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ABSTRACT 

This thesis offers a critique of the methods and assumptions of the discipline of 

linguistic historiography - the study of the history of linguistic thought. Linguistic 

historiography has grown rapidly since the late 1960s. The formation of a loosely- 

defined canon of works of language study has been aocompanieâ by the publication of 

many articles and books and the development of a scholarly superstnicture of j ouds ,  

societies, and conferences whose explicit objective it has been to develop both the 

practice and the theory of this new field. As 1 argue in this thesis, however, linguistic 

historiography remains an area which has yet to theorize its activity radically . Often 

basing their practice on the history of science, works of linguistic historiography, 1 argue, 

tend to assume too readily that "language," the putative subject of the texts they study, 

constitutes a determinate object of knowledge. In the wake of Ferdinand de Saussure, 

however, philosophers and literary theorists (curiously, however, not linguistic 

historiographers) have argued that the nonsemantic aspects of a text such as gramrnar 

often fûnction in a manner which is in conflict with the text's semantic element -- its 

statements. In the difference between these two aspects of language, poststructuralist 

readings expose a " non-phenornenal" dimension of linguistic operation which, lacking a 

positive or determinate identity, defies description and, as such, marks a horizon of 

cognition. 

iii 



In this thesis I argue that no h t e r  is more likely to confront this limit as 

absolutely as he or she who writes explicitly about language. For this reason, the 

signifîcance of the texts which comprise the canon of linguistic history extends beyond 

that of merely helping us to understanding the development of linguistic science or of 

illuminating the history of those areas of study with which it has, at various times and in 

various configurations, overlapped, important as such enâeavoun may be. In the 

resistance these texts pose to their own descriptions of their "proper object of study," 

there is an opportunity for considering language not as a determinate object of knowledge 

but rather as an indeterminate space in knowledge which, because of its lack of identity 

is also a site of contest among ideological forces. 

Through close readings of John Locke's An Essoy Corzceming H m n  

Understanding, Samuel Johnson's Dicn'ollclry, various works on language by Joseph 

Priestley, and John Home Tooke' s Diversions of htrley , 1 argue that the representation 

of language in eighteenth-century meta-linguistic texts is concemed with matters other 

than the strictly linguistic which, it becomes clear, is not one object of knowledge among 

others, and that these matters are invariably bound up with questions of class, power, and 

pnvilege. 
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Introduction: 

Towards a Non-Phenomed History of Language Study 

Tbat luiguage is, is wt compreheasible. 

- Hans-Jost Frey, "Undecidabitity " 

1. Confronting Limguage 

The rapid growth of linguistics in the 196ûs brought with it a freshly-whetted 

curiosi ty conceming what had ken  said and thought about language in the past . Existing 

histories of language study - progressivistic, positivistic, and with a tendency to regard 

their subject in the narrow terms of national traditions -- were too parochial for the more 

empirical appetites of those familiar with the broadly-defined scope of the expanding 

science of linguistics. As a result, although they are by no means free of the precursorist 

and revisionist biases which had distorted previous histories of language study, ' the 

majority of the works of linguistic historiography produced since the 1960s have been 

characterized by an overwhelming desire to understand the linguistic thought and 

traditions of the past on their own tems, without tracing them to or measuring them 

against the attitudes of wntemporary linguistic science. 

The impetus for this thesis lies in my sense that, in emphasizing the social, 

cultural, and intellectual wntext of ps t  works of language study, linguistic 



2 

historiographers al1 too readily take the identity of language itself, and with it, the 

identity of history, for granted. This tendency is most apparent in the almost total 

indifference which linguistic historbgraphers have shown towards the drarnatic upheavals 

which have been experienced in literary snidies in -nt decades under the general 

heading of "textuality." Their scholarly ammen notwithstanding, most works on the 

history of linguistic thought published in the Anglo-American world since the 1960s 

remain - almost eerily - untouched by the debates wnceming questions of reference, 

representation, historicity, figurality, and rhetoric which continue to vex and enliven 

departments of literature. Against this dissonant backdrop, works such as Hans 

Aarsleff' s From Locke to Saussure or Julie Tete1 Andresen' s Linguistics In America 1 769- 

1924 are remarkable not merely for the éclat with which they have openeci and expanded 

a new field of study, but also for the astounding confidence with which they have 

assumed thei r p roject s to be unproblematicall y possible. 

This resistance is dl the more revealing and b i w e  because linguistic 

historiography emerged at about the same time that the debate over theory was beginning 

to make a racket in the English-speaking world. There is, in fact, a large degree of 

overlap between the two mas: as Paul & Man has observed, "The advent of theory . 
. . occurs with the introduction of linguistic teminology in the metalanguage about 

literature" (RT 8). a metalanguage denved (as de Man also notes) from one of the figures 

which linguistic historiographers invariably acknowledge as among the most significant 

in the field they study, Ferdinand de Saussurem2 In view of this context, the assuredness 
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with which linguistic historiographen resist thwries of textuality suggests a temarkable 

relucmce on their part to take the full weight of the complexity of a field of study in 

which two such overdetermined concepts as language and history corne face to face. 

Linpistic historiography as it is practiced today has yet to address the intricate theoretical 

questions panicular to its activity. It may, in k t ,  exist in its current fom oniy to the 

extent to which it avoids these questions, that is, insofar as it avoids confronting language 

not as a foregone conclusion but as a question. 

Linguistic historiography's problem arises, in a sense, from a Iack of critical 

distance between itself and the texts it interprets. Just as Jerome McGann has argued that 

Romantic scholarship is determined by "an uncritical absorption in Romanticism's own 

self-represntationsn (l), the study of the history of linguistic thought is framed almost 

exclusively by an empirical ideology derived from the very eighteenth-century texts and 

traditions (or at least a cenain interpretation of these) which are the subject of much of 

its historiographical labour. With their practice modelled afkr the history of science, 

linguistic historiographen frequentiy take for granted something that, within the texts they 

study, is far from a senleci question and that, indeed, is ofkn implicitly a source of great 

anxiety and uncertainty: the notion that language is a positive phenornenon with the 

ontological status of "an objective fact" (de Man, LHLM 164). Guided by such a 

"phenomenal" sense of language, that is, by an assumption that there is no aspect of 

language which is not transparently available to perception and thus to understanding, 

those historians frequentl y fail to acknowledge the disturbing possibility that there might 
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be, at work in the texts they read, a "non-phenomenal" dimension of language, not 

reducible to the familiar s m s  of a naked fact.' As empiricists, linguists and linguistic 

historiographers a& the question "What is the nature of language?" - then stop as if it 

is beyond question that language, indeed, Ys." Nonetheless, the contours of that question 

invariably make themselves "felt" in the diversions, caesurae, and displacements which 

form a kind of counter-memory to  empirical studies of language. 

Although lingui stic historiographen rnay large! y ignore them , there are many 

intimations in the phi losophical, literary , and even linguistic discourses of this century 

that the phenomenality of language is not something that might be safely or  certainly 

taken for granted. A list of examples will help illustrate the breadth and diversity of 

thinking conceming this "otherw side of language. 

