macbeth and Lady Macbeth on 

moral grounds, h a v i n g e f f e c t i v e l y p l a c e d the p l a y beyond the 

moral sphere e a r l i e r i n the o b s e r v a t i o n . 

The General o b s e r v a t i o n on Hamlet i s s i m i l a r , though 

s t r a n g e l y u n n o t i c e d by Hardy. I n i t , Johnson r e f u s e s t o 

c o n s i d e r t h e p l a y i n terms t h a t would make i t 

p s y c h o l o g i c a l l y i n t e r e s t i n g . He w r i t e s : 

Of the feigned madness of Hamlet there appears no 
adequate cause, f o r he does nothing which he might not 
have done with the reputation of sanity... .The 
apparition l e f t the regions of the dead to l i t t l e 
purpose; the revenge which he demands i s not obt^ned 
but by the death of him that has required to take it^° 

He c o m p l e t e l y i g n o r e s any s u g g e s t i o n t h a t Hamlet i s unable 

t o t a k e revenge due t o h i s own n a t u r e , and indeed t h a t 

Hamlet may even have been mad. I f one accepts the p l a y i n 
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these terms, one would encounter two s u b j e c t s which obsessed 

Johnson, namely madness and p r o c r a s t i n a t i o n ^ ^ . But i f these 

areas o f the p l a y are seen i n terms o f i n s u f f i c i e n c y o f 

p l o t , then t h e y can e f f e c t i v e l y be i g n o r e d . Once more we 

encounter Johnson's t e r r i b l e f e a r s which can be s a i d t o have 

a f f e c t e d h i s e n t i r e c r i t i c i s m , and which produced the 

a u t h o r i t a t i v e approach l e a d i n g t o the d i v i d e d judgement 

which occur so f r e q u e n t l y ^ ^ . There i s the f u r t h e r thought 

t h a t t h i s f e a r o f the e m o t i o n a l has much t o do w i t h 

Johnson's d e s i r e t o r e t a i n h i s own a u t h o r i t y . To admit t h a t 

t h e r e i s something p o w e r f u l beyond the r a t i o n a l i s t o be 

t r a p p e d i n t o a d m i t t i n g t h a t the work i s e f f e c t i v e t o the 

i n d i v i d u a l a l o n e , as one cannot speak o b j e c t i v e l y about 

emotions. To t r e a t something r a t i o n a l l y i s t o sy s t e m a t i s e 

i t , and hence re n d e r o n e s e l f a b l e t o address i t 

a u t h o r i t a t i v e l y . Thus an e m o t i o n a l r e a c t i o n t o a work was 

p o t e n t i a l l y dangerous t o Johnson's a u t h o r i t y . 

So where does t h i s l e a v e us? John Hardy sees h i s 

c o n t r a d i c t i o n s i n h e a l t h y terms; t h e y a r e : 

...a mark of his strength as a c r i t i c that his 
engagement with l i t e r a t u r e i s so r e a l . Even seeming 
inconsistencies or self-contradictions can, for that 
very reason, be i n s t r u c t i v e , f o r i n Johnson's sometimes 
divided response, i n the capacity his mind has to be 
embattled against i i s e l f , we can be alerted to see more 
deeply i n t o a work.^^ 

T h i s i s indeed t r u e , b u t i t s d i r e c t i o n i s a l i g n e d wrongly i n 

t h a t t h i s c o n c l u s i o n sees the c r i t i c i s m as r e v e a l i n g more 
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about Johnson than about the works c o n s i d e r e d , and i t i s a 

jump t h a t rebounds upon i t s e l f as i n j u d g i n g the c r i t i c i s m 

good because i t r e v e a l s the c r i t i c , i t i g n o r e s the r e a l 

purpose o f the a r t . J.D. Boyd i n an a r t i c l e e n t i t l e d "Some 

L i m i t s o f Johnson's C r i t i c i s m " p l a c e s the c r i t i c i s m i n terms 

o f what he sees as b e i n g Johnson's mental c o n s t r u c t i o n , 

which he d i v i d e s i n t o t h r e e : 

1) The hegemony o f reason 

2) A s t r o n g moral concern w i t h human l i f e 

3) The r e s t l e s s l y a c t i v e i m a g i n a t i o n . 

The c o m b i n a t i o n o f these t h r e e f o r c e s produces c e r t a i n 

l i m i t a t i o n s which he d e t a i l s . He sees t h i s approach i n terms 

o f a t r i a n g l e , w i t h Johnson somehow h o l d i n g i t t o g e t h e r i n 

the c e n t r e . Boyd a s t u t e l y p o i n t s out i n s t a n c e s where 

Johnson's view o f l i t e r a t u r e becomes inadequate. 

N e v e r t h e l e s s , i t would be u n f a i r t o Johnson t o end 

on t h i s n o t e . A r i e h Sachs, i n h i s e x c e l l e n t book Passionate 

I n t e l l i g e n c e l i n k s Johnson's l i t e r a r y c r i t i c i s m t o the r e s t 

o f h i s e x p e r i e n c e . Towards the end o f the ch a p t e r , "The 

General and the P a r t i c u l a r ", he makes the f o l l o w i n g c l a i m : 

Doctrinal c r i t i c i s m (and a l l c r i t i c s i n some measure are 
doctrinal) springs from the profoundest of human needs -
the need to rest i n some absolutely fixed c r i t e r i o n of 
value and thereby impose an absolute pattern upon the 
chaotic material of raw experience."^ 

The f a c t t h a t h i s views f a i l e d t o respond adequately t o 
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l i t e r a t u r e i n what must be c a l l e d a 'human' manner, stems, 

p a r a d o x i c a l l y from Johnson's own deep humanity, something 

which r e q u i r e d defence from h i m s e l f . I t was t h i s need which 

caused him t o seek the a u t h o r i t a t i v e s t a n d p o i n t which 

c l a i m e d humanity as i t s ' r a i s o n d ' e t r e ' . For Johnson, the 

human and the moral became i n t i m a t e l y l i n k e d . So long as 

t h i s was the case, then he c o u l d speak a u t h o r i t a t i v e l y ; but 

owing t o the p a r t i c u l a r s t r e n g t h o f h i s own human f e e l i n g s , 

he had, on o c c a s i o n s , t o submerge them, an a c t which l e d to 

an inadequacy o f response. 

Thus h i s f r e q u e n t f a i l u r e t o come t o terms w i t h 

l i t e r a t u r e i s caused by the f a c t t h a t h i s c o n c e p t i o n o f 

humanity was based upon defence, something which was 

d i c t a t e d by a v a s t e r and u l t i m a t e l y f a r more a u t h o r i t a t i v e 

humanity than t h a t which he d i s p l a y e d o u t w a r d l y i n h i s 

c r i t i c i s m . To a l l o w t h i s humanity t o the s u r f a c e would have 

been t o negate h i m s e l f as an a u t h o r i t y , and t o open h i m s e l f 

t o chaos, t o admit t h a t humanity was u n r e g u l a t e d . I t i s 

f a s c i n a t i n g t o see how t h e two s t r a i n s o f thought come 

t o g e t h e r . I f Johnson was t o p r e s e n t h i m s e l f as a u t h o r i t a t i v e 

and people were t o accept him as such, then t h e r e must be 

something about him which was g e n u i n e l y a u t h o r i t a t i v e . This 

would n o t o n l y prove h i s p o s i t i o n o f importance, but 

h i g h l i g h t t h e r e g u l a r i t i e s o f the w o r l d , one o f which would 

be t he human assent t o the a u t h o r i t a t i v e l y s y s t e m a t i s e d . To 

have people a c c e p t i n g t h i s a u t h o r i t y would mean t h a t h i s 
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i n t e r p r e t a t i o n was r i g h t , and hence he would not have to 

face up t o these p e c u l i a r emotions. U n f o r t u n a t e l y f o r him, 

Johnson always got i n the way o f h i m s e l f . He r e a c t e d 

e m o t i o n a l l y t o the works and thus moved beyond h i s 

encompassing b o u n d a r i e s . 

The whole a f f a i r o f h i s c r i t i c i s m i s a matter 

charged w i t h p o w e r f u l f o r c e s p u l l i n g a g a i n s t one another. 

But a t the bottom o f i t a l l i s Johnson's i n t e n s e humanity, 

w i t h i t s c o r r e s s p o n d i n g needs, something which o f t e n caused 

a c o n f l i c t i n g r e s u l t on the s u r f a c e . 
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CHAPTER THREE 

Johnson: The R e l i g i o u s A u t h o r i t y 

I t was B o s w e l l , who i n the f i n a l p o r t r a i t o f Johnson 

i n h i s L i f e , p o i n t e d out t h a t Johnson's " p i e t y [was] 

c o n s t a n t , and the r u l i n g p r i n c i p l e o f a l l h i s conduct."^ 

w h i l s t Mrs T h r a l e d e s c r i b e d him as "One o f the most zealous 

and p i o u s [ C h r i s t i a n s ] . . . our n a t i o n ever produced."^ I n 

t h i s way, Johnson was seen as a s p i r i t u a l atonement f o r h i s 

age . Fanny Burney c o n s i d e r e d Johnson's M e d i t a t i o n s as 

e n a b l i n g one t o : 

...see stronger than ever the pxirity of his principles 
and character. 

Thus, he r e p r e s e n t e d f o r the age, i t s c o n s e r v a t i v e h o l d upon 

o r t h o d o x y , as opposed t o the newly found passion f o r 

i n t e l l e c t u a l s c e p t i c i s m . He was, t h e r e f o r e , viewed as 

embodying the a u t h o r i t y o f t r u t h opposed t o the d i s c i p l e s o f 

modern t h o u g h t , and indeed, i t was C a r l y l e who wrote t h a t 

Hume and Johnson were "The two g r e a t a n t a g o n i s t s o f 

Europe."^ 

I n Sermon V I I , Johnson p u t s f o r w a r d h i s contempt f o r 

th e s c e p t i c i s m o f the new age, and i n d o i n g so, l o c a t e s h i s 
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p o s i t i o n a c c u r a t e l y ; 

The prevailing s p i r i t of the present age seems to be the 
s p i r i t of scepticism and captiousness, of suspicion and 
d i s t r u s t , a contempt of a l l authority, and a 
presumptuous confidence i n private judgement; a d i s l i k e 
of a l l established forms, merely because they are 
established, and of old paths, because they are old.," 

Johnson's s e l f imposed b r i e f i s t o defend what he sees as 

b e i n g l a i d down a l r e a d y , as d e f e n d i n g what i s 

" a u t h o r i t a t i v e " , and thus h i s p o s i t i o n i s p r e s c r i b e d by the 

b e l i e f s i n h e r i t e d from the C h r i s t i a n t r a d i t i o n , i n 

p a r t i c u l a r t h a t o f h i s own c o u n t r y . Here we see Johnson's 

need f o r the d i r e c t l y a u t h o r i t a t i v e r e l i g i o n which has i t s 

own a u t h o r i t y . But h i s support f o r the e s t a b l i s h m e n t was 

even more s p e c i f i c than t h a t . His support f o r the Church of 

England was w h o l e - h e a r t e d . He announced a t a d i n n e r p a r t y a t 

which Boswell was p r e s e n t , t h a t : 

I think that permitting men to preach any opinion 
contrary t o the doctrine of the Established Church, 
tends, i n a certain degree, to lessen the authority of 
the Church, ̂ d , consequently, to lessen the influence 
of r e l i g i o n . ' 

Donald Greene went as f a r as t o s t a t e t h a t Johnson was 

"...a stout partisan of the Church of England, and of 
i t s maintenance of i t s position i n the state... [and 
that his l o y a l t y to the Church] jiever seems to have 
wavered throughout his adult l i f e . " " 
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Here a g a i n we f e e l Johnson i n s t i n c t i v e l y r e a c t i n g towards 

the e s t a b l i s h m e n t , the a u t h o r i t y which e x i s t s , and indeed i n 

the q u o t a t i o n from the L i f e , the s u r v i v a l o f r e l i g i o n i t s e l f 

i s seen i n terms o f the a b i l i t y o f the E s t a b l i s h e d Church t o 

m a i n t a i n i t s a u t h o r i t y . Johnson's a u t h o r i t y i s o b v i o u s l y 

i n c r e a s e d by h i s adherence t o a l l t h a t would have been 

viewed as law g i v i n g . 

However h i s a t t i t u d e t o s c e p t i c i s m i s more complex 

t h a n might a t f i r s t seem e v i d e n t . I t appears t h a t Johnson 

had a v e r y r e a l " f e a r " o f s c e p t i c i s m . He e x p l a i n s i n Sermon 

V I I : Personal views o f r e a l i t y w i l l l e a d t o the church 

becoming "... a scene o f c o n f u s i o n , a chaos o f d i s c o r d a n t 

forms o f w o r s h i p , and i n c o n s i s t e n t systems o f f a i t h . " ^ But 

h i s r e j e c t i o n o f s c e p t i c i s m i s based upon more than t h a t : 

I f i t be granted that i t i s the duty of every man to 
publish, profess, and defend any important t r u t h , and 
the truths of r e l i g i o n be allowed important, i t w i l l 
follow, that d i v e r s i t y of sentiments must naturally 
produce controversies and altercations. And how few 
there are capable of managing debates without unbecoming 
heat, or dishonest a r t i f i c e s , how soon zeal i s kindled 
i n t o f u r y , and how soon a concern fo r reputation mingles 
with a concern f o r truth...That d i v e r s i t y of opinions, 
which i s the o r i g i n a l and source of such e v i l s as these, 
cannot therefore be too d i l i g e n t l y obviated; nor can too 
many endeavours be used to check the growth of new 
doctrines, and reclaim those that propagate them, before 
sects are formed, or schisms established.^^ 

Something v e r y p e c u l i a r i s happening he r e . F i r s t l y we note 

what must amount t o a f e a r o f the new and unknown, which i t 
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i s n o t d i f f i c u l t t o see i s connected w i t h Johnson's own 

s e c u r i t y . I t i s e s s e n t i a l t o him t h a t h i s view should be 

accepted as the one view t h a t i s c o r r e c t , as we have shown 

h i s need f o r a u t h o r i t y , as opposed t o the views o f o t h e r s . 

The s c e p t i c s are indeed those who d i f f e r from the orthodox 

view, b u t j u s t as i m p o r t a n t l y , they d i f f e r from Johnson's 

view, and any s u g g e s t i o n t h a t h i s view might be superseded 

was i n t o l e r a b l e t o him. What t h i s means however, i s t h a t the 

u l t i m a t e t r u t h per se, i s o n l y a u t h o r i t a t i v e i f Johnson 

h o l d s t o i t ; b u t the v e r y reason why he pleads i t s case, on 

the s u r f a c e a t l e a s t , i s the f a c t t h a t i t i s the o n l y view, 

and t h e r e f o r e must be a u t h o r i t a t i v e o f i t s own accord. We 

can imagine Johnson's dilemma i n terms o f an a s s e r t i o n t h a t 

something i s r i g h t because i t i s , and because I b e l i e v e i t 

t o be! I n Johnson's mind, the two a s s e r t i o n s would have l a i n 

s i d e by s i d e , b u t the n o t i o n o f " t o p p i n g up" a u t h o r i t y per 

se w i t h one's own a u t h o r i t y i s i n f a c t one t h a t leads t o 

e s s e n t i a l c o n t r a d i c t i o n , i n t h a t i n a t t e m p t i n g t o u n d e r l i n e 

something w i t h one's own a u t h o r i t y , one d e t r a c t s from i t s 

own i n n a t e a u t h o r i t y . We s h a l l see i n g r e a t e r d e t a i l how 

t h i s dilemma a f f e c t e d him. We r e a l i s e from t h i s passage the 

e m o t i o n a l n a t u r e o f Johnson's adherence t o ortho d o x y , but 

a l s o the problems which t h i s was t o b r i n g . 

We s h a l l f u r t h e r i n v e s t i g a t e t h i s idea by p u t t i n g 

f o r w a r d an opposing view. Chester Chapin, i n h i s well-known 

book, The R e l i g i o u s Thought o f Samuel Johnson concludes: 
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What I have t r i e d to show i n t h i s book i s that Orthodoxy 
i s " r i g h t " for Johnson, that i t i s not at war with the 
innermost needs or drives of his being. There i s tension 
i n Johnson's f a i t h , there are doubts and fears, but at 
a l l major points Johnson finds Christian doctrine and 
teaching so exactly consonant to the human condition 
that i t i s d i f f i c u l t to assymie impulses i n him 
constantly at war with his f a i t h . ^ 

He j u s t i f i e s t h i s statement i n terms o f h i s b e l i e f t h a t 

Johnson found t he r e l i g i o u s answer " . . . t h e o n l y r a t i o n a l 

s o l u t i o n t o the problem o f human l i f e . " This he bases on the 

i d e a v e r y common i n Johnson's w r i t i n g s t h a t man i s not 

s a t i s f i e d w i t h l i f e ; i n d eed, so u n s a t i s f i e d i s he t h a t he i s 

f o r c e d t o "...have recourse every moment t o the past and 

f u t u r e f o r sup p l e m e n t a l s a t i s f a c t i o n s . . . "•'•̂  F i n i t e o b j e c t s 

w i l l n o t s a t i s f y him, and thus we must b r i n g i n the wider 

dimension o f God, a b e i n g whose dimensions are i n f i n i t e and 

hence capable o f s a t i s f y i n g . As Johnson h i m s e l f puts i t ; the 

o n l y r a t i o n a l " . . . c h o i c e o f l i f e . . . " i s the "...choice o f 

e t e r n i t y . . . " a mode o f e x i s t e n c e which s h a l l f u r n i s h 

employment f o r the whole s o u l , and where p l e a s u r e s h a l l be 

adequate t o our d e s i r e s . •'•̂  Thus we move from the n a t u r e o f 

man t o God i n an a c t which Johnson c a l l s the " . . . h i g h e s t 

e x e r c i s e o f the human reason." I n t h i s way, t h e n , Johnson 

i n t r o d u c e s reason i n t o r e l i g i o n ; i t was, c l a i m s a modern 

commentator, Johnson's wish t h a t " . . . h i s b e l i e f should 

appear reasonable t o o t h e r s . "•'•̂  I n t r o d u c e d here i s the 

n o t i o n s t r e t c h i n g back t o St. A u g u s t i n e , t h a t the r a t i o n a l 
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man would, by n e c e s s i t y , accept the a u t h o r i t y o f r e l i g i o n : 

i ndeed h i s acceptance can be c o n s i d e r e d as the b a s i s o f h i s 

r a t i o n a l i t y . Thus reason and a u t h o r i t y go hand i n hand. I n 

t h i s l i g h t can be seen Boswell's comment t h a t : 

I t w i l l be observed, that Johnson at a l l times made the 
ju s t d i s t i n c t i o n between doctrines contrary to reason, 
and doctrines above reason.^" 

This d o c t r i n e a l l o w e d Johnson t o use reason t o a l l o w a l l 

t h a t was r a t i o n a l l y e x p l i c a b l e t o be used t o support 

r e l i g i o n , w h i l s t t h a t which c o u l d n o t be p r e c i s e l y f i t t e d 

i n t o t h i s p a t t e r n b u t was n o t , i n a s i m i l a r way, capable of 

b e i n g d i s p r o v e d , would be c o n s i d e r e d above reason. This 

l i t t l e l o o p h o l e a l l o w e d him t o r e t a i n b o t h the idea o f 

reason, and t h a t o f the r e v e a l e d a u t h o r i t y . Chapin's t a s k , 

t h e n , i s t o d i s c o v e r e x a c t l y what r o l e reason played i n 

Johnson's r e l i g i o n , a t a s k which e v e n t u a l l y leads him t o the 

p l a c i n g o f Johnson i n the orthod o x camp. This m a t t e r i s 

e x t r e m e l y i m p o r t a n t as, f i r s t l y , i t w i l l enable us t o see 

the c o n t r a d i c t i o n s f o r c e d by Johnson's c o n n e c t i o n o f the 

r a t i o n a l w i t h r e l i g i o n i n more d e t a i l , w h i l s t secondly i t 

may w e l l h e l p us t o understand the s t r a n g e g u l f between 

Johnson's r e l i g i o n and the r e s t o f h i s t h o u g h t . Boswell 

h i g h l i g h t s t h i s , i n d i s c u s s i n g Johnson's h a b i t o f 

c o n t r a d i c t i o n . T h i s h a b i t r e s u l t e d i n the f a c t t h a t : 

...there was hardly any topick, i f not one of the great 
truths of Religion and Morality, that he might not have 
been i n c i t e d to argue, either f o r or against i t . ^ ' 
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I t i s a t t h i s p o i n t t h a t we are able t o uncover what must be 

seen as one o f Johnson's major problems when concerned w i t h 

r e l i g i o n . From t h i s q u o t a t i o n we form an i m p r e s s i o n o f 

Johnson's sense o f s e l f - i m p o r t a n c e , and h i s d e s i r e t o 

succeed i n argument, i n o t h e r words, o f h i s a u t h o r i t y . The 

m a t t e r t h a t was a t d i s p u t e was u n i m p o r t a n t t o him. I t was 

the w i n n i n g , t he a s s e r t i o n o f h i s dominance, and t h e r e f o r e 

the m a x i m i s i n g o f h i s a u t h o r i t y t h a t m a t tered t o him. But i n 

the case o f r e l i g i o n , he was d e a l i n g w i t h a s u b j e c t which 

was t o o dear t o him t o use as i n t e l l e c t u a l cannon-fodder. He 

needed the d i r e c t i o n t h a t a s e l f - a u t h o r i t a t i v e r e l i g i o n 

gave t o h i s l i f e , as we s h a l l see l a t e r . However the 

problems a r i s e when the a u t h o r i t y t h a t t h i s r e l i g i o n 

possesses begins t o invade and crush the a u t h o r i t y o f 

Johnson the i n d i v i d u a l . I f he always has t o lo o k t o a Higher 

Being, t h e n i n some way, h i s own importance i s lessened. I t 

i s f o r t h i s r eason, t h e n , t h a t r a t i o n a l i t y becomes so 

i m p o r t a n t t o him, as i n d e m o n s t r a t i n g the r a t i o n a l n a t u r e o f 

r e l i g i o n , he i s ab l e t o p l a c e h i m s e l f upon i t , t o shape i t 

w i t h h i s own mind, and i n the process, not t o l o s e h i s own 

a u t h o r i t y . Thus, a t t h i s e a r l y stage i s r e v e a l e d the 

t e r r i f y i n g c o n f l i c t t h a t r e l i g i o n i m p l i e d f o r him. At one 

and the same time he had b o t h t o acknowledge the a u t h o r i t y 

o f r e l i g i o n t o g i v e h i s l i f e meaning, and t o deny i t so t h a t 

he c o u l d r e t a i n a sense o f p e r s o n a l a u t h o r i t y . We must 

i n v e s t i g a t e t h e c l a i m s t h a t we are making i n the l i g h t o f 

the d e t a i l s o f Johnson's r e l i g i o u s l i f e . 
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Chapin b e l i e v e s t h a t Johnson's p h i l o s o p h i c a l 

approach t o the n a t u r e o f r e l i g i o n was two-sided. On the one 

hand, we have the idea t h a t r e l i g i o n i s a system based upon 

p a r t i c u l a r p r o v a b l e , or a t l e a s t , v e r y l i k e l y f a c t s which 

o c c u r r e d i n the h i s t o r y o f a p a r t i c u l a r n a t i o n a t a 

p a r t i c u l a r t i m e , and which are c o n s i s t e n t w i t h the na t u r e o f 

the u n i v e r s e , and on the o t h e r , we have the idea t h a t i n one 

way, r e l i g i o n had t o be above the l e v e l o f reason. He 

e x p l a i n e d the idea o f the h i s t o r i c a l b a s i s o f r e l i g i o n t o 

W i l l i a m Windham v e r y soon b e f o r e he d i e d . "For r e v e a l e d 

r e l i g i o n , he s a i d , t h e r e was such h i s t o r i c a l evidence, as, 

upon any s u b j e c t n o t r e l i g i o u s , would have l e f t no doubt. "•'•̂  

Chapin r e i n f o r c e s t h i s passage (81) w i t h another well-known 

one from the L i f e where Johnson argues f o r the e f f i c a c y o f 

"common t e s t i m o n y " . He embarks upon a l o n g e x p l a n a t i o n o f 

how i n terms o f p r o b a b i l i t y i t would have been easy t o 

suggest, c o n v i n c i n g l y , how Canada c o u l d n o t have been taken, 

f o r i n s t a n c e t h a t s o l d i e r s are l y i n g t o p r o t e c t t h e i r good 

names. But, as Johnson p o i n t s o u t : 

...notwithstanding a l l these plausible objections, we 
have no doubt that Canada i s r e a l l y ours. Such i s the 
weight of common testimony. How much stronger are the 
evidences of the Christian Religion?^^ 

T h i s type o f p r o o f was needed by Johnson t o p u l l i n t o focus 

t h e p h i l o s o p h i c a l i d e a o f the designed u n i v e r s e , because, as 

Chapin e x p l a i n s , "The r e a l d i f f i c u l t y f o r Johnson l a y i n the 

i d e n t i f i c a t i o n o f t h i s F i r s t Cause w i t h the God o f the 
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20 B i b l e . " The f i r s t cause argument was summarised by Johnson 
i n t h e f o l l o w i n g manner: 

Turn matter on a l l sides, make i t eternal, or of late 
production, f i n i t e or i n f i n i t e , there can be no regaXar 
system produced, but by a voluntary and meaning agent 

The work o f Newton had r e i n f o r c e d t h i s p o s i t i o n , as h i s 

r e s e a r c h had proved beyond a l l reasonable doubt t h a t the 

o r d e r i n g o f the u n i v e r s e was more complete than had ever 

been imagined. (77) I t was no l a r g e s t e p from the r e g u l a r 

w o r l d t o a maker and thus t o a God. Thus i n the combination 

o f these two types o f evidences, Johnson's r e l i g i o n i s 

j u s t i f i e d . 

But as I h i n t e d e a r l i e r , t h e r e i s another s t r a n d o f 

evidences focused upon by Chapin. For Johnson, r e l i g i o n 

w i t h o u t f a i t h i s n o t f e a s i b l e , as he suggested i n the Review 

o f Soame Jenyns' Free E n q u i r y i n t o the n a t u r e and o r i g i n o f 

e v i l . Here, Johnson t a l k s o f r e l i g i o n : 

I t s evidences and sanctions are not i r r e s i s t i b l e , 
because i t was intended to induce, not to compel; that 
i t i s obsctire, because we want faculties to comprehend 
i t . 2 2 

I f C h r i s t i a n i t y induced b e l i e f t h e r e would be no p o i n t i n 

the v i r t u e o f f a i t h . Chapin e x p l a i n s how we have f a i t h i n 

C h r i s t and t h e r e f o r e accept much t h a t i s obscure, he 

summarises: 

At the Last Day f a i t h s h a l l be transformed into 
certainty, but u n t i l then f a i t h f o r Johnson i s b e l i e f 
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based upon credible but not demonstrative evidence.^3 

And indeed as Johnson p o i n t e d o u t , most o f the d e c i s i o n s we 

tak e i n l i f e a re based p u r e l y upon f a i t h : 

'Why, s i r , ' [ s a i d Johnson]'the greatest concern we have 
i n t h i s world, the choice of our profession, must be 
determined without demonstrative reasoning. Human l i f e 
i s not yet so well known, as that we can have i t . ' ^ 

Thus we have two separate approaches s e t f o r w a r d : one based 

upon p r o o f s , t he o t h e r upon the f a c t t h a t God cannot be 

known i n h i s f u l n e s s , except t h r o u g h f a i t h . The one a l l o w s a 

p l a c e f o r r a t i o n a l i t y as p r o o f , t h e o t h e r denies t h a t i t can 

have a p l a c e , as i f God e x i s t e d he would be too e x t e n s i v e 

f o r normal human c o g n i t i o n . Put f o r w a r d here i s a system 

e x a c t l y p a r a l l e l i n g h i s dilemma over r e l i g i o n . On the one 

hand we have h i s need t o p r e s c r i b e God r a t i o n a l l y t o r e t a i n 

h i s own a u t h o r i t y , which can be p a r a l l e l e d by h i s 

r a t i o n a l i s t i c p r o o f s j u s t d e s c r i b e d : on the o t h e r hand, we 

have h i s need f o r r e l i g i o n as a f o r c e t o g i v e h i s l i f e 

meaning, a f o r c e which r e l i e s upon i t s own s e l f -

a u t h o r i t a t i v e n a t u r e . I t i s a f o r c e t h a t i s beyond the 

c o n s t r i c t i o n s o f the w o r l d , one t h a t i s g r e a t e r than 

a n y t h i n g e l s e i n l i f e ; i t i s the type o f r e l i g i o n t h a t can 

be known by f a i t h a l o n e . Thus i n the c o n t r a s t between h i s 

two types o f p r o o f , we see the same L e i t m o t i f o f c o n t r a s t , 

p l a y e d out i n a s l i g h t l y d i f f e r e n t manner. 
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A s i g n t h a t t h i s p a r a l l e l i s an accurate one i s 

Johnson's a t t e m p t t o r e c o n c i l e the two systems, thus 

a v o i d i n g t e n s i o n . I t i s Chapin who d i r e c t s us t o a q u o t a t i o n 

t h a t i s r e l e v a n t . 

Always remember t h i s , that a f t e r a system i s well 
set t l e d upon positive evidence, a few p a r t i a l objections 
ought not to shake i t . The human mind i s so li m i t e d , 
that i t cannot take i n a l l the parts of a subject, so 
that there may be objections raised against anything. 
There are objections against a plenum, and objections 
against a vacuum; yet one of them must certainly be 
true.'^^ 

The statement a l l o w s f o r the r a t i o n a l evidences f o r 

C h r i s t i a n i t y , as t h i s i s i n t e n d e d t o be the b a s i s f o r one's 

" . . . f a i t h [ w h i c h a] few p a r t i a l o b j e c t i o n s ought not t o 

shake..." y e t a t the same t i m e , the "...human mind i s so 

l i m i t e d " t h a t i t can never see t h i n g s as a whole and thus 

can never know the answer f o r s u r e . I n t h i s way t h e r e i s a 

r e c o n c i l i a t i o n between the two approaches; Johnson can endow 

r e l i g i o n w i t h an a u t h o r i t y gained from i t s r a t i o n a l n a t u r e , 

and can t h e r e f o r e , a t the same time r e t a i n h i s own 

a u t h o r i t y , w h i l s t he can p r o t e c t r e l i g i o n from the ravages 

o f a t h e i s t i c c r i t i c i s m due t o i t s m e t a r a t i o n a l q u a l i t y , and 

hence a l l o w r e l i g i o n the a b i l i t y t o g i v e him purpose. I t may 

be n o t e d too t h a t i n p r o t e c t i n g r e l i g i o n from the a t h e i s t s 

he i s p r o t e c t i n g h i s own a u t h o r i t y i n h i s adherence t o 

o r t h o d o x y . But as must become obvious from our p r e v i o u s 

d i s c u s s i o n , r e c o n c i l i a t i o n i s n o t something t h a t i s going to 

be so s i m p l e . On the l e v e l o f the q u o t a t i o n we have j u s t 

- 97 -



examined i t i s d i f f i c u l t t o understand how a system can be 

" . . . w e l l s e t t l e d upon p o s i t i v e evidence" or t h a t "...one of 

them, [ a plenum or vacuum] must c e r t a i n l y be t r u e " i f one 

has so l i m i t e d a mind; i n o t h e r words, Johnson attempts to 

show t h a t the r a t i o n a l approach i s l i m i t e d and cannot b r i n g 

t h e answer, by u s i n g a r a t i o n a l d e m o n s t r a t i o n ; c e r t a i n 

r a t i o n a l l y demonstrated f a c t s are used t o prove t h a t 

r e l i g i o n i s beyond t he bounds o f reason. I t must be s a i d 

t h a t Johnson's r a t i o n a l i t y f a i l s him here , and as always he 

i s l e f t open t o the c o n t r a d i c t i o n s o f h i s r e l i g i o u s b e l i e f s 

and the competing a u t h o r i t y . He cannot prove the unprovable 

n a t u r e o f r e l i g i o n , and thus a l l t h a t i s l e f t i s f a i t h , 

something t h a t i s too p a i n f u l f o r h i s own a u t h o r i t y . 

