English 251
Prof. Howe

Samuel Johnson; The Rambler Nos. 170 and 171 

A story in the guise of a letter to the editor

Characterized by:

· Sentimental subject matter

· Through fiction of letter, first-person narrator

· Instructive (i.e. “Thus I was thrown upon dependence without resource” [250])—avoid situations like this! Very clearly connects the dots between “before” and “after”
· Enjoyable; draws on the fashions of the time for stories in longish narrative form about women either falling into disrepute or persevering, and rising above (Roxana, Moll Flanders, Pamela)

· Yet, not a “novel”—novels were themselves problematic for Johnson, as we saw in Chrissie’s presentation of The Rambler 4 on fiction. Instead, a “letter” written to The Rambler. Why do you think the essay is a better choice, for Johnson?  
“I am convinced that nothing would more powerfully preserve youth from irregularity, or guard inexperience from seduction, than a just description of the condition into which the wanton plunges herself…” (253)

What kind of claims do you think is Johnson making, here, about the role of the essay in the public sphere? 

What hardships does Misella face?

[We’ve been talking a lot about exploration and encounters with difference; how does Johnson assert the “relation’s” difference? What evidence do you draw from the text that identifies him as other? (254—“barbarians”; 255—goes to “Ireland”) What about Misella herself? (2560—prostitutes in France “evacuate[d] to the colonies”)

When she is packed off to the country, what kind of “books” does Misella take with her? (253) What arguments do you think her “relation” uses? Note how the two concepts are conjoined…

Johnson’s style in these Rambler essays is unlike that of the essays in which he is writing. Here is an example from Eliza Haywood’s popular romance novel, Love in Excess. What differences do you note? Let’s try to characterize the two kinds of writing. 

Misella’s story:

Johnson’s essays 

Word choice

Diction

Sentence structure

The Idler No. 88/89, “The Limitations of Human Achievement”
Johnson’s essay provides us with an alternate version of the enlightenment project and its claims. What is his argument in The Idler No. 88? What is the “mistaken notion of human greatness” that he critiques (301)?

“But he has no reason to repine though his abilities are small and his opportunities few. He that has improved the virtue or advanced the happiness of one fellow-creature, he that has ascertained a single moral proposition, or added one useful experiment to natural knowledge, may be contented with his own performance, and, with respect to mortals like himself, may demand, like Augustus, to be dismissed at his departure with applause” (301-2)

A Dictionary of the English Language
Why has he undertaken this project? 


319
“[W]ords are the daughters of earth, and…things are the sons of heaven. Language is only the instrument of science, and words are but the signs of ideas: I wish, however, that the instrument might be less apt to decay, and that signs might be permanent, like the things which they denote” (310)

Improvement—321 a mans reach should exceed his grasp, or what’s a heaven for? Browning


Care will not always be successful… (323)

“mercantile cant” (323)—commerce depraves the manners, corrupts the language (325)

Painful searches.. (324)

“the lexicographer [may] be derided who being able to produce no example of a nation that has preserved their words and phrases from mutability shall imagine that this dictionary can embalm his language, and secure it from corruption and decay, that it si in his power to change sublunary nature, or clear the world at once from folly, vanity, and affectation” (324)

How does he prosecute the Dictionary? What methodology does he describe? Does this look familiar at all? (Locke…)
How does Johnson characterize the work of a lexicographer? 

Pupil v. slave of science? (307)

Colonial/imperial force behind his language… [take a moment to scan through the text, noting places where this imperial force becomes evident]

318—foreigners, natives

Conquests and migrations (325)


Literature -319

Nation building… (325) alteration also a sign of advancement, “the language most likely to continue long without alteration would be that of a nation rasied a little, but a little, above barbarity, secluded from strangers…”

Too metaphorical (325-6) (romance)

“tongues, like governments, have a natural tendency to degeneration; we have long preserved our constitution, let us make some struggles for our language” (326-7)

Written not in the soft obscurities of retirement, or under the shelter of academic bowers, but amidst inconvenience and distraction, in sickness and in sorrow… (328)
“When the nature of things is unknown, or the notion unsettled and indefinite, and various in various minds, the words by which such notions are conveyed, or such things denoted, will be ambiguous and perplexed” (315)


And weak verbs (shifting in meaning) 316