Martin Heidegger speaks of a fundamental dimension of language which, 

because it does not give itself up to representation (and thus to theory), constitues an 

unassimilable horizon of the human.' "The essential nature of language," he writes, 

"flatly refuses to express itself in words - in the language, that is, in which we make 

statements about language" (On The Ww 81). But, by the same token, he continues: 

If language everywhere withholds its nature in this sense. then such 
withholding belongs ta the very nature of language. nius language not 
only holds back when we speak it in the accustomed ways, but this its 
holding back is de~rrnined by the fact that language holds back its own 
origin-md so denies its k i n g  to Our usual notions. (81) 

i Such a "withholding" or necessary reserve is also evident in Walter Benjamin's 

notion of reine SprWze or "pure language." In "The Task of the Transistor," Benjamin 



5 

describes an "abysrnal" dimension of language exposed in translation without the prop of 

which language ceases to be intelligible. Unavailable to cognition as such, reine S p r u e  

wnsi sts in the mutual i y supplementing totality of intentions underl ying al1 languages, but 

"which no single language cm attain by itself" (74). 

Rodolphe Gasch6 invokes a similarly inscrutable aspect of language in his notion 

of the "texte brut," a term, he says, refemng to "the text before it starts to signify and 

prior to the established meanings that the community of interpreters has inflicted upon it" 

(" In-Di fference to Philosophy " 265). 

The critic Cathy Caruth describes a nonempirical "prcp upon which meaning 

leans and with which it is immdiately wnfused" (944-5). 

The iinguist Émile Benveniste adumbrates a similar dimension in his description 

of an opening in language (or more precisely, of language) which he calls the énoncé or 

utterance. Although assimilable to neither the physicaî part of the sign ("sayingw) nor to 

its cognitive component (the " said"), the &nonct? constitutes "the very act of producing 

an uttered, not the text of the uttered" (Problémes 2: 80, qtd. in Agamben 25). 

Elaborating on this enigmatic distinction, Hans-Jost Frey explains "al1 saying 

is always preoccupied with obruring itself and being forgotten through its adjustment to 

what it says. By tending away from itself to what is said, saying itself remains unsaid" 

("Spume" 258). 

m Again, emphasizing what Jonathan Culler calls "language as act over language 

as repnrntation" (" Reading Lyric" 1 04), philosopher Giorgio A m b e n  declares "the 



6 

taking place of language is unspeakable and ungaspable. The word, taking place in 

time, cornes about in such a way that its advent necessarily remains unsaid in that which 

is said" (77'). We find a sirnilar thought in Heidegger's statement that "Everything 

spoken stems in a variety of ways from the unspoken, whether this be something rot yet 

spoken, or whether it be what mua remain unspoken in the sense that it is beyond the 

reach of speaking" (On The Wq 120). 

rn Approaching the question of the linguistic "unknown" from the perspective of 

psychoanal y sis, Julia Kristeva posi ts the pre-signi ficative semiotic chora as tbe effaceù 

substrate of the logical, coherent linguistic order she calls the symbolic. Identified with 

the flux of body drives and pulsions, the c h  wnstitutes the material dimension of 

signification without whose heterogeneous excess the articulations of the symbolic would 

not be possible. Like the Heidegerrian "rift,"5 the c h  is identified as a "rupture." As 

the material backdrop against which al1 discourse takes place, the c h  "precedes 

evidence, verisimilitude, spatiality, and temporality. Our discourse - al1 dixourse - 

moves with and against the chora in the sense that it simultaneously depends upon and 

refuses itw (Rewlm*on 26). 

rn Jacques Demàa, with whose thought this blank dimension is perhaps most 

readily identified tday,  speaks of "the irreducible exœss of the syntactic over the 

semantic" (D 221) as the basis of an undecidability beyond that "caused by some 

enigmatic equivocality, sorne inexhaustible ambivalence of a word in a 'natural' 

language" (220). 
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Echoing Derrida, Fnuices Ferguson notes diat "language always makes the 

medium of knowledge operate as its own static." This medium, she continues, is "the 

ontological that wntinually exceeds any epistemolopicai claims that might seem to be at 

issue" (1 17). 

rn In his examination of the "nonconvergence of 'mcaning' with the devices that 

produfe 'meaning'" (RT 66), Paul de Man confronts in language a nothingness or 

negativity "more onginary than the No? of logical negation" (Agamben 3). He calls this 

"disjunction between grammar and meaning" "the materiality of the letter: the 

independence, or the way in which the letter can disrupt the ostensible stable meaning of 

a sentence and introàuce in it a slippage by means of which that meaning disappeafs, 

evanesces, and by means of which al1 control over that meaning is lostw (89). 

rn Frednc Jameson describes de Man's notion of the rnateriality of the letter as an 

attempt to imagine what language "might look like in Our own absence" (248). Unlike 

the liberation from the smctures of metaphysical tradition promiseci in the trace and the 

choro, de Man's is a terriQing, imageless vision in which. Jameson says, language 

emerges "as some monstrous thing we cannot imagine seeing from the outside -- that 

narneless alien being we domesticate by means of the more banal anthropomorphic 

concepts of reasons, choices, motives. leaps of faith, irresistible compulsions, and the 

like" (249). 



These passages will guide us throughout this thesis. Although culled from 

different texts wmposed over the span of more than half a century, and repnsenting a 

varîety of different methodological and theoretical appmiches, each in its own way casts 

fonh the shadow of something profoundly aoubling for the strictly empirical study of 

language, whether by linguists or linguistic historiographers. In thernatizing language as 

a "rift" (der Riss) as in Heidegger, as a "rupture" as we find in Kristeva, or as the 

dislocating movement of the Demdean "trace."' these texts point to an unrepresentable 

backdrop of language, cut off from representation but against which Our ideas of 

language, such as they are, are necessarily played out. As that which withdraws, is 

effaced, or "divert[s] attention from itself to what it says" (Frey, "Undecidabilityw 132), 

this "material" aspect of language renders al1 descriptions or theories of language 

incomplete allegones of themselves, "semantic voids" which, in Demda's words, signify 

not meaning but "spacing and articulationn (D 222). Exploiting the language of Austin, 

de Man explains "Any speech act produces an excess of cognition, but it can never know 

the process of i ts own production" (AR %IO), which is to say that any cognition will have 

a performative dimension that it cannot take as the object of its cognition. Always 

"there," anterior to anything we might say about language, this exœss constitutes an 

unsurpassable horiwn which exceeds and outstrips any theoretid effort we might malce 

to know it . "Thus we always sec the mure of language [Sprachwesen] on1 y to the extent 

to which language itself has us in view, has appropriateci us to itself," writes Heidegger.' 
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For this reason, "we camot know language - know it aocording to the traditional concept 

of knowledge defined in tems of cognition as representation" (On Ihe Way 134). 

Whether conceivecl of as an exœss of the ontological over the epistemological, of the 

syntactical over the semantic, or  in Andnej Wanninski's concise formulation, of 

"marLingW over "meaning" (xxxiii) - language wnsists of an exorbitance which 

anticipates and outdistances every theoretical move we might make to exhaust it. 

"Language is alreody there, in advance . . . at the moment at which any question can 

arise about it," writes Demda. "In this it exceeds the question" (OS 12911.5). the 

"question, " that is, of what is language? And this exœss, we may say, is the devil in the 

text of language which linguists and linguistic historiographers, although they may ignore 

i t, cannot exorci se. 