I t must be noted t h a t the two passages which Chapin 

quotes t o demonstrate Johnson's r a t i o n a l evidences, namely 

t h a t on the h i s t o r i c a l evidence f o r r e v e a l e d r e l i g i o n and 

t h a t on the evidence o f common t e s t i m o n y , r e a c t t o g e t h e r 

w i t h severe f r i c t i o n . From the f i r s t passage we l e a r n t h a t 

t h e r e i s no l o g i c a l reason t o doubt C h r i s t i a n i t y , a l l the 

evidence p o i n t s t o i t ; b u t , on the c o n t r a r y , t h e r e i s every 

reason t o d i s b e l i e v e t h a t Canada i s ta k e n , except t h a t o f 

common t e s t i m o n y , which Johnson c o n s i d e r s adequate as p r o o f . 

Johnson, however, f a i l s t o d e s c r i b e what common t e s t i m o n y i s 

based upon, which was a f a t a l o v e r s i g h t . I t was h i s g r e a t 

r i v a l Hume who used common t e s t i m o n y t o dis m i s s m i r a c l e s , 

something t h a t would have made Johnson e x t r e m e l y uneasy. 
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Hume's d i s m i s s a l was based upon the f a c t t h a t the miraculous 

would always be unprovable as a g a i n s t the evidence p r o v i d e d 

by common t e s t i m o n y , which Hume shows i s based upon 

e m p i r i c a l o b s e r v a t i o n o f the everyday workings o f the w o r l d . 

Thus when ' h i s t o r i c a l evidence' runs a g a i n s t the way t h i n g s 

are seen as o c c u r r i n g i n everyday l i f e , as i n the B i b l i c a l 

s t o r i e s , t h e y cannot be supported on the grounds o f common 

t e s t i m o n y , i n f a c t t h e y must be r e j e c t e d . Thus the r a t i o n a l 

approach t o r e l i g i o n was f a t a l l y f l a w e d q u i t e a p a r t from i t s 

c o n t r a d i c t i o n w i t h Johnson's p r o o f from the n e c e s s i t y f o r 

f a i t h . The f l a w s i n h i s r a t i o n a l i t y must have made Johnson 

a l l t h e more f e a r f u l o f l o s i n g h i s own a u t h o r i t y i n the face 

o f t he a l l - a u t h o r i t a t i v e r e l i g i o n . 

Another d e m o n s t r a t i o n o f i n c o n s i s t e n c y i n Johnson's 

b e l i e f s i s made by Maurice Q u i n l a n . He p o i n t s out the 

s t r a i n s i n terms o f Johnson's b e l i e f t h a t t r a n s u b s t a n t i a t i o n 

s h o u l d be r e j e c t e d upon e m p i r i c a l grounds, namely: 

"That we are as sure we see bread and wine only, as 
that we read i n the Bible the text on which that false 
doctrine i s founded. We have only the evidence of our 
senses f o r both.'^" 

I n c o n t r a s t t o t h i s , we have t h e comment t h a t Johnson made 

t o the Quaker Mrs. Knowles, namely; "Why, Madam, the 
9 7 

g r e a t e s t p a r t o f our knowledge i s i m p l i c i t f a i t h . " ^ ' The 

c o n t r a d i c t i o n here i s almost p a i n f u l . But t h i s i s n ot a l l 

t h a t i s u n s t a b l e about h i s approach. Quinlan t r i e s t o 
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e x p l a i n away the problem i n the f o l l o w i n g terms: 

I f Johnson's r e l i g i o n had been a matter of the i n t e l l e c t 
alone, i t would be easy to say that there were 
inconsistencies i n i t . But consistency belongs to the 
realm of logic and reason; i t has l i t t l e , i f anything to 
do with what i s considered above reason. Some might 
accuse him of being inconsistent i n not reconciling 
these two spheres, i n accepting certain mysteries as 
above reason and rejec t i n g others on a basis of abstract 
reason or on empirical evidence. But the degree to which 
one has convictions that may be classed as above reason 
seems i t s e l f to be determined, not by logic, but rather 
by the w i l l , the temperament, or some other agency. 

Q u i n l a n t h e n , p u t s the b a s i s o f Johnson's r e l i g i o n i n 

an o t h e r l e s s r a t i o n a l sphere, though a d m i t t i n g t h a t i t draws 

upon many f a c e t s . B u t i t i s here t h a t another problem 

emerges. R a t i o n a l i t y i s seen t o be inadequate i n i t s 

i n a b i l i t y t o e x p l a i n and r e c o n c i l e . Quinlan e l e c t s t o place 

Johnson's b e l i e f i n another sphere, a m e t a r a t i o n a l sphere, 

but i n d o i n g so he leads us, q u i t e c o r r e c t l y t o the f a c t 

t h a t r a t i o n a l i t y was an inadequate defence f o r Johnson i n 

h i s a t t e m p t t o escape t he i n h i b i t i n g a u t h o r i t y o f a r e l i g i o n 

t h a t stands on i t s own. My at t e m p t t o understand t h i s 

c o n f l i c t , and t o d i s c o v e r e x a c t l y what o t h e r spheres 

Johnson's r e l i g i o n o p e r a t e d i n , two aspects o f the same 

q u e s t i o n , s h a l l be examined l a t e r . 

Thus, a t t h i s p o i n t , we must conclude t h a t as our 

process o f e x a m i n a t i o n proceeds, the f a c u l t y o f the r a t i o n a l 

i s l o s i n g a u t h o r i t y as i t i s b e i n g undercut by i t s e l f ; i t 
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i s , i n e f f e c t b e i n g l o g i c a l l y d i v e s t e d o f i t s l e g i t i m a c y . 
How t h i s must have made Johnson s u f f e r ! 

Before i n v e s t i g a t i n g the sphere i n which Johnson's 

b e l i e f o p e r a t e d , as promised a moment ago, we w i l l o r i e n t a t e 

o u r s e l v e s b e t t e r i f we c o n s i d e r b r i e f l y the well-known 

debate upon whether Johnson's r e l i g i o u s l i f e was a t r o u b l e -

f r e e , and e a s i l y coped - w i t h aspect o f h i s l i f e . Obviously, 

we would have t o r e j e c t t h i s t h e s i s i f we were t o be able to 

prove our own. B e r t r a n d Bronson wrote s u c c i n c t l y t h a t 

r e l i g i o n "...was n o t a m i l d and sunny element i n h i s l i f e , 

b u t crossed w i t h s t orm and s t r u g g l e . " T h e debate has o f t e n 

been d i s c u s s e d i n terms o f whether Johnson was a s c e p t i c or 

n o t , a f a c t f o cussed upon by Robert V o i t l e , i n h i s book, 

Samuel Johnson the M o r a l i s t . " V o i t l e h i m s e l f sides w i t h 

Chapin i n b e l i e v i n g t h a t s c e p t i c i s m d i d not e n t e r i n t o 

Johnson's r e l i g i o u s b e l i e f s a t a l l , and t h a t most o f h i s so-

c a l l e d r e l i g i o u s d i f f i c u l t i e s have been imagined. He warns: 

...and since the essential r e l i g i o s i t y even of saints 
cannot be successfully defended against the assaults of 
a halfway competent Freudian, there i s no use I n 
arguing Johnson's religious temperament at t h i s l e v e l . 

Though indeed, one must be c a r e f u l i f one i s not a 

p r o f e s s i o n a l p s y c h o l o g i s t , one must a l s o be wary o f becoming 

too b l a s e about an i n a b i l i t y t o i n t e r p r e t mental c h a r a c t e r 

and thus t o suspend any a t t e m p t t o d i s c u s s the n a t u r e o f 

Johnson's b e l i e f , something, i n c i d e n t a l l y which V o i t l e i s 
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p r e p a r e d t o do. We must, I f e e l , draw a d i s t i n c t i o n between 

o v e r s p e c i a ^ l i s e d 'psychology' and a more s t r a i g h t - f o r w a r d 

assessment o f human c h a r a c t e r based upon the s u b j e c t ' s 

l i t e r a r y o u t p u t , b i o g r a p h y , a u t o - b i o g r a p h y and statements 

combined w i t h r e f l e c t i o n upon one's s e l f and upon o t h e r s : i n 

t h i s way o n l y w i l l we be able t o c h a r t the d i f f i c u l t passage 

t h r o u g h i n d i v i d u a l t r a i t and common humanity. I make no 

apology f o r f o l l o w i n g a method o f t h i s s o r t . 

Both V o i t l e and Chapin r e s e n t the a l l e g a t i o n t h a t 

Johnson was i n some way a s c e p t i c . V o i t l e o u t l i n e s the 

arguments used t o prove t h i s c l a i m . 

A few resort to probing deeply into Johnson's Psyche; 
one cites the hints of Johnson's contemporaries; some 
reason that h i s f a i t h would have been more placid had i t 
been strong; and others argue by extrapolation that, 
becaiise Johnson was a skeptic I n some areas, he must 
have been one i n r e l i g i o n , too.-' 

We have c o n s i d e r e d and r e j e c t e d h i s d i s m i s s a l o f the f i r s t 

o p t i o n . The second, t h a t h i s contemporaries considered him 

to be a s c e p t i c , i s q u i t e c o r r e c t l y r u l e d out o f c o u r t by 

V o i t l e , who d i s m i s s e s a c l a i m t o t h i s e f f e c t made by Mossner 

v e r y convincingly.-^-^ As we have suggested a t the b e g i n n i n g 

o f t h e work, Johnson was c o n s i d e r e d t o be the g r e a t e s t 

champion o f o r t h o d o x C h r i s t i a n i t y o f h i s age. The o t h e r two 

arguments t o g e t h e r w i t h t h e f i r s t , need more d e t a i l e d 

d i s c u s s i o n . The f i r s t p o i n t t o make i s t h a t these t h r e e 

arguments are i n no way m u t u a l l y e x c l u s i v e , and i n f a c t , i n 
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approaching one, one i s i n e v i t a b l y l e d i n t o a c o n s i d e r a t i o n 

o f the o t h e r . I t i s i m p o r t a n t t o r e a l i s e t h a t i n an 

i n t e r p r e t a t i o n l i k e o u r s , namely t h a t t h e r e were deep 

t e n s i o n s i n Johnson's r e l i g i o n , we w i l l n e c e s s a r i l y be l e d 

to conclude t h a t s c e p t i c i s m d i d p l a y a p a r t i n Johnson's 

b e l i e f . The t e n s i o n s i n i t would have l e d him t o a s s o c i a t e 

r e l i g i o n w i t h d i v i s i o n and d i f f i c u l t y , w i t h the s t r a i n i n g o f 

the r a t i o n a l framework upon which h i s a u t h o r i t y l a y . This 

must have l e d him t o a deep r e p u l s i o n f o r r e l i g i o n , a 

f e e l i n g t h a t must have l e d t o s c e p t i c i s m , however 

i n f r e q u e n t . 

I n o r d e r t o c o u n t e r V o i t l e ' s r e j e c t i o n o f the three 

arguments f o r s c e p t i c i s m which he drew t o our a t t e n t i o n , 

(see above p.102) we s h a l l i n t r o d u c e C.E. P i e r c e ' s book The 

R e l i g i o u s L i f e o f Samuel Johnson, which i s a v e r y p e r c e p t i v e 

and complete s t u d y , i f a l i t t l e l a b o r i o u s i n i t s d i s p l a y i n g 

o f the arguments. W r i t t e n i n 1983, i t i s the most r e c e n t 

f u l l l e n g t h s t u d y o f Johnson's r e l i g i o n t h a t I can l o c a t e . 

I t runs i n b a s i c o p p o s i t i o n t o the V o i t l e / C h a p i n l i n e i n 

t h a t i t s b a s i c premise, s t a t e d a t the b e g i n n i n g o f the book, 

i s t h a t : "Samuel Johnson was not an i n s t i n c t i v e l y r e l i g i o u s 

man." The f i r s t paragraph i s as good an u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f 

Johnson's r e l i g i o u s l i f e as can be found. I t c o n t i n u e s : 

He was by nature a r a t i o n a l i s t who was always happiest 
when he was employing his reason to cut through cant and 
to a rrive at t r u t h . 
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Again we see the way i n which he uses r a t i o n a l i t y t o r e t a i n 

a u t h o r i t y . P i e r c e c o n t i n u e s : 

He was also by nature a skeptic, always doubting what 
others held to be true u n t i l such propositions were 
validated i n the court of reason or experience. ̂'̂  

We have d i s c u s s e d much o f t h i s aspect o f h i s thought i n the 

f i r s t c h a p t e r . P i e r c e c o n t i n u e s : 

Johnson, however, became a profoundly religious person 
out of psychological need, out of the need to overcome 
his sense of the misery of l i f e and out of his desire to 
give his own l i f e meaning and direction.-'-' 

Here then we have a reason f o r h i s i n t e n s e l y s t r o n g need f o r 

r e l i g i o n ; m i s e r y . Thus P i e r c e does n o t suggest t h a t Johnson 

i s a d i s b e l i e v e r , b u t he i s q u i t e adamant t h a t Johnson d i d 

no t have an easy r e l a t i o n s h i p w i t h h i s b e l i e f , q u i t e the 

c o n t r a r y . Thus we are b e g i n n i n g t o counter V o i t l e 

e f f e c t i v e l y , even i f we cannot prove t h a t Johnson was a 

s c e p t i c . I t i s i n t e r e s t i n g t o c o n t r a s t the idea t h a t he 

found r e l i g i o u s b e l i e f d i f f i c u l t owing t o the s t r a i n i t 

imposed upon him, w i t h t h a t o f h i s f e a r s t h a t we noted at 

the b e g i n n i n g o f t h e c h a p t e r , c o n c e r n i n g the new s c e p t i c s . 

Both p o s i t i o n s can o n l y be understood i f they are seen i n 

terms o f Johnson's need f o r p e r s o n a l a u t h o r i t y , as we have 

proposed. I f we f o l l o w P i e r c e ' s t h e s i s t h a t m i sery caused 

Johnson t o take on board C h r i s t i a n i t y , we are i n a good 

p o s i t i o n t o a s s e r t t h a t the m i n u t i a e o f C h r i s t i a n b e l i e f 

were n o t a t i s s u e , i n o t h e r words he d i d not p r o f e s s the 
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creed because he b e l i e v e d i n an i n f i n i t e l y good God, but 

i n s t e a d , because he needed r e l i g i o n t o undercut the misery 

o f l i f e , and t o g i v e h i m s e l f d i r e c t i o n . Orthodoxy i s not so 

much " r i g h t " f o r Johnson, as a v e r y d i s t u r b i n g and 

un c o m f o r t a b l e n e c e s s i t y , as P i e r c e d e s c r i b e s : 

Convinced that l i f e was at best very uncertain and at 
worst very unhappy, and determined not to surrender to 
despair, Johnson turned to the Christian view of 
l i f e . . . a s the pri n c i p l e means by which he could most 
s a t i s f a c t o r i l y endure the "pain of being a 
man."..."There i s but one so l i d basis of happiness- and 
that i s , the reasonable hope of a happy fut u r i t y . " - ^ ^ 

T h i s p o s i t i n g o f mi s e r y as the b a s i c r a i s o n d ' e t r e 

o f Johnson's r e l i g i o n has the e f f e c t o f e n t r a p p i n g him i n a 

t e r r i f y i n g v o r t e x . The t a k i n g on o f the a u t h o r i t a t i v e l i f e -

d i r e c t o r means as we have s a i d t h a t r a t i o n a l i t y i s o f 

paramount importance i n the r e t a i n i n g o f h i s i n d i v i d u a l 

a u t h o r i t y . However, as we have a l s o seen, r a t i o n a l i t y does 

not p r o v i d e an adequate p a t h t o r e l i g i o n , a f a c t t h a t must 

have l e f t Johnson d e f e n c e l e s s a g a i n s t the c r u s h i n g a u t h o r i t y 

f rom above. T h i s must have i n c r e a s e d h i s p e r t u r b a t i o n , 

something which i n t u r n would have caused him t o lo o k 

upwards f o r the l i f e d i r e c t i n g f o r c e , and so round a g a i n , 

and a g a i n . 

As i f t h i s was not enough, the t h e s i s t h a t Johnson's 

need f o r r e l i g i o n r e s u l t e d from h i s misery i m p l i e s a s e l f 

c o n t r a d i c t i o n . The r e l i g i o n which i s not supposed t o be 

based upon a n y t h i n g e l s e , which i s s e l f - s u f f i c i e n t , i s i n 

f a c t based upon Johnson h i m s e l f . Johnson does not assent t o 
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i t because i t has d o c t r i n e t h a t appeals, or indeed because 

i t i s the t r u t h t h a t one i s not capable o f q u e s t i o n i n g , but 

because he i s m i s e r a b l e . I f Johnson were t o be completely-

honest w i t h h i m s e l f , he c o u l d not use t h i s r e l i g i o n t o solve 

h i s problem. I f you l i k e , r e l i g i o n can no longer be c a l l e d 

upon i n defence a g a i n s t m i s e r y . T h i s may indeed a l l o w h i s 

own a u t h o r i t y t o f l o u r i s h , but as we have seen, t h i s alone 

d i d n o t go f a r enough; he needed t o be g i v e n d i r e c t i o n from 

w i t h o u t . So what i s Johnson t o do? The o n l y f a c t o r now l e f t 

i n t h i s e q u a t i o n o f c o n f l i c t i n g a u t h o r i t i e s i s h i s misery. 

I s t h a t the end? 

The way out f o r Johnson can be seen i n one o f h i s 

sermons, namely Sermon XV. James Gray, i n h i s book upon the 

sermons, d i v i d e s them i n t o groups d e f i n e d by t h e i r d i f f e r i n g 

ways o f d i s c u s s i n g happiness; o n l y f i v e o f the twenty e i g h t 

sermons are n o t i n c l u d e d i n t h i s l i s t , and thus we can 

e x t r a p o l a t e the importance o f t h i s theme f o r Johnson's 

r e l i g i o u s l i f e . I n f a c t Gray s t r e s s e s t h i s i n h i s n a r r a t i v e : 

There i s scarcely a sermon of his i n which 'happiness' 
or ' f e l i c i t y ' or some variant thereof does not appear. 
I t i s the word, the idea, the concemment which binds 
the e n t i r e canon of his sermons together.-'' 

I w i s h t o s t r e s s t h e n , t h a t i n my use o f Sermon XV t o 

i n v e s t i g a t e t he r e l i g i o u s t e n s i o n s , I have chosen a sermon 

t h a t i s t y p i c a l , and hence l e g i t i m a t e l y u s e f u l . 
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The sermon i s p r e f i x e d by a sentence from the book 

o f Job, c h a p t e r XIV: "Man t h a t i s born o f a woman, i s o f a 

few days, and f u l l o f t r o u b l e . " I am u s i n g the Yale e d i t i o n 

o f Johnson's works, which asks us t o compare t h i s Sermon 

w i t h X I I and XIV , Rambler 17, I d l e r 89, 103, and a Sermon 

by Samuel C l a r k e (whose i n f l u e n c e upon Johnson Sachs has 

s t r e s s e d ) . Thus a g a i n , we are not concerned w i t h a unique 

statement o f t h i s t y p e o f view. 

Johnson opens the sermon w i t h a s h o r t comment upon 

the Job q u o t a t i o n : 

The position, contained i n t h i s sentence, neither 
requires, nor admits, proof or i l l u s t r a t i o n : being too 
evident to be denied, and too clear to be mistaken. 

(159, 1st para) 

T h i s i s a v e r y i n t e r e s t i n g r e a c t i o n . We would expect Johnson 

t o g i v e us an e x p l a n a t i o n as t o why man i s m i s e r a b l e , or a t 

l e a s t an e l a b o r a t i o n . I n s t e a d we r e c e i v e b a l d statement 

o n l y , a mark, I f e e l , o f b o t h the importance o f the t o p i c t o 

Johnson and perhaps h i s l a c k o f c o n f i d e n c e t h a t the case f o r 

man's m i s e r y can be a b s o l u t e l y c l e a r l y argued. But why was 

he so i n t e n t upon p r o v i n g t h a t the n a t u r a l s t a t e o f man i s 

m i s e r a b l e ? The answer I b e l i e v e l i e s i n the problems which 

were o u t l i n e d p r i o r t o c o n s i d e r a t i o n o f the sermon. 

Johnson's d o m i n a t i n g p a s s i o n i s mi s e r y ; beside i t r e l i g i o n 

i s o f l i t t l e power, as i s r a t i o n a l i t y . What i s he t o do? The 

o n l y way o u t , i t seems t o me, i s t o r e i n t r o d u c e r e l i g i o n by 
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l i n k i n g m i s e r y d i r e c t l y t o i t , i n o t h e r words by saying t h a t 

m i s e r y i s the n a t u r a l s t a t e o f man. I f t h i s i s so, then 

perhaps m i s e r y can be seen i n terms o f r e l i g i o n r a t h e r than 

u s i n g r e l i g i o n t o get away from m i s e r y , and hence the 

a s s e r t i o n t h a t the n a t u r a l s t a t e o f man i s misery a t the 

b e g i n n i n g o f t h e sermon. 

The next paragraph i s an a t t e m p t t o argue the case 

f o r t h i s c o n c l u s i o n , a s i g n perhaps t h a t Johnson i s not so 

sure o f i t as he would l i k e t o be, and more i m p o r t a n t l y , 

t h a t i t i s c r u c i a l t o him. His f i r s t argument i s t h a t a 

t r u t h o f t e n r e p e a t e d or indeed experienced i s almost always 

i g n o r e d due t o our f a m i l i a r i t y w i t h i t . One f e e l s t h a t 

though Johnson may be r i g h t , i t would be e q u a l l y v a l i d t o 

say t h a t people do not always t h i n k t h a t l i f e i s s h o r t and 

m i s e r a b l e because q u i t e s i m p l y i t i s n o t . Misery and 

happiness are not t r u t h s o f a r a t i o n a l t y p e , but emotions, 

and thus i f one f e e l s m i s e r a b l e then one i s m i s e r a b l e , and 

c o n v e r s e l y , i f one f e e l s happy then one i s indeed happy. One 

f e e l s here t h a t Johnson i s imposing t h e o r y upon a c t u a l i t y i n 

a d i s h o n e s t way. T h i s i s because i n h i s c i r c l e o f 

a u t h o r i t a t i v e c o n f l i c t t h i s i s the o n l y e x p l a n a t i o n t h a t 

w i l l work. Johnson uses t h e o r y t o t r y t o escape the r e a l i t y 

o f m i s e r y , and t h i s i s a secondary reason why he t r i e s so 

h a r d t o convince us o f our m i s e r a b l e s t a t e ; i f t h e r e i s a 

s u s p i c i o n t h a t h i s a t t e m p t e d means o f p r o o f i s f a u l t y , then 

he w i l l a p p l y i t more s t r i n g e n t l y . 
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I n the f o l l o w i n g paragraph o f Sermon XV, (159,para3) 

Johnson b r i n g s i n t o p l a y the idea t h a t we o f t e n t r y t o 

f o r g e t our m i s e r i e s and convince o u r s e l v e s i n t o b e l i e v i n g 

t h a t we are h a p p i e r than i s a c t u a l l y the case, owing t o our 

f e a r o f b e i n g m i s e r a b l e . N e v e r t h e l e s s , Johnson recommends 

f o r us a " . . . j u s t e s t i m a t e o f human l i f e " however p a i n f u l 

t h i s i s , m a i n l y because i t i s our d u t y "...appointed by 

d i v i n e p r o v i d e n c e . " A c c o r d i n g t o Johnson we w i l l be judged 

w i t h harshness over the e v i l s we commit through " . . . i d l e n e s s 

or c h o i c e . " What Johnson i s t r y i n g t o do here i s t o f o r c e us 

t o acknowledge our m i s e r y t h r o u g h t he t h r e a t o f d i v i n e 

d i s p l e a s u r e . But a l s o i n t r o d u c e d here i s the concept o f the 

p r e s e n t b e i n g moulded by the f u t u r e , and i n t h i s way, 

r e l i g i o n f o r Johnson i s n o t an e x p l a n a t i o n o f how t h i n g s 

a r e , b u t a gamble o f l i f e , a gamble based upon what w i l l be. 

I r o n i c a l l y , however, i t i s a gamble which i s brought about 

by t he p r e s e n t s i t u a t i o n o f m i s e r y . Strange as t h i s may 

seem, i t can be e x p l a i n e d i n terras o f the problems we were 

d i s c u s s i n g e a r l i e r i n t h a t i f m i s e r y i s going t o be seen as 

the n a t u r a l s t a t e o f man, t h e r e must be some purpose t o our 

s u f f e r i n g . I t i s i n c o n c e i v a b l e t h a t a w h o l l y good God c o u l d 

b r i n g us such d i s c o m f o r t w i t h o u t purpose. The one advantage 

t h i s s t a t e o f a f f a i r s seems t o have i s i t s a b i l i t y t o make 

us w i s h f o r a b e t t e r l i f e , a l i f e o f rewards and punishments 

i n t h e f u t u r e . Not o n l y does t h i s p o s i t i o n make sense o f our 
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m i s e r y , but i t o f f e r s a good i n c e n t i v e t o moral a c t i o n , 

something o f importance t o Johnson. 

I n the next paragraph, (p.160, p a r a 2 ) , we r e a l i s e 

a g a i n t h a t the b a l d statement made i n the v e r y f i r s t 

p aragraph was i n s u f f i c i e n t . To s a t i s f y h i m s e l f he launches 

i n t o a s u s t a i n e d appeal based upon " . . . d a i l y experience". I n 

i t , happiness i s a l l o w e d t o be an i l l u s i o n , whereas misery, 

i f f e l t , i s d e s c r i b e d as " . . . t h e v o i c e o f s a l u t a r y 

a d m o n i t i o n . " But one f e e l s t h a t e i t h e r Johnson i s becoming 

d e s p e r a t e , o r more s i m p l y , t h a t he i s sa d l y mistaken. Why 

s h o u l d one emotion be a f a n c i f u l i m a g i n i n g , whereas another 

be t h e v o i c e o f o b j e c t i v e r e a l i t y ? T h i s p o s i t i o n , i f s t a t e d 

i n these terms, i s v e r y o b v i o u s l y f a l s e . I t i s brought about 

by Johnson's need t o prove t h a t m i s e r y i s n a t u r a l , and not 

j u s t c h r o n i c a l l y p r e s e n t i n h i s case, i n him as an 

i n d i v i d u a l . Not o n l y would the a d m i t t i n g o f t h i s cause h i s 

p r e c a r i o u s l y balanced s a n i t y t o c o l l a p s e , but i t would be 

ano t h e r element d e t r a c t i n g from h i s i n d i v i d u a l a u t h o r i t y , as 

he wished t o be able t o c l a i m t h a t above a l l people he 

ex p e r i e n c e d f u l l y , and understood c o r r e c t l y , the human 

predicament. More w i l l be s a i d on t h i s p r e s e n t l y . 

I n t h e n e x t paragraph, Johnson s t a t e s t h a t : 

As t h i s changeable and uncertain l i f e i s only the 
passage to an immutable state, and endless duration of 
happiness or misery; i t ought never to be absent from 
our thoughts, that "man bom of woman i s of few days." 

(161, paraS) 
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I n so many ways t h i s may be seen as the c e n t r a l statement o f 

Johnson's r e l i g i o u s f a i t h . But i t i s s u r e l y a v e r y l o p - s i d e d 

view o f l i f e . Nobody would deny t h a t l i f e i s changeable or 

u n c e r t a i n , we are not s o o t h s a y e r s ! But i s l i f e r e a l l y 

" . . . o n l y the passage t o an immutable s t a t e . " ? There must be 

more t o i t than t h a t . TVhere, f o r i n s t a n c e , i s love? There i s 

something more t h i s - w o r l d l y , more complete than a mere 

temporary arrangement^ about t r u e l o v e whether human or t h a t 

o f God f o r man. And indeed t h e r e must be some value f o r 

e a r t h i f one i s t o e x p l a i n C h r i s t ' s coming. Furthermore, are 

the b e a u t i e s o f the e a r t h r e a l l y as u n i m p o r t a n t as Johnson's 

view would seem t o a l l o w ? The view Johnson i s p u t t i n g 

f o r w a r d here i s not one t h a t i s p e c u l i a r t o him, and we 

cannot d i s m i s s i t as an i d i o s y n c r a t i c d e l u s i o n . There i s a 

s t r o n g s t r a i n o f C h r i s t i a n thought which f o r c i b l y puts 

f o r w a r d the i d e a t h a t the C h r i s t i a n i s merely a v i s i t o r upon 

the e a r t h . Though not w i s h i n g t o e n t e r i n t o a d i s c u s s i o n 

upon the p h i l o s o p h i c a l m e r i t s o f such an i d e a , t h e r e i s no 

doubt t h a t the view l e d Johnson p s y c h o l o g i c a l l y t o c o n f u s i o n 

and m i s e r y , as on the one hand, he i s , as we have seen, very 

much i n v o l v e d w i t h the w o r l d , w i t h i t s m i s e r i e s and f e a r s , 

w h i l s t on the o t h e r hand, we have t h i s view t h a t i t i s 

somehow w o r t h l e s s , and o n l y a p r e p a r a t i o n f o r a f u t u r e 

s t a t e . He must s i m u l t a n e o u s l y have found t h a t he needed t o 

b e l i e v e i n the f u t u r e l i f e t o escape the m i s e r y o f h i s l i f e 

on e a r t h w h i l s t r e a l i s i n g t h a t the v e r y m i s e r y o f the 
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p r e s e n t l i f e ensured i t s importance f o r him, as i t 

c o n c e n t r a t e d h i s mind so c o n t i n u a l l y upon h i s present 

p o s i t i o n . F u r t h e r evidence o f the importance o f the emotions 

o f happiness and m i s e r y t o Johnson, i s the way i n which he 

views the f u t u r e l i f e e x c l u s i v e l y i n terms o f these s t a t e s . 

The f u t u r e l i f e i s d e f i n e d as an "...endless d u r a t i o n o f 

happiness aad m i s e r y . . . " . This i s what i s seen as i m p o r t a n t , 

and t h e r e i s no doubt, t h e n , t h a t they played a c r u c i a l p a r t 

i n h i s f i g h t w i t h r e l i g i o n and a u t h o r i t y . 

There i s , however, another reason f o r the way i n 

which Johnson p l a c e s r e l i g i o n i n the f u t u r e . This i s , I 

b e l i e v e , a n o t h e r method t h a t Johnson employs t o attempt to 

by-pass the a u t h o r i t y demanded by a s e l f - a u t h o r i t a t i v e 

r e l i g i o n . By p l a c i n g i t i n the f u t u r e , Johnson can make 

stat e m e n t s about what one has t o do, t h e r e b y becoming the 

a u t h o r i t y h i m s e l f . I f r e l i g i o n was j u s t about l o v e , t h e r e 

would be n o t h i n g more f o r Johnson t o say about i t , and hence 

i t would d i r e c t him, r u l i n g out the p o s s i b i l i t y o f pe r s o n a l 

a u t h o r i t y . By l o o k i n g t o the f u t u r e , and assujring the moral 

c h a r a c t e r o f r e l i g i o n , Johnson i s l e f t v e r y much i n business 

as an a u t h o r i t y . F u rthermore, by b e i n g able t o shape 

r e l i g i o n h i m s e l f , as i t s demands are about what has not y e t 

happened, and hence are p o t e n t i a l l y p r e d i c t a b l e , he can 

impose h i s w i l l upon the r e l i g i o n . Yet again we see Johnson 

t r y i n g t o a v o i d t he demands o f a s e l f - a u t h o r i t a t i v e f a i t h . 
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Another s t r a i n occurs i n t h i s same passage not 

n e c e s s a r i l y i n terms o f l o g i c , but i n terms o f s e c u r i t y , i n 

t h a t on the one hand we have an o b j e c t i v e l y j u d g i n g God, 

whereas on the o t h e r , we have a w o r l d which seems t o operate 

i n ways which are not n e c e s s a r i l y f a i r ; here God i s 

d i s t u r b i n g and i n e x p l i c a b l e . We s h a l l see t h i s t e n s i o n v e r y 

c l e a r l y when i n v e s t i g a t i n g h i s r e v i e w o f Soames Jenyn's 

E n q u i r y . But a g a i n we see t h i s w o r k i n g towards Johnson's 

c o n v i c t i o n t h a t the w o r l d i s by n e c e s s i t y m i s e r a b l e , and 

geared towards t h i s f u t u r i s t i c purpose; i t i s emerging t h a t 

i n c hoosing r e l i g i o n t o h e l p cope w i t h h i s misery, he i s 

c a u s i n g more problems f o r h i m s e l f , more problems which would 

presumably d e t r a c t from h i s s t a b i l i t y , thus d e c r e a s i n g h i s 

own a u t h o r i t y . 

I n the ne x t paragraph, ( 1 6 2 , p a r a 2 ) , we f i n d a 

r e p e t i t i o n o f the themes advanced i n the preceding two 

paragraphs w i t h the added r e j o i n d e r t h a t though many people 

may indeed r e a l i s e the e x i s t e n c e o f the f u t u r e s t a t e and i t s 

i m p o r t a n c e , t h e y o f t e n do not d w e l l upon i t , and t h a t i s 

where the problem l i e s . One cannot h e l p f e e l i n g t h a t i t i s a 

p e c u l i a r a t t i t u d e t o make the f u t u r e the o n l y purpose o f the 

p r e s e n t , e s p e c i a l l y when one c o n s i d e r s the e m p i r i c i s t / 

r a t i o n a l i s t a t t i t u d e which Johnson would have taken t o any 

o t h e r m a t t e r . One f i n d s i t hard t o imagine the r e f u t e r o f 

Be r k e l e y ' s s p e c u l a t i v e p h i l o s o p h y , t a k i n g an a t t i t u d e so 

d i f f e r e n t from t h a t o f the i n d u c t i v e approach. I t does 
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demonstrate, I b e l i e v e , the e x t r a o r d i n a r y t e n s i o n s w i t h 

which Johnson has t o become e m b r o i l e d . 

The f o l l o w i n g paragraph i s e x t r e m e l y p e s s i m i s t i c 

and, t o be h o n e s t , almost p e r v e r s e , a word which i s used i n 

th e v e r y paragraph i n q u e s t i o n . The u s u a l l y s u p p o r t i v e 

e d i t o r s o f the "Yale" e d i t i o n d e s c r i b e t h i s as an 

" . . . a u s t e r e passage" and t r y , i n some way, t o excuse him by 

p r o v i d i n g r e f e r e n c e s o f more encouraging passages t o be 

found i n Johnson's work. Here indeed i s a mark o f i t s 

e x t r e m i t y ! Johnson i s s u r e l y l o o k i n g a t l i f e from the wrong 

a n g l e : 

...that every hour, however enlivened by gaiety, or 
d i g n i f i e d by splendour, i s a part subducted from the sum 
of l i f e ; (162, para3) 

S u r e l y i t i s a n o t h e r hour added t o the sum o f l i f e , not 

subducted. Johnson seems t o see l i f e as b e i n g a s e t ending 

t o which we approach; but i t i s a p a r t i c u l a r l y strange t h i n g 

t o say when we remember Johnson's passion f o r l i f e , a 

p a s s i o n t h a t l e d him t o p u n c t u r e h i s own legs,-^^ and indeed 

i t was he who rounded upon h i s surgeon. Dr. Brocklesby, when 

he proved r e l u c t a n t t o l a n c e Johnson's s a r o c e l e , s a y i n g : 

How many men i n a year die through the t i m i d i t y of those 
whom they consult f o r health. I want length o£ l i f e , and 
you fear giving me pain, which I care not for.-^^ 
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I n t h e l i g h t o f h i s own l i f e t h e n , one would have thought 

t h a t an hour o f g a i e t y was another hour t o add t o the mass 

o f g a i e t y , n o t one more t o s u b t r a c t . His pa s s i o n a t e d e s i r e 

f o r s e l f - i m p o r t a n c e , m a n i f e s t e d i n h i s a g g r e s s i v e d e s i r e t o 

l i v e a t a l l c o s t s , p o i n t s towards h i s d e s i r e f o r p e r s o n a l 

a u t h o r i t y . The need f o r r e l i g i o n and the t h r e a t which t h i s 

b r o u g h t t o t h i s a u t h o r i t y , l e d him t o say the most s e l f -

c o n t r a d i c t o r y t h i n g s , f o r i n s t a n c e the r e f u t a t i o n o f h i s 

b a s i c p a s s i o n f o r l i f e . I n the v e r y same paragraph, he says 

something w h i c h , a l t h o u g h a common t h e s i s i n C h r i s t i a n 

t h o u g h t , does seem s t r a n g e i n terms o f the l o g i c o f 

Johnson's argument. He w r i t e s : " . . . t h e f a b r i c k o f 

t e r r e s t r i a l happiness has no f o u n d a t i o n t h a t can lo n g 

s u p p o r t i t . " One i s tempted t o ask i f the C h r i s t i a n should 

c o n s i d e r b e l i e f i n God as a mode r a t e l y s o l i d b a s i s f o r 

happiness a t the v e r y l e a s t . Furthermore, i f God cannot 

p r o v i d e t h i s upon e a r t h , why should he be able t o p r o v i d e 

happiness i n the f u t u r e world? Only something v e r y s t r o n g l y 

confused c o u l d have l e d him t o t h a t c o n c l u s i o n . 

I n the n e x t paragraph, (162, paraA) our s u s p i c i o n s 

are t o a c e r t a i n e x t e n t j u s t i f i e d , when we see him w r i t e ; 

" I f reason f o r b i d s us t o f i x our h e a r t s upon t h i n g s which we 

are n o t c e r t a i n o f r e t a i n i n g . . . " . I t i s p a r t i c u l a r l y 

i n t e r e s t i n g i n t h a t n o t h i n g on the s u r f a c e o f the paragraph 

b e f o r e would l e a d us t o come t o t h i s c o n c l u s i o n o f doubt, 

n o t h i n g , t h a t i s , t h a t Johnson openly r e v e a l s . This s t a t e 
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o f a f f a i r s would have been p a i n f u l t o the r a t i o n a l i s t i c 

Johnson; so p a i n f u l i n f a c t t h a t he a t t e m p t s a r a t i o n a l i s t i c 

e x p l a n a t i o n f o r t h i s u n r a t i o n a l i s t i c s t a t e o f a f f a i r s : 

...we v i o l a t e a prohibition s t i l l stronger, when we 
suffer ourselves to place our happiness i n that which 
must c e r t a i n l y be l o s t ; 

Again, however, Johnson seems t o l o o k a t happiness from an 

u n r e a l i s t i c a l l y p h i l o s o p h i c a l a n g l e . I cannot imagine t h a t 

anyone f e e l i n g happy would c o n s i d e r t h i s emotion as an 

u n r e a l i s t i c d e l u s i o n because i t w i l l not l a s t f o r e t e r n i t y . 

One i s happy and t h a t i s an end o n ' t , and indeed Johnson 

s l i p s i n t o a d m i t t i n g t h i s l a t e r i n the paragraph when he 

w r i t e s t h a t : "Pleasures and honours must q u i c k l y p e r i s h , 

because l i f e i t s e l f must soon be a t an end." Here he admits 

t h a t p l e a s u r e s are f a l s e because t h e y are not i n f i n i t e , not 

because, as he admits elsewhere, t h e y a r e , i n some sense, 

i n h e r e n t l y f a l s e . But t h i s i s h a r d l y grounds f o r d i s m i s s i n g 

p l e a s u r e ; m i s e r y i s indeed under the same c o n s t r i c t i o n s , and 

y e t Johnson does n o t c o n s i d e r i t u n r e a l ; indeed l i f e i t s e l f 

i s n o t i n f i n i t e ; i s i t then f a l s e ? So why should Johnson so 

begrudge the i d e a o f p l e a s u r e ? One o f the reasons, as I have 

suggested, i s because i f man i s happy, then Johnson's r o l e 

as an a u t h o r i t y and guide i s l o s t , as people w i l l e x i s t f a r 

more i n t h e p r e s e n t , and f e e l t h a t l i f e i s s u f f i c i e n t 

w i t h o u t h a v i n g t o heed the warnings o f one who knows b e t t e r 

- the a u t h o r i t y . T h i s i s the same s o r t o f r e a c t i o n t h a t we 

mentioned e a r l i e r c o n c e r n i n g h i s f e a r o f a r e l i g i o n o f the 
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here and now. Another i n t e r e s t i n g i n t e r p r e t a t i o n t h a t would 

make sense o f h i s d e s i r e t o i n s i s t t h a t the n a t u r a l s t a t e of 

man i s m i s e r a b l e , i s t h a t i f m i s e r y were not the n a t u r a l 

s t a t e o f man, t h e n the l i n k betwen God and misery i s not so 

i m p o r t a n t . I f t h i s was the case then Johnson los e s a c e r t a i n 

l e g i t i m a c y i n t a l k i n g o f God a u t h o r i t a t i v e l y as h i s own 

e x p e r i e n c e o f m i s e r y was not t h e r e f o r e a n a t u r a l human 

c o n d i t i o n , b u t an i n d i v i d u a l p e c u l i a r i t y . Though we have 

s a i d t h a t r e l i g i o n t h r e a t e n e d h i s own a u t h o r i t y , i f r e l i g i o n 

c o u l d be shown t o be something o t h e r than what Johnson stood 

f o r , t hen h i s a u t h o r i t y would d i m i n i s h even f u r t h e r as he 

d i d n o t have the s a n c t i o n t h a t r e l i g i o n o f f e r e d t o him, 

q u i t e a p a r t from t h e f a c t t h a t i t p r o v i d e d an e x p l a n a t i o n 

f o r Johnson's own f e e l i n g s . We can f e e l the pains w i t h which 

Johnson had t o deal.The p a i n one can f e e l . I f r e l i g i o n 

p r o v i d e d the t r u t h , t h e n h i s a u t h o r i t y would be d i m i n i s h e d ; 

i f i t d i d n o t , t h e n t h e r e would be no p o s s i b i l i t y o f 

p e r s o n a l a u t h o r i t y a t a l l . 

The n e x t paragraph i s e q u a l l y l e n g t h y and on the 

same s u b j e c t . However i t i s a f i n e example o f Johnson a t h i s 

b e s t . I s h a l l t h e r e f o r e quote i t i n f u l l . 

Purposes l i k e these are often formed, and often 
forgotten. When remorse and solitude press hard upon the 
mind, they a f f o r d a temporary refuge, which, l i k e other 
shelters from a storm, i s forsaken, when the calm 
returns. The design of amendment i s never dismissed, but 
i t rests i n the bosom without e f f e c t . The time 
convenient f o r so great a change of conduct i s not yet 
come. There are hinderences which another year w i l l 
remove; there are helps which some near event w i l l 
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supply. Day rises a f t e r day, and one year follows 
another, and produces nothing, but resolutions without 
e f f e c t , and s e l f - reproach without reformation. The 
time destined f o r a new l i f e lapses i n silence; another 
time i s fix e d , and another lapses; but the same t r a i n of 
delusion s t i l l continues. He that sees his danger, 
doubts not his power of escaping i t ; and though he has 
deceived himself a thousand times, loses l i t t l e of his 
own confidence. The indignation excited by the past 
w i l l , he thinks, secure him from any future f a i l u r e . He 
r e t i r e s to confirm his thoughts by meditation, and feels 
sentiments of pie t y powerful w i t h i n him. He ventures 
again i n t o the stream of l i f e , and finds himself again 
carried away by the current. 

I t ends w i t h t he m a r v e l l o u s l y i n t e n s e Johnsonian image: "He 

v e n t u r e s a g a i n i n t o t h e stream o f l i f e , and f i n d s h i m s e l f 

a g a i n c a r r i e d away by the c u r r e n t . " (164, p a r a l ) . A f t e r 

r e a d i n g a passage o f t h i s s o r t i t i s i m p o s s i b l e t o c l a i m 

t h a t Johnson d i d not care f o r the present w o r l d . I t i s f a r 

too r e a l f o r him t o l i v e i n co m f o r t even. I t i s h i g h l y 

i r o n i c t h a t i t was the v e r y r e a l d e s i r e f o r s e l f -

importance which l e d him t o p l a c e such importance i n the 

f u t u r e , making i t t he f u t u r i s t i c judgement's v e r y r a i s o n 

d ' e t r e . I t i s i m p o s s i b l e t o c l a i m t h a t one c o u l d not 

approach l i f e w i t h so b l a t a n t a c o n t r a d i c t i o n w i t h o u t t h e r e 

b e i n g a v e r y s t r o n g impulse t o do so; one which seems t o be 

c l o s e l y l i n k e d t o a u t h o r i t y . 

On p.165 we encounter a s u s t a i n e d passage upon the 

d i f f i c u l t i e s o f r e f o r m a t i o n , and hence the n e c e s s i t y o f 

e f f e c t i n g i t . One p o i n t o f i n t e r e s t i s i n t r o d u c e d by the 

f o l l o w i n g sentence: 

The p e n i t e n t i a l sense of s i n , and the desire of a new 
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l i f e , when they arise i n the mind, are to be received as 
monitions excited by our merciful Father: (165, paraA) 

There i s o f course no necessary l i n k between the two, but 

f o r t h e sake o f argument l e t us make one. One can imagine 

people who do n o t f e e l t h e i r s i n ; does t h i s mean t h a t they 

have no s i n , or t h a t God does not communicate w i t h them; i t 

i s d i f f i c u l t t o imagine Johnson a c c e p t i n g p r e d e s t i n a t i o n , 

e s p e c i a l l y a f t e r h i s d i s m i s s a l o f i t s p l a c e i n the t h i r t y 

n i n e a r t i c l e s , ^ ' - ' T h i s i s an example, I b e l i e v e , o f Johnson's 

a t t e m p t t o r e i n f o r c e h i s own a u t h o r i t y by the p u t t i n g 

f o r w a r d o f the i n t e r p r e t a t i o n o f phenomena, and the 

i n s t r u c t i o n t o a c t m o r a l l y upon them. 

The n e x t paragraph i s p r o b a b l y the most c r u c i a l . 

A f t e r t h e extended m o r a l i s t i c paragraph upon the n e c e s s i t y 

f o r r e p e n t a n c e , where d e t a i l e d reasons are g i v e n f o r t h i s 

course o f a c t i o n , he w r i t e s s i m p l y , and I quote the e n t i r e 

paragraph: 

The motives to religious vigilance, and diligence i n our 
duties, which are afforded by serious meditation on the 
shortness of l i f e , w i l l receive assistance from the view 
of i t s misery; and we are therefore to remember, 
secondly, that "man bom of woman i s f u l l of trouble." 

Johnson, a f t e r much i n t e l l e c t u a l t w i s t i n g and t u r n i n g a l l o w s 

h i s r e a l f e e l i n g s t o come t o the f o r e f r o n t , w i t h o u t 

e l a b o r a t i o n , l i f e i s m i s e r a b l e . I t i s comments l i k e t h i s 

which a l l o w P i e r c e t o w r i t e a t the b e g i n n i n g o f h i s book: 

Johnson, however, became a profoundly religious person 
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out of psychological need, out of the need to overcome 
his sense of misery of l i f e and out of his desire to 
give his own l i f e meaning and direction.^-'-

a statement echoed by B e r t r a n d Bronson i n h i s famous essay, 

"Johnson A g o n i s t e s " : " R e l i g i o n i s a p i s a l l e r t o which one 

i s d r i v e n by the desperate c h a r a c t e r o f the quest f o r 

happiness."^^ This s u r e l y i s the b a s i s o f Johnson's need f o r 

r e l i g i o n , and as we have seen i t becomes a s e l f - g e n e r a t i n g 

m i s e r y . He admits as much i n the next paragraph: "The 

immediate e f f e c t o f the numerous c a l a m i t i e s , w i t h which 

human n a t u r e i s t h r e a t e n e d , or a f f l i c t e d , i s t o d i r e c t our 

d e s i r e s t o a b e t t e r s t a t e . " Here we see Johnson a t h i s best 

and most h e a r t f e l t , a passage r e m i n i s c e n t o f the l a s t 

p aragraph o f the s p l e n d i d Preface t o The D i c t i o n a r y . I t i s 

indeed a d e s p e r a t e l y sad testament: " . . . t h a t i n the dead 

calm o f s o l i t u d e we are i n s u f f i c i e n t t o our own 

contentment..." Here, as i n a l l o f Johnson's most h e a r t f e l t 

passages, we f i n d him d i s s e c t i n g h i m s e l f upon paper, 

a l l o w i n g h i s t e n s i o n s and i n n e r c o n t r a d i c t i o n s t o f o r c e 

themselves o u t . Here, as much as anywhere, we see Johnson's 

psychology w o r k i n g a u t h o r i t a t i v e l y i n the st r a n g e l i n k i n g 

t o g e t h e r o f h i s d i s p a r a t e elements r e v e a l e d i n the grammar 

and v o c a b u l a r y o f the passages. We s h a l l d i s c u s s i n the 

f o l l o w i n g c h a p t e r how t h i s s t r a n g e f o r c e f o r cohesion 

o p e r a t e s , how Johnson was sometimes able t o p u l l the 

c o m p l e x i t i e s o f h i s l i f e t o g e t h e r , w h i l s t r e a l i s i n g the 

t e r r i f y i n g n a t u r e o f the r e s u l t i n g t e n s i o n s . I n t h i s passage 
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i s suggested one o f t h e reasons f o r Johnson's misery. The 

passage demonstrates what K r u t c h d e s c r i b e d as Johnson's 

"...enormous ze s t f o r l i v i n g " ^ - ^ i n h i s deep engagement w i t h 

l i f e , and indeed the h i g h hopes t h a t he had from i t . For 

most people the e x p e c t a t i o n s o f l i f e are sometimes 

f u l f i l l e d , sometimes d i s a p p o i n t e d , and indeed sometimes 

b e t t e r e d . Johnson's p o w e r f u l mind must have brought i n t o 

b e i n g an idea o f p e r f e c t i o n which r e a l i t y c o u l d never have 

l i v e d up t o . Thus the f u t u r e s t a t e was necessary t o him as a 

concept o f p e r f e c t i o n , a f u l f i l m e n t o f h i s deepest d e s i r e s 

and e x p e c t a t i o n s , as indeed was t h e r e l i g i o n t h a t he 

p o s i t e d : "There w i l l no l o n g e r be p a i n or sorrow." 

I n the n e x t paragraph ( 1 6 6 , p a r a 2 ) , Johnson 

i n t r o d u c e s the concept t h a t man i s not " . . . a f f l i c t e d but f o r 

good purposes." Can we r e a l l y t a k e t h i s a t face value? We 

must note t h a t Johnson does not e x p l a i n what these purposes 

a r e , and indeed one does f e e l t h a t he makes the comment i n 

an almost o f f -hand way! Could a man who s u f f e r e d t o such an 

e x t e n t r e a l l y b e l i e v e i t was a l l f o r the best? How indeed 

c o u l d Johnson have w r i t t e n h i s v i t r i o l i c r e v i e w o f Soame 

Jenyns's E n q u i r y i f he b e l i e v e d i n p u r p o s e f u l s u f f e r i n g ? 

T h i s s t r a n g e s t a t e m e n t seems t o be an attempt t o r e c o n c i l e 

the s u f f e r i n g o f the w o r l d w i t h a p e r f e c t God, but as we 

must know, t h i s e x p l a n a t i o n runs a g a i n s t what we know o f 

Johnson's l i f e ; t h e r e was never a man who b e t t e r a p p r e c i a t e d 

the s u f f e r i n g o f the w o r l d . I n many ways t h i s i s one o f h i s 
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most d e j e c t e d p i e c e s o f prose; he seems no l o n g e r t o have 

the w i l l t o f i g h t . The a u t h o r i t y o f r e l i g i o n i s 

overwhelming; he sees i t looming l a r g e across h i s l i f e . 

Perhaps he s h o u l d accept i t and abandon h i s own a u t h o r i t y 

under i t s w e i g h t ; t h e r e must be a r e l i g i o u s purpose i n a l l 

t h i s s u f f e r i n g , i n t h i s need t o abandon o n e s e l f . 

The n e x t paragraph m a g n i f i e s what has been s a i d . I t 

i s an a t t e m p t a t an e x p l a n a t i o n o f t h i s s t a t e o f a f f a i r s 

w h i c h , though t a k e n from the e a r l y t r a d i t i o n o f the Church, 

i s r e j e c t e d by Johnson out o f hand a t o t h e r more t r u t h f u l 

moments, such as i n the Review. S i n and s u f f e r i n g are 

connected, he says: 

...and he i s then to consider his sufferings as the mild 
admonitions of his heavenly Father, by which he i s 
summoned to timely penitence. (166,last para) 

Are we r e a l l y t o c o n s i d e r Johnson's diseases, h i s s a ^ c e l e , 

h i s g o u t , and indeed h i s s c r o f u l a , which he c o n t r a c t e d a t an 

age where moral d e c i s i o n making was i m p o s s i b l e , and was t o 

a f f e c t him f o r the r e s t o f h i s l i f e , the " . . . m i l d 

a d m o n i t i o n s o f h i s heavenly Father."? Two t h i n g s are going 

on h e r e . F i r s t l y , one must note t h a t t h i s i s the type o f 

comment one would expect from the most s i m p l i s t i c o f 

m o r a l i s t s ; and y e t i t i s a statement u t t e r e d from the 

p o s i t i o n o f d e s p a i r i n t o which Johnson had been plunged and 

which seemed t o be o f s u f f i c i e n t power t o d i s t o r t h i s 

i n t e l l e c t u a l c a p a c i t y e n t i r e l y . And y e t , b e f o r e i t appears 
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t h a t I r e a l l y cannot say a n y t h i n g i n defence o f Johnson, I 

do d e t e c t a r a l l y i n g h ere. I t i s almost as i f Johnson grasps 

t h i s p o s i t i o n w i t h g l e e , p u t t i n g i t i n such b a l d and naked 

terms t h a t i t s f u l l r i d i c u l o u s n e s s w i l l be shown up i n a l l 

i t s grotesque c l a r i t y , and hence, i n t h i s strange way, 

f r e e i n g h i m s e l f from i t s power. I am sure t h a t these two 

a c t i o n s are e f f e c t e d a t one and the same time . 

Johnson n e x t a t t e m p t s a l i m p defence o f e v i l s not 

o b v i o u s l y connected w i t h s i n , s a y i n g t h a t they do not on the 

whole e x i s t , b u t when found " . . . e x c i t e ardent d e s i r e s o f 

t h a t s t a t e , where innocence and happiness s h a l l always be 

u n i t e d . " ( 1 6 7 , l a s t para) They may indeed do so, but one can 

h a r d l y c l a i m t h i s as t h e i r r a i s o n d ' e t r e . Besides t h i s , 

u n j u s t f o r t u n e i s much more l i k e l y t o make people doubt the 

e x i s t e n c e o f a j u s t God. I t i s i n t e r e s t i n g t o compare the 

b a s i c i d e a put f o r w a r d i n t h i s s e c t i o n o f the sermon w i t h 

t h a t put f o r w a r d i n the r e v i e w o f Soame Jenyns' Enquiry 

namely: "The o n l y reason why we should contemplate e v i l i s , 

t h a t we may bear i t b e t t e r . . . " ^ ^ How d i f f e r e n t and more 

r e a l i s t i c i s t h i s s t a t e m e n t . (The exact circumstances o f 

t h i s comment w i l l be r e v e a l e d i n my d i s c u s s i o n o f t h i s work 

l a t e r i n the c h a p t e r . ) 

P. 168 produces a s t r a n g e r e a c t i o n . Johnson i s 

almost amused. One f e e l s t h a t he i s almost e n j o y i n g being 

c a r r i e d away by h i s own m i s e r a b l e r e f l e c t i o n s . I t i s o f t e n 
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d i f f i c u l t t o judge the exact tone o f a piece o f w r i t i n g , but 

even the P a u l i n e phraseology does not h i d e a c e r t a i n f e e l i n g 

t h a t the c o n c l u s i o n o f the sermon has f l i p p e d beyond the 

s e r i o u s i n t o the r i d i c u l o u s . 

When we have leis t i r e from our own cares to cast our eyes 
about us, and behold the whole creation groaning i n 
misery... (168, para2) 

an o b s e r v a t i o n which leads on t o the f i n a l f a r c i c a l 

denouement: 

But the chief reason why we should send out our 
enquiries to c o l l e c t our intelligence of misery,is, that 
we may f i n d opportunities of doing good. (168, para 4) 

T h i s i s j u s t g r o t e s q u e . Did Johnson r e a l l y b e l i e v e t h a t 

m i s e r y was a b e n e f i t t o us i n i t s a b i l i t y t o a l l o w us to do 

"good works"? I a g a i n have the f e e l i n g t h a t the o v e r s t a t e d 

and humorous q u a l i t y ( m a n i f e s t e d i n phrases such as "when we 

have l e i s u r e from our c a r e s " and " . . . g r o a n i n g i n m i s e r y " ) i s 

a n o t h e r example o f the way i n which Johnson put the p o i n t i n 

a l l i t s b l a n d r i d i c u l o u s n e s s , t o escape from i t , w h i l s t a t 

the same time a l l o w i n g i t t o remain u n r e s o l v e d , as a f t e r a l l 

m i s e r y was n o t something t h a t he found he c o u l d e x p l a i n . 

I t i s perhaps p e c u l i a r , t h e n , t h a t the f i n a l 

p aragraph i s one w i t h which i t would be d i f f i c u l t t o 

d i s a g r e e , and indeed Johnson's l i f e i s a w o r k i n g out o f what 

he suggests i n i t . 
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Where then does t h i s complex sermon leave us? I t i s 

s a t i s f y i n g t o note t h a t i t u n d e r l i n e s many o f the p o i n t s 

which we made i n the f i r s t p a r t o f the c h a p t e r . One can be 

l e f t i n no doubt t h a t the b a s i c f a c t o r a f f e c t i n g Johnson's 

r e l i g i o n was h i s m i s e r y . The speciousness o f the arguments 

used t o a t t e m p t t o p l a c e the r e l i g i o n i n a more 

r a t i o n a l i s t i c c o n t e x t demonstrate t h e i r i r r e l e v a n c e , as much 

as because Johnson h i m s e l f spoke a g a i n s t many o f them on 

o t h e r more honest o c c a s i o n s . The c o m p l e x i t i e s o f the problem 

o f a u t h o r i t y have been made f a r c l e a r e r and have been g i v e n 

f i r s t hand s u p p o r t . 

A c o n s i d e r a t i o n o f an a r t i c l e by A r i e h Sachs i n the 

Modern Language Review ( 1 9 6 4 ) , t o g e t h e r w i t h h i s book. 

Passionate I n t e l l i g e n c e , should s u f f i c e t o b r i n g out another 

i m p o r t a n t problem. They are b o t h v e r y f i n e examinations o f 

Johnson's mind viewed t h r o u g h the medium o f h i s works. One 

o f t he b a s i c themes o f Sachs' work i s t h a t much o f Johnson's 

m i s e r y was caused by h i s r e l i g i o n ; he w r i t e s ; 

Johnson's God i s ju s t i c e and power personified, 
recognised r a t i o n a l l y , rather than a God of mysterioixs 
love, recognised i n an extraordinary act of 
perception.^" 

and indeed Sachs p u t s t h i s t e r r o r down t o the r a t i o n a l i s t i c 

approach; " I t i s p r e c i s e l y the r a t i o n a l i s m i n Johnson's 

f a i t h t h a t t u r n s i t i n t o a r e l i g i o n o f t e r r o r r a t h e r than 

l o v e " 4 7 , a view d i r e c t l y s u p p o r t e d by C.E. P i e r c e . S a c h s 
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e x p l a i n s t h i s f e e l i n g o f i l l ease i n terms o f Johnson's 

i n a b i l i t y t o a l l o w l o v e t o e n t e r i n t o h i s r e l i g i o n due t o 

h i s c o n n e c t i n g o f l o v e w i t h the i m a g i n a t i o n , something which 

i s "...removed from c o n c r e t e human r e a l i t y " . J o h n s o n , 

Sachs m a i n t a i n s , i n s i s t e d t h a t : 

...to conceive of God apart from his aspects of justice 
and power was not only unorthodox but undermined the 
entire point of r e l i g i o n as a motive for vi r t u e i n a 
l i f e e ssentially miserable and tragic. 

Again we come across the i d e a , n o ted i n our d i s c u s s i o n o f 

sermon XV, t h a t l o v e and happiness are aspects o f the 

i m a g i n a t i o n , and t h a t m i s e r y l i n k e d w i t h a god o f j u s t i c e 

and o f power, has the s t r o n g s u p p o r t o f r a t i o n a l i t y . This 

has much b e a r i n g upon what we s a i d e a r l i e r . A r e l i g i o n o f 

l o v e would have meant a g r e a t e r attachment t o the a u t h o r i t y 

o f r e l i g i o n whereas one based upon the r a t i o n a l i t y gave 

Johnson a chance t o a l l o w h i s own a u t h o r i t y t o emerge; but 

as Sachs d e s c r i b e s , t he e f f e c t s were a n y t h i n g but easy. The 

b a s i c problems i n t r o d u c e d by Sachs are the c l a s h between 

i m a g i n a t i o n and reason. I n h i s book. Passionate I n t e l l i g e n c e 

Sachs i n v e s t i g a t e s t h i s aspect o f h i s r e l i g i o u s o u t l o o k . The 

book opens w i t h t he premise t h a t : 

Johnson's observations on many subjects have i n common 
the basic notion of a p o l a r i t y of fa c u l t i e s : Reason and 
Imagination. 

on the one hand, i m a g i n a t i o n i s "the g r e a t over r e a c h e r " ( X I ) 

w h i l s t Reason " . . . i s t h e d i a m e t r i c a l o p p o s i t e o f 
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i m a g i n a t i o n . I t i s the f a c u l t y i n man which keeps him i n 

c o n t a c t w i t h h i s t r u e s t a t e . " ^ ^ The importance o f t h i s 

m a t t e r i s t h a t i t s s o l u t i o n w i l l p r o v i d e i n s i g h t i n t o the 

reasons f o r Johnson's melancholy, which should p r o v i d e us 

w i t h i n f o r m a t i o n on the problem o f a u t h o r i t y . Sachs bases 

h i s n o t i o n o f t h i s upon passages such as the f o l l o w i n g from 

Rambler 17: 

The disturbers of our happiness, i n t h i s world, are our 
desires, our g r i e f s , and our fears, and to a l l these, 
the consideration of mortality i s a certain and adequate 
remedy.-'•̂  

The essay i s v e r y l i k e Sermon XV i n tone, though more 

c o n c e n t r a t e d and c o n s i s t e n t , and i n i t , we see b o t h why 

Johnson saw so much i n terms o f reason, and f u r t h e r m o r e , why 

h i s approach i s , as Sachs p o i n t s o u t , so d i s t u r b i n g . For 

i n s t a n c e , i n Rambler 17 he says t h a t i n o r d e r t o f u l l y 

a p p r e c i a t e one's s t a t e w i t h the t r u e accuracy t h a t pure 

r e a s o n i n g a l l o w s , one s hould be reminded each day t h a t one 

i s "born t o d i e . " ^ ^ I t i s hard t o imagine a more p e s s i m i s t i c 

p h i l o s o p h y . I t i s n o t s u r p r i s i n g then t h a t t h i s 

r a t i o n a l i s t i c approach leads t o m i s e r y , e s p e c i a l l y when one 

remembers Johnson's f e a r o f death. 

Chapter t h r e e o f Sachs's book, e n t i t l e d "The A r t o f 

F o r g e t f u l n e s s " seems t o be c e n t r a l . Sachs s e t s out the 

problem: 

What Johnson meant by imagination may be understood i n 
terms of h i s frequent discussion of the incompatability 

-127-



between the mental and the bodily modes of existence. 