Heidegger, Derrida, Kristeva, de Man take it as their impossible ta& to think 

radicolfy the excess which language 7s." The passages 1 have cited from them will serve 

as touchstones throughout my examination of the "material" dimension of language which 

linguistic hi storiograph y elides. The illuminating examples the y provide, however, are 

not the only paths to a "non-phenomenalW consideration of linguistics and its 

historiography . As Sanford Budick and Wolfgang Iser have observeil, radical " mgativity 

can only be described in terms of its operations, and na by any means in terms of a 

graspable entity" (xii - xiii). Although beyond cognition, the materiai dimension of 

language leaves its a a a s  in the aiesunte, displaœments, and avoidanas in the texts 

which together f o m  a spectral "other" of empirical linguistic historiograph y. Such 
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textual di sturbances point to sornething opaque in language' s apparent transparent y, 

sornething not reducible to mcaning or assimilable to the trivium of "genesis, continuity , 

totalization" which Michel Foucault calls "the great themes of the history of ideas." and 

by which, he says "it is attached to a certain, now traditional, form of historical analysis" 

(Archoeology l38), including the historid analysis of language. "In these conditions, " 

he continues 

it is normal that anyone who still practices history, its methoàs, its 
requirements and possibilities - this now rather shq-soiled idea - cannot 
conceive that a discipline like the history of ideas should be abandoned; 
or rather, considers that any other form of analysing discourses is a 
betrayal of history itself. (138) 

And yet, as de Man suggests in "Literary History and Literary Modemity, " betrayal is 

fundamental to the "fluctuating movement of aborted self-definition" (164) constitutive 

of al1 historical phenomena: caught between the poles of a fully-present moment 

detached from history, and the effect of repetition and continuity which that moment 

generates, any account which duces  history to "an objective fact" is inadequate. What 

de Man says of literature and literary history is no less applicable to linguistic 

histonography: "A positivistic history that sees literature only as what it is not (as an 

objective fact, an empirical psyche, or a communication that transeends the literary text 

as text) is, dierefore, necessari1 y inadequate" (1 64). Because historians of linguistic 

thought writing today tend to share many of the sarne Enlightenment assumptions 

conceming language as those which infonn the texts they read (and which de Man lists 

here), those historians ftequently fail to acknowledge some of the more disturbing aspects 
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of those texts. Clearly a history which did not take language at its word would tell a 

different story. It would not be preoccupied, for example, with what these texts say 

about language or the place of these saitements in the history of linguistic thought. Nor 

would it mat the term "language" as the sign of a ktual, empirical presence, given in 

advance and with which that word enjoys a stable and transparent reiationship. The 

objectivity of the linguistic fact would be considered, rather, as an effect of a "self- 

legitimiting" (Clark. WIRF 10) figure (of fact) imposed upon the unrepresentable 

heterogeneous excess which language " is. "9 As with any fictional totalization in which 

a "confusion of linguistic with naairal reality" (de Man, RT 11) occurs, this imposition 

would bear an ideological dimension. To read the texts of the history of language study 

with an eye to such motivations we would want to consider how the idea of language 

ficll~n*oas, both in the texts themselves and in the Enlightenment culture in which those 

texts circulated. 

For exarnple, in the eighteenth-century texts that 1 will examine in this thesis, 

language functions as a sort of conceptuai binding agent against whose identity al1 other 

concepts are propped and from which they thus derive their coherenoe. Such theoretical 

totalization, however, is always subject to idwlogical motivations, whether they consist 

in normative efforts to construct a common-sense view of the world or in wunter- 

saategies to resist the authority anâ hegemonic effects of such representations. &fore 

summarizing my reading of these texts in gteater detail, however, it will be helpful to 

note how linguistic himriography in even its most scmpulous dieoretical self- 
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formulations evokes the very material dimension of language whose effaament is the 

condition of possibility of their coherence. 

2. Confronting Linguistic Historiography 

Giulio Lepschy expresses what seems to be the prevailing attitude among linguistic 

historiographers when he explains that one of the primary objectives which guided his 

editorial judgement on the recently-transIated, four volume History offinguistics was a 

desire to provide "an understanding of what certain societies thought about language, 

rather than an assessrnent of their ideas on a sale of scientific progress" (vii). For 

Lepschy and othen, linguistic historiography takes as its proper object of snidy al1 

theories and attitudes conceming language which have k e n  recorded or reported, 

regardless of when or where those reflections may have oocuned. In approaching their 

material, linguistic historiographers have sought to determine not just what various 

theorists have said about language, but also the methods they have employed, the 

assumptions underl ying those methods, and the intellectual , social, political, and even 

epistemological conditions that have formed the context of those inqui ries. While such 

an approach, in the case of Ham Aarsleff's work," may have offered a powerful 

antidote to the overwhelmingl y telwlogical and "Whig " orientation which characterized 

histories of language study pnor to the mid-l%Os, methuds such as his have also imposed 

severe theoretical limitations on the discipline. In adopting the history of science as his 

historiographical paradigm, Aarsieff and those who have followed his example elide the 
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very complex question of the nature of the object of linguistic study and the difficulties 

which that question poses for the h o p  of writing a wherent and comprehensive history 

of linguistic thought. 1s language to be studied in the same manner as scientists study 

plankton and planets, or even as the social scientia examines unemployment or 

demographic patterns? Can the history of language study be told as one tells the history 

of biology or astronomy, or economic or politifal thought. From what Heidegger, 

Kri steva, Derrida, and de Man suggest, it would seem not. Linguistics is not one science 

among others. For one thing, in no other science is Our knowledge of a subject an effect 

of the mamer in which that subject exceeds, escapes, and resists cognition. To put this 

in more mundane terms, linguistics and the history of its study are different frorn other 

sciences because in no other science is the object of study also the means of its own 

description. But while such an observation may be obvious, its consequences, as the 

passages 1 have cited suggest, are not. 

This is certain1 y not to say that linguistic historiographers have failed to reflect on 

their discipline. Since the 1970s. linguistic historiograph y has developed a scholarl y 

superstructure of journals, societies, and conferences whose explicit objective it has been 

to develop both the practice and the theory of this new field. l1 But, while important 

questions are frequently raised in such fonims with respect to the appropriate scope and 

definition of the object of the discipline's study, concems typicaily corne to rest on 

contextual and thematic matters related to the desire for a comprehensive reconstruction 

and representation of "the subject matter" (Berkle 10) of works of linguistic thought 
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(whatever that might be - and it is not at al1 obvious). As one contributor to a recent 

volume on the history of Western linguistics exhorted his readen, "the linguistic 

historiographer mua reconstnict the theme and its exposition as it is given in a text 

including the premises, chah of arguments which the author uses and his strategies for 

wnvincing his audience" (Berkle 9- 10). 

Not al1 linguistic historiographers, however, regard thei r pursui t in such bluntl y 

reconstructive terrns. For example, Julie Tetel Andresen acknowledges "the interaction 

between linguistic theory and the writing of the history of linguisticsw ("Why" 363) as 

a reciprdly conditioning relationship: on the one hand, she writes, one's "wncems 

and opinions about the nature and study of language" (History 17) are sure to inform 

one's "choice of what cornes under historiographie purview," something she notes which 

"is not given in advancew (17); on the other hand, the writing of linguistic history, 

complete with its dream of comprehensivity, amounts to "another, albeit indirezt, way 

of shaping the study of language, of determining the present view of language by shaping 

what constitutes the linguistic past" (1 7). 