Reason keeps mind i n tune w i t h body t h e r e b y r e a l i s i n g 

p h y s i c a l p o s s i b i l i t i e s , whereas the prevalence o f the 

i m a g i n a t i o n can l e a d t o a d i s j u n c t i o n between the two. I n 

Rambler 17 we note t h a t Johnson w r i t e s ; 

. . . i t i s our duty, while we continue i n th i s complicated 
state, to regulate one part of our composition by some 
regard to the other.^° 

I t i s i m p o r t a n t here t o c o n s i d e r what has been s a i d . Sachs 

m a i n t a i n s t h a t Johnson b e l i e v e d h i s reason t o be the 

u l t i m a t e guide t o t r u t h , something t h a t he opposed t o the 

d i s o r i e n t a t i n g i m a g i n a t i o n . The t h e s i s then runs t h a t 

Johnson f e l t t h i s so s t r o n g l y because i t was the i m a g i n a t i o n 

t h a t sent h i s mind i n t o a s e l f - e n c l o s e d s p i r a l . On the o t h e r 

hand we have the idea t h a t Johnson's r e l i g i o n was so 

d e p r e s s i n g t o him because i t was based on the r a t i o n a l . The 

two t h i n g s do n o t combine t o g e t h e r v e r y h e a l t h i l y , and so I 

s h a l l a t t e m p t t o decide whether Johnson's b a s i c problem was 

t h a t i t was i n f a c t h i s r a t i o n a l approach t h a t i n c r e a s e d h i s 

m i s e r y , o r whether i t was h i s i m a g i n a t i o n t h a t d i d so. So 

f a r , I have p l a c e d h i s r e l i g i o u s s t r u g g l e s almost e n t i r e l y 

i n t h e r a t i o n a l sphere. An i n v e s t i g a t i o n i n t o the r e l a t i v e 

importance o f r a t i o n a l i t y and i m a g i n a t i o n should g i v e us 

some guide as t o my i n t e r p r e t a t i o n ' s a p p r o p r i a t e n e s s . 

-128-



To un d e r s t a n d t h i s problem more t h o r o u g h l y , we w i l l 

be l e d by Sachs t o d i s c u s s Johnson's f e a r o f de a t h . To 

Johnson, the l a c k o f a f e a r o f death i s the g r e a t e s t o f 

i m a g i n a t i v e d e l u s i o n s ; t o f e a r death i s r a t i o n a l as one has 

no means o f t e l l i n g how God w i l l j u d g e . Johnson e x p l a i n e d t o 

B o s w e l l : 

Others, and those the most r a t i o n a l i n my opinion, look 
upon salvation as conditional; and as they never can be 
sure that Uisy have complied with the conditions, they 
are afraid.-'' 

Indeed i t i s w e l l documented t h a t he f o l l o w e d the motto, 

" F a i t h i n some p r o p o r t i o n t o Fear."^^ This r e a l i s a t i o n o f 

de a t h i s the a b s o l u t e t r i u m p h o f reason over the i m a g i n a t i o n 

and p u t s l i f e i n p e r s p e c t i v e . R e l i g i o n , t h e n , i n f o c u s s i n g 

upon t he f u t u r e l i f e , i s l i n k e d c l o s e l y t o the r a t i o n a l . 

Sachs f i n a l l y concludes; 

Johnson's ent i r e expose of man's delusions and fal l a c i e s 
- i n philosophy, i n morals, i n a r t , i n day-to-day l i f e -
i s reducible to his basic d e f i n i t i o n of man as a 
creature who seeks out many subtle ways of fcrgetting 
the unpleasant fact that he i s destined to die . ^ ^ 

So, t he e x p l a n a t i o n f o r Johnson's f e a r o f death would tend 

t o s u p p o r t t he i d e a t h a t h i s f e a r s were r a t i o n a l l y induced. 

I n a w e l l - known a r t i c l e i n the J o u r n a l o f 

L i t e r a r y H i s t o r y f o r 1947, e n t i t l e d "Johnson's f e a r o f 

d e a t h " , Jean Hagstrum su p p o r t s our idea t h a t the f e a r was 

r a t i o n a l l y based. Hagstrum s t a r t s out upon the same l i n e s as 
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Sachs, c r i t i c i s i n g those who put down Johnson's f e a r o f 

death t o s c e p t i c i s m w i t h the r e j o i n d e r t h a t Johnson: 

...considered fear of death a r a t i o n a l and necessary 
r e s u l t of h i s rel i g i o u s position; that he recommended 
the contemplation of death to others; and that the 
emotion i n i t s essence i s easily recognizable a^ that 
r e l i g i o u s s e n s i b i l i t y which had always been prominant i n 
Christian piety.°^ ^ 

I n the f i r s t s e c t i o n , Hagstrum f o l l o w s a l i n e s i m i l a r t o 

t h a t o f Sachs i n t h a t he e x p l a i n s Johnson's u n w i l l i n g n e s s to 

a v a i l h i m s e l f o f g r e a t e r assurance o f h i s f a t e through a 

more m y s t i c a l r e l i g i o n . Again t h i s leads him t o the f e a r i n 

h i s r e l i g i o n which i s a d i r e c t r e s u l t o f " . . . h i s r a t i o n a l i t y 

and h i s i n t e n s e p r e o c c u p a t i o n w i t h the d i f f i c u l t but 

necessary t a s k o f c r e a t i n g v i r t u e i n man."̂ -'- i n o t h e r words, 

o f r e t a i n i n g h i s importance as a moral a u t h o r i t y . Hagstrum 

b e l i e v e s t h a t t h i s p r e o c c u p a t i o n w i t h the r a t i o n a l l y 

d e f i n a b l e moral s i d e o f r e l i g i o n "... brought t o l i g h t the 

d o c t r i n e o f i m m o r t a l i t y and judgement, o f reward and 

punishment, and v e r y l i t t l e e l s e . " which i s another 

f a c t o r i n the c a u s i n g o f t h i s r a t i o n a l i s t i c f e a r o f death. 

Hagstrum t h e n i n c l u d e s a c r u c i a l passage from Sermon I I I 

w h ich i s w e l l w o r t h q u o t i n g : 

The Bible t e l l s us, i n p l a i n and authoritative terms, 
that there i s a way to l i f e , and a way to death; that 
there are acts which God w i l l reward, and acts which he 
w i l l punish. 

And here we are back t o a p o i n t which we mentioned e a r l i e r 

i n t h a t we have t h e r e l i g i o n which stands a u t h o r i t a t i v e l y by 
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i t s e l f , c r u s h i n g h i s own a u t h o r i t y , e s p e c i a l l y when 

concerned w i t h l i v i n g up t o the judgement. Thus we see i n 

t h i s f e a r o f d e a t h an exact p a r a l l e l w i t h what we were 

s a y i n g e a r l i e r , but now brought i n t o a c l e a r e r f o c u s . His 

own a u t h o r i t y was s e v e r e l y l i m i t e d by t h i s t e r r i b l e 

p r e o c c u p a t i o n w i t h the judgement o f God a t the moment o f 

d e a t h , which as one can t e l l from h i s " D i a r i e s , Prayers, and 

Annals", a f f e c t e d the whole o f h i s l i f e , as he was 

t r a n s f o r m e d i n t o a b e i n g whose main t a s k was t o s a t i s f y h i s 

c r e a t o r . And here we have what we might c a l l the s e l f -

f l a g e l l a t i n g n a t u r e o f h i s r e l i g i o n i n t h a t the need f o r the 

r a t i o n a l defence l e d t o h i s f e a r o f a j u d g i n g God. Yes, God 

he must have, but not one t o d e t r a c t from h i m s e l f ; make i t a 

r a t i o n a l l y d e f i n e d one then so t h a t one r e t a i n s a h o l d over 

him. But t h a t i s the f a t a l move; God has you trapped, as he 

i s seen i n terms o f judgement, something t h a t leads t o a 

c h r o n i c f e a r o f b e i n g inadequate t o h i s u n r e m i t t i n g moral 

demands, and hence t o the f e a r o f judgement a f t e r death. I n 

b e i n g a moral a u t h o r i t y , Johnson p l a c e d h i m s e l f i n the 

p o s i t i o n o f h a v i n g t o l e a d a l i f e o f example, and thus t o 

have God's judgement i n mind c o n s t a n t l y . The pressures and 

f e a r s t h a t he c o u l d not l i v e up t o t h i s and t h a t he would be 

b r o u g h t t o account i n the f u t u r e l i f e must have been 

c r i p p l i n g . At the b e g i n n i n g o f Sermon I I I Johnson gives us 

an i n s i g h t i n t o t h i s e x a c t i n g p o s i t i o n : 

Those to whom Providence has granted the knowledge of 
the holy Scripttires, have no need to perplex themselves 
with d i f f i c u l t speculations, to deduce t h e i r duty from 
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remote p r i n c i p l e s , or to enforce i t by doubtful 
motives."^ 

There i s no excuse f o r him or anyone who knows the 

s c r i p t u r e s n o t t o be mo r a l . Though t h i s a l l o w s Johnson the 

l u x u r y o f b e i n g a b l e t o e x p l a i n a u t h o r i t a t i v e l y the 

s c r i p t u r e s , as a l l t h a t we need t o know i s t h e r e , i t a l l o w s 

him no excuse whatsoever f o r behaving i m m o r a l l y . We can see 

how r e l i g i o n i s becoming more o p p r e s s i v e f o r Johnson, and 

hence how h i s f e a r s and c o n f u s i o n s are i n t e n s i f i e d . 

N e v e r t h e l e s s , we cannot leave the m a t t e r here. My 

arguments a l l r e s t upon the f a c t t h a t f o r some reason, 

Johnson needed r e l i g i o n . I have p o i n t e d out t h a t h i s own 

p e r s o n a l m i s e r y l e d t o t h i s need, and f u r t h e r m o r e , t h a t t h i s 

f e d on i t s e l f c r e a t i n g a s t r o n g s p i r a l . W.J Bate, however 

sees i t from a s l i g h t l y d i f f e r e n t angle; he i s p r i m a r i l y 

i n t e r e s t e d i n what he c a l l s Johnson's madness. He sees 

Johnson's f e a r s o f death i n terms, n o t o f h i s r a t i o n a l 

s t r a i n i n g s , as we have concluded, b u t i n terms o f the 

p o s s i b i l i t y o f a n n i h i l a t i o n : he e x p l a i n s : 

But the t r u t h i s that f o r Johnson there was a worse 
alternative to damnation. I t could be expressed by a 
remark John Wesley once made i n a l e t t e r to his brother 
Charles: ' I f I have any fear, i t i s not of f a l l i n g into 
h e l l , but of f a l l i n g i n t o nothing.'"^ 

He quotes a t e l l i n g remark which Johnson made i n r e p l y t o 

Anna Seward's s u g g e s t i o n t h a t a n n i h i l a t i o n should be l i k e n e d 
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t o "a p l e a s i n g dream". 

I t i s neither pleasing, nor sleep; i t i s nothing. Now 
mere existence i s so much better than nothing, that one 
would rather exist even i n pain.°" 

O b v i o u s l y , t h i s has a s t r o n g b e a r i n g upon the n a t u r e o f h i s 

b e l i e f i n the a f t e r l i f e , and hence i n God, i f indeed t h i s 

was h i s f e a r . But more s p e c i f i c a l l y f o r our purpose, Bate 

e x p l a i n s t h i s f e e l i n g : 

And beneath the uneasy outbursts, i n which he i s tr y i n g 
to convince himself rather than someone else 
('passionately and loudly'), i s a deeper anxiety: a 
need, through a conviction of a future after death (at 
whatever r i s k ) , to f i n d e x p l i c i t nurpose or meaning for 
human suffering i n t h i s world;..."' 

Thus the r a t i o n a l p o s s i b i l i t y t h a t t h e r e was no meaning t o 

l i f e produced the t e r r o r o f death and indeed, what I hope to 

p r o v e , the t e r r o r o f r e l i g i o n . T his t h e s i s i s supported by 

C.E.Pierce, who w r i t e s : 

Death was hard enough to contemplate; damnation was even 
worse because of the r e a l i t y of eternal pain; but 
annihilation was s t i l l worse because i t involved the 
complete destruction of the human soul. And such 
destruction Johnson could not bear to think on, largely 
because of what i t implied about the existence and 
nature of God. I t implied either that God did not exist 
and that the universe was at the mercy of some amoral 
force, or that God did exist but was ultimately 
i n d i f f e r e n t to the future of f a l l e n man."" 

Bate's t h e s i s i s p o t e n t i a l l y damaging t o our argument as i t 

i s i m p e r a t i v e t o us t h a t Johnson's problems are r a t i o n a l l y 

g e n e r a t e d ; d e a t h i s f e a r e d because o f the r a t i o n a l n a t u r e o f 

the judgement i n the a f t e r l i f e . I f t h i s judgement i s not 

-133-



g o i n g t o occur, as Bate suggests, then the e x p l a n a t i o n f o r 

h i s t e r r o r must be sought elsewhere. I w i l l endeavour t o 

show, however, why I t h i n k t h a t the two theses are c l o s e r to 

one another than an i n i t i a l c o n s i d e r a t i o n would l e a d us t o 

conclude. Bate's t h e s i s suggests t h a t Johnson was prey t o 

w o r r i e s about the purpose o f human s u f f e r i n g and misery i n 

the w o r l d - t h i s l e d him t o doubt the e x i s t e n c e o f God or at 

l e a s t o f a good god, which i n t u r n l e d him t o f e a r o f death, 

as, w i t h o u t a god, an a f t e r l i f e i s i m p o s s i b l e and 

a n n i h i l a t i o n i s too d r e a d f u l t o contemplate. He expressed h i s 

f e a r p o i g n a n t l y : "Now mere e x i s t e n c e i s b e t t e r than 

n o t h i n g . . . " . Here then m i s e r y leads t o the d o u b t i n g o f God 

and thus t o the f e a r o f d e a t h . 

But i t i s my o p i n i o n as I have e x p l a i n e d i n the 

c o n t e x t o f the sermon, t h a t the m i s e r y o f h i s s u f f e r i n g l e d 

him d i r e c t l y t o the need f o r God, a p r e c o n d i t i o n f o r the 

e x i s t e n c e o f an a f t e r l i f e ; so i n e f f e c t what t h i s l i n e o f 

argument p o i n t s out i s t h a t the stakes t h a t Johnson was 

i n v o l v e d w i t h were even g r e a t e r ; t o cope w i t h l i f e , he 

needed God, but l i f e , a c c o r d i n g t o Bate, l e d him t o suspect 

t h a t God d i d n o t e x i s t , a r a t i o n a l d e c i s i o n . The r a t i o n a l 

f i g h t t o accept h i s r e l i g i o n , opened up the v i s t a o f 

a n n i h i l a t i o n . The p o i n t here i s t h a t a g a i n i t i s Johnson's 

r a t i o n a l approach t o r e l i g i o n which causes him the problem. 

R a t i o n a l i t y i s , even i f Bate i s c o r r e c t , s t i l l the c e n t r a l 

f o r c e . F urthermore, i f t h e r e i s no god, then Johnson i s 
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plunged i n t o a n o t h e r r a t i o n a l b a t t l e t r y i n g t o r e t a i n h i s 

own a u t h o r i t y , as, faced w i t h the absence o f the Al m i g h t y , 

he has n o t h i n g upon which t o base h i m s e l f . So I f e e l t h a t 

b o t h t he arguments t h a t he f e a r e d death f o r i t s r a t i o n a l 

p e r i l , and t h a t he f e a r e d i t because o f the a n n i h i l a t i o n 

w h i c h might f o l l o w i t , have some r e l e v a n c e and i n f a c t , t h a t 

t h e y are b o t h v e r y c l o s e l y l i n k e d . They are b o t h d i f f e r e n t 

s i d e s o f the same c o i n . R e l i g i o n f o r Johnson i s a r a t i o n a l 

a f f a i r . 

I am s u p p o r t e d i n t h i s l i n e o f argument, by the 

d i r e c t i o n i n which Bate takes h i s t h e s i s from t h i s stage. 

Bate's main i d e a seems t o be t h a t Johnson's doubts t h a t God 

might n o t e x i s t l e d him t o f e e l a t e r r i f y i n g sense o f g u i l t 

as he c o u l d n o t c l a i m t o be a p e r f e c t C h r i s t i a n and thus t o 

be a genuine a u t h o r i t y , i f he was unsure o f h i s b e l i e f s . 

T h i s f e e l i n g o f g u i l t brought on a d e s i r e t o make up f o r h i s 

f a i l u r e by a r i g o r o u s sense o f d u t y i n v o l v i n g tasks t h a t he 

was n o t ab l e t o c a r r y o u t . I t i s not d i f f i c u l t t o see how a 

f e a r o f s c e p t i c i s m over r e l i g i o n p l a y e d upon h i s conscience. 

T h i s would have m a n i f e s t e d i t s e l f i n the idea o f "good 

b e h a v i o u r " b o t h as a compensation f o r h i s g u i l t and because 

i n approaching r e l i g i o n from t h i s a n g l e , he c o u l d bypass the 

m e t a p h y s i c a l i s s u e s o f which he was so u n c e r t a i n . However 

t h i s process has a dangerous s i d e e f f e c t ; as Bate e x p l a i n s : 

When the imagination lures us to things immoral or 
i r r e l i g i o u s , we can at least t r y to drive these thoughts 
away. But when they 'take the form of duty,' they lay 
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hold of the mind without opposition because we are then 
'afraid to exclude or banish them.'"" 

The t u r n i n g o f the i m a g i n a t i v e t e m p t a t i o n s i n t o 

d u t i e s t h r o u g h g u i l t i s a r a t i o n a l i s a t i o n o f them as i n s t e a d 

o f a l l o w i n g them t o e x i s t on one s i d e , one attempts t o 

encounter them by w o r k i n g out a va l u e f o r them which can be 

atoned f o r by something o f equal v a l u e . Bate d e s c r i b e s the 

t e r r i f y i n g process o f Johnson's " c o r r e c t i n g " h i m s e l f : 

enable me to break the chain of my sins ... and to 
overcome and suppress vain scruples .... God help me ... 
to combat scruples 

Thus we see the e x t r a o r d i n a r y g u i l t becoming r a t i o n a l i s e d 

and hence becoming p a r t o f Johnson's p e r s o n a l i t y making i t s 

way i n t o h i s psyche. 

This process o f r a t i o n a l i s a t i o n would have gone hand 

i n hand w i t h t he o t h e r d e s i r e t o r e t a i n a d i s t a n c e from the 

a u t h o r i t y o f r e l i g i o n which he had c r e a t e d . I n t h i s way, 

Bate a l l o w s us t o see e v e r y t h i n g t h a t we have a l r e a d y 

d i s c u s s e d g a i n i n g speed and he g i v e s us another p e r s p e c t i v e 

upon t h i s move towards r a t i o n a l i s a t i o n and the profound 

t r o u b l e t h a t i t b r o u g h t . So ag a i n we can see the f e a r o f 

de a t h and h i s r e l i g i o n i n g e n e r a l , w e l l i n g up i n the 

r a t i o n a l i s t i c sphere, and when we are i n v o l v e d w i t h the 

r a t i o n a l , we a r e v e r y much i n v o l v e d w i t h t he a u t h o r i t a t i v e , 

as i f r e l i g i o n i s r a t i o n a l l y based, then he can speak 

a u t h o r i t a t i v e l y about i t . 
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I t i s t h e n , i n t h i s c o n t e x t , t h a t we can understand 

h i s remark: " o f the u n c e r t a i n t i e s o f our present s t a t e , the 

most d r e a d f u l and a l a r m i n g i s the u n c e r t a i n continuance o f 

reason. "̂•'- The c e n t r e o f Johnson's b e i n g i s h i s reason. This 

s t a t e m e n t r e i n f o r c e d by any one o f the pages o f Boswe l l , and 

indeed Boswell says o f Johnson's f e a r o f madness t h a t , "To 

Johnson, whose supreme enjoyment was the e x e r c i s e o f reason, 

the d i s t u r b a n c e or o b s c u r a t i o n o f t h a t f a c u l t y was the e v i l 

most t o be dreaded."^^ and indeed from h i s v e r y e a r l i e s t 

days he used h i s i n t e l l i g e n c e t o f r e e h i m s e l f from the bonds 

of an unhappy l i f e , and t o mark h i m s e l f out from h i s 
7 

conte m p o r i e s . D e s p i t e t he enormous c o n t r i b u t i o n t o h i s 

c h a r a c t e r made by h i s emotions, he was welded t o g e t h e r by 

h i s r a t i o n a l i t y . Bate d e s c r i b e s how Johnson found, from h i s 

e a r l i e s t days, a way t o freedom t h r o u g h r a t i o n a l i s a t i o n and 

how he took as h i s " f o r m a t i v e model" C o r n e l i u s Ford, a 

r e l a t i o n o f h i s mother's. He t e l l s us what Ford most 

admired: 
[He] prized a c t i v i t y of mind, a constant and ready 
exercise of the imagination i n applying range of 
knowledge while simultaneously drawing upon acquaintance 
with the ' l i v i n g world' and he believed that these 
q u a l i t i e s were best f£>pnd i n the energetic give - and -
take of conversation.'^ 

Thus we see a t t h i s e a r l y s t a g e , Johnson's mind b e g i n n i n g t o 

a p p l y i t s e l f t o the m a t t e r o f everyday l i f e , b ut i n a way 

which n e c e s s i t a t e d a r a t i o n a l i s t i c o r d e r i n g o f i t . 
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We now have a c l e a r view o f the problems a s s o c i a t e d 

w i t h h i s r a t i o n a l c o n v o l u t i o n s , but a l s o we see w i t h more 

f o r c e why he used r a t i o n a l i t y t o defend h i m s e l f from the 

a u t h o r i t y o f r e l i g i o n . I n the p a s t , he had used i t t o carve 

h i s way f o r w a r d as an i n d i v i d u a l , now he had taken i t up as 

a defence a g a i n s t the A l m i g h t y ; but as we have seen, the 

A l m i g h t y i s i n many ways beyond r a t i o n a l i t y , l e a v i n g Johnson 

somewhat out o f h i s d e p t h . 

G.K. C h e s t e r t o n , i n a b r i l l i a n t l i t t l e book 

e n t i t l e d . Orthodoxy, g i v e s some support t o my g e n e r a l 

t h e s i s . Here C h e s t e r t o n d e s c r i b e s the mind set o f a 

maniac... 

And i f great reasoners are often maniacal, i t i s equally 
true that maniacs are commonly great r e a s o n e r s . . I f the 
madman could f o r an instant become careless, he would 
become sane. Everyone who has had the misfortune to t a l k 
with people i n the heart or on the edge of mental 
disorder, knows that t h e i r most s i n i s t e r q u a l i t y i s a 
horrible c l a r i t y of d e t a i l ; a connecting of one thing 
with another i n a map more elaborate than a maze. 
(Chapter 2) 

We s h o u l d a t t h i s p o i n t compare t h i s w i t h Bate's d e s c r i p t i o n 

o f one o f the aspects o f Johnson's mind. He n o t e s , " h i s 

h a b i t o f i n s t a n t l y ' r e l a t i n g ' one t h i n g t o a n o t h e r , which 

Mrs T h r a l e r i g h t l y t hought one o f the s e c r e t s o f h i s mental 

s u p e r i o r i t y . 

C h e s t e r t o n c a r r i e s on: 

Perhaps the nearest thing we can get to expressing i t i s 
to say t h i s : that his mind moves i n a perfect but narrow 
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c i r c l e . . . .There i s such a thing as a narrow 
un i v e r s a l i t y ; there i s such a thing as a small and 
cramped e t e r n i t y ; you may see i t i n many modem 
rel i g i o n s . Now speaking quite externally and 
empirically, we may say that the strongest and most 
unmistakable mark of madness i s the combination between 
a l o g i c a l completeness and a s p i r i t i i a l contraction. 
(Chapter 2) 

Th i s leads t o a cramped mind which causes a cramped 

r a t i o n a l i t y : 

The moment his mere reason moves, i t moves i n the old 
ci r c u l a r r u t ; he w i l l go round and round i n his logi c a l 
c i r c l e . . . .Mysticism keeps men sane. As long as you have 
mystery you have health; when you destroy mystery you 
create morbidity....The ordinary man has always had one 
foot i n earth and one i n fair y l a n d . He has always l e f t 
himself free to doubt his gods; but (unlike the agnostic 
of to-day) free also to believe i n them. 
(Chapter 2) 

I t i s p a r t i c u l a r l y i n t e r e s t i n g t h a t C h e s t e r t o n i s here 

t a l k i n g about the mindset o f an a t h e i s t , but from what we 

know o f Johnson t h e r e i s much here t h a t i s w i t h o u t doubt 

r e l e v a n t . Johnson's r e l i g i o n i s n o t a b l e f o r i t s complete 

l a c k o f m y s t i c i s m and i t s r e l i a n c e upon the r a t i o n a l . I f i t 

f a i l e d t o cause madness i n Johnson, p a r t i c u l a r l y when i t was 

so p s y c h o l o g i c a l l y i m p o r t a n t t o him, r e l i g i o n must have 

caused him c o n s t a n t p e r t u r b a t i o n . The narrow c i r c l e o f 

r a t i o n a l i t y , where e v e r y t h i n g can be seen from a l l a ngles, 

would never have g i v e n him the s e c u r i t y a f f o r d e d by a 

c o n s i s t e n c y p r o v i d e d by t h e m y s t i c a l , where a t r u t h i s 

accepted p r e c i s e l y because i t does n o t r e l y upon an 

e m p i r i c a l / r a t i o n a l i s t i c p r o o f . 
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W i t h t h i s knowledge t h e n , i t i s q u i t e p o s s i b l e t h a t 

the o r d e r i n g process o f r a t i o n a l i t y c o u l d have l e d Johnson 

t o d e s p a i r and indeed u l t i m a t e l y , t o madness, p r e c i s e l y 

t h r o u g h i t s l a c k o f i m a g i n a t i v e f o c u s , C.E.Pierce echoes 

e x a c t l y s i m i l a r f e e l i n g s , p l a c i n g them d i r e c t l y i n the 

c o n t e x t o f r e l i g i o n . 

What Johnson never f u l l y realised, however, was that his 
frequent f i t s of depression were rarely the result of 
the imagination operating upon a consciousness haunted 
by r e l i g i o u s fears. He never f u l l y grasped that the 
reason he considered indolence his "reigning sin" and 
possessed a "horror of solitude" was because i t was i n 
such l i s t l e s s and lonely moods that he was wst apt to 
r e f l e c t on h i s uncertain s p i r i t u a l condition.'" 

To add w e i g h t t o t h i s we must quote two i n s t a n c e s 

where r a t i o n a l i t y i s shown t o be the problem. F i r s t l y a 

passage from Mrs T h r a l e ' s d i a r y : "When Mr Johnson f e l t h i s 

f a n c y , or f a n c i e d he f e l t i t , d i s o r d e r e d , h i s constant 

r e c u r r e n c e was t o the s t u d y o f a r i t h m e t i c . " H e r e we are 

shown Johnson's need f o r a r a t i o n a l a c t i v i t y which has a 

s o l u t i o n , thus a l l o w i n g the mind t o progress f o r w a r d , 

a v o i d i n g t he t e r r o r o f the v o r t e x o f unreasonable q u e s t i o n s 

S u r e l y t h i s i s the c l u e t o Johnson's need, and not t h a t he 

needed a r i t h m e t i c t o d i s t r a c t h i s i m a g i n a t i o n . Even more 

i n d i c a t i v e , however, i s a well-known passage from Boswell 

where he r e p o r t s : 

Talking of constitutional melancholy, he observed, 
(Johnson) 'Man so a f f l i c t e d , s i r , must direct 
distressing thoughts, and not combat with them.' 

Boswell: 'May not he think them down, s i r ? ' 
Johnsoni 'No s i r . To attempt to think them down i s 

madness.' 
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For Johnson, t h i s i s p r o b a b l y q u i t e l i t e r a l . I t i s 

t h o u g h t which i s the problem, and t o " t h i n k i t down" i s t o 

aggravate i t , by i n c r e a s i n g the c o m p l e x i t y o f the problem, 

hence l e a d i n g t o more c o n f u s i o n , t u r b u l e n c e , and perhaps 

madness. Again we f i n d C.E.Pierce i n our s u p p o r t . He w r i t e s : 

Johnson became an unwitting v i c t i m of his own 
rationalism, suffering acute anxiety at the persistence 
of doubts that could never be dispelled.79 

And h e r e , once more we come across the seeming c o n t r a d i c t i o n 

w hich we encountered i n the f i r s t c h a p t e r , between the 

o r d e r e d and the a n a r c h i c , the r a t i o n a l and madness. 

So how i s Johnson ever g o i n g t o p e r f o r m as an 

a u t h o r i t y w i t h a l l these problems? I t must not be f o r g o t t e n 

t h a t i t was i n the area o f r e l i g i o n t h a t Johnson most 

s t r o n g l y d e s i r e d h i m s e l f t o be an a u t h o r i t y t o o t h e r s (see 

page 8 8 ) . To make our f i n a l a n a l y s i s o f Johnson's 

r e l a t i o n s h i p w i t h r e l i g i o n , we s h a l l examine one o f 

Johnson's v e r y f i n e s t p i e c e s o f w r i t i n g , h i s review o f Soame 

Jenyns's "Free e n q u i r y i n t o the n a t u r e and o r i g i n o f e v i l . " 

80 

I t i s e v i d e n t from the b e g i n n i n g t h a t Johnson wishes 

t o throw p a r t i c u l a r s c o r n a t Jenyns; Johnson's response i s 

too animated t o be p u r e l y a m a t t e r o f the i n t e l l e c t . He 

w r i t e s : "He c a l l s i t a Free e n q u i r y , and indeed h i s freedom 
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i s , I t h i n k , g r e a t e r t h a n h i s modesty."(171) Jenyns's main 

problem i s t h a t he decides " . . . t o o e a s i l y upon q u e s t i o n s out 

o f t he reach o f human d e t e r m i n a t i o n . " Thus s t r a n g e l y , one 

might f e e l , he wishes t o put the m a t t e r beyond the reach o f 

the f a l l i b l e human mind. He does not wish r e l i g i o n t o be 

p u r e l y a m a t t e r o f the r a t i o n a l p a r t o f the mind, as t h i s 

d enies i t any e x t e r n a l a u t h o r i t y , which f o r Johnson i t must 

have. Furthermore, when Johnson saw t h a t o t h e r people were 

ap p r o a c h i n g r e l i g i o n from t h e r a t i o n a l s t a n d p o i n t , he 

r e a l i s e d t h a t i t would l e a d t o the p l a c i n g upon r e l i g i o n o f 

someone e l s e ' s a u t h o r i t y . One must remember Johnson's h a t r e d 

o f sermons. S u r e l y t h i s r e s u l t e d from a s i m i l a r cause. By 

p u t t i n g r e l i g i o n beyond the realm o f s p e c u l a t i o n , as he 

suggests i n the Review, he puts i t beyond the a u t h o r i t y o f 

o t h e r s . 

Many commentators sense Johnson's unease concerning 

m e t a p h y s i c a l s p e c u l a t i o n . Wain notes h i s " d i s l i k e o f 

s p e c u l a t i o n " when d i s c u s s i n g the Review w h i l s t Robert 

V o i t l e p r o v i d e s a l o n g e r e x p l a n a t i o n : 

The closest Johnson comes to being metaphysical i n any 
legitimate sense of the word i s when he i s chastising 
Soame Jenyns f o r his metaphysical e f f o r t s , as repugnant 
as some of Jenyns's specific conclusions are to Johnson, 
they do not annoy him as much as the. fact that Jenyns 
attempted to determine such matters. 

One f e e l s t h a t Johnson r e s e n t s Jenyns's ease o f argument -

i t becomes c l e a r as Johnson b u l l d o z e s on t h a t Jenyns's 
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c o n c l u s i o n s have been a r r i v e d a t i n a detached manner, 

something as we have seen, t h a t Johnson was never able t o 

do. Johnson must have r e s e n t e d Jenyns h i s ease o f argument, 

as b e l i e f f o r Johnson came a t such a g r e a t c o s t . 

He l e t s Jenyns o f f f a i r l y l i g h t l y over the f i r s t 

l e t t e r , except f o r p o i n t i n g out t h a t he uses the c o n c l u s i o n 

o f h i s argument as a premise. 

Again i n the second l e t t e r we see Johnson's anger a t 

the ease w i t h which Jenyns approaches the problem: i t i s an 

a t t e m p t t o " c u t the g o r d i a n Knot w i t h v e r y b l u n t 

i n s t r u m e n t s . " I t seems t o me t h a t h e r e , Johnson i s 

a t t e m p t i n g t o r e a s s e r t h i s a u t h o r i t y as a master o f 

r e l i g i o u s q u e s t i o n s by t a k i n g on Jenyns a t h i s own game, 

namely t h a t o f m e t a p h y s i c a l s p e c u l a t i o n , where, not 

s u r p r i s i n g l y , Johnson's b r i l l i a n t mind crushes the 

u n f o r t u n a t e Jenyns. 

This i s f o l l o w e d by h i s c r i t i c i s m o f Jenyns f o r 

p r a c t i s i n g p l a g i a r i s m , thus a g a i n d e t r a c t i n g from Jenyns's 

a u t h o r i t y and enhancing h i s own. I t i s a t t h i s p o i n t t h a t 

Jenyns p u t s f o r w a r d h i s t h e o r y o f s u b o r d i n a t i o n based upon 

th e g r e a t c h a i n o f b e i n g where e v e r y t h i n g i n c r e a t i o n i s 

p l a c e d i n o r d e r r a n g i n g from p e r f e c t i o n t o i m p e r f e c t i o n , 

each Being h a v i n g s u c c e s s i v e l y more o f e i t h e r q u a l i t y 

depending upon t h e i r p o s i t i o n i n the c h a i n . Johnson's 
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i n i t i a l response i s as expected: " I have o f t e n considered 

[ i t ] b u t always l e f t t h e e n q u i r y i n doubt and u n c e r t a i n t y . " 

Again we have the a u t h o r i t y knowing b e t t e r , an a u t h o r i t y who 

was unable h i m s e l f t o b r i n g s p e c u l a t i o n s about r e l i g i o n t o a 

c l o s e . At t h i s p o i n t i t would be h e l p f u l t o quote Joseph 

Wood Kr u t c h ' s response t o t h i s type o f Johnsonian r e a c t i o n : 

[Johnson] was too much of a r a t i o n a l i s t not to welcome 
anything that would help make Christianity seem 
r a t i o n a l , anything that would actually j u s t i f y to human 
reason the ways of God. But he was also too honest to 
accept specious arguments merely because they were on 
his side. He could advise such a man as Jen3ms 'to 
dis t r u s t his own fa c u l t i e s , however large and 
comprehensive,' and he could advise i t not because 
Jenyns was attempting to damage t r u s t i n God and not 
because Johnson delighted i n scepticism, but solely 
because he would not consent to have the grave 
d i f f i c u l t i e s which the spectacle of human misery puts i n 
the way of f a i t h of God, d i f f i c u l t i e s which he himself 
had p a i n f i i l l y faced, explained away with feeble 
argiment. 

T h i s i s indeed a p e r c e p t i v e p o i n t as i t again b r i n g s i n t o 

t h e arena the c o n f l i c t between Johnson's r a t i o n a l i t y and h i s 

pr o f o u n d r e l a t i o n s h i p w i t h the m i s e r i e s o f the w o r l d . We see 

here t h a t e x p e r i e n c e , e s p e c i a l l y m i s e r y , i s the u l t i m a t e 

t e s t o f r a t i o n a l i t y , and here indeed we see Johnson a l l o w i n g 

i t , q u i t e r i g h t l y o f course, t o o v e r t u r n supposed r a t i o n a l 

argument. Here we see Johnson e n s u r i n g t h a t i t i s he who can 

b r i n g us n e a r e r t o the r e a l i t i e s o f God and hence t o be an 

a u t h o r i t y ; i n o t h e r words, God has t h i s h a b i t o f b r e a k i n g 

t h r o u g h r a t i o n a l i t y i n the form o f experience - misery 

b r o u g h t Johnson t o God. Approaching from a s l i g h t l y 

d i f f e r e n t a n g l e , Johnson's a u t h o r i t y would have been 
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i n c r e a s e d by h i s c l o s e a s s o c i a t i o n w i t h the d e i t y , the 

u l t i m a t e a u t h o r i t y , but not one based upon pseudo -

r a t i o n a l i s t i c argument, but one which can be demonstrated to 

have c o n n e c t i o n w i t h the r e a l w o r l d o f e x p e r i e n c e . Thus the 

d i s m i s s a l o f Jenyns's l u d i c r o u s arguments f o r the d e i t y 

would have f u r t h e r enhanced h i s a u t h o r i t y . I f Johnson can be 

honest t o God, he can g a i n a u t h o r i t y from t h a t g i v e n by an 

o b j e c t i v e God. 

Next Johnson dismisses the m e t a p h y s i c a l b a s i s o f the 

c h a i n o f b e i n g q u i t e b r i l l i a n t l y . He w r i t e s : 

I n a passage through the boundless ocean of 
d i s q u i s i t i o n , we often take fogs f o r land, and after 
having long t o i l e d to approach them f i n d , instead of 
repose and harbours, new storms of objection and 
fluctuations of lancertainty. (173 col2) 

I n t h i s q u o t a t i o n , we f e e l v i v i d l y and p i c t o r i a l l y the 

r a t i o n a l p r e s s u r e s which Johnson must have endured as he 

sought t r u t h t h r o u g h r a t i o n a l s p e c u l a t i o n . Again, one f e e l s 

here the p a s s i o n a t e need Johnson had f o r h i s r e l i g i o n , b oth 

because o f h i s m i s e r y and a l s o because he i s b e g i n n i n g t o 

acknowledge t h a t r a t i o n a l i t y c o u l d not go the whole way. 

Jenyns t h e n produces a f a c i l e paragraph o u t l i n i n g 

the p l e a s u r e s o f p o v e r t y and madness which n a t u r a l l y Johnson 

d i s m i s s e s b o t h from the h e a r t and from e x p e r i e n c e . He w r i t e s 

t e l l i n g l y : 

L i f e must be seen before i t can be known. This author 
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and Pope perhaps never saw the miseries which they 
imagine thus easily bom. (174 c o l l ) 

R a t i o n a l i t y i s n o t enough. The human c o n d i t i o n i s g r e a t e r 

t h a n t h a t which the p u r e l y r a t i o n a l i s capable o f d e s c r i b i n g 

and Johnson's own ex p e r i e n c e o f the w o r l d would not a l l o w 

him t o accept Jenyns's bankrupt arguments. Because someone 

e l s e i s the r a t i o n a l i s e r h e r e , Johnson has no d i f f i c u l t y i n 

d i s m i s s i n g him. As I hope t o show, t h i s w i l l a l l o w Johnson 

t o see t h a t h i s own a t t e m p t s a t r a t i o n a l i s i n g God w i l l n o t 

be e n t i r e l y adequate. 

The paragraph from 174 t o 175 i s c r u c i a l f o r an 

u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f much o f Johnson's r e l i g i o n . He here, 

d i s m i s s e s the b e n e f i t s o f i g n o r a n c e : 

Men l e f t wholly to t h e i r appetites and t h e i r i n s t i n c t s , 
with l i t t l e sense of moral and religious obligation, and 
with very f a i n t d i s t i n c t i o n s of r i g h t and wrong, can 
never be safely employed or confidently trusted: they 
can be honest only by obstinacy, and d i l i g e n t only by 
compulsion or caprice. (175 col 1) 

An a u t h o r i t a t i v e r e l i g i o n beyond man's thoughts or emotions 

i s necessary f o r l i f e , indeed i n the Preface t o the 

" P r e c e p t o r " , Johnson w r o t e : " V i r t u e may owe her panegyrics 

t o m o r a l i t y , b u t must d e r i v e her a u t h o r i t y from R e l i g i o n . " 

We w i l l see, v i v i d l y , a l i t t l e l a t e r i n the essay, how 

i m p o r t a n t Johnson b e l i e v e d r e l i g i o n was i n making moral 

d e c i s i o n s . M o r a l i t y , t h e n , i s based s q u a r e l y upon the 

o b j e c t i v e a u t h o r i t y o f r e l i g i o n . Johnson seems i n t h i s essay 
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t o be p u t t i n g f o r w a r d the n e c e s s i t y o f a u t h o r i t a t i v e 

r e l i g i o n i n a more c l e a r c u t manner than anywhere e l s e i n h i s 

w r i t i n g s . But as we s h a l l see, b e f o r e he can do t h i s he has 

t o work out some o f the pressures which we have seen 

e x i s t e d . Jenyns was t h e scapegoat who a l l o w e d him t o do 

t h i s . 

A f t e r the jump t o the next s e c t i o n o f the review 

(p251) we have an i n t e r e s t i n g i n c i d e n t when Jenyns puts 

f o r w a r d the v a l u e o f happiness. N a t u r a l l y Johnson has t o 

agree w i t h him; we know how s t r o n g l y Johnson longed f o r 

happiness, b u t he cannot b r i n g h i m s e l f t o accept i t on 

Jenyns's terms. He c r i t i c i s e s Jenyns i n the f o l l o w i n g terms: 

His opinion of the value and importance of happiness i s 
ce r t a i n l y j u s t , and I sh a l l insert i t , not that i t w i l l 
give any information to the reader, but i t may serve to 
show how the most common notion may be swelled i n sound, 
and diffused i n bulk, t i l l i t s h a l l perhaps astonish the 
author himself. (251 col2) 

T h i s approach, t h e n , a l l o w s him t o admit Jenyns's c l a i m , 

which he must do, w h i l s t t r y i n g t o a v o i d having t o face up 

t o i t s c o n c l u s i o n by t r y i n g t o convince the readers t h a t , i n 

some way, Jenyns's p r e s e n t a t i o n o f i t i s r i d i c u l o u s , thus 

n o t needing t o be taken too s e r i o u s l y . Furthermore, i n 

s u b t l y c i r c u m n a v i g a t i n g what he r e a l i s e s t o be an i m p o r t a n t 

s t a t e m e n t , he does not have t o acknowledge the a u t h o r i t y 

w h i c h Jenyns would have gained from i t . For Johnson t o take 

i t and p l a c e i t i n h i s own terms, would have been a way o f 
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r e a s s e r t i n g h i s own dominance over Jenyns and the knowledge 
t h a t he has espoused. Johnson then quotes what Jenyns has to 
say about happiness: 

Happiness i s the only thing of real value i n existence; 
neither riches, nor power, nor wisdom, nor learning, nor 
strength, nor beauty, nor v i r t u e , nor r e l i g i o n , nor even 
l i f e i t s e l f , being of any importance but as they 
contribute to i t s production. (251 col2) 

I n my o p i n i o n t h i s i s not a loose p i e c e a t a l l , i n f a c t i t 

i s a s t r i k i n g p i e c e o f w r i t i n g , r e m i n i s c e n t o f Johnson's own 

s t y l e , ramming home the p o i n t by use o f a s t r i n g o f examples 

t o back h i s argument up. The p o i n t i s t h a t the passage 

f o r c e s Johnson t o face up t o the problems o f the 

r e l a t i o n s h i p between happiness and r e l i g i o n i n h i s l i f e . I f 

happiness i s proposed as o f u l t i m a t e importance, i t d e t r a c t s 

from the a u t h o r i t y o f the r e l i g i o n t h a t Johnson needed to 

b r i n g i n t o b e i n g t o p r o t e c t him from m i s e r y , and thus would 

be c o m p l e t e l y i n e f f e c t i v e i n c u r i n g i t , as i t must be more 

a u t h o r i t a t i v e than the mi s e r y i t i s i n t e n d e d t o d i s p e l . 

U n f o r t u n a t e l y , i t must be s t r e s s e d t h a t the a d m i t t i n g o f the 

importance o f happiness would n o t have been an e f f e c t i v e 

b l o c k a g a i n s t the a u t h o r i t y o f r e l i g i o n as i t would have 

e n t a i l e d an a d m i t t a n c e on Johnson's p a r t t h a t he was a 

f a i l u r e due t o h i s sadness. 

But one f e e l s t h a t i n some way Johnson i s not as 

l o s t as he might be. There seems t o be a power i m p e l l i n g 

Johnson f o r w a r d and somehow g i v i n g him a sense o f a u t h o r i t y . 
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I t i s n o t l o n g , t h e r e f o r e , b e f o r e Johnson i s back on the 

ascendant, a p o s i t i o n made e a s i e r t o a t t a i n w i t h Jenyns's 

e l a b o r a t i o n o f h i s g r e a t c h a i n o f b e i n g , which Johnson 

n a t u r a l l y d i s m i s s e s as r i d i c u l o u s , m a i n l y on the grounds o f 

the i n a b i l i t y o f man t o a p p l y human c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s t o the 

u n i v e r s e . Johnson a g a i n c r i t i c i s e s Jenyns f o r l a c k o f 

t h o u g h t f u l n e s s , "For f o o l s march where angels f e a r t o 

t r e a d . " ( 2 5 3 c o l l ) . And indeed the c r i t i c i s m i s j u s t and 

t e l l i n g : we a g a i n see Johnson r e a c t i n g w i t h vehemence 

a g a i n s t the ease w i t h which Jenyns deals w i t h the 

omnipotence when i t caused Johnson h i m s e l f so much t r o u b l e . 

A f t e r a s h o r t r e s p i t e , Johnson i s on the o f f e n s i v e a g a i n . 

Old age w i l l shew him that much of the book now before 
us has no other use than to perplex the scrupulous, and 
to shake the weak, to encourage impious presumption, or 
stimulate i d l e c u r i o s i t y . (301 c o l l ) 

Johnson defends whole - h e a r t e d l y the need f o r the unknown. 

Johnson's a u t h o r i t y grows h e r e , and indeed the f o r c e o f t h i s 

passage i s v e r y l a r g e l y due t o i t s s p l e n d i d f e e l i n g o f 

a u t h o r i t y . We accept Johnson's w r i t i n g s here n o t as 

i n t e r e s t i n g s p e c u l a t i o n s but as the t r u t h , newly e x p l a i n e d . 

Johnson th e n c h a s t i s e s Jenyns f o r t r y i n g t o n e a t l y 

e x p l a i n away the problem o f e v i l i n a s i m i l a r way t o the way 

we saw Johnson d o i n g i t i n Sermon XV. The e x p l a i n i n g away i n 

t h i s manner o f the problem o f e v i l , seems t o be the u l t i m a t e 

d e l u s i o n , the most heinous example o f the p l a c i n g o f the 
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r a t i o n a l over t he exp e r i e n c e o f r e a l l i f e . There f o l l o w s 

f rom t h i s one o f the most famous passages t h a t Johnson ever 

w r o t e . Here a l l t h i s pent up emotion i s poured out i n scorn 

f o r Jenyns's ide a t h a t p a i n i n one p a r t o f the c h a i n b r i n g s 

b e n e f i t t o a n o t h e r . Johnson imagines w i t h g l e e f u l i r o n y a 

s e t o f beings h i g h e r i n the c h a i n t h a n human k i n d : 

As we shoot a b i r d f l y i n g , they take a man i n the midst 
of his business or pleasure, and knock him down with 
apoplexy. Some of them, perhaps are v i r t u o s i , and 
delight i n the operations of an asthma, as a human 
philosopher i n the effects of an a i r pump. To swell a 
man with a tympany i s as good a sport as to blow a 
frog.(302 c o l l ) 

And i t c o n t i n u e s w i t h s u s t a i n e d v i g o u r . But i s t h i s 

e x t r a o r d i n a r y d i s p l a y o f Johnson's anger a t the obscene 

c o n c l u s i o n o f Jenyns's t h e o r y , a l e g i t i m a t e d i s p r o v a l ? On a 

b a s i c l e v e l i t does n o t d i s p r o v e Jenyns's t h e o r y a t a l l ; 

g r a n t e d i t might w e l l make us r e j e c t h i s idea on the ground 

o f d i s g u s t , b u t i t i s not a r e f u t a t i o n . A c t u a l l y , i t says 

more about Johnson t h a n i t does about Jenyns. Johnson i s 

u n d e n i a b l y v e r y angry here; b u t w i t h whom? P a r t i a l l y Jenyns, 

maybe, b u t the f a c t remains t h a t humans experience l i f e i n 

terms e x a c t l y congruent w i t h t h a t d e s c r i b e d by Johnson. 

People are indeed s t r u c k down i n the middle o f careers and 

f o r no c o n c e i v a b l e reason a t a l l - i t i s a t e r r i b l e 

s i t u a t i o n , b u t i t i s r e a l ! There are two co n c e i v a b l e 

e x p l a n a t i o n s - f i r s t l y t h a t t h e r e i s no god, or secondly, 

t h a t God i s l i k e these h o s t i l e b e i n g s , who i f he does not 

d i r e c t l y s w e l l a man w i t h a tympany, a t l e a s t a l l o w s i t t o 
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happen. I f e e l s t r o n g l y t h a t h e r e , Johnson i s r e a c t i n g 

a g a i n s t the u n f a i r n e s s o f God's w o r l d , a g a i n s t the agony 

which he a l l o w s t o e x i s t , and a g a i n s t the f a c t t h a t a 

t u r n i n g t o God produces, f o r Johnson, g r e a t e r misery, as we 

have seen. I do n o t t h i n k t h a t Jenyns's cl a i m s are 

s u f f i c i e n t l y i m p o r t a n t t o a t t r a c t such a r e a c t i o n from the 

c o u n t r y ' s l e a d i n g m o r a l i s t , u n l e s s they had i n v o l v e d him i n 

some o t h e r c o n s i d e r a t i o n . However as Jenyns i s o f no 

imp o r t a n c e , and more i m p o r t a n t l y , because he i s o n l y 

n o m i n a l l y a C h r i s t i a n , i f a t a l l , Johnson c o u l d a t t a c k 

w i t h o u t b e i n g seen t o , or indeed f e e l i n g t h a t he was, 

un d e r m i n i n g t he ideas o f a C h r i s t i a n , or even C h r i s t i a n i t y 

i t s e l f . Jenyns can the n be used a a scapegoat f o r Johnson's 

r e a l concerns. Bate, as I have s a i d , i s v e r y i n t e r e s t i n g 

about the r e v i e w : 

But i t i s hard to believe Johnson would have bothered to 
focus on i t such an array of a r t i l l e r y had not i t s g l i b 
optimism ... been expressed wi t h i n the frame of deisti c 
or "natural" r e l i g i o n rather than that of Hellenic 
Christian teaching. Hence, i n facing t h i s particular 
attempt to excuse or reconcile the e v i l s of l i f e within 
a larger picture, a l l the taboos f o r Johnson are 
immediately dropped. °^ 

So perhaps th e n we see Johnson r e b e l l i n g as he has done 

a g a i n s t God and i n p a r t i c u l a r a g a i n s t the w o r l d o f misery 

t h a t we l i v e i n , a m i s e r y t h a t i n Johnson's case was 

agg r a v a t e d by the q u e s t i o n o f God h i m s e l f ; and indeed he 

w r o t e v e r y t e l l i n g l y t o Boswell t h a t God: 

must be good as well as powerful, because there i s 
nothing to make him otherwise, and goodness of i t s e l f i s 
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preferable. Yet you have against t h i s ^ what i s very 
certain, the unhappiness of human l i f e . °^ 

He l i v e d too r e a l i s t i c and i n v o l v e d a l i f e t o accept any 

e x p l a n a t i o n which d i d n o t take account o f the t r a g i c r e a l i t y 

o f e v i l and m i s e r y . I t must have seemed t o Johnson, on some 

oc c a s i o n s , t h a t C h r i s t i a n i t y d i d n o t seem t o do t h i s : but as 

we have seen, i t was not something t h a t he c o u l d abandon. 

Thus a g a i n , we see the two a u t h o r i t i e s which r e a c t upon 

Johnson p u l l i n g him a p a r t , namely, human experience and 

r e l i g i o n . He c o u l d n o t g i v e e i t h e r o f them up, as bo t h o f 

them were the bases upon which h i s l i f e , and the a u t h o r i t y 

he had f o r o t h e r s , r e s t e d . He ends t h i s l o n g passage o f 

c r i t i c i s m w i t h the comment: "The o n l y reason why we should 

c o n t e m p l a t e e v i l i s , t h a t we may bear i t b e t t e r . . . " . Here 

the n i s an acknowledgement o f i t s power, one which i s f a r 

more t r u e t o human n a t u r e than h i s l i m p e x p l a n a t i o n g i v e n i n 

Sermon XV which we saw e a r l i e r , thus a f f o r d i n g him a g r e a t e r 

degree o f a u t h o r i t y i n h i s r e a l i s t i c u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f l i f e . 

Having r e l e a s e d much o f h i s pent up anger towards 

God, and j u s t as we f e e l t h a t he i s ab l e t o plunge h i m s e l f 

back i n t o h i s v o r t e x o f competing a u t h o r i t i e s , Johnson 

t u r n s and s u r p r i s e s us, most p r o b a b l y because he has the 

l i m p arguments o f Jenyns t o uncover h i s own d e l u s i o n s . As 

l i f e i s so f r a u g h t w i t h t r o u b l e , we as human beings cannot 

manage a l o n e . The t e r r i f y i n g c o n c l u s i o n i s then set f o r w a r d : 

The consequences of human actions being sometimes 
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remote, i t i s not possible i n many cases for most men, 
nor i n a l l cases fo r any man to determine what actions 
w i l l u l t i m a t e l y produce happiness, and therefore i t was 
proper that Revelation should lay down a rule to be 
followed invariably i n opposition to appearances, and i n 
every change of circumstances, by which we may be 
certain to promote the general f e l i c i t y . (304/305 cols 
2/1) 

Johnson here i s d e a l i n g d i r e c t l y w i t h one o f h i s main 

concerns, happiness. Happiness, not j u s t moral good, w i l l be 

produced i f we f o l l o w the d i c t a t e s o f God. This i s a 

s t a t e m e n t o f f a i t h i n r e v e a l e d r e l i g i o n , and one t h a t i s 

s p l e n d i d l y p u t . I n many ways t h i s passage i s one o f 

Johnson's most acute as he places t h i s w o r l d i n an i m p o r t a n t 

p o s i t i o n as r e g a r d s r e l i g i o n , which i t undoubtedly h e l d f o r 

him. I n t h i s w o r l d o f r e l a t i v i s m , where, as he says a t the 

b e g i n n i n g o f the essay, we "see but i n p a r t " , we can never 

know a l l . We must t h e r e f o r e r e l y upon the a u t h o r i t y o f the 

A l m i g h t y i f we are ever t o l i v e a l i f e o f m o r a l i t y or 

happiness. Again we see the need o f man f o r a u t h o r i t y and 

from t h i s , we u n d e r s t a n d more de e p l y the appeal f o r Johnson 

o f the a u t h o r i t a t i v e and indeed, the b a s i s o f h i s a u t h o r i t y 

i s h i s r e a l i s a t i o n o f t h i s . Here t h e n , we do not get the 

c l a s h e s between Johnson and h i s r e l i g i o n . I n t e r e s t i n g l y , h i s 

own a u t h o r i t y i s s t r e n g t h e n e d by h i s avowal o f the 

a u t h o r i t a t i v e God. By becoming the mouthpiece o f o b j e c t i v e 

r e l i g i o n , he i s b e i n g more a u t h o r i t a t i v e , and indeed, people 

o f h i s own day v a l u e d him f o r t h i s , and i t was on t h i s b a s i s 

t h a t t h e y c o n s i d e r e d him an a u t h o r i t y . 
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The r e s t o f the Review ( o n l y one and a h a l f pages) 

i s n o t r e a l l y o f p a r t i c u l a r i n t e r e s t , but i s b a s i c a l l y 

concerned w i t h denying the l o g i c a l l y deduced c o n c l u s i o n s due 

t o the f a l s i t y o f t h e i r premise, the " . . . g r e a t c h a i n o f 

b e i n g . " 

The f e e l i n g s we have a f t e r r e a d i n g the Review are 

complex. We see, i n i t s p e r u s a l , the t e n s i o n s i n h e r e n t i n 

Johnson's r e l i g i o n r e a r i n g t h e i r heads. On the one hand, he 

w i l l n o t a l l o w Jenyns t o be accorded any a u t h o r i t y through 

h i s r a t i o n a l e x p l a n a t i o n o f h i s t h e o l o g y ; Johnson was t o be 

the man t o e x p l a i n t he d e i t y . On the o t h e r hand, we are 

g i v e n t he s t r o n g f e e l i n g t h a t Johnson cannot e n c i r c l e God 

w i t h r a t i o n a l t h o u g h t , as he o f t e n found he needed t o 

a t t e m p t i n o r d e r t o keep the d e i t y ' s a u t h o r i t y a t bay. We 

f i n d , however, i n t h i s Review, d i s m i s s a l o f Jenyns's 

a t t e m p t s t o t h e o r i s e go hand i n hand w i t h Johnson's 

a d m i t t a n c e t h a t God cannot be R a t i o n a l l y r e s t r i c t e d . I t i s 

when Johnson can l e t go o f h i s need t o impose h i m s e l f on God 

t h a t he becomes t r u l y a u t h o r i t a t i v e , as he does i n the 

Review. I n v i o l e n t l y a t t a c k i n g Jenyns, he was a b l e t o 

achiev e a u t h o r i t y w i t h o u t h a v i n g t o v a i n l y a t t e m p t t o knock 

down the God which made h i s l i f e p o s s i b l e . Mixed i n w i t h 

these t h o u g h t s , we must r e c o g n i s e t h a t Johnson's anger, on 

the s u r f a c e d i r e c t e d a t Jenyns, was most p r o b a b l y a c r y o f 

p a i n a t the God who a l l o w e d him t o l i v e so d i s t u r b e d a l i f e . 

-154-



As an a u t h o r i t y , he seems t o be most s u c c e s s f u l i f 

he i s p u t t i n g over the a u t h o r i t y o f the r e v e a l e d , o b j e c t i v e 

r e l i g i o n . I n the Review we see Johnson i n c r e a s i n g h i s 

a u t h o r i t y by d i s m i s s i n g t h a t o f Jenyns's but perhaps 

i n t e r e s t i n g l y , i n b e i n g honest t o h i m s e l f , t o h i s w o r l d , and 

t o h i s t r u e r e l i g i o n , he comes across as a f a r more 

a u t h o r i t a t i v e f i g u r e than elsewhere. 

The l a t e s t e d i t i o n o f the Oxford book o f Prayer 

( 1 9 8 5 ) , i n c l u d e s one o f Johnson's v e r y f i n e s t p r a y e r s , which 

f o r me, sums up what I wish t o say about the a u t h o r i t y and 

means o f h i s r e l i g i o u s l i f e . I t i s g i v e n the Number 378: 

0 Lord, my maker and protector, who hast graciously sent 
me in t o t h i s world, to work out my salvation, enable me 
to drive from me a l l such unquiet and perplexing 
thoughts as may mislead or hinder me i n the practice of 
those duties which thou hast required. When I behold the 
works of thy hands and consider the course of thy 
providence, give me grace always to remember that thy 
thoughts are not my thoughts, nor thy ways my ways. [Here 
we see Johnson's r e a l i s a t i o n of his temptation to use 
r e l i g i o n to enhance his own authority, or at the very 
least, to f i g h t against i t s authority.] And while i t 
shall please thee to continue me i n t h i s world where 
much i s to be done and l i t t l e to be known, teach me by 
thy Holy S p i r i t to withdraw my mind from m p r o f i t a b l e 
and dangerous enquiries, from d i f f i c u l t i e s vainly 
curious and doubts impossible to be solved. Let me 
rejoice i n the l i g h t which thou hast imparted, l e t me 
serve thee w i t h active zeal and humble confidence, and 
wait with patient expectation f o r the time i n which the 
soul which thou receivest shall be s a t i s f i e d with 
knowledge. Grant t h i s , 0 l o r d , f o r Jesus Christ's sake, 
amen. 

I f r e l i g i o n was t o possess the necessary a u t h o r i t y , f o r 

Johnson's l i f e , i t had t o be beyond the w o r l d o f human 
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e x p e r i e n c e . For Johnson, t h i s was b o t h i t s problem, and i t s 

i m p o r t a n c e . Johnson o n l y became t r u l y a u t h o r i t a t i v e , when he 

acknowledged w i t h o u t h e s i t a t i o n , the a b s o l u t e a u t h o r i t y o f 

r e l i g i o n i n s t e a d o f t r y i n g t o p l a c e h i m s e l f i n between God 

and the w o r l d ( " . . . t h a t t h y tho u g h t s are not my t h o u g h t s , 

nor t h y ways my ways.") This i m p l i e d l a c k o f knowledge, and 

seeming l a c k o f p e r s o n a l a u t h o r i t y , but as we have seen i n 

the Review, i n t h e c o n t e x t o f t h i s u n p r e d i c t a b l e w o r l d , i t 

meant the o p p o s i t e . I t i s i n s t r u c t i v e t h a t Johnson became 

known as an a u t h o r i t y p r e c i s e l y because o f h i s ac c u r a t e and 

p e r s u a s i v e p o r t r a y a l o f the message o f C h r i s t i a n i t y . Despite 

doubts and t e r r i f y i n g t e n s i o n s , he was s u c c e s s f u l as an 

a u t h o r i t y when he was honest t o God, and thus t o h i m s e l f , 

though, as we have seen, t h i s was never easy and the f a i l e d 

a t t e m p t s t o do so l e f t him deeply s c a r r e d . 

-156-



CHAPTER FOUR 

Johnson : The Rambler 

The Rambler essays are what t r u l y made Johnson 

famous i n h i s day. Throughout the L i f e , Boswell r e f e r s t o 

Johnson as "the a u t h o r o f the Rambler", p a r t i c u l a r l y when he 

wishes t o c o n t r a s t h i s a c t u a l b e h a v iour w i t h t h a t which 

might be expected o f him by the p u b l i c . I t i s t h e r e f o r e 

w i t h i n these essays t h a t I wish t o l o o k f o r a f i n a l 

assessment o f Johnson's a u t h o r i t y . One f e e l s t h a t the author 

h i m s e l f might w e l l have approved o f t h i s approach, f o r i t 

was he who w r o t e : "My o t h e r works are wine and water; but my 

Rambler i s pure wine."^ T e t t y ' s p r a i s e was c o r r e s p o n d i n g l y 

e n t h u s i a s t i c : " I t h o u g h t v e r y w e l l o f you b e f o r e ; but I d i d 

not imagine you c o u l d have w r i t t e n any t h i n g equal t o 

t h i s . " ^ The reasons f o r Johnson's p r i d e are i m p o r t a n t , as by 

d i s c o v e r i n g what t h e y were, i t w i l l be r e v e a l e d what he 

wished t o be. 

The t i t l e . The Rambler Essays, i s o f course a 

s t r a n g e one f o r so seemingly i m p o r t a n t an endeavour. 
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Boswell's account o f the naming s t r e s s e s t h i s apparent 
o d d i t y : 

Johnson was, I think, not very happy i n the choice of 
his t i t l e . The Rambler, which cer t a i n l y i s not suited to 
a series of grave and moral discourses...^ 

and i n f a c t , a c c o r d i n g t o S i r Joshua Reynolds, Johnson chose 

the t i t l e a t the l a s t minute a f t e r a v i g i l a t h i s bedside: 

I sat down at night upon my bedside, and resolved that I 
would not go to sleep t i l l I had fixed i t s t i t l e . Jhe 
Rambler seemed the best that occurred, and I took i t . - ' 

B o s w ell was unsure o f the name but I b e l i e v e The Rambler to 

be a more a p p r o p r i a t e t i t l e than he imagined. The moral 

d i s c o u r s e s , which indeed t h e y a r e , are not a c t u a l l y as 

u n i f o r m l y grave as he suggests, and indeed as he a d m i t t e d a 

few pages f u r t h e r on i n the L i f e ; " He [Johnson] has not 

depressed the s o u l t o despondency and i n d i f f e r e n c e . " ^ and 

t h e r e i s i n the essays' p r e s e n t a t i o n much t h a t i s l i g h t , 

however s e r i o u s t he a c t u a l "moral" i s . That Johnson h i m s e l f 

s u f f e r e d so much over the t i t l e tends t o suggest t h a t i t 

meant more t o him tha n Boswell t h o u g h t , and t h a t the t i t l e 

would have been chosen f o r a p a r t i c u l a r reason. Obviously 

the c h o i c e had much t o do w i t h a r r e s t i n g p u b l i c a t t e n t i o n as 

i t was a name which chimed i n e a s i l y w i t h the Spectator or 

the T a t l e r , b o t h o f which had been h i g h l y s u c c e s s f u l , even 

though Johnson never i n t e n d e d The Rambler t o have so l i g h t a 

c h a r a c t e r as these two p u b l i c a t i o n s . ^ N e v e r t h e l e s s , I f e e l 

t h a t t h e r e i s a more i m p o r t a n t reason f o r the t i t l e which 
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may be d i s c o v e r e d t h r o u g h c o n t r a s t i n g the p r a y e r t h a t he 

composed upon the s t a r t i n g o f the essays, which Bate 

c o n s i s t e n t l y o m i t s t o quote i n i t s e n t i r e t y , and the motto 

which p r e f i x e s the c o l l e c t i o n . F i r s t l y the p r a y e r : 

Almighty God, the giver of a l l good things, without 
whose help a l l laboxir i s i n e f f e c t u a l , and without whose 
grace a l l wisdom i s f o l l y , grant, I beseech Thee, that 
i n t h i s my undertaking thy Holy S p i r i t may not be 
withheld from me, but that I may promote thy glory, and 
the salvation both of myself and others, - Grant this 0 
Lord f o r the sake of Jesus Christ. Amen. Lord Bless me. 
So be i t . ^ 

The p r a y e r ' s r e l u c t a n c e t o end seems t o i n d i c a t e Johnson's 

g r a s p i n g f o r God's a s s i s t a n c e . The essays meant a g r e a t deal 

t o him, and indeed so g r e a t a t a s k d i d he c o n s i d e r t h e i r 

w r i t i n g , t h a t God's h e l p seemed more than u r g e n t . 