And yet, in the final analysis, the default position of even a scholar with the 

theoretical sophistication of Andresen is to invoke the banal tems of rlf-evidenœ and 

to privilege a historiographid practiœ which ranks the recovery of meaning high arnong 

its main objectives. In Linguistics in Amenca, 1 769-1 924, for example, she maintains 

We historiographers think our choiœs are nevertheless, somehow obvious: 
we examine any and al1 texts or practices where language is either directl y 
cunfionted, expressed, or discussed. The more explicit and oven the 



confrontation witb language or the discussion of it, the more accessible is 
the text or practiœ to historiographie critique. (17)12 

It is difficult, of coum, to argue with the assertion that the historian of linguistic thought 

studies texts or practices which conam themselves with, or to use Andresn's more 

suggestive term, which "confront" language. But as obvious as the histonographer's 

choices may be, what remains less clear is the question of the nature of this 

confrontation. 1s it merely, as Andresen suggests, that of "serious thinkers about 

language, past and present" ("Why" 365) with what we, perhaps too familiarly (even in 

Andresen's tenns of "obviousness"), cal1 "language"? Do we, in fxt, know what 

language is? Or in asking the question in this manner do we k g  another? Iust as 

anthropology presupposes "Man," the question "What is language?" assumes the prior 

existence of that which it investigates. Yet nothing could be less obvious, less settled, 

or less certain than either "Man" or "language." "We seem to assume al1 too readily," 

de Man comments, "that, when we nfer to something called 'language,' we know what 

it is we are talking about, although there is probably no word to be found in the language 

that i s as overdetermined, selfevasive, disfigured and disfiguring as ' language' " (RT 13). 

Nonetheless, in making discussions of language the unifjing thread of a historiographical 

project, do we not inadvertently - perhaps even necessatily - ascribe to language a 

determinate identity and a phenomenal presence which it may not actually possess? Are 

such histories possible, moreover, only by way of an elision of that which in language 

and its representations escapes or resists such a reduction to interpretability? Andresen's 
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formulation renders the relation between "serious thinkersw and language as a collision 

between two substantives, each impervious to and uninforneci by the other. In these 

terms, the confrontation is necessaily that of a preconstituted subject posited in 

opposition to language not, for example, in language, oflanguage, or even with language 

(although Andresen uses the word) or m e  other relation implying a degree of 

imbrication between its elements. Focalized through an autonomous, determinate, 

thinking subject which shares nothing, even negatively, with that which is the object of 

his or her thought , the histonographer ' s account of this confrontation " with" language is 

bound once again to follow a path of thematic and contextual reconstruction. For 

example, Andresen maintains, " linguistic historiography , in its simplest terms, seeks to 

elucidate the (often unconscious) assumptions brought by the theoreticiadlinguist to the 

study of language in order to understand the imer works of a theory of languagew 

(" Why " 361). Thus, even those "extemalistic" historiographies which seek to unearth 

the intellectual wntext of a linguistic thinker, do so as a means of recovering the 

unspoken postdates (but not the unspeakable conditions of possibility) goveming his or 

her confrontation "withw language, and thus serw as a way of piecing together and 

understanding that text. again, in its entirety.I3 Andresen extends the widening net of 

thernatizing comprehensivity to enwmpass the recovery, by way of comparison, of the 

essential "concems u?ùvenol to thinking about language" (362) and the "common u n i f h g  

themes" of the "diversity of conceptions of language and the plurality of linguistic 

activity" (365; emphasis added) of which we have evidence. The ultimate goal of this 
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exercise, she says, is to help us gain "perspective on what it means to think linguistically" 

(362). Thus, she writes, "linguistic historiography's job is to weigh and evaluate the 

insights that linguists have had over time, KI discover how these insights are p i e d  

together to form a theoretcal whole, and to identify their rok in the development of the 

science" (365; emphasis added). 

To what extent, however, do such totalizing projects avoid coming face to face 

with a confrontation perhaps more fundamental to such texts than that which might obtain 

between a linguist and his or her object of study? To what degree do they actually beg 

the question of language itself, taking the phenomenal stability of the object of the 

linguistic thinker's study for granted, thereby eliding the complex difficulties a 

problematization of that object (if indeed we would still be able to refer to it as an object) 

might pose to related concepts such as " history," or even "theory," the determinateness 

of which are crucial to the efficacy of the historiographer's project? For, through al1 of 

the unearthing and recovenng which linguistic historiographers perfonn, language 

"itself, " the reification of which seems a necessary precondition of the assumption of a 

determinate relation "with" something , rernains strangel y mute, aloof from, indiffennt 

to, beyond, even outside of cognition. In other words, in order for the linguist to be said 

to confront language, language must be wurned to possess the self-idemity aeassary for 

it to resist the linguist's inquiry. But, if this is so, is it not possible that the history of 

linguistic thought - at least when read thematically (Le. for those "common unifying 

themes") - is what Michel Foucault would cal1 a "history of opinion" (Onier of Tnings 
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75)? Or wone, is it nothing more dian the history of a word, the only relation among 

the occurrences of which through time is diat of a morphological similarity, in other 

words, of a pun? Furthemore, to what extent is "language," ~s the determinate object 

which is the prerequisite of a thematically-oriented linguistic historiography, apparent 

only as an effect of a more fundamental resistance (or confusion), of language (or of 

something which, for lack of a proper word, we must still cal1 "language") to itself, a 

conhision - of "sign and substancew (de Man, BI 136), of "meaning" and "marking" 

(Wminski xxxiii), of "linguistic with natural reality, of reference with phenomenalism" 

(de Man, RT 11) - moreover, which makes the linguistic theorist's interrogation possible 

in the first place? 

With these questions in mind, it could be said that the real problem with the 

historiography of linguistic thought is that it stops at language, precisely the point where 

it should begin. By the same token. it is also mie that a thernatic history of linguistic 

thought is only possible to the extent that it avoids the question of the significance and 

implications of Our ability to identif'y and name an object called language. As 1 shall 

argue, the positing of language as the determinate object of the inquiry of "serious 

thinkers, " arises as a possibility only if one elides that dimension of die texts in question 

when the fundamental instability of that object is exposed. Such an indeterminateness 

is apparent, for example, if we bring a certain force to bear on one of Anciresen's most 

suggestive phrases, and consider what it might actually be to "diink linguistically. " 
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3. Thinking Linguisticaily 

The apparent confidence in the determinate identity of language which linguistic 

histonographen bring to the texts they read, is rnatched by what seerns to be their 

common conviction that the actual purpose of their research is self-evident. But, beyond 

vague suggestions that we need to knaw what people in the past have said about 

language, or that such knowledge will enhance our understanding of modem theoretical 

linguistics (Lyons 3), or even help establish and maintain the identity of the science of 

linguistics (Schmitter, qtd. in Andresen, " Why" 359), few have actually explained why 

they "do" linguistic historiography. As some of the passages to which we have already 

referred suggest, however, one who has confronted this question is Julie Tetel Andresen. 