I n c o n t r a s t t o t h i s , as we have mentioned above, i s 

the motto which he chose f o r the essays, taken from Horace's 

F i r s t E p i s t l e : 

Ni i l l i u s addictus jurare i n verba magistri. 
Quo me cunque r a p i t tempestas deferor hospes. 

(Epistles I 1.14-15) 

which was a l s o the motto o f the newly formed Royal S o c i e t y . 

Johnson a l s o s u p p l i e s E l p h i n s t o n ' s t r a n s l a t i o n : 

Sworn to no Master's a r b i t r a r y sway, 
I range where-e'er occasion points the way. 

Both the E n g l i s h and the L a t i n s t r e s s the w r i t e r ' s freedom 

from e x t e r n a l a u t h o r i t y , and indeed, the not v e r y accurate 
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E n g l i s h t r a n s l a t i o n chosen by Johnson here p r e s e n t s the 

independence o f the w r i t e r i n a suave and c o n f i d e n t tone, 

r a t h e r u n l i k e t he tempest t h a t snatches and bears away i n 

Horace's l i n e s . One must presume t h a t Johnson considered God 

t o be a n y t h i n g b u t " a r b i t r a r y " , however much o f a "master" 

he must have been, and however o r d e r e d an i n t e r p r e t a t i o n o f 

"o c c a s i o n " must be p o s i t e d i f i t was t o be s u b s t a n t i a l l y God 

d i r e c t e d ! I t h i n k the c o n t r a s t between the two i s i m p o r t a n t 

and s h o u l d n o t be r e c o n c i l e d too n e a t l y . The two d i f f e r i n g 

s t a t e m e n t s are almost a wish on the "Rambler's" p a r t t h a t 

the two w i l l n e c e s s a r i l y p u l l t o g e t h e r , and t h a t i n t h i s 

way, God can be seen t h r o u g h the w o r l d i f viewed w i t h o u t 

p a r t i c u l a r d i r e c t i o n , but j u s t as i t i s . Through the v e r y 

a c t o f "Rambling" h i s way th r o u g h l i f e i n the p e r i o d i c a l 

f o r m , he would demonstrate the w o r k i n g o f God's s p i r i t i n 

the w o r l d t h r o u g h man's m o r a l i t y , w i t h o u t i n t e r p r e t a t i v e 

b i a s . We f i n d f r e q u e n t l y i n the Rambler essays a dramatic 

t e n s i o n between o b j e c t i v e and e x t e r n a l moral a u t h o r i t y on 

the one hand, and Johnson's t r u s t i n h i s own experience o f 

l i f e , on the o t h e r . The two sources o f a u t h o r i t y n e g o t i a t e 

w i t h one a n o t h e r , now more d i s t a n t l y , now more c l o s e l y ; and 

here a t the o u t s e t we f i n d the c o n t r a s t t h a t faces us too at 

the end o f the work. 

The f i n a l Rambler, (Number 208), p r o v i d e s Johnson 

w i t h an o p p o r t u n i t y t o comment upon what he has done. 

Because an i t i n e r a n t cannot speak o f i n d i v i d u a l s , he w r i t e s : 

" . . . i n my papers, no man c o u l d l o o k f o r censures o f h i s 
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enemies, or p r a i s e s o f h i m s e l f . . . " indeed the Ramblers are 

expected t o be i n d u l g e d i n by o n l y those "...whose passions 

l e f t them l e i s u r e f o r a b s t r a c t e d t r u t h , and whom v i r t u e 

c o u l d please by i t s naked d i g n i t y . " ^ He does not wish h i s 

essay c o l l e c t i o n t o degenerate i n t o the p e r s o n a l as he i s 

o n l y i n t e r e s t e d , so he says, i n the o b j e c t i v e t r u t h , a t r u t h 

w hich i s r e l e v a n t f o r men o f any age. 

A p e r u s a l o f the essay w i l l show Johnson a t h i s 

most a b s t r a c t e d . He ends the essay i n the f o l l o w i n g manner: 

The essays professedly serious, i f I have been able to 
execute my own intentions, w i l l be found exactly 
conformable to the precepts of C h r i s t i a n i t y , without any 
accommodation to the licentiousness and l e v i t y of the 
present age. I therefore look back on t h i s part of my 
work with pleasure, which no blame or praise of man 
s h a l l diminish or augment. I shall never envy the 
honours which w i t and learning obtain i n any other 
cause, i f I can be numbered among the writers who have 
given ardour to v i r t u e and confidence to t r u t h . •'•̂  

Through most o f the essay we are t o l d o f Johnson's 

a u t h o r i t a t i v e b e h a v i o u r ; he t e l l s us o f h i s purpose, which 

i s t o c o n s t r u c t essays f i t t i n g i n t o a pre - determined 

p a t t e r n and which have a f o r e - o r d a i n e d v i e w p o i n t , as he 

says e a r l i e r : "Having h i t h e r t o a t t e m p t e d o n l y the 

p r o p a g a t i o n o f t r u t h . . . " ^ ^ 

T h is s t a n c e , taken up i n number 208 i s n o t , however, 

f a i r t o h i s essays as a whole, as he w i l l n o t a l l o w h i m s e l f 

here any c r e d i t f o r d i s c o v e r y , indeed f o r " r a m b l i n g " . His 

t a s k , i f we are t o b e l i e v e Johnson, has o n l y been t o 

d e s c r i b e what has been g i v e n t h r o u g h the C h r i s t i a n 
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R e v e l a t i o n , which a s s u r e d l y was not the idea encapsulated i n 

h i s m o t t o . But even t h i s , one o f the most assured o f a l l the 

essays, i n v o l v e s i t s e l f i n more than was n e c e s s a r i l y 

i n t e n d e d , t h r o u g h t h e a c t i o n o f Johnson's "persona", a word 

I use a d v i s e d l y , opposing i t t o t h a t o f mind, which might 

n o t c a r r y t h e c o n t e x t o f e x p e r i e n c e . He cannot move beyond 

h i m s e l f , as he e x p l a i n s : 

He that condemns himself to compose on a stated day, 
w i l l often bring to his task an attention dissipated, a 
memory embarrassed, an imagination overwhelmed, a mind 
distracted with anxieties, a body languishing with 
disease: He w i l l labour on a barren topick, t i l l i t i s 
too l a t e to change i t ; or i n the ardour of invention, 
diffuse his thoughts in t o w i l d exuberance... 

Much o f the essay i s devoted t o excusing h i m s e l f 

from t he r e g a r d o f a p u b l i c , because h i s o n l y purpose has 

been t o i n s t r u c t . But o f course the f a c t t h a t he d w e l l s upon 

the r e a c t i o n o f o t h e r s a t t e s t s t o a t l e a s t some r e g a r d o f 

i t . He admits t h a t "he has never been much a f a v o u r i t e o f 

the p u b l i c k " b u t n o t o n l y must t h i s have h u r t him, but a l s o 

the p r o d u c i n g o f the excuse t h a t he has never angled f o r 

t h e i r i n t e r e s t , must have damagingly r e f l e c t e d upon t h e i r 

a t t i t u d e towards the "Propagation o f t r u t h . " For a man who 

b e l i e v e d and was honest enough t o admit t h a t the " . . . h e a r t 

n a t u r a l l y l o v e s truth"-*--^ and indeed t h a t "The applause o f a 

s i n g l e human b e i n g i s o f g r e a t consequence", •'•̂  the 

c o n c l u s i o n t h a t he b r i n g s h i m s e l f t o , namely t h a t people i n 

g e n e r a l were n o t i n t e r e s t e d i n the Ramblers or the t r u t h 

t h a t t h e y were supposed t o c o n t a i n , must n o t have been an 
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easy one t o have been a b l e t o acce p t . The c o n c l u s i o n o f 

Essay 208 i s n o t n e c e s s a r i l y s u p p o r t e d by the evidence 

p r e s e n t e d i n the r e s t o f the essay, and we see Johnson's 

a u t h o r i t y e x i s t i n g on a more complex l e v e l than we had 

imagined. I n the essay we see the two approaches ma n i f e s t e d 

i n the motto and the p r a y e r l y i n g s i d e by s i d e , i n a strange 

form o f t e n s i o n . On the one hand we have h i s assurance t h a t 

he i s o n l y i n t e r e s t e d i n the p r o p a g a t i o n o f t r u t h , on the 

o t h e r , we see him t a k i n g i n t o c o n s i d e r a t i o n the essays' 

p o p u l a r i t y , a move which b o l t s the essay t o the contemporary 

moment i n a way Johnson i s t r y i n g t o a v o i d . So i n t h i s l a s t 

essay Johnson's a t t e m p t t o be o b j e c t i v e l y a u t h o r i t a t i v e i s 

t o a l a r g e e x t e n t undermined by o t h e r c i r c u m s t a n c e s . The 

o b j e c t o f t h i s c h a p t e r i s t o understand more f u l l y how t h i s 

a u t h o r i t a t i v e t e n s i o n o p e r a t e s . As becomes obvi o u s , the 

q u o t a t i o n o f a sentence or even a paragraph d i s j o i n e d from 

an essay as a whole i s i n s u f f i c i e n t t o determine an essay's 

meaning or c h a r a c t e r . To do the essays j u s t i c e , one must 

l o o k a t them as a whole, p o i n t i n g out the s h i f t s and 

c o n t r a d i c t i o n s which occur.•'•^ 

Modern c r i t i c i s m o f the Rambler i s v a r i e d . C r i t i c i s m 

o f l i m i t e d v a l u e t o my purpose has been w r i t t e n on thematic 

p a t t e r n i n g , s y m b o l i c names and imagery^^, a l l o f which tend 

t o l i s t s i m i l a r i t i e s between essays and the r e b y make a 

comment upon e i t h e r the e n t i r e s e r i e s or Johnson's mind as a 

whole. Secondly, t h e r e i s a group o f c r i t i c s which attempts 
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t o u n d e r s t a n d Johnson's passions t h r o u g h the essays, the 

major exponent o f t h i s course b e i n g W.J.Bate, bo t h i n h i s 

L i f e and e s p e c i a l l y i n h i s e a r l i e r book The Achievement o f 

Samuel J o h n s o n . T h i s s t r a i n o f thought i s bo t h accurate 

and v a l u a b l e , but as I hope t o show, t h e r e i s something 

about i t t h a t w i l l n o t s a t i s f y . F i n a l l y , and most v a l u a b l y 

f o r t h i s s t u d y , t h e r e are those c r i t i c s who s u b j e c t 

i n d i v i d u a l essays t o s c r u t i n y and focus upon Johnson's 

method as a guide t o h i s mind and v i e w s . T h i s f i n a l group 

o f c r i t i c s f o l l o w s most c l o s e l y the approach which I hope t o 

t a k e l 9 

I wish t o embark upon my i n v e s t i g a t i o n i n t o the 

method o f the Ramblers w i t h Leopold Damrosch's a r t i c l e 

e n t i t l e d : "Johnson's manner o f proceeding i n the Rambler"^^ 

He focuses upon "two r h e t o r i c a l modes" used by Johnson 

which Damrosch e x p l a i n s as the " . . . d i s m a n t l i n g o f 

commonplaces, which exposes a l l t h e i r weaknesses b e f o r e 

r e a s s e m b l i n g them i n t o a p o s i t i v e statement" and as "...a 

mode o f a m p l i f i c a t i o n , almost o f m e d i t a t i o n , which surrounds 

a s u b j e c t w i t h r e f l e c t i o n s t h a t e n l a r g e our un d e r s t a n d i n g 
91 

b u t do n ot advance an a r g u m e n t . " ^ He t e s t s Johnson's manner 

by s e l e c t i n g Essays 1 , 2 and 155. Johnson's purpose, so 

Damrosch c l a i m s , i s t o focus our minds more f u l l y upon the 

essay and t h e r e b y , by pro c e e d i n g t h r o u g h the complex system 

o f m ental movement, t o make the " . . . c o n c l u s i o n s f u l l y our 

own,"^^ and t o "...show us how u n c r i t i c a l our t h i n k i n g 

u s u a l l y i s . " " ^ - ^ He summarises, "The h e a r t o f Johnson's -164-



m i s s i o n as a m o r a l i s t i s t o make us stop p a r r o t i n g the 

p r e c e p t s o f m o r a l i s t s and s t a r t t h i n k i n g f o r o u r s e l v e s . " . 

Thus the c o n c l u s i o n Damrosch leads us t o i s t h a t i n some way 

Johnson was not an a u t h o r i t y a t a l l , i n t h a t i t was h i s 

purpose t o a l l o w h i s readers t o come t o t h e i r own d e c i s i o n , 

t o t h i n k i n a s o p h i s t i c a t e d way f o r themselves. I n f a c t t h i s 

approach i s the exact r e v e r s e o f the a u t h o r i t a t i v e , s ince 

b o t h Johnson h i m s e l f and any e x t e r n a l a u t h o r i t y he adduced 

would be br o u g h t t o the bar o f the reader's own d e c i s i o n 

about t h i n g s . Damrosch uses an example from Rambler 23 where 

Johnson begins by a c c e p t i n g a maxim o f P l i n y , and then 

t u r n i n g i t on i t s head: "But, though the r u l e o f P l i n y be 

j u d i c i o u s l y l a i d down, i t i s not a p p l i c a b l e t o the w r i t e r ' s 

cause..."^^. Damrosch's t h e s i s i s w e l l presented and indeed 

t o some degree c o n v i n c i n g , but t o accept i t i n i t s e n t i r e t y 

would be, I f e e l , t o o v e r s i m p l i f y . The main reason f o r t h i s 

i s t h a t i t would n o t f i t i n t o what we know o f Johnson's 

c h a r a c t e r . We can accept t h a t he would n o t wish h i s readers 

t o accept commonplace aphorisms w i t h o u t t h o u g h t , but i n 

h i s c o n v e r s a t i o n and i n h i s works, he t r i e d t o teach people 

what he c o n s i d e r e d r e a l , what he c o n s i d e r e d t r u e . I t i s , 

i m p o s s i b l e t o imagine the Johnson, who o f t e n i n the L i f e was 

p a s s i o n a t e t o c o n v i n c e , w r i t i n g the Ramblers c h i e f l y t o 

educate h i s re a d e r s t o t h i n k f o r themselves. Johnson, would 

w r i t e what he t h o u g h t , and expect h i s readers t o concur! I f 

P l i n y ' s aphorism seemed a p p r o p r i a t e , he would use i t , i f i t 

seemed i n a p p r o p r i a t e , he would then r e j e c t i t . The Ramblers 
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are a f a r more a c c u r a t e d i s p l a y o f Johnson's mind as i t 

g e n u i n e l y was, than Damrosch's t h e o r y would a l l o w us to 

ac c e p t . He was n o t s i m p l y a d o p t i n g p o s i t i o n s which he might 

not g e n u i n e l y have h e l d , t o persuade o t h e r s t o t h i n k f o r 

themselves. 

Another approach i s o f f e r e d by Steven Lynn i n h i s 

a r t i c l e "Johnson's Rambler and E i g h t e e n t h Century R h e t o r i c . " 

He d i v i d e s e i g h t e e n t h - c e n t u r y p a t t e r n s o f thought i n t o two 

forms o f r h e t o r i c , f i r s t l y t h e " . . . t r a d i t i o n a l , 

A r i s t o t e l i a n / C i c e r o n i a n r h e t o r i c " and secondly the "...new, 
9 7 

Lockean or s c i e n t i f i c r h e t o r i c . " ' Supposedly the o l d 

r h e t o r i c c o n c e n t r a t e s on p e r s u a s i o n by pro p o s i n g o f 

commonplaces which are s u b j e c t e d t o d e d u c t i v e m a n i p u l a t i o n , 

w h i l s t t h e new r h e t o r i c bases i t s e l f upon experience and 

i n f e r e n t i a l r e a s o n i n g , as Lynn summarises i t : "Proof d e r i v e d 

from a u t h o r i t i e s and words versus t r u t h d e f i n e d from r e a l i t y 

and i n d i v i d u a l r e a s o n i n g . " ° Lynn's t h e s i s i s t h a t i n the 

Rambler Johnson uses b o t h methods. He w r i t e s : 
Johnson always begins a Rambler with an epigraph, drawn 
from the classics, which functions much l i k e a sermon 
te x t , encapstilating, stimulating, authorising what 
follows. 

A c c o r d i n g t o Lynn, t h e n , Johnson begins almost a l l h i s 

Ramblers w i t h an a u t h o r i t y which i s then put t o severe 

t e s t i n g . Using Rambler 166 Lynn shows the way Johnson 

s u b j e c t s an a u t h o r i t a t i v e s a y i n g t o a p a t t e r n o f e m p i r i c a l 
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t e s t i n g o f the Lockean k i n d , and on the b a s i s o f the t e s t i n g 
e i t h e r r e j e c t s or accepts the a u t h o r i t y . 

Again and again we see Johnson testing a proposition i n 
the Rambler not by i t s i n t u i t i v e acceptability of 
s y l l o g i s t i c p o t e n t i a l , but rather by i t s congruence to 
empirical data. 

This seems more p e r s u a s i v e t o me than Damrosch's 

t h e o r y . N e v e r t h e l e s s , b e f o r e coming t o a c o n c l u s i o n , we must 

c o n s i d e r a debate between Lynn and another Johnson c r i t c , 

Paul Fussell.^-*- Lynn's b e l i e f i s t h a t Johnson's approach t o 

t h e t r u t h i s by means o f a p a t t e r n (namely the one he has 

d e s c r i b e d ) , w h i c h however d i s t r a c t i n g t he i n d i v i d u a l essays 

a r e , i s always t h e r e . However he makes i t c l e a r t h a t i n some 

sense, t h e essay i t s e l f i s g r e a t e r t h a n i t s p a r t s and t h a t 

t he c o n n e c t i o n s between p a r t s are not as l o g i c a l as they 

m i g h t be. 

tfy contention i s that Johnson's essays r e l y on certain 
paradigms or formulas, and the formulas are h o l i s t i c , 
not connective, r h e t o r i c a l and not investigative. I n 
f a c t , I f i n d that Johnson often neglects to make 
e x p l i c i t t r a n s i t i o n s , forcing the reader to supply the 
relationship - to see the parts i n terms of the whole. 

Thus what Johnson w r i t e s i n the Rambler i s b o t h i n t e n d e d 

f r o m the b e g i n n i n g , and a l s o i n v o l v e s the reader i n a 

r e l a t i o n s h i p w i t h the a u t h o r t h r o u g h the b r i d g e o f the essay 

as a whole. He a t t e m p t s t o demonstrate t h i s w i t h r e f e r e n c e 

t o Rambler 172.^-^ However i t must be a d m i t t e d t h a t i f one 

d i d n o t wish t o see the a l l e g e d process o f the essays, Lynn 

a l l o w s us p l e n t y o f l o o p h o l e s . As the system d e f i n e d above 
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i s o f t e n so d i f f i c u l t t o see i t would p r o b a b l y be more 

a c c u r a t e t o suggest t h a t i t has been i n v e n t e d (and indeed 

the use o f the word " n e g l e c t s " i n the q u o t a t i o n above, i n 

r e f e r e n c e t o Johnson's making c l e a r t r a n s i t i o n s , perhaps 

suggests t h a t Lynn f e e l s he i s b e i n g a l i t t l e l e t down.)^^ 

However Lynn's l i n e o f argument becomes i n t e r e s t i n g 

when i t i s compared w i t h Paul F u s s e l l ' s u n d e r s t a n d i n g of 

Rambler 18A, a d i f f e r e n c e which Lynn i s a t pains t o p o i n t 

o u t . The d i f f e r e n c e i n i n t e r p r e t a t i o n stems from the f a c t 

t h a t Lynn c o n s i d e r s the essay as r u n n i n g i n a c o n s i s t e n t 

d i r e c t i o n . The Rambler i n q u e s t i o n , Lynn c l a i m s , attempts to 

prove the p e r v a s i v e n e s s o f chance i n l i f e and thus the 

n e c e s s i t y o f f a i t h , a c o n c l u s i o n which i s reached i n a 

t u r n a b o u t i n the f i n a l paragraph. F u s s e l l , on the o t h e r 

hand, sees Johnson's p e r v a s i v e r a t i o n a l i t y l e a d i n g t o a 

c o n c l u s i o n which the a u t h o r does n o t l i k e , and which he 

c o n s e q u e n t l y evades by an a b r u p t and unforeseen l a s t minute 

r e v e r s a l , e n a b l i n g him t o put f o r w a r d an orthodox p o s i t i o n . 

F u s s e l l w r i t e s : 

Thus he returns, and with great s k i l l , to the position 
and tone appropriate to "The Rambler"; but he can do so 
here only by tacking on A. conclusion which follows not 
at a l l from the premises. 

For F u s s e l l i t i s these 'buts' and ' y e t s ' which become the 

substance o f the Ramblers 'buts' and ' y e t s ' being 

b r o u g h t i n t o b e i n g by the i n j e c t i o n i n t o the essays o f a 

human f a c t o r which leads Johnson t o c o m p l i c a t e h i s o r i g i n a l 
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i n t e n t i o n s i n t h a t the f o r c e o f h i s own experiences l e d him 

down a p a t h which he had not i n t e n d e d t o i n v e s t i g a t e . The 

d e s i r e d o b j e c t i v e t r u t h t hen has t o be r e a s s e r t e d as Johnson 

has wandered away from i t , hence the change o f d i r e c t i o n . 

F u s s e l l summarises t h i s type o f oc c u r r e n c e , and i n so doing 

e x p l a i n s what i s a t t h e b a s i s o f Johnson's method. 

Boswell's genius i n b o t t l i n g and peddling the Johnsonian 
ether sometimes gives the impression that the mighty 
sage operates from a body of principles f i r m l y held and 
fearlessly applied. But as the method of the Rambler 
suggests, the fact i s quite d i f f e r e n t . Johnson's 
'thought' i s not a great fixed structure, as we might be 
led to assume from, say, the tables l i s t i n g his 'likes' 
and 'dislikes' at the end of Krutch's Samuel Johnson. I t 
i s rather a varying, dynamic melange of reactions 
recognizing hardly any fixe d principles except an 
adherence to empiricism and a scepticism about the 
c e r t a i n t i e s embraced and promulgated by other people.^' 

To a p p r e c i a t e Johnson's method more f u l l y , a thorough 

e x a m i n a t i o n o f Rambler 184 w i l l be undertaken. 

The essay i s p r e f a c e d by an a u t h o r i t a t i v e sentence 
from Juvenal t r a n s l a t e d as 

I n t n i s t thy fortune to the pow'rs above: 
Leave them to manage f o r thee, and to grant 
What t h e i r unerring wisdom sees thee want. 

(Dryden) 

So we must presume t h i s w i l l be the p o i n t o f the essay. We 

b e g i n t h e essay p r o p e r w i t h a r e f e r e n c e t o w r i t i n g which 

v e r y q u i c k l y becomes s e l f - r e f l e c t i v e ; are we t o accept the 

s e l f c r i t i c i s m o f the e s s a y i s t as a person not r e q u i r i n g 

much p r e p a r a t i o n ? 
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A careless glance upon a favourite author, or transient 
survey of the v a r i e t i e s of l i f e , i s s u f f i c i e n t to supply 
the f i r s t h i n t or seminal idea, which enlarged by the 
gradual accretion of matter stored i n the mind, i s by 
the warmth of fancy easily expanded into flowers, and 
sometimes ripened in t o f r u i t . (201 para 1) 

The p e c u l i a r way i n which Johnson t a l k s i n an 

o b j e c t i v e manner here and i n the l a s t paragraph o f "the 

a u t h o r s o f these p e t t y c o m p o s i t i o n s " , a l l o w s us t o ask how 

h i s a u t h o r i t y i s w o r k i n g h e r e . He t a l k s about h i m s e l f i n an 

a b s t r a c t e d and o b j e c t i v e way, making a somewhat c r i t i c a l 

judgement, "a c a r e l e s s g l a n c e . . . " and "by the warmth o f 

f a n c y " . 

I n the second paragraph, however, a r e v e r s a l takes 

p l a c e i n Johnson's o p i n i o n o f the t a s k o f an e s s a y i s t i n 

t h a t we are f a c e d w i t h the f a c t t h a t a c t u a l l y the s h o r t 

essay i s made more "irksome" by the f a c t t h a t the w r i t e r ' s 

mind i s g i v e n no a s s i s t a n c e by an imagined environment such 

as t h a t c r e a t e d by the n o v e l i s t . The w r i t e r o f essays has 

always t o choose a t o p i c w i t h o u t h a v i n g any g u i d i n g f a c t o r s 

t o h e l p ; i n o t h e r words, the essay i s more d i f f i c u l t owing 

t o i t s necessary c o n n e c t i o n w i t h l i f e and i t s d i s j u n c t i o n 

f r o m the make b e l i e v e o r the imagined; i t r e q u i r e s a more 

e m p i r i c a l approach. Here, we see Johnson's r e c o g n i t i o n o f 

t h i s v i t a l p a r t o f h i s essay w r i t i n g - i t s r e l a t i o n s h i p t o 

the w o r l d around i t . The essay w i l l o n l y be o f value i f i t 

speaks o f what i s r e a l . 
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I n the n e x t paragraph (202, para 2 ) , Johnson draws 

l i f e i n g e n e r a l and essay w r i t i n g c l o s e l y t o g e t h e r as the 

e s s a y i s t o f t e n has t o take pot l u c k , u s i n g m a t e r i a l which 

happens t o be a t hand. This i s because t h e r e are too many 

s u b j e c t s t o d i s t i n g u i s h between t o make a d e l i b e r a t e c h o i c e . 

I t o f t e n happens t h a t the judgement i s d i s t o r t e d w i t h 

"...boundless m u l t i p l i c i t y " . I n o t h e r words the work o f an 

e s s a y i s t i s n o t perhaps as h a r d as t h e second paragraph 

might have suggested. This type o f approach would tend t o 

s u p p o r t F u s s e l l ' s l i n e o f thought as t h i s i s a f a r more 'ad 

hoc' process t h a n a n y t h i n g e l s e . I t i s d i f f i c u l t n o t t o see 

a p a r a l l e l here w i t h l i f e i n g e n e r a l as t h e r e must be a 

c l o s e l i n k between the e s s a y i s t who comments upon l i f e , and 

t h e human b e i n g who a c t s w i t h i n l i f e . The d e c i s i o n s which he 

makes are o f t e n f a r too complex t o be decided upon 

o b j e c t i v e l y and so he must j u s t plunge f o r w a r d and a l l o w 

h i m s e l f t o be t a k e n by those events a t hand, perhaps even t o 

be guided by chance. We s h a l l see Johnson making t h i s 

t r a n s i t i o n l a t e r i n the essay. I n the next paragraph we see 

t h e r e l a t i o n s h i p between e s s a y i s t and l i f e made more 

e x p l i c i t : 

To close tedious deliberations with hasty resolves, and 
a f t e r long consultations with reason to refer the 
question to caprice, i s by no means peculiar to the 
essayist. (202, para 3). 

He t h e n , t o e l a b o r a t e h i s view, asks us t o l o o k a t our l i v e s 

and the manner i n which t h e y are o u t s i d e our c o n t r o l . Here 
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we see him t u r n i n g h i s a t t e n t i o n away from the essay and 

from s t a t e m e n t s l i k e those made i n the f i r s t paragraph to 

l o o k f o r a more e m p i r i c a l j u s t i f i c a t i o n . He w r i t e s : "Let him 

t h a t peruses t h i s paper, r e v i e w the s e r i e s o f h i s l i f e , and 

e n q u i r e how he was p l a c e d i n h i s p r e s e n t c o n d i t i o n . " (202, 

para 3) So, t o a l a r g e e x t e n t , l i f e i s determined by chance, 

and indeed Johnson goes as f a r as t o say t h a t , "Of the good 

or i l l which he has e x p e r i e n c e d , a g r e a t p a r t came 

unexpected...". So we are b e g i n n i n g t o see the moral sphere 

s l i p p i n g over i n t o the realm o f chance. 

However i n the n e x t paragraph (203, para 2 ) , we 

n o t i c e a s u b t l e s h i f t which one f e e l s may w e l l be the r e s u l t 

o f Johnson r e a l i s i n g where h i s l i n e o f argument i s l e a d i n g 

him. I t becomes n o t so much a m a t t e r o f the way t h i n g s a r e , 

b u t t he f a c t t h a t people "...may be s a i d t o throw themselves 

by d e s i g n i n t o t he arms o f f o r t u n e . . . " (203, para 2) and 

i n d e e d , t h e y are s a i d t o "...engage i n a c^ise o f l i f e " . We 

are i n f a c t , b e i n g drawn i n t o a Johnsonian d i s c o v e r y o f 

c o m p l e x i t y . How f a r are we r e s p o n s i b l e f o r a s i t u a t i o n 

w h ich, i n some ways, we are i n c a p a b l e o f a v o i d i n g through 

our l a c k o f a b i l i t y t o understand the c o m p l e x i t y o f the 

world? But one cannot h e l p but n o t i c e t h a t he has become 

more c r i t i c a l : "Nor i s i t any wonder t h a t t h e i r time i s past 

between e l a t i o n and despondency, hope and d i s a p p o i n t m e n t . " 

(203, para 3) The use o f the word t h e i r tends t o suggest a 

d i s t a n c i n g by Johnson from the people about whom he i s 
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t a l k i n g . Johnson i s b e g i n n i n g t o f i n d t h a t he i s t r a p p i n g 
h i m s e l f i n t o c o n c l u s i o n s about which he i s uneasy . 

The same process c o n t i n u e s , t h r o u g h the next two 

paragraphs (203, paras 3 and 4 ) . Even the most c a u t i o u s w i l l 

sooner o r l a t e r have t o admit t h a t t h e y are governed by 

chance, "a s u b t l e and i n s i d i o u s power, who w i l l i n t r u d e upon 

p r i v a c y and embarrass c a u t i o n " ( 2 0 3 , para 4 ) . However he goes 

on t o s t a t e t h a t "...everyone must form the g e n e r a l p l a n o f 

h i s conduct by h i s own r e f l e c t i o n s " , which presumably we can 

take t o mean t h a t l i k e t he e s s a y i s t we must j u s t accept what 

we are p r e s e n t e d w i t h and f o r g e a g e n e r a l p l a n o f l i f e ; f o r 

i n s t a n c e , "...whether he w i l l e x e r c i s e p r i v a t e or p u b l i c k 

v i r t u e s ; whether he w i l l l a b o u r f o r the g e n e r a l b e n e f i t o f 

mankind, or conte^nt h i s b e n e f i c e n c e t o h i s f a m i l y and 

dependants." Johnson i s a t t e m p t i n g t o r e c o n c i l e a b a s i c 

m o r a l i t y w i t h the t y r a n n i c a l government o f chance t o which 

he has a l l i e d h i m s e l f . However, i t must be doubted as to 

whether t h i s i s a p o s s i b l e statement as i t would appear t h a t 

even those who take the ' b u l l by the horns' do not have the 

o p p o r t u n i t y t o d i r e c t themselves i f l i f e i s governed by a 

power c o m p l e t e l y beyond t h e i r c o n t r o l . The f o r c e s i n t h i s 

essay are too s t r o n g t o a l l o w Johnson t o m a i n t a i n any 

c o n s i s t e n t argument which he might have i n t e n d e d . 