In fact, in a review article which poses precisely this question in its title, Andresen argues 

that historiography should be central to contempomy linguistics. Its significance, she 

maintains, is primari 1 y theoretical. " Linguistic historiograph y is the comparative method 

of linguistic enquiry" (365), she says: we do linguistic historiography in the belief that 

b y evaiuating and comparing di fferent ideas wnceming language w hich theori sts have 

proposed over time and contemplating the relation of these notions to the development 

of linguistic science as a whole, it will be possible to cultivate a better understanding of 

"what a theory of language is" (362). Such theoretical howledge should, in mm, help 

us to detemine "what language is" (362). "The nal point to be made here," Andresen 

asserts: 



is that linguistic historiography d œ s  not exist as an end in itself, or as a 
glorification of the past, or even as a justification of the piesent. It aims 
to serve the ongoing study of language by studying the structure of 
language iheory. It is a method for gaining perspective on what it muuis 
to think linguistically. (362) 

Such a " reciprocal" (360) relationship between "the writing of the history of  linguistics 

and the construction of a linguistic theory" is only possible, however, if some sort of 

common ground can be found between the two, sornething, she says, which they could 

be said to "sharew (360). Deriving her historiographical pandigm from the universalist 

and comparative method of generative gramrnar, Andresen finds this wmmon dimension 

in the fact that both linguistic historiography and linguistic theory are characterized by 

a search for similarity in difference: only after each has surveyed its field, eliminated 

al1 divergent elements, and considered the remainder, will we know what each properly 

Historiography opens ont0 the diversity of conceptions of language and the 
plurality of linguistic activity in order to find common unifying themes just 
as al1 current work in linguistic universals (both Chomskyan and 
Greenbergian) takes within its purview the rich diversity of the world's 
languages in order to distil linguistic essences. (365) 

The kemel of sameness which nmains, in other words, after linguistic historiography has 

done its comparative work, will tell us f i d l y  "what it means to think linguistically," and 

this h w l e d g e  will contribute, in tum. to our understanding of the nature of language 

"itself. "15 

But what, precisely, does it mean to "think linguisticallyw? The OED defines the 

adverb " linguisticall y" as "in regard or relation to language or linguistics. " Applied to 
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Andresen's phrase, this definition leaves wnsiderable room for confusion. If, for 

example we take "linguistically" to refer to linguistics, then "to think linguistically" will 

mean to think about something "in regard or relation to* the principles and methods of 

linguistic science. Presumably, one will think about language. but this is by no means 

a given; one may, after dl, think "linguistically" - i.e. arrording to the categories and 

methods of linguistics - about ph y sics. genetics, the unconscious, music, painting, 

cinema, and even, in the case of zoosemiotics, of animal behaviour or any other field 

which might be construed as having either a grammatical or semantic dimension.16 If, 

on the other hand, we take "linguistically" to refer to language, the emphasis in 

Andresen's phrase shifts from method to object: to "think linguistically, " in this case, 

will mean to think "in relation or in regard ton language itself, as when Max Müller (to 

use the OED's illustrative quotation of the word) writes "the similarity of customs . . . 
among races linguistically related to each other" (emphasi s added) . 

Depending on how we read it then, the phrase, "to think linguisticall y" stresses 

either a method of thought but not the object of what that method might be, or an object 

of thought with no guidance as to how we are to think about that object. Given this 

choice, it is diffcult, if not impossible, to define what it might mean to "think 

linguistically, " at least in positive terrns. Roperly speaking, " to think linguistically" 

identifies neither the object of such a thought, nor the method by which some object 

might be thought. Rather, in its indetenninatentss, the phrase strands thought between 

an object and Our means of knowing it, that is, between ontology and epistemology. 
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The difficulty this phrase poses may seem innocuous, and my comrnents upon it 

a quibbling attempt to stir up trouble where noue really exists. After d l ,  Andresen's 

intentions seem perfectly clear! At the same time, however, the possibility of two not- 

totally-compatible (if not absolutely incornmensurate) readings of the phrase in question 

indicates that there is perhaps sommhing about that phrase which marks an aspect of 

language which, as Barbara Johnson says, "cannot itself be entirely reduced to 

interpretability" (6). Furthennore, because it is not necessarily a question of 

interpretability, the problem with the phrase may not be simply one of semantic 

ambiguity. Rather, in the choice between ontology and epistemology which flashes up 

before us when we read it, we confront the imponderable limit which linguistic 

historiography must efface if it is to produce coherent histories, or reveal the "common 

unifying themes" and "essences" of lingui stic thought. 

As we have seen, linguistic historiographers have been highly tesistant to the 

thought of such a limit in language. This resistance is perhaps most conspicuous in the 

apparent indifference with which they regard developments which have taken place in 

literary theory over the past three decades, particularly in the work of postsuucntralist 

critics and phil~saphers.~' Such a failure to engage with the insights of those working 

most intimately with literary language is an unfortunate, but aiso curious omission; 

curious because, as 1 have said. postsmicturalist theory is informed to a large degree by 

the thought of Saussure. In his theories of language, Saussure adumbrates a diffenntial 

element in language whose most radical implications are wgnate with the various 
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descriptions of a non-phenomenal dimension of language which 1 have described. In the 

wake of Saussurean linguistics, philosophers and l i terw theorists have argued that the 

nonsemantic aspects of texts such as gramrnar and syntax ofQn function in a manner 

which is in conflict with the text's semantic dimension, that is, its statements. 

In the difference between "meaning" and "the &vices that pcoduce meaning." 

poststnicturalist readings expose a dimension of linguistic operation which, lacking a 

positive or determinate identity (including that of a determinate hck or "negative" 

identity), defies description and, as such, marks a horizon of cognition. Brœdly 

speal<ing, we might say that, because Ianguage is a condition of possibility of knowledge, 

it is impossible to know in any sort of absolute way what language "is." Any 

proposition, "Language is 'xW ," is necessuily preœded and anticipated by what Derrida 

refers to as "a son of promise of originary alliance to which we must have in some sense 

already acquiesceci, already said yes. given a pledge [gage], whatever may be the 

negativity or problematicity of the discourse which may follow* (OS 129 n.5). This 

inaugural acquiesence to language is the pledge which, in condi tioning language, remains 

itself unsaid. 

Although this excess, like those "devices that produce mcaning," is the backdrop 

against which meaning occun and, as such, the condition of meaning' s possibility, it is 

not, as Jonathan Culler points out, "coextensive with mcaning" ("Resisting Theory" 

1578). Andnej Warminski explains this apparent impossibility in the "Prefatory 

Postscript" to Redings in Interpretmon: 



a word, in order to mean anything at all, has always both to be a carrier 
of meaning and to serve as a place holder, a syntactical d e r ,  within an 
order of words: it has by definition no meaning without (a minimal) 
syntax, and yet syntax by definition, the word as mere place-holder. has 
no meaning. ( m i )  

In its material dimension, language is "the place-holder or marker of something different 

from, other than, and devoid of meaning, which is nevertheless the condition of 

possibility of meaning" (mi). 

How is this possible? In formulations like this one, critics such as Wanninski, 

Cynthia Chase, and othen interrogate the notion of language as a "mere medium" 

(Ferguson 117) of communication, as that bearer of intentions and mirror of the real 

which we have said linguistic historiographers take for granted. Such ideas, these 

theorists Say, fail to take account of the fact that "words and phonemes are . . . objects 

in themselves as well as parts of signs" (Ferguson 117). What son of object, however. 

is the question. For although language has a material dimension, the arbitmy 

relationship of the sensory and cognitive components of the sign means that that 

materiality has nothing whatsoever in common with meaning. In fact, because of its 

mysterious status as an object, language actually inteveres with Our cognition of 

phenornena, including what de Man calls the "phenomenality of language," that is, the 

notion that legibility is inherent to language rather than the effect of a tmpe of 

intelligibility imposed upon the blank surface of its materiality . 

Curiously, however, this interference does not simply impede what de Man calls 

"the accessibility of reality to cognition" (RT 34). The various empirical formulations 
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such as those of Bacon, Locke, and the Royal Society, which attribue language' s failure 

to communicate intentions and knowledge to distortions which occur at the level of 

rneaning, ignore the "more original" ontological interference which arises because of 

language's materid dimension.18 As Frances Ferguson explplains, language 

cnates a wmmunication that is always inadquate because the language 
that would be its mere medium has its own ontological status. By king 
an object, that is, language always makes the medium of knowledge 
operate as its own static, the ontological that wntinually exceeds aay 
epistemological daims diat might seem to be at issue. (1 17) 

Meaning does not simply flow to us from the marks and noises of language: the dual 

nature of the Saussurean sign forbids any such continuity betweem signifier (or sound- 

image) and signified (or concept), that is, between the sign's perceptible and intelligible 

aspects. The notion of the sign is predicated precisely on the arbitrariness of their 

relationship and the incommensurability of their differenœ. As object , language neither 

expresses consciousness mr reflets an autonomous reality wnsisting of phenornena given 

in advance of cognition: it makes a noise, it produces a mark, it opeas a space. None 

of these, however, are meaninml in and of themselves. To daim that they are, is to 

ignore the space of difference which is constitutive of die sign and thus of signification 

and to appropriate die "syntacticai" to the "semantic. " 

When it comes to language, the mark is al1 we get. But what we get, we cannot 

know, at least not properiy in the scnse of having direct access to its nature through 

perception. The mark neither conveys nor supports rneaning: it resists and interferes 

with any effort we might make to account for its irreducible excess. This interference, 
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however, is also the backdrop upon which the spectre of meaningfblness is projeaed, the 

signifier, signified, and the refennt al1 deriving their illusory "pnsence" f m  the 

nsistance of the blank, material dimension upon which they are imposeci. (De Man 

notes, this wconhision of linguistic with natural reality , or reference with phenomenalism" 

is precisely "what we cal1 ideology" [RT 1 11). The attribution of meaningfulness then 

dœs not consist in the intuition of phenomena that give themselves to us to be perceived 

or rad. It is a deersive manoeuvre mounted against the uncertain intelligibility of the 

brute force of language's material occurrence. This reflex takes place by way of a 

figurative gesture in which the quality of meaningfulness is conferred upon the white 

noise of language or, as Warminski puts it, in which we impose "a rnse where there is 

neither word nor sense" (lv). Effaced in this troping, the materiai dimension of language 

is available to us only in the interference patterns it creates in the semantic field. 

Considered, therefore, from the perspective of a non-phenomenal linguistics, 

signification occurs in the inexorable conflict between what Chase calls "the matenal 

nonsemantic, noncognitive dimension of the referential function and the intentional or 

figura1 dimension of phenomenal cognition" ("de Man," 1%). that is, between the 

ontological and epistemological aspects of language. We have already noticed this tension 

and fluctuation in Andresen's phrase "to think linguistically." But the inaducible vace 

opened in these oscillations exposes something quite different h m  the "essence" which 

Andresen invokes that phrase in order to name. Ta review: Anciresen says that we "dow 

linguistic historiography in order to determine the themes cornmon to al1 theones of 
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language. This future knowledge will in turn, she says, reveal "the structure of language 

theory," drus serving the larger study of language by helping us "gain perspective on 

what it means to think linguistically." "To think linguistically," then, is the name of the 

essence of the knowledge which (we are told) will be distilleci when this work is done. 

Aadresen's phrase, however, is oddiy disfigund by an exœss unlike (and indeed hostile 

to) that remainder of sameness which it names and which she says the comparative 

method wiil lave  behind a k r  having exhausted its field. As we have seen, the phrase 

which Andresen employs to identify this yet-to-be detennined essenœ, discloses in its 

fluctuations the space of an incalculable divergea between the "what" of linguistics -- 

its ontological subject or what it is about -- and its "how" - the method by which that 

subject matter is studied and known.I9 Irreducible to "essence," such a semantic void 

"signifies" or marks what DemQ has called "the articulated opening" of the opposition 

between the syntactic and semantic (D 2221, that is, cnidely, the non-phenomenai 

conditions of signification. The disruption of sense in Andresen's phrase divulges the 

asymmetry of the syntactical and semantic functions of language: stranded in a space 

between the ontological and the epistemological, between king and knowing, Andresen's 

phrase suggests that language can never p d u c e  an aciequate or final account of its 

whereabouts because it consists, in its many aspects, of precisely that space which divides 

ontology from epistemology. Any such description will be necessarily exceeded and 

undone by the work of the material, or in the Demdean idiom, the "syntacticalw function 

of language which i s  its condition of possibilitym 
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In other words, Andresen's phrase demonstrates the impossibility of the 

knowledge it promises. Unlike the "essence" common to linguistic theories which, we 

are told comparative analysis will one day yield, it exposes an exorbitant space of 

difference in the signifying process itself, a breach which interferes with the d n u i t i e s  

of form and meaning, the syntactical and the semantic, and the ontological and 

epistemological which are necessary for any exhaustive description of essence, linguistic 

or otherwise. But " laws which have no exceptionsw (Priestley, A Ç o m e  of lectures on 

the Wory of Language and Universal Granunar Ils), such as the formulation of the 

essence of linguistic thought which Andresen envisions, can only be promised or 

predicted; they cannot properly be known. The authority of prediction -- its ability to 

create an effect of knowledge -- like that of al1 perfomative utterances, arises from the 

figurative erasure of the contingency of the event of its own occurrence. In the case of 

prediction, the random material element neœssary for uttetance to occur, is effaced by 

a figure of history as an utterly calculated, coherent, and continuous sequence of events. 

Prediction's reference to the future thus stands in for and diverts us from the 

incommensurability of the rnaterial event of its utterance with the possibility of the sort 

of knowledge of essences which it promises. Prediction extends the phenomenalization 

of words and referents which axurs in al1 signification, to temporality itself. The 

structure of prediction - and it is a structure homologous to that of al1 utterance -- 

implies that we can know history - al1 history - as we cm words and things. 