Johnson t h e n g i v e s us a s h o r t paragraph which seems 

t o be a summary o f what he has been s a y i n g : 
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This question has long exercised the schools of 
philosophy, but remains yet undecided; and what hope i s 
there that a young man, unacquainted with the arguments 
on either side, should determine his destiny otherwise 
than by chance? (204 para 2) 

We presume the q u e s t i o n mentioned here i s the r o l e o f 

chance. Most i n t e r e s t i n g i s the way i n which Johnson again 

removes h i m s e l f from the g e n e r a l and s p e c i f i e s a type o f 

person, namely, "...a young man, unacquainted w i t h the 

arguments on e i t h e r s i d e . " We are g i v e n space t o imagine 

someone who i s a c q u a i n t e d w i t h the arguments and who may 

t h e r e f o r e be a b l e t o d i v e r t the e f f e c t o f chance upon 

h i m s e l f , b u t on the o t h e r hand, we are able t o take the 

young man as b e i n g i n v o l v e d i n the o n l y p o s s i b l e s c e n a r i o . 

He c o n t i n u e s i n l i k e manner: "When chance has g i v e n him a 

p a r t n e r f o r h i s bed, whom he p r e f e r s t o a l l o t h e r women, 

w i t h o u t any p r o o f o f s u p e r i o r i t y ..." (203, para 3 ) . I n 

o t h e r words, even our a e s t h e t i c judgements, or indeed our 

deepest emotions are determined by t h i s f o r c e . He then, i n 

the n e x t paragraph, (204, para 4) i n c l u d e s e m p i r i c a l 

o b s e r v a t i o n s as a p r o o f : "Whoever s h a l l e n q u i r e by what 

mo t i v e s he was de t e r m i n e d on these i m p o r t a n t occasions, w i l l 

f i n d they'..., as h i s p r i d e w i l l s c a r c e l y s u f f e r him t o 

c o n f e s s . . . " Thus we see him s e t t i n g up a c r i t e r i o n o f 

judgement. Our r e s o l v e s are o f t e n confused by chance f a c t o r s 

l i k e t h e s e : " . . . f o r i t i s necessary t o a c t , but i m p o s s i b l e 

t o know the consequences o f a c t i o n . . . " (204, para 4 ) . Why i s 

i t necessary t o a c t ? Because humans need to? I s t h i s a 
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chance n e c e s s i t y ? But we must note t h a t m o r a l i t y , or i t s 

p o s s i b i l i t y , i s s e r i o u s l y undermined here. I f we r e s o l v e to 

do a n y t h i n g i t i s f o r c e d upon us by chance, hence a m o r a l i t y 

o f i n t e n t i o n i s r u l e d out o f c o u r t ; a t the same t i m e , we 

can never be sure o f what the consequences o f our a c t i o n s 

might be, and so we cannot operate a m o r a l i t y o f 

consequences. Hence m o r a l i t y o f e i t h e r v a r i e t y i s i m p o s s i b l e 

t o s u s t a i n . At t h i s p o i n t he i s d r i v e n t o w r i t e h i s w e l l 

known s t a t e m e n t : "Since l i f e i t s e l f i s u n c e r t a i n , n o t h i n g 

which has l i f e f o r i t s b a s i s can boast much s t a b i l i t y " (204, 

para 5 ) . Johnson has n o t argued f o r i n s t a b i l i t y i n l o g i c a l 

t e rms, but jumped backwards and f o r w a r d s l e a d i n g h i m s e l f 

down a l l e y s and c l i m b i n g out o f them when i t s u i t s him, and 

indeed he does so a g a i n i n t h i s paragraph, by i n s t a n t l y 

p o i n t i n g out t h a t t h e p h i l o s o p h i c a l q u e s t i o n he i s about t o 

r a i s e i s beside the p o i n t and t h a t a c t u a l l y he i s f a r more 

i n t e r e s t e d i n b e h a v i o u r , namely i n a moral approach. I t must 

be s a i d t h a t the p r e s e n t a t i o n o f the u n p r e d i c t a b i l i t y o f 

l i f e i s f a r more g e n u i n e l y brought about by t h i s 'ad hoc' 

approach than a c a r e f u l l y reasoned argument, as whatever i t s 

i m p o r t , the p a t t e r n i t s e l f w i l l r u n a g a i n s t the m a t t e r of 

the argument i n i t s v e r y arrangement. 

Johnson c o n t i n u e s (205, para 1) by a s k i n g how we are 

t o s u r v i v e i n a w o r l d where we are blown about l i k e a s h i p 

i n a tempest: Johnson a l l o w s h i m s e l f a t t h i s moment t o 

l a u n c h i n t o e x t r e m e l y p o e t i c prose, which a c t u a l l y heightens 
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our dilemma by b r i n g i n g our h e l p l e s s n e s s t o us f a r more 

f o r c i b l y i n i t s c o n v i n c i n g p r e s e n t a t i o n o f the argument than 

would have done l o o s e r w r i t i n g , but a l s o by a l l o w i n g us 

something which we can l a t c h on t o , namely the beauty o f the 

prose which seems t o s t r i k e a chord w i t h i n us which would 

suggest some form o f s t a b i l i t y , a m a t t e r we w i l l mention 

l a t e r . I t i s o n l y i n the f i n a l paragraph, (205, para 2) and 

n o t e a r l i e r , t h a t the e p i g r a p h a t the b e g i n n i n g o f the 

essay i s made sense o f by the i n t r o d u c t i o n o f God. 

" . . . n o t h i n g , " he says, "can a f f o r d any r a t i o n a l 

t r a n q u i l l i t y . . . " . I t i s a v e r y s t r a n g e paragraph indeed; 

f i r s t i t a d m i t s , as has the r e s t o f the essay t h a t the w o r l d 

i s a "... s t a t e o f u n i v e r s a l u n c e r t a i n t y . . . " , so whatever we 

p e r s o n a l l y b e l i e v e , t h i s i s the r e a l s t a t e . However the o n l y 

t h i n g t h a t w i l l a l l o w us t o cope i s the " . . . c o n v i c t i o n t h a t , 

however we amuse o u r s e l v e s w i t h u n i d e a l sounds, n o t h i n g i n 

r e a l i t y i s governed by chance, but t h a t the u n i v e r s e i s 

under the p e r p e t u a l superintendence o f him who c r e a t e d 

i t . . . " (205, para 2 ) . Not o n l y does t h i s seem p r a c t i c a l l y 

t o make no d i f f e r e n c e , as the w o r l d i s i n a " . . . s t a t e o f 

u n i v e r s a l u n c e r t a i n t y . . . " as he has s a i d , but even more 

i m p o r t a n t l y , i t does n o t a c t u a l l y i m p l y t h a t t h e r e i s a God. 

As l o n g as we can b e l i e v e t h a t t h e r e i s , even i f i t i s a 

d e l u s i o n , we w i l l f e e l b e t t e r . But how s t r a n g e t h a t a f t e r 

t w e l v e paragraphs p e r s u a d i n g us t h a t the w o r l d i s governed 

by chance, we a r e t o l d and w i t h o u t reasons, t h a t i t w i l l 

make us f e e l b e t t e r t o imagine t h a t t h i s i s a c t u a l l y a l i e , 
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a d e l u s i o n , and i n f a c t t h a t God s u p e r i n t e n d s the w o r l d , 
even though t h i s does not seem t o make any p r a c t i c a l 
d i f f e r e n c e t o t h e here and now. 

I f t h e l i n e o f argument p r e s e n t e d above i s 

i n t e n d e d , i t i s n o t v e r y w e l l p r e s e n t e d . But I do t h i n k t h a t 

my a n a l y s i s o f the essay p o i n t s towards F u s s e l l ' s argument 

i n t h a t t h e p o s i t i n g o f the ad hoc arrangement avoids the 

n e c e s s i t y o f p u t t i n g f o r w a r d an argument such as Lynn's, 

t h a t t h e Ramblers are ". . . c o h e r e n t , w e l l - p l a n n e d , r h e t o r i c a l 

instruments."^'-' This i n t e r p r e t a t i o n would a l s o correspond 

w i t h t he i d e a o f the the Rambler as i n t e r p r e t e d by me as a 

wanderer. So we seem t o have a v i o l e n t s h i f t a t the l a s t 

moment when Johnson has d i s c o v e r e d the s t r a i n s o f h i s essay 

which I n o t e d as I proceeded t h r o u g h i t . His r e a l i s a t i o n o f 

where he was l e a d i n g h i m s e l f must have been too much t o 

bear. But we must s t r e s s the i n t e r e s t i n g p a r a l l e l made by 

the s u b j e c t m a t t e r o f t h e essay, namely t h a t chance governs 

l i f e and t h a t t h e r e f o r e we must launch f o r t h i n t o l i f e and 

hope t h a t t h e c u r r e n t takes us i n t h e r i g h t d i r e c t i o n , and 

the c o m p o s i t i o n a l t e c h n i q u e s o f the essay. The s h i f t s o f 

Johnson's t h o u g h t s and the m a t e r i a l t h a t he uses tends to 

come t o him l e s s by d e s i g n t h a n by chance. We w i l l see l a t e r 

whether t h i s i s a chance t h a t i s i n some way c o n t r o l l e d , as 

Johnson says l i f e i s . I t seems t o me t h a t l i n k i n g t h i s essay 

t o g e t h e r i s n o t a l o g i c a l p r o g r e s s i o n e n t i r e l y , not 

e m p i r i c i s m e n t i r e l y , n o t e m o t i o n a l i s m e n t i r e l y , but the 
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a u t h o r h i m s e l f . His th o u g h t s p u l l the essay i n one d i r e c t i o n 

w h i l s t h i s emotions p u l l i t i n the o t h e r d i r e c t i o n . However, 

the essay stands b e f o r e us as a whole, and somehow we must 

acknowledge t h a t t h e r e i s something d e c i d e d l y complete about 

i t . We mentioned t h a t the e x h i l a r a t i n g prose o f the 

p e n u l t i m a t e paragraph b o t h makes chance seem even more 

t e r r i f y i n g , and a t the same time seems t o g i v e us something 

upon which t o r e s t . I n the essay t h i s chance which seems to 

d e t r a c t from t he v e r y p o s s i b i l i t y o f t h e r e b eing a god a l s o 

seems t o s t r e n g t h e n the p o s s i b i l i t y t h a t t h e r e might be a 

god, perhaps because as we become l e s s and l e s s p o w e r f u l the 

q u e s t i o n o f our purpose on e a r t h becomes even more p r e s s i n g . 

Behind t h i s l i e s Johnson's humanity, which seems t o a l l o w 

t h e j o i n t a u t h o r i t i e s o f chance and God t o e x i s t s i d e by 

s i d e , j u s t as the reader's humanity a l l o w s him t o see 

t h r o u g h t he essay. I t has an i r r e s i s t i b l e q u a l i t y about i t , 

n o t j u s t because o f i t s l o g i c or i t s v e r b a l power, but 

because we share w i t h Johnson the q u a l i t y o f humanity, which 

i n the c o n t e x t o f the essay becomes the a u t h o r i t y . 

I n t h e l i g h t o f t h i s I do not f i n d Lynn's f o l l o w i n g 

comment v e r y h e l p f u l , namely t h a t : " I n h i s w r i t i n g , Johnson 

u l t i m a t e l y wants t o convey the t r u t h t o h i s r e a d e r s , not 

d i s c o v e r i t f o r h i m s e l f " . ^ ^ I do not b e l i e v e t h a t the two 

are r e a l l y capable o f b e i n g s e p a r a t e d , as a d i s c o v e r y made 

by Johnson seems t o be something conveyed t o us, and i n 

w r i t i n g each o f the Ramblers he seems t o have brought i n t o 
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b e i n g a new t e n s i o n , a new p r e s e n t a t i o n o f h i m s e l f , which 

w i t h o u t the essay would be a d e t r a c t i o n from h i s being i n 

i t s e n t i r e t y . I t seems t h a t i n w r i t i n g down prose, and i n 

p a r t i c u l a r the prose o f h i s Ramblers, he was e x p r e s s i n g 

h i m s e l f v i v i d l y , i n t h a t each p i e c e o f w r i t i n g added t o h i s 

b e i n g , t h e r e b y t r a n s c e n d i n g t h a t e ncapsulated i n the 

p a r t i c u l a r p h y s i c a l presence o f Samuel Johnson. He needed 

the Ramblers because p a r t o f h i m s e l f seemed by n e c e s s i t y t o 

l e a n towards the a u t h o r i t a t i v e . W i thout them, he would have 

been l e s s o f a person. Indeed W.J. Bate, i n the Achievement 

wr o t e t h a t : 

Thought - i f i t i s to be more than f l o a t i n g 
impressions or abstract agreement - must be incorporated 
w i t h i n ourselves, must coalesce with the a c t i v i t y of 
desire or interest that i s already s t i r r i n g or ready to 
s t i r w i t h i n us, and then be used to carry that desire or 
a c t i v i t y even further 

Thus he r i g h t l y p l a c e s thought i n the c a t e g o r y o f the human 

b e i n g i n i t s e n t i r e t y . He pushes the premise f o r w a r d and 

judges i t by i t s r e l e v a n c e t o him as a person. T h i s however, 

must i m p l y t h a t t h e r e i s something t h a t i s s t a t i c , something 

t h a t i s t r u t h f u l based upon s i n c e r i t y t o o n e s e l f and the 

humanity which u n d e r l i e s t h i s . Thus d e s p i t e t h i s ad hoc 

p u r s u i t o f t r u t h t h a t we have seen i n Rambler 184, i t i s 

u n d o u b t e d l y so t h a t Johnson b e l i e v e d i n t r u t h per se. I t i s 

b o t h o b t a i n a b l e and p a r t i c u l a r ; and indeed one o f W.J.Bate's 

f a v o u r i t e themes i s what he c a l l s "the s t a b i l i t y o f t r u t h " 

i n Johnson's w r i t i n g s . But i t must be s t r e s s e d t h a t these 
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o b j e c t i v e f o r c e s are f a l s i f i e d i f they do not t i e i n t o the 

man h i m s e l f , and here a g a i n , I place myself upon Johnson's 

r a z o r o f c o n t r a d i c t i o n : i f these f o r c e s o f o b j e c t i v i t y are 

so c l o s e l y bound up w i t h him, do they l o s e t h e i r 

o b j e c t i v i t y ? A gain, as i n the chapter on Johnson's r e l i g i o n , 

we have t h i s p o t e n t i a l c o n t r a s t between Johnson's own 

i n d i v i d u a l a u t h o r i t y and a u t h o r i t y a t l a r g e , whether t h i s be 

e m p i r i c a l or g o d l y . He h i m s e l f wanted t o be a u t h o r i t a t i v e l y 

p a s s i n g on the t r u t h , b u t i f , as we are t r y i n g t o say, i n 

the a c t o f d o i n g so, he was c r e a t i n g i t , how can we m a i n t a i n 

an i d e a l o f o b j e c t i v e t r u t h beyond the p e r s o n a l i t y o f 

Johnson h i m s e l f ? Furthermore, i f we cannot do t h i s , how 

a u t h o r a t i v e can he be w i t h o u t h a v i n g recourse t o a f i x e d 

a u t h o r i t y ? 

As has been s t a t e d a l r e a d y , f o r Johnson the act o f 

w r i t i n g was p a r t o f h i s r e a c h i n g f o r s t a b i l i t y . At the time 

o f w r i t i n g , t he most up t o date f u l l l e n g t h study o f Johnson 

i s I n Mind o f Johnson by P h i l i p Davis. One o f i t s main 

f i e l d s o f i n v e s t i g a t i o n i s the l i n k between Johnson's 

w r i t i n g and h i s l i f e . For i n s t a n c e , Davis t a l k s o f : 

...the s t a b i l i t y of his words on the page and the 
shakin^ess of the experience which they describe, 
anticipate and remember o f f i t , that gives Johnson's 
work i t s deeper meaning. 

He c l a r i f i e s t h i s a l i t t l e l a t e r : 

Johnson p i l e s up the contradictions of our near-
helpless state with a paradoxically f i r m authorial 
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balance, i t s e l f provokingly yet deliberately at odds w i t " . . . -
of. 
w i t ^ ^ t h e very contradictions i t describes and partakes 

Bate too notes t he s t a b i l i t y o f Johnson's w r i t i n g a t the end 

o f h i s c h a p t e r on the s t a b i l i t y o f t r u t h : 

The active balance of his thought i s , i n fact , the 
secret of his formal prose s t y l e . For Johnson's i s the 
most symmetrical, as well as one of the most vigorous, 
of the great prose styles i n English. I t moves back and 
f o r t h , with every form of balance and antithesis, always 
s e t t l i n g , always making order. With vigorous f i n a l i t y , 
one element i s given i t s due, appearing permanently 
s t a b i l i z e d ; and then i t s counterpart receives the same 
ju s t i c e and permanence.^" 

So f a r We have b o t h noted the 'ad hoc' method o f 

p r e s e n t a t i o n , and a l s o t h a t t h e r e seems t o be a d e s i r e on 

Johnson's p a r t f o r the s t a b i l i t y o f t r u t h which i s found i n 

h i s w r i t i n g , h i s r e l i g i o n , and h i s r u l e s . I n o t h e r words, we 

have been p r e s e n t e d a g a i n w i t h t h e q u e s t i o n o f a u t h o r i t y . 

When we are g i v e n a b a l d and b l a n d statement we w i l l always 

f i n d i t b e i n g undermined by Johnson's b e i n g . But t h e r e i s 

un d o u b t e d l y a s t a b i l i t y i n h i s w r i t i n g t h a t we have been 

d e s c r i b i n g , which r e s u l t s from t h i s v e r y same process o f 

what we might c a l l " J o h n s o n i s a t i o n . " But i n t e r e s t i n g l y , t h i s 

process r e l i e s v e r y much upon the r e a d e r , something h i n t e d 

a t by Davis: "So much o f the power o f the Rambler essays 

seems t o be i n memory o f s p e c i f i c f e a r s behind them and i n 

the i m a g i n a t i o n o f r e a d e r s ' f e a r s b e f o r e them."^^ This 

process o f " J o h n s o n i s a t i o n " i s a f o c u s s i n g o f the human 
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t h r o u g h the p e r s o n a l i t y o f an i n d i v i d u a l , and the l e g i t i m a c y 

o f t he essays seems t o be i n t h e i r a b i l i t y t o be t r u e t o the 

r e a d e r . C o n t r a d i c t i o n s are n o t f a l s e i f they are humanly 

t r u e as indeed Johnson admits i n Rasselas, through the mouth 

o f I m l a c : " I n c o n s i s t e n c i e s cannot b o t h be r i g h t , but imputed 

t o man, t h e y may b o t h be t r u e . " ^ ^ And thus we step beyond 

the p u r e l y l o g i c a l t o the humanly t r u e . Davis a g a i n : 

Always i n t h i s tension and t h i s acceptance of 
tension we sense Johnson's need f o r laws, for rules, f o r 
d e f i n i t i o n that offers a verbal hold on the world: for 
emphatically no one i s a more mentally physical w r i t e r 
than Johnson, as his words t r y to grasp external 
r e a l i t y . But those rules often have to be tautological 
or c i r c u l a r : things are as they are; the f i r s t rule 
often i s that there are no rules as such. ^" 

Johnson f e l t we needed t o have r u l e s t o be human, and again 

we c a t c h h o l d o f the essence o f a Rambler essay i n the sense 

t h a t i t seems almost t o be a b r i n g i n g i n t o b e i n g through the 

essay i t s e l f o f a human r e a l i t y , w i t h o u t which Johnson would 

i n some way be u n f u l f i l l e d i n h i s r e l a t i o n s h i p t o r e a l i t y . 

One remembers the c u r i o u s a c t i o n s which he would perform on 

v a r i o u s occasions such as c o u n t i n g the number o f paces taken 

b e f o r e g o i n g t h r o u g h a door, or h i t t i n g the r a i l i n g s by the 

s i d e o f the road w i t h h i s s t a f f . They almost seem t o be a 

t y i n g up o f r e a l i t y i n an imposed r i t u a l ; or i n a more 

g e n e r a l way h i s i n t e n s e r e l a t i o n s h i p t o p h y s i c a l r e a l i t y 

m a n i f e s t e d i n so many o f h i s a c t i o n s ; the need t o r o l l down 

the h i l l i n L i n c o l n s h i r e , h i s v o r a c i o u s e a t i n g h a b i t s ( o r 

indeed h i s extreme sympathy f o r the p h y s i c a l circumstances 
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o f s u f f e r i n g humanity a t l a r g e . ) I n a l l these we see 

Johnson's d e s i r e t o impose h i m s e l f upon the w o r l d , and 

t h r o u g h the Rambler we see him b r i n g i n g r e a l i t y i n t o order 

i n the form o f the s t a b i l i t y o f w r i t i n g ; i n t h i s way we 

might say t h a t he was a u t h o r i t a t i v e i n h i s c r y s t a l l i s a t i o n 

o f the r e l a t i o n s h i p between man and h i s environment, o r , 

more c o r r e c t l y , the wider scope i m p l i e d by r e a l i t y . This i s 

the area i n which t r u t h a c t u a l l y r e s i d e s f o r Johnson. The 

e f f e c t i v e n e s s o f h i s a u t h o r i t y seems t o be the way i n which 

he l i n k s a l l these s t r a n d s t o g e t h e r , namely the t r u t h , the 

r e a d e r and h i m s e l f t h r o u g h h i s n a t u r a l human r e a c t i o n t o 

d e l i n e a t e and o r d e r . I n o t h e r words, 'pure r e a l i t y ' o n l y 

becomes something i f i t undergoes a process o f o r d e r i n g i n 

the human mind, or a t l e a s t we can o n l y know r e a l i t y through 

o u r s e l v e s . I n g i v i n g r e a l i t y an o r d e r through h i s own 

i n t e r p r e t a t i o n i n these essays, he i s a u t h o r i t a t i v e l y 

b r i n g i n g i t t o us, as t o be r e l e v a n t t o us, i t must go 

t h r o u g h the f i l t e r o f humanity t h a t Johnson o f f e r e d . But 

a g a i n , we can see why he might have f e l t t h i s a u t h o r i t a t i v e 

c l a s h o c c u r r i n g . I f l i f e i s the u n s t a b l e marsh t h a t Johnson 

wishes us t o b e l i e v e i t i s , then he must e x p l a i n how we can 

ever l i v e l i f e i n any way a t a l l . The s t a b i l i t y shown i n the 

essay, namely the overpowering humanity o f the author 

( d i s p l a y e d p a r a d o x i c a l l y by h i s r a m b l i n g p r o g r e s s ) and the 

s t a b i l i t y and b e a u t y o f h i s language g i v e us f i r m ground 

upon which t o s t a n d . We are b e g i n n i n g t o see t h e r e f o r e the 

way i n which Johnson uses the s t a b i l i t y o f h i s w r i t i n g t o 
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b r i n g i n t o b e i n g an i n t e r p r e t a t i o n o f the human s t a t e , an 

i n t e r p r e t a t i o n which seems t o be e s s e n t i a l f o r i t s h e a l t h . 

We are l o c a t i n g h i s a u t h o r i t y , t h e n , i n the area o f h i s 

b r i n g i n g t o g e t h e r i n the essays the d i s p a r a t e s t r a n d s 

i m p l i e d i n the idea o f humanity. 

There has been a l a r g e group o f Johnson s c h o l a r s 

who have seen i t as t h e i r d u t y t o i d e n t i f y c e r t a i n a c t u a l 

b e l i e f s which Johnson would have c o n s i d e r e d as the t r u t h . 

Indeed i f t h e r e i s anyone i n the h i s t o r y o f E n g l i s h Language 

a s s o c i a t e d w i t h s p e c i f i c b e l i e f s i t i s Johnson. His 

a p h o r i s t i c s t a t e m e n t s are quoted as o f t e n as anyone's, being 

used t o conclude, or even t o i n t r o d u c e , a s p e c i f i c p o s i t i o n . 

Ought i t n o t t o be the j o b o f a Johnson s c h o l a r t h e n , t o 

e l u c i d a t e what Johnson a c t u a l l y b e l i e v e s the t r u t h t o be? I f 

one were a b l e t o do t h i s , one would be i n a p o s i t i o n t o 

c l a r i f y the n a t u r e o f h i s a u t h o r i t y more t h o r o u g h l y ; f o r 

i n s t a n c e , one might be ab l e t o a s s i g n him the t i t l e o f 

C h r i s t i a n a p o l o g i s t , d e t e r m i n i s t , neo - M a r x i s t , or 

something o f t h a t o r d e r , i d e n t i f y i n g s p e c i f i c a l l y where h i s 

a u t h o r i t y l a y . Many s c h o l a r s , i n c l u d i n g Bate, have put 

f o r w a r d the i d e a t h a t Johnson's major b e l i e f was t h a t man i s 

engaged i n a g r e a t c o n t e s t a g a i n s t t he power o f the 

i m a g i n a t i o n , a f o r c e o f g r e a t s t r e n g t h , and a c o n t e s t which 

leads t o man's need f o r the f u t u r e l i f e . Bate w r i t e s on t h i s 

p a r t i c u l a r l y w e l l i n chapter I I o f the Achievement, which he 

e n t i t l e s "The Hunger o f the I m a g i n a t i o n " , where much 
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r e f e r e n c e t o Rasselas i s made, a book which has t h i s idea as 

i t s c o n s t a n t theme, e s p e c i a l l y i n c h a p t e r s 30-32. This 

c h a p t e r i n the Achievement i s a f i n e documentation o f t h i s 

p a r t i c u l a r aspect o f Johnson's l i f e . But t o say t h a t t h i s 

was the major g u i d i n g f o r c e i s over s i m p l e . One o f the 

Ramblers which d w e l l s upon t h i s theme a t l e n g t h i s Rambler 
41.50 

F i r s t l y , l e t us c o n s i d e r the f i r s t and second 

paragraphs: 

So few of the hours of l i f e are f i l l e d up with objects 
adequate to the mind of man, and so frequently are we i n 
want of present pleasure or employment, that we are 
forced to have recourse every moment to the past and 
future f o r supplemental satisfactions, and relieve the 
vacuities of our being, by recollection of former 
passages, or anticipation of events to come. 
I cannot but consider t h i s necessity of searching on 

every side f o r matter on which the attention may be 
employed, as a strong proof of the superior and 
c e l e s t i a l natiire of the soul of man. (221, paras 1 and 
2) 

Here i n a n u t s h e l l i s the 'Batean' view i n a l l i t s g l o r i o u s 

l i m i t a t i o n . Compare t h i s w i t h t he f i n a l paragraph o f the 

essay. 

In youth, however unhappy, we solace ourselves with 
the hope of better fortune, and, however vicious, 
appease our consciences with intentions of repentance; 
but the time comes at l a s t , i n which l i f e has no more to 
promise, i n which happiness can be drawn only from 
reco l l e c t i o n , and v i r t u e w i l l be a l l that we can 
recollect with pleasure. (226, para 5) 

I n the f i r s t two paragraphs we are d e a l i n g w i t h a 
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m e c h a n i s t i c , m o r a l l y n e u t r a l process, whereas i n the l a s t 

paragraph i t i s a m a t t e r o f v i r t u e . However, Johnson 

a t t e m p t s t o make t h i s s h i f t w i t h i n the f i r s t paragraph, w i t h 

o n l y l i m i t e d success. We must ask why man's r e s t l e s s n e s s by 

n e c e s s i t y leads t o s u p e r i o r i t y o f soul? J u s t because man i s 

inadequate t o h i s e x i s t e n c e i n the p r e s e n t , i t does not by 

n e c e s s i t y f o l l o w t h a t he i s t h e r e f o r e blessed: i t c o u l d 

e q u a l l y w e l l mean t h a t he was a f a i l u r e . We must examine how 

t h i s s h i f t comes about i n the c o n t e x t o f the essay as a 

whole t o get a c l e a r e r idea o f what Johnson i s doing here. 

Johnson v e r y q u i c k l y p l a c e s the memory i n a 

p o s i t i o n o f honour i n t h a t i t i s t h i s "...which makes so 

l a r g e a p a r t o f the e x c e l l e n c e o f the human s o u l . . . " (222 

p a r a 2 ) . He compares t h i s w i t h the animal kingdom, whose 

members do not have such a c a p a c i t y . N e v e r t h e l e s s , t h i s 

l eads him t o a v e r y i n t e r e s t i n g statement; because we see 

t h a t animals are so l i m i t e d we must presume t h a t " . . . t h e i r 

i n t e l l e c t s are produced i n t h e i r f u l l p e r f e c t i o n . " ( 2 2 2 

para3) T h i s i s a c h a l l e n g i n g thought p a r t i c u l a r l y when 

Johnson was drawing us towards the idea o f the animals' 

l i m i t a t i o n . But i s t h i s p e r f e c t i o n n o t a l i m i t a t i o n ? I s not 

anim a l p e r f e c t i o n more l i m i t e d than human i m p e r f e c t i o n ( i n 

i t s v e r y p e r f e c t i o n , so Johnson's remark would make us ask)? 

What we must ( i f n e c e s s i t y i s ever the c o r r e c t approach t o a 

Johnsonian essay) conclude i s t h a t we are b o t h , humans and 

a n i m a l s , b e t t e r and worse. There i s w i t h o u t doubt an 
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e q u i v o c a l f e e l i n g towards memory and the human mind, as 

indeed we would expect from someone whose own mind produced 

so much s u f f e r i n g . 

We are then g i v e n one o f Johnson's f i n e s t 

p aragraphs: " I t has been asked by men who l o v e t o p e r p l e x 

any t h i n g t h a t i s p l a i n t o common u n d e r s t a n d i n g s , how reason 

d i f f e r s from i n s t i n c t . . . " (222 para 4) Not o n l y has Johnson 

j u s t been d i s c u s s i n g the p e r p l e x i t i e s o f the problem, but i n 

t h e v e r y f o r c e f u l use o f t h e phrase "common understandings" 

he has f o r c e d the sentence i n t o a p o s i t i o n where i t s 

p h i l o s o p h y must be c o n s i d e r e d . I f he had been more s u b t l e 

about i t , the two a l t e r n a t i v e i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s o f t h i s phrase 

might have been a l l o w e d t o merge i n t o one another. I n s t e a d , 

however, we have t o ask what he means by "common 

u n d e r s t a n d i n g s " . I s i t reason or i s i t i n s t i n c t ? I n o t h e r 

words, Johnson f o r c e s h i s reader t o c o n s i d e r the q u e s t i o n he 

has j u s t announced sh o u l d be d i s m i s s e d . As i n the f i r s t 

c h a p t e r , we are shown j u s t how c l o s e the r i g i d i s t o the 

a n a r c h i c . 

He then moves back upon h i m s e l f , and acknowledges 

t h a t i n terms o f accuracy we cannot a c t u a l l y d i f f e r e n t i a t e , 

and indeed t h a t "...we do not know i n what e i t h e r reason or 

i n s t i n c t c o n s i s t . . . " (223 p a r a l ) , and y e t , and i t must be on 

a c o m p l e t e l y d i f f e r e n t l e v e l , we can t e l l the d i f f e r e n c e 

between a b i r d ' s n e s t and a s h i p . We can indeed do t h i s , but 
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we must ask whether i n d o i n g so, we are making an 

i n s t i n c t i v e judgement, or whether we are u s i n g our reason. 