29 

Thus, motivated by its prediction of future knowledge, Andresen's phnise stands 

in for the lack of sense it nonetheless marks. Rhetorically, it is a catachresis, that is, a 

figure for which there is no literal term, and which, in Wanninski's words substitutes 

"meaning for marking" (xxxiii). Like those "expletivesw in dead languages which Samuel 

Johnson says "pass for ernpty sounds, of no other use than to fil1 a verse, or to modulate 

a period" ("Preface," par. 44), Andresen's phase "fillsw a space in her theoretical 

discourse, positing in one gesture the phenomenality not only of language but of history 

as well. In doing so, it preserves a linguistic historiography based on a phenomenal 

notion of language such as Andresen describes fiom the effects of the nonphenomenal 

elements of language which disrupt the coherence and sense of those descriptions. 

As a place-holder, such meaningless stand-iw for meanings, or concepnial 

"expletives," interfere with the sense they nonetheless prop up. Ultirnately, what we 

make of such moments of static is a matter of how we read - or don't read - these texts. 

If linguistic historiography may tell us what "it means to think linguistically," it may do 

so, positively, only by forgetting the abyss which opens before the reader with this 

catachrestic phrase. And yet this forgetting - which Warminski describes as "a genuine 

forgetthg, an arbitrary substitution of meaning for rnarkingw (IV) - is precisel y what both 

enables and characterizes linguistic historiography today, both in terms of how it reads 

its target tex& and how its accounts of those texts are nad. In these texts, the term 

"language" and its displacements in phrases such as "to think linguisticallyw function as 

what Derrida calls "syntacticai plugs" (D 221) which fil1 a space (although always 
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inadequately and interestingly) and thus make the articulation of a linguistics of essence 

possible. Such "empty soundsw -- and they will appear under various names in these 

pages: death, silence, cant - catachresticall y impose "a sense where there is neither word 

nor sense" (Warminski IV): they are diversions which tuni our attention fkom the "always 

already" diverted nature of the sign, alibis which plead the presence of language, but 

always place it "elsewhere." Such terms function, paradoxically, as the "prop upon 

which meaning leans and with which it is immediately confused" (Canith 944-5). And 

indeed, they prop up an entire tradition of linguistic, literary, critical, and metaphysical 

thought . 

In the chapters which follow, 1 attempt to "think" the history of ianguage study 

"linguistidly. " I invoke Andresen's phrase in al1 of its dissonance, for what concems 

me here is not primarily what the various works 1 will nad say about language or the 

place which those statements occupy in the history of linguistic thought. Rather, 1 

examine these texts with an eye to the decisions with which we are confronted in reading 

them and the consequences and implications which these decisions hold for linguistic 

historiography . In this regard, it is helpful to draw on the distinction Warminski makes 

between mding and interpretation. Every text we might say is a site of decision because 

in every text we are confronted with at least two texts. There is, of course, the text 

which is "therew (aibeit, the punctuality of this "there" is compromised by the "already- 

therew of language). But because that text is possible only to the extent to which it dœs 
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not include everything and leaves some things unsaid, there is also the text which is not 

there. The text-not-there is a son of phantom double of the former consisting of what 

Budick and Iser derribe as "the implications, omissions, or cancellations that are 

necessarily part of any writing or speaking" (xii), not least, the already-there of language. 

Between the "positivew text and its "negative" double, however , there is another textuai 

dimension which, although it forms the material "base of the utterance" (Budick and Iser 

xii) and thus of its necessary doubleness, remains itself beyond verbalization. More 

negative than the "no" of l og id  negation, this negativity is the doubling which makes 

the text which is there (and thus its latent double) possible. 

Although "unsayable and unsaid," this negativity leaves its traces in the text. As 

we have seen in the case of Andnsen, ther traces appear in the blanks, caesurae, alibis, 

and diversions which disrupt the legibility of the text. One can, of course. ignore this 

static. One typically dœs and Wmninski calls the deciphetment which results 

"interpretation. " "Reading, " on the other hand examines the space of negativity which 

renders interpretation possible. In so doing, reading confronts the utterly illegible 

material "base of utterance" - what has been referred variously to as the texte Brut, the 

prop, the static, materiality, the tmce, Mne SprOChe, de& - which is the text's and 

interpretation' s condition of possibility . 
" Interpretation unreadsw (xiv) , explains Gaschb; and reading , for its part, is 

radical1 y de-totalizing. As Gaschb explains, Wanninski u r s  the distinction between the 

two in order to take aim "at fundamental pnsuppositions of the daim to totality, 
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presuppositions, moreover, are inscribed in the exegetical patterns and traditions of 

philosophy. As Gaschk observes: 

decisions constitutive of interpretation are motivated by the history of 
philosophical exegesis, by what has becorne sedimentecl as the substrate of 
acqui red and binding knowledge. Because philosophical intexpretation 
obeys a canon of sanctioned philosophical problems, because it yields to 
the tradition that decides what philosophical discourse a n  achieve, and 
what it cannot, interpretation dœs not read what it interprets. It is, 
according to Warminski, not concemed with the tex?. Interpretation 
unreads. ("Reading Chiasmusw xiv) 

Tradition is inimical to decision; history is the enemy of reading, at least, that is, the sort 

of history which Nietzsche decried when he condemned philosophers for their 

"Egypticism." "They think that they show their respect for a subject when they 

dehistoricize it," he wrote, "when they tum it into a mummyw (479). With her promise 

of future knowledge, Andresen seems to have history similarly al1 wrapped up. Her 

prediction of the distillation of a linguistic essence idealizes and objectifies both language 

and history in a manner, however, which is consistent with the tradition of linguistic 

thought in which she works. At the time she wrote "Why do we do linguistic 

historiographflw Andresen's work focussed largely on the eighteenth century2' The 

framework in which she views her discipline seerns derived in an uncritical manner frorn 

the rise of comparative method in linguistic thought during that pend. Although we will 

examine the comparative method in greater detail in the chapter on Joseph Priestley, some 

words are appropriate here. 
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Renaissance exploration had brought Eumpeans into contact with a greater number 

of languages than had ever been imagined to exist. In their variety, these exotic tongues 

offend a rich field for comparative study and prompted a vigourous search for language 

universais. W innowing same from different , linguisa sought to teduce al1 languages back 

to a single "original, common, universal, and therefore 'aatural' language" (Kristeva, 

Language 174). The search for this essential language and the mechanisms common to 

al1 tongues gave rise, in mm, to the comparative philology of the nineteenth century and 

its quest for the laws goveming language change. 

Despite its universalizing appeal, however, the comparatist model and its 

presupposi tion of linguistic essences is clearl y an historicall y speci fic mode of language 

study. In invoking the comparatist model in her rationale for linguistic historiography 

Andresen imports into her practice comparatism ' s implicit assumption conceniing the 

essential identity of language. Regardless of the context in which it is represented, 

considered, and discussed, the term "language" refers to a phenomenon with a stable, 

ontological presence. Differences in its representation are, rather a result of the 

perspective of those who examine it, their insight into language a function in part of the 

place they occupy in linguistics' long march towards a more precise understanding of its 

objet. 

And yet, in repeating in her interpretation of the texts which comprise the history 

of the study of linguistic thought the presuppositions of an Enlightenment approach to 

language, Andresen like other historians of language study necessarily also iterates the 
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same repressions, elisions, obfuscations, begged questions, blindnesses, and diversions 

which make the thought of a linguistic essence possible in the target texts and tradition 

itself. While this practice may create the effect of historical knowledge, the repetition 

in the historiographical text of the repressions and effacements constitutive of the thought 

of a linguistic essence in its target texts canna really be "history." Rather, it wnsists of 

a substitution of figurative meanings for the marks which history inscribes in those texts. 