One would l i k e t o say the l a t t e r , but t h a t seems t o have 

been r u l e d out by P r i o r ' s c o r r e c t n e s s above. The paragraph 

i s d r i p p i n g w i t h s e l f - c r i t i c i s m , s e l f - un d e r s t a n d i n g and 

s e l f - d e n i a l . Upon r e a d i n g a f t e r r e a d i n g d i f f e r e n t t h i n g s 

can be seen, d i f f e r e n t c o n c l u s i o n s reached. I n a sense, one 

must decide t o accept a view almost a r b i t r a r i l y , and i n t h i s 

way the idea o f the r u l e , or indeed the completeness o f the 

language, and hence, a new u n d e r s t a n d i n g through i m p o s i t i o n 

o f o n e s e l f upon r e a l i t y , becomes i m p o r t a n t , i f not a 

n e c e s s i t y : but n o t e , i t does so p r e c i s e l y because t h i n g s 

seem t o be so a r b i t r a r y . T h i s i s e x a c t l y t he same form o f 

manoeuvre t h a t Johnson makes i n the b e g i n n i n g o f the essay. 

We have a mind which w i l l never keep s t i l l , w i l l never be 

s a t i s f i e d ; and because t h i s i s the o n l y way we can know the 

w o r l d (namely t h r o u g h o u r s e l v e s ) , we need the s t a b i l i t y 

a l l o w e d by a f u t u r e l i f e . But t h i s i s not a c o n c l u s i o n t h a t 

Johnson l o v e s . I t p e r p l e x e s him and produces many o f h i s 

doubts and w o r r i e s ( p a r t i c u l a r l y i n the c o n t e x t o f h i s 

r e l i g i o n , as we have seen). P r e c i s e l y analogous t o t h i s i s 

man's need f o r the a u t h o r i t y ; he who produces the r u l e , the 

law, t h a t by which men must a c t . Johnson d i d do t h i s , but 

p r e c i s e l y because he r e a l i s e d so a c u t e l y the anarchy o f 

l i f e ; and a g a i n we are g i v e n a h i n t o f the way i n which the 
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essays work i n t h e i r b r i n g i n g t o g e t h e r o f d i s p a r a t e strands 

i n t o a p e c u l i a r form o f o r g a n i s a t i o n . 

The n e x t s e c t i o n o f the essay i s an a m p l i f i c a t i o n o f 

what has been s e t i n motion a l r e a d y . I t d e s c r i b e s the way i n 

which p r e s e n t , p a s t , and f u t u r e e x i s t and the strange way i n 

which the p r e s e n t i s made up from the past and the f u t u r e , 

and the p a r a d o x i c a l way i n which i t i s b o t h never r e a l l y 

t h e r e and y e t w i t h us a l l the t i m e : 

...the present i s i n perpetual motion, leaves us as 
soon as i t arrives, ceases to be present before i t s 
presence i s well perceived, and i s only known to have 
existed by the effects i t leaves behind.(pp. 223/224) 

i n o t h e r words the v e r y k e r n e l o f r e a l i t y , when considered 

and broken down i n t o manageable s e c t i o n s , d e f i e s 

i n t e r p r e t a t i o n and u n d e r s t a n d i n g by the human mind. The 

s o l u t i o n t o l i f e has always j u s t l e f t when we a r r i v e , and 

ye t we a l l l i v e i t . The animal who can o n l y l i v e i n the 

p r e s e n t does so because he cannot understand l i f e . Johnson 

shows us t h a t t h e more we understand l i f e , the l e s s we can 

comprehend i t . 

But t h e n Johnson steps i n the o t h e r d i r e c t i o n again 

and shows us t h a t t he past i s i n f a c t v e r y r e a l indeed. He 

w r i t e s : 

Whatever we have once reposited, as Dryden expresses i t , 
' i n the sacred treasiire of the past,' i s out of reach of 
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accident, or violence, nor can be lost either by our own 
weakness, or another's malice... (224, para 4). 

I n f a c t we are v e r y much what our past has been; we have a 

r o c k t o s t a n d on; b u t a g a i n we f i n d , as the essay s l i d e s on, 

t h a t t h i s r e a l i s a t i o n o f the e f f e c t o f the p a s t , makes the 

f u t u r e and thus t he p r e s e n t ever more p e r i l o u s as i t i s 

imbued w i t h i m p o r t a n c e : 

... there i s not the smallest point of time but may 
extend i t s consequences, either to our hurt or our 
advantage, through a l l e t e r n i t y , and give us reason to 
remember i t f o r ever, with anguish or exultation. 
(225, para 3) 

I t i s a t t h i s p o i n t o f p e r p l e x i t y t h a t Johnson 

f o r g e s f o r w a r d t o a c o n c l u s i o n , the one t h a t we have 

mentioned, namely t h a t we must a c t m o r a l l y now. I t i s the 

f a c t t h a t one day we w i l l not be a b l e t o be moral t h a t moves 

Johnson t o t h i s assumption. I t has o f course o f t e n been 

mentioned t h a t on h i s watch Johnson had i n s c r i b e d the words 

o f St John's Gospel " I must work the work o f him t h a t sent 

me w h i l e i t i s day: the n i g h t cometh when no man can work" 

( 9 : 4 ) . The c o n c l u s i o n o f the essay comes as much as a n y t h i n g 

from the f a c t t h a t t h e r e does not seem t o be any answer t o 

the q u e s t i o n s t h a t the human b e i n g stumbles a c r o s s . Here 

(t h o u g h i t i s n o t made e x a c t l y e x p l i c i t ) as elsewhere, 

Johnson c l a s p s on t o the idea o f de a t h , o f which we can be 

so sure;^-'- and y e t o f course i t i s i r o n i c t h a t i t i s death, 

above a l l t h i n g s , over which we do n o t have c o n t r o l , j u s t as 

we have no c o n t r o l over s e n i l i t y . So once more we come 
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across the c l o s e r e l a t i o n s h i p between the r u l e d and the 

a n a r c h i c which seems t o permeate Johnson's work. 

The i d e a , t h e n , t h a t Johnson had some 

s t r a i g h t f o r w a r d view o f n a t u r e and man i s too simple. 

Indeed, he does have f a v o u r i t e t o p i c s but the Ramblers show 

v e r y w e l l the c o m p l e x i t y and c o n t r a d i c t o r y n a t u r e o f 

Johnson's t h o u g h t , and perhaps i t s t r u t h l i e s i n the 

acknowledgement o f t h i s . I t seems, f u r t h e r m o r e , t h a t h i s 

views upon t h i n g s are v e r y much a f f e c t e d by the s i t u a t i o n i n 

which he f i n d s h i m s e l f . I n f a c t Johnson's thought e x i s t s 

almost t h r o u g h i t s c o n t r a d i c t i o n s , the n a t u r a l r e s u l t o f 

someone who seems t o be so c l o s e t o r e a l i t y and who, as 

Davis says, "...had more i n him than he c o u l d q u i t e say."^ 

Johnson's work i s f r a u g h t w i t h c o n t r a d i c t i o n s ; p i t h y 

apothegms p u t , w i t h o u t seeming doubt, o f t e n i n d i r e c t 

o p p o s i t i o n t o what has j u s t been put w i t h equal v i g o u r . 

What are we t o accept from Johnson: how i s he t o be 

a u t h o r i t a t i v e f o r us? 

A f t e r a c l o s e r e a d i n g o f the Ramblers, I am 

con v i n c e d t h a t Johnson i s n o t someone whose views can be 

d i s t i l l e d out and taken as a guide t o l i f e . Whenever one 

wishes t o p l a c e Johnson i n a c e r t a i n camp, one can f i n d 

reasons f o r not d o i n g so. Let us take one or two examples: 

d i d Johnson b e l i e v e t h a t he was t o be damned? Did he 
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b e l i e v e i n a j u d i c i o u s l y o b j e c t i v e God? "That God w i l l 

f o r g i v e , may, indeed, be e s t a b l i s h e d as the f i r s t and 

fundamental t r u t h o f r e l i g i o n . "̂ -̂  So perhaps he d i d n o t . 

Did he r e a l l y b e l i e v e what he s a i d i n essay 17? "...nor 

would ever any t h i n g wicked, or o f t e n any t h i n g absurd, be 

u n d e r t a k e n or p r o s e c u t e d by him who should begin every day 

w i t h a s e r i o u s r e f l e c t i o n , t h a t he i s born t o die."^'^ 

W i s h f u l t h i n k i n g , s u r e l y ? He goes on: "The d i s t u r b e r s o f 

our happiness, i n t h i s w o r l d , are our d e s i r e s , and our 

f e a r s , and t o a l l t h e s e , the c o n s i d e r a t i o n o f m o r t a l i t y i s a 

c e r t a i n and adequate remedy."(92 para3) He may w e l l have 

w r i t t e n t h i s b u t j u s t as s u r e l y he d i d n o t , i n h i s l i f e , 

b e l i e v e i t . I n f a c t , the c o n t e m p l a t i o n o f death v e r y o f t e n 

l e d , i n h i s case, t o e x a c t l y the o p p o s i t e ; f e a r o f 

judgement. There are o f course numerous examples o f t h i s , 

b o t h i n Boswell's L i f e and i n h i s own w r i t i n g s . F u s s e l l 

c i t e s many occurrences o f t h i s type o f c o n s i d e r a t i o n , f o r 

i n s t a n c e : Rambler 23; Rambler 139 (where F u s s e l l notes 

something he c a l l s " the i n v o l u n t a r y ' t u r n ' " , which i n v o l v e s 

the second h a l f o f a sentence r a d i c a l l y c o n t r a d i c t i n g the 

f i r s t ) ; Ramblers 151, 184, 207, 177; and the r e l a t i o n s h i p 

between 82 and 83, where the essays are d i r e c t l y i n 

o p p o s i t i o n t o each o t h e r . 

Another i n t e r e s t i n g essay i s Rambler 180, e n t i t l e d "The 

Study o f L i f e Not t o be Neglected f o r the Sake o f Books."^^ 

I t i s p r e t t y e v i d e n t what i t w i l l be about, and y e t when we 
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come t o read i t , we r e a l i s e t h a t i t i s f a r from c l e a r c u t ; 

i n f a c t i t i s v e r y c o n f u s i n g . A w e a l t h y t r a d e r decides t o 

t e s t t h e U n i v e r s i t y t u t o r s t o decide under which one h i s son 

sh o u l d s t u d y . He f i n d s out t h a t , i n f a c t , the t u t o r s are 

a l l j e a l o u s and r e s e n t f u l . T h e r e f o r e : 

.. .he resolved to f i n d some other education for his 
son, and went away convinced that a scholastic l i f e has 
no other tendency than to v i t i a t e the morals and 
contract the understanding. (182 paral) 

N a t u r a l l y , Johnson i m m e d i a t e l y t e l l s us t h a t academics are 

l i k e o t h e r men and defends them from c r i t i c i s m , and 

t h r o u g h o u t the essay t h e r e i s a w o n d e r f u l t o - i n g and f r o - i n g 

between c r i t i c i s m and defence. As we draw towards the end 

o f t he essay we are g i v e n a s p l e n d i d c l a s h . He admits 

"...such, however, i s the s t a t e o f the w o r l d . . . " (185 para2) 

and c o n t e n t s h i m s e l f w i t h a b l a n k e t d e f i n i t i o n o f the way 

t h i n g s a r e . The s t u d e n t a l s o , 

when he comes f o r t h i n t o the world, instead of 
congratulating himself upon his exemption from the 
errors of those whose opinions have been formed by 
accident or custom, and who l i v e without any certain 
principles of conduct..." 

does l i k e w i s e . I n s t e a d , Johnson a d v i s e s , as the c o n c l u s i o n , 

t h a t " . . . t h e c a n d i d a t e s o f l e a r n i n g [ s h o u l d f i x ] t h e i r eyes 

upon the permanent l u s t r e o f moral and r e l i g i o u s t r u t h . . . " 

(186 p a r a 3 ) . Indeed, t h i s s h o u l d p r o b a b l y be so, but the 

w o r l d i s as Johnson has d e s c r i b e d i t and i s p r o b a b l y not 

t h e r e f o r e g o i n g t o be changed, as he s a i d e a r l i e r . Taken i n 
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i t s e n t i r e t y , the essay approaches as t r u t h f u l a p o s i t i o n as 

can be a c h i e v e d , and Johnson, as he i s a m o r a l i s t , e x t r a c t s 

the r e l i g i o u s c o n c l u s i o n . This i s a l l we have t o h e l p us 

t h r o u g h l i f e . We have t o c l o s e our eyes and jump i n ! As 

Johnson h i m s e l f s a i d i n an e a r l i e r Rambler : 

Among the precepts, or aphorisms, admitted by 
general consent, and inculcated by frequent r e p e t i t i o n , 
there i s none more famous among the masters of antient 
wisdom, than that compendious lesson, 'Be acquainted 
with thyself....' 

This i s , indeed, a d i c t a t e , which, i n the whole extent 
of i t s meaning, may be said to comprise a l l the 
speculation requisite to a moral agent. For what more 
can be necessary to the regulation of l i f e , than the 
knowledge of our o r i g i n a l , our end, our duties, and our 
r e l a t i o n to other beings? 

I t i s however very improbable that the f i r s t author, 
whoever he was, intended to be understood i n this 
unlimited and complicated sense; for of the inquiries, 
which, i n so large an acceptation, i t would seem to 
recommend, some are too extensive f o r the powers of man, 
and some require l i g h t from ^ o v e , which was not yet 
indulged to the heathen world.^° 

Thus even the g r e a t m o r a l i s t admits t h a t perhaps we 

cannot know! Johnson always shows us t h a t l i f e i s more 

complex than we c o u l d imagine and t h a t i f we s e t t l e upon any 

view we w i l l f i n d t he ground g i v i n g way below our f e e t . 

How are we t o cope w i t h h i s c o m p l e x i t y o f thought? 

How are we t o i n t e r p r e t such an e x t r a o r d i n a r y essay as 

Rambler e l e v e n , e n t i t l e d the " F o l l y o f Anger"? w r i t t e n by a 

man who, even the most i n e x p e r i e n c e d Johnsonian w i l l know, 

d i d n o t have the c l o s e s t r e i g n over h i s temper? F u s s e l l sees 

t h i s essay i n terms o f a mask: 
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I n the Rambler Johnson assumes many masks. The main one 
i s that of the 'Rambler' himself, the moral instructor 
who speaks with secure authority, entertaining no doubts 
about his r i g h t to in s t r u c t others.^" 

T h i s i s an i n t e r e s t i n g l i n e o f t h o u g h t , and indeed Johnson 

h i m s e l f seems t o have had t h i s i n mind as h i s f i r s t p l a n was 

t o keep h i s i d e n t i t y s e c r e t . He even avoided a gentleman who 

i n v i t e d him t o h i s house t o " . . . e n l a r g e h i s 

a c q u a i n t a n c e . . . " . Bate i n t e r p r e t s t h i s as h i s wish t h a t 

" . . . t h e p u r i t y o f the work [ w o u l d ] . . . b e accepted 

o b j e c t i v e l y , w i t h o u t the p e r s o n a l comparison people are 

n a t u r a l l y eager t o make between the w r i t i n g s o f a m o r a l i s t 

and h i s own l i f e . " ^ ^ R e s u l t i n g from t h i s i n c i d e n t was 

Rambler f o u r t e e n , one o f the most i n t e r e s t i n g o f a l l the 

essays as he focuses upon h i s r o l e as w r i t e r , and i n doing 

so reaches as c l o s e t o o b j e c t i v e a u t h o r i t y as he ever d i d . 

He w r i t e s : 

I t i s not d i f f i c u l t to conceive, however, that for many 
reasons a man writes much better than he l i v e s . For, 
without entering i n t o refined speculations, i t may be 
shown much easier to design than to perform. A man 
proposes his schemes of l i f e i n a state of abstraction 
and disengagement, exempt from the enticements of hope, 
the s o l i c i t a t i o n s of af f e c t i o n , the importtmities of 
appetite, or the depressions of fear.... The speculist 
i s only i n danger of erroneous reasoning, but the man 
involved i n l i f e has his own passions, and those of 
others, to encounter, and i s embarrassed with a thousand 
inconveniences, which confound him with variety of 
impulse, and either perplex or obstruct his way. 

T h i s i s what l i f e i s , never c l e a r c u t , always d r i f t i n g , 

always c h e a t i n g e x p e c t a t i o n . Even the m o r a l i s t i s unable to 

c a r r y out what he proposes. But Johnson was too honest a 
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m o r a l i s t f o r even t h i s s t a t e m e n t . The v e r y f a c t t h a t the 

essays weave and soar about m i r r o r s the way he l i v e d . I n 

Johnson's case t h e r e i s a v e r y s t r o n g l i n k between h i s l i f e 

and h i s m o r a l i s i n g . Johnson says something i n t e r e s t i n g a 

l i t t l e l a t e r i n the essay. " I t i s , however, necessary f o r 

the i d e a o f p e r f e c t i o n t o be proposed, t h a t we may have some 

o b j e c t t o which our endeavours are t o be d i r e c t e d . . . " 

T h i s , I f e e l i s the mask, i f t h e r e i s one. The Ramblers 

appear from t he a t t e m p t by Johnson t o i n j e c t h i s idea o f the 

g u i d i n g p e r f e c t i o n i n t o the u n p r e d i c t a b l e , i m p e r f e c t w o r l d . 

The more e n e r g e t i c a l l y he t r i e d t o push t h i s p e r f e c t i o n upon 

the w o r l d , the more obvious i t became t h a t i t c o u l d not f i t ; 

b u t Johnson i s too good a m o r a l i s t t o leave the m a t t e r here. 

The v e r y r e a l i t y o f the w o r l d becomes Johnson's a b i d i n g 

i n t e r e s t , and the need t o i n c o r p o r a t e an idea o f p e r f e c t i o n 

i n the w o r l d b egins t o show i t s e l f as a necessary human 

endeavour, j u s t as r e l i g i o n i s necessary t o i m p e r f e c t man, 

as r u l e s are t o an a n a r c h i c w o r l d . And ag a i n we are brought 

f a c e t o face w i t h t he way i n which Johnson's essays add 

something t o h i s own person which i s e m o t i o n a l l y necessary. 

By the a d d i t i o n o f Johnson t o r e a l i t y , we get the 

p r o p o s i t i o n o f p e r f e c t i o n which i s so necessary t o us, and 

indeed i t i s the m o r a l i s t ' s t a s k t o w r i t e b e t t e r than he 

l i v e s . Throughout the w r i t i n g o f the essays we g a i n an e x t r a 

dimension upon the w o r l d t h a t a l l o w s us t o l i v e i t - but i t 

i s e s s e n t i a l t h a t Johnson i s human and indeed, an essay 

d e v o i d o f t h i s q u a l i t y would be w o r t h l e s s . 
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F u r t h e r c o n f i r m a t i o n o f my view t h a t Johnson's 

mo r a l i s m l a y i n h i s humanity i s r e c e i v e d from the pages o f 

Boswell's L i f e . Compare the f o l l o w i n g passage w i t h Johnson's 

e a r l y f e a r o f b e i n g known. " . . . I had f o r s e v e r a l years read 

h i s works w i t h d e l i g h t and i n s t r u c t i o n , and had the h i g h e s t 

reverence f o r t h e i r a u t h o r . . . " . T h e r e s u l t was a d e s i r e to 

meet the a u t h o r , something which we a l l know happened i n the 

back o f Tom Davies's bookshop. The r e s u l t was the g r e a t e s t 

o f E n g l i s h b i o g r a p h i e s ; and the w o n d e r f u l t r i b u t e t o Johnson 

a t t h e end o f the work shows f u l l knowledge o f him as a 

p e r s o n a l i t y , w i t h b o t h good q u a l i t i e s and bad. But i t d i d 

not occur t o Boswell t h a t knowing Johnson as a man i m p l i e d a 

r e j e c t i o n o f the Ramblers. Quit e the r e v e r s e . The knowledge 

o f t h i s "Great and good man", enhanced t h e i r power, as he 

was a b l e t o see a w o r k i n g out o f them i n a r e a l human l i f e . 

B o s w ell was o f t e n s u r p r i s e d by the t h i n g s t h a t t h i s "grave" 

m o r a l i s t d i d , as l i k e many, he conceived o f a m o r a l i s t as 

b e i n g a human b e i n g o f inhuman p r o p o r t i o n s . Boswell r e a l i s e d 

what h i s L i f e had a c h i e v e d , however, as he had shown t o a l l 

the w o r l d the genuineness o f Johnson's moral c o n t r a d i c t i o n s . 

I n the v e r y l a s t sentence o f the L i f e , Boswell w r i t e s : 

" . . . t h e more h i s c h a r a c t e r i s c o n s i d e r e d , the more he w i l l 

be regarded by t h e p r e s e n t age, and by p o s t e r i t y , w i t h 

a d m i r a t i o n and r e v e r e n c e . " I t i s e x t r e m e l y i m p o r t a n t t h a t 

B o s well t e l l s us t o l o o k a t Johnson the man i n the raw 

r a t h e r t h a n as Johnson the c o l l e c t i o n o f o p i n i o n s . This i s 

the t y p e o f m o r a l i s t Johnson was; a man w h o l l y devoted t o 
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human k i n d , and hence whose m o r a l i t y i s bound t o g e t h e r by 

h i s own p e r s o n a l i t y , namely t h a t which i n v o l v e s him i n the 

human race as an i n d i v i d u a l . T his i s where h i s a u t h o r i t y 

l a y . He was v e r y much an i n d i v i d u a l ; people would stop i n 

t h e s t r e e t t o s t a r e a t him, but t h i s i s the key t o what we 

might c a l l h i s "heightened humanity." I n being so d i f f e r e n t , 

he was f o r c e d t o l o o k a t h i m s e l f , t o r e f l e c t upon h i s na t u r e 

w i t h g r e a t e r i n t e n s i t y than would someone l e s s 

e x t r a o r d i n a r y . Davis has s a i d something o f t h i s : 

For sometimes an exceptional human being such as Johnson 
has to stand as representative i n the personal of what 
i s more than personal, and so i t was that f o r Re5molds 
Johnson was the representative of the human t r a d i t i o n i t s e l f . ^ 5 

He t h e r e f o r e thought more about h i m s e l f and 

hence humanity, knew more, and t h u s , meant more. His 

obsessive need f o r r u l e s was because he c l e a r l y saw the 

incompleteness o f the human b e i n g , and wished c o n s t a n t l y to 

g i v e i t meaning and t o p i n i t down w i t h i n t h i s sphere. 

R e a l i t y can o n l y be p e r c e i v e d t h r o u g h the p r i s m o f humanity, 

and i t was Johnson above a l l , who squared up t h i s p r i s m most 

a c c u r a t e l y . J u s t i n the same way t h a t l i g h t separates i n t o 

i t s c o n s t i t u e n t c o l o u r s , humanity breaks r e a l i t y down i n t o 

t he d i s o r d e r e d , and the o r d e r e d , the a n a r c h i c and the r u l e d , 

which seem t o l i e i n c o n t r a d i c t i o n , b u t , coming from the 

same source, namely the i n t e r p r e t a i o n o f r e a l i t y through the 

human, l i e t o g e t h e r . We quoted e a r l i e r from Rasselas: 
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" i n c o n s i s t e n c i e s cannot b o t h be r i g h t , but imputed t o man, 

th e y may b o t h be t r u e . " 

Johnson's a u t h o r i t y r e s t e d on many t h i n g s , the 

b e l i e f t h a t he knew the way t o God, t h a t h i s f a i t h was 

always c e r t a i n , t h a t he was d i f f e r e n t and hence o b j e c t i v e , 

q u i t e s i m p l y t h a t he knew more, and indeed upon the f a c t 

t h a t he needed t o be l o v e d , and hence d e l i b e r a t e l y 

c u l t i v a t e d a t t e n t i o n t h r o u g h e x p e r t i s e . But i t was he a f t e r 

a l l , who w r o t e , " I t i s always necessary t o be l o v e d , but not 

always necessary t o be reverenced."^^ Love i s , i n essence, 

the g l o r i o u s m a n i f e s t a t i o n i n a human b e i n g o f l i f e i n i t s 

most r e a l and p r e s e n t form; and above a l l , Johnson's 

a u t h o r i t y l a y i n the f a c t t h a t , i n h i s w r i t i n g s , he was 

u n r e s e r v e d l y honest t o h i m s e l f , and i n e v e r y t h i n g he s a i d or 

w r o t e , we see the raw ex p e r i e n c e o f l i f e , even i f i t 

m a n i f e s t e d i t s e l f i n a p r e j u d i c e , a v e r y r e a l human 

n e c e s s i t y . One cannot deny t h a t he f o l l o w e d the pa t h o f 

e x i s t e n c e l a i d down by Imlac i n the u n d e r s t a n d i n g which l i e s 

b e h i n d h i s r e j o i n d e r t o Rasselas: " I t seems t o me... t h a t 

w h i l e you are making the choi c e o f l i f e , you are n e g l e c t i n g 

t o l i v e . " T h e r e i n l i e s Johnson's a u t h o r i t y . 

-199-



APPENDIX 

The Johnson - T h r a l e R e l a t i o n s h i p 

An i m p o r t a n t f a c e t o f t h i s r e l a t i o n s h i p has been 

i l l u m i n a t e d by K a t h e r i n e B a l d e r s t o n i n her essay "Johnson's 

V i l e Melancholy" •'•. Using c e r t a i n s c a t t e r e d a l l u s i o n s , f o r 

i n s t a n c e , t he s a l e o f a padlock b e l o n g i n g t o Mrs T h r a l e , 

l a b e l l e d , "Johnson's padlock, committed t o my care i n 

1768"; a note i n Johnson's D i a r y "De p e d i c i s e t manicis 

insana c o g i t a t i o " which she t r a n s l a t e s as "insane thought 

about f o o t - f e t t e r s and manacles."^; two l e t t e r s , one 

w r i t t e n by Johnson i n French, one by Mrs Th r a l e i n E n g l i s h , 

d w e l l i n g upon t h e i r r e l a t i o n s h i p w i t h each o t h e r ^ . These 

o b j e c t s a r e , i n B a l d e r s t o n ' s o p i n i o n , focused by an 

adm i s s i o n i n T h r a l i a n a t h a t Johnson t r u s t e d the author (Mrs 

T h r a l e ) " . . . w i t h a s e c r e t f a r dearer t o him than h i s l i f e . " ^ 

T h i s i s c l a r i f i e d by two f u r t h e r r e f e r e n c e s i n T h r a l i a n a , 

namely, "And y e t says Johnson a woman has such power between 

the ages o f t w e n t y f i v e and f o r t y f i v e , t h a t she may tye a 

man t o a post and whip him i f she w i l l " and t h e r e i s a 

m a r g i n a l comment on t h i s , namely "This he knew o f h i m s e l f 

was l i t e r a l l y and s t r i c t l y t r u e I am s u r e . " ^ The scene has 

been s e t f o r K a t h e r i n e B a l d e r s t o n ' s denouement, which i s the 

r e v e l a t i o n t h a t : 
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At the c r i s i s of his i l l n e s s i t seems inescapably 
evident that his compulsive fantasy assumed a 
masochistic form, i n which the impulse to se l f abasement 
and pain prevailed.' 

K a t h e r i n e B a l d e r s t o n i s opposed by Bate, who, i n a t t e m p t i n g 

t o rescue h i s hero from infamy, e x p l a i n s away the above 

evidence i n terms o f Johnson's f e a r o f i n s a n i t y . He w r i t e s : 

Plainly the fear of insanity, hypnotically working on 
his imagination, had mounted to such a degree that he 
f i n a l l y , i n exhausted despair, bought the f e t t e r s and 
padlocks... 

He a t t a c k s the B a l d e r s t o n l i n e w i t h u n c h a r a c t e r i s t i c 

f e r o c i t y : 

With touching h i s t o r i c a l naivety, our minds leap to 
sex...at the mere mention of anything connected with 
either "secrecy" or " g u i l t " " 

He e x p l a i n s i n c o n s i ^ d e r a b l e d e t a i l , d o v e t a i l i n g h i s 

e x p l a n a t i o n w i t h p r e v i o u s p s y c h o l o g i c a l statements i n o t h e r 

c h a p t e r s , the way i n which Johnson i n t e r n a l i s e d h i s 

a g g r e s s i o n , an a c t i o n which l e d t o a c r i p p l i n g sense o f 

g u i l t which became so s t r o n g t h a t i t bordered upon i n s a n i t y . 

The r e v e a l e d s e c r e t and the padlock can be seen i n terms o f 

t h i s , w h i l s t the c u r i o u s L a t i n sentence about the insane 

t h o u g h t i s e x p l a i n e d i n terms o f Johnsonian f i g u r a t i v e 

imagery, i n the c o n t e x t o f which f e a r s are o f t e n seen as 

b e i n g c l o s e l y connected w i t h p h y s i c a l confinement. •'•̂  The 

l o n g l e t t e r i n French, from which he quotes e x t e n s i v e l y , i s 

seen as showing: 
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The strong element of i n f a n t i l i s m , always potentially-
present i n individuals subject to constant "superego" 
demand. 

He quotes as example o f t h i s the way i n which he saw Mrs 

T h r a l e as h i s " p a t r o n e s s " and the hope t h a t she would 

c o n t i n u e t o keep him i n t h a t " s l a v e r y you know so w e l l how 

t o make me happy." Bate notes Johnson's demanding o f a 

l e t t e r t e l l i n g him "...what i s p e r m i t t e d me and what i s 

f o r b i d d e n " and h i s d e s i r e f o r her t o take the i n i t i a t i v e and 

"...spare me t h e n e c e s s i t y o f c o n s t r a i n i n g myself. "•'•̂  Mrs 

T h r a l e ' s r e p l y t o t h i s l e t t e r i s a l s o i n t e r e s t i n g i n i t s 

assumption o f c o n s i d e r a b l e powers o f government - she ends: 

I w i l l detain you no longer, so farewell and be good; 
and do not q u a r r e l l with your governess f o r not using 
the rod enough. •'••̂  

Bate and B a l d e r s t o n would i n t e r p r e t t h i s l a s t sentence i n 

d i f f e r e n t ways, t h e l a t t e r t a k i n g i t on a more l i t e r a l l e v e l 

t h a n the f o r m e r . I t i s s u r p r i s i n g l y d i f f i c u l t t o determine 

between the two t h e o r i e s . Bate one tends t o f e e l , 

d e f e n s i v e l y g l o s s e s over some o f B a l d e r s t o n ' s evidence, f o r 

i n s t a n c e he does n o t s e r i o u s l y c o n s i d e r the i m p l i c a t i o n s o f 

the words " s t r i c t l y " and " l i t e r a l l y " ^ ^ w h i l s t B a l d e r s t o n , on 

her p a r t , seems confused as t o the degree o f consciousness 

i n v o l v e d i n the r e l a t i o n s h i p . At one p o i n t she d e s c r i b e s Mrs 

T h r a l e as " . . . t h e unrecognised e r o t i c o b j e c t " and y e t i t 

appears t h a t the a r t i c l e ' s main purpose i s t o prove t h a t the 

" . . . s e c r e t f a r d e a r e r t o him than h i s l i f e " was h i s 
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m a s o c h i s t i c tendency, which he thus must have bo t h r e v e a l e d 
and hence r e c o g n i s e d . 

Though I do n o t see a cl^r way out o f t h i s dilemma, 

t h e r e i s one element which b o t h arguments have i n common, 

namely the government which Mrs T h r a l e e x e r c i s e d over 

Johnson. I n s u p p o r t o f her t h e s i s , B a l d e r s t o n c i t e s K r a f f t -

Ebing, an e a r l y t w e n t i e t h c e n t u r y p s y c h o l o g i s t ; he w r i t e s : 

[The raasochist].. . i s controlled by the idea of being 
completely and unconditionally subject to the w i l l of a 
person of the opposite s e x . ^ 

Undoubtedly t h e r e was an e x t r e m e l y s t r o n g e m o t i o n a l t i e 

between the two. As I have e x p l a i n e d i n the main body o f the 

work, t h i s has v e r y i n t e r e s t i n g r e p e r c u s s i o n s as f a r as 

Johnson's p e r s o n a l a u t h o r i t y i s concerned. The s t r e n g t h o f 

the emotions i n v o l v e d i n t h i s r e l a t i o n s h i p demonstrate the 

importance o f p e r s o n a l d o m i n a t i o n i n Johnson's l i f e . 

A u t h o r i t y i s a c r u c i a l i s s u e . 
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