No doubt, the suggestion that there might be something "fictional" in their 

di scourse is a thought which would be repugnant to most linguistic historiographers. 

Similarly, the possibility that their histories might be displaced effects of a tmpological 

defence against the cog ni tivel y-obl i terating force of some unseen, unheard , unsayable 

"other" catachrestically dubbed "negativity" is also clearly not on their plates at the 

moment. But until fairly recently and indeed with an obstinacy which continues to the 

present, the sarne could be said of departrnents of literature where theories of textuality 

are most securely nested today. Comrnenting, for example, on the resistance to theory 

in eighteenth-century literary studies, John Bender has noted 

Anglo-American investigation of eighteenth-century literature prooeeded 
largely within deep-rooted postulates -- within a fnune of reference - that 
fundarnentally reproduced Enlightenment assumptions themselves and 
therefore yielded recapitulation rather than the knowledge produced by 
critical analysis. (79) 

The sarne could be said for linguistic historiography as it is generally practiced today. 

With their almost ubiquitous emphasis on "reconstruction" of wntext and "recovery" of 

intent as a means of exhausting the meaning of their target texts, linguistic 
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historiographers repeat - recapitulate - the faith in the possibility of discoverhg and thus 

knowing essences which is characteristic of much Enlightenment discourse. 

And yet, as Derrida has demonstrated," the possibility of "rrcapitulation" does 

not imply the existence of an Ur-text or on arch-intention. Repetition, rather, is the mark 

of the inscription in al1 speech acts of a space which makes it possible for the same word 

to appear in contexts other than that of the single moment of its inaugural utterance. In 

other words, the possibility that linguistic historiography may recapitulate the 

Enlightenment framework of assumptions concerning language in its reading of linguistic 

texts is itself only possible because that frame lacks the identity necessary to enclose 

completely and thus exhaust its subject: that frame, we might say, excludes what renders 

its representation of the object of study unintelligible. In "recapitulating" the repressions 

and elisions constitutive of the notion of linguistic essence and thus the postulates of the 

Enlightenment ethos with which it is cognate, Andresen and others import into their work 

the traces of the repressed, the elided, and the forgotten non-phenomenal dimension of 

language which disfigures the target texts of lingui stic historiograph y and makes thei r 

interpretation a very tricky, indeed, an inexhaustible task. 

It is a task taken up by this thesis. In Part One, I trace the repetition of these 

repressions and diversions as they figure in two related texts. One, John Locke's An 

Essq Concerning Hwuui  Understanding (1690) is generally considered a landmark in 

the history of language study, inaugurating (with the subsequent work of Leibniz, 

Condillac, and the French idCologues) a theory of the sign which infonns linguistics to 
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the present. The second text, Hans Aarsleff s Fmm M e  to Saussure is, like his first 

book ïïze Study ofLongrurge in Enghnd 1 7 ' 1  860, a round1 y-praised, widel y-ciîed work 

whose broad erudition and trenchant scholarship has made it a formidable bench-mark in 

the study of the history of linguistic thought. As its title suggests, From Locke to 

Soirrsure accords Locke's work on language a central, indeed, a grounding position in the 

tradition of modem linguistic thought. The basis for this tradition, Aanleff maintains, 

is Locke's analysis and njection of the "double conformity" of our ideas, that is, the 

tendency of speakers to assume a natural and motivated connection between the idea they 

have of a thing, and the idea they have of the word which stands for that thing. Speakers 

thus confuse words with the things for which those words stand, assuming the former to 

be a reliable means of knowing the latter. Locke reminds his readers, however, that 

words are signs of ideas, not things and with this dedaration, AarslefY says, initiates a 

tradition of linguistic thought which "can be traced in Condillac, les idéologues, 

Humboldt, Taine, and Saussure" (377 n.9). 

But while the basis for this Lackean tradition is a recognition and rejection of the 

manner in which words and things are commonly confused, neither Locke nor Aarsleff 

interrogates the conditions which an necessary for such a confusion to occur. Indeed, 

it is precisel y this omission which is the condition of possibility of the whennce of both 

Locke's theofy of language and the tradition Aarsleff describes based on that theory. If 

words are to be mistaken for things, words and things must share something which serves 

as the basis for their confusion, some common ground, some similarity in difference, 
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which allows one to be mistaken for the other. The confusion of words and things, in 

other words, is possible on1 y if worâs themselves are already assumed to be things the 

ideas of which might then be confuseci with those of other things. The confusion of 

language with a thing, however, is only possible by way of a more fundamental mistaking 

of the excess or static of its materiality with the phenomenality of some thing a d l y  

present. But it is precisely this primordial confusion which is the condition of possibility 

of the phenomenal notion of language on which Locke's epistemological theory hinges. 

Sirnilarl y, Amsleff' s notion of "tradition" relies to a large degree on language possessing 

the sort of stable identity which Locke describes and which ensures that when people 

write about language they are describing something w ith a stable, autonomous, empi rical 

p resence. 

In its agreement with the fundamental assumptions concerning language which are 

apparent in Locke' s text (that is, that language is a thing), Aarsleff' s interpretation elides 

the manner in which that text also exposes in its diversionary rhetoric, the material excess 

whose effacement is necessary to the coherence of both Locke's theory and Aanleff's 

history. In Locke's text, this excess manifests itself in his invocation at the specific 

instant in which the confusion of word and thing occurs, of deixis, a linguistic mechankm 

in which the material "taking place" of language is problematically foregrounded in 

relation to anything which might be "said" in the praxss. 

In assuming that the word "language" refers in Locke's discourse to a stable, 

phenomenal referent, Aarsleff d e s  not read how the term actuaily functions there. 
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Indeed, to read in this manner would be to risk undennining the legibility of his own 

text. But if, as the philosophers and theorists we have citd maintain, language narnes 

not a deteminate thing but a process constitutive of the intelligibility of al1 concepts 

including language, it is necessary to go back to those texts which discuss language and 

read them in a manner different h m  how they have been read to date. If the referent 

of the word "language" is as indeterminate as they suggest, a more pertinent question to 

put to these texts concems not what they say about language or the place what they 

saying occupies in the history of linguistic thought but rather, how the curious term 

"language" functions in their discourse and within the culture at large. 

In the Essay , for example, " language" i s a catachresis which functions in a manner 

which allows Locke to posit understanding as a determinate phenomenon which may be 

subjected to empirical study. Locke draws the boundaries of understanding by localizing 

in language the power to distort the r d .  Language, he argues, fixes the categories by 

which we know the world, but because it offers us only a taxonomy of the appeamnces 

named by the first speakers, these "nominai essences" have at best an uncertain 

coincidence with the real essences of things. 

The theory of nominal essences preserves the possibility of understanding as a 

determinate phenomenon, centred in the subject, which receives ideas from things existing 

beyond its iimits and powers. For while it suggests that language imposes a particular 

order upon the real , the notion of nominal essences never implies that language actuall y 

posits or constructs the real. Language oniy diverts that which is already flowing towards 
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the understanding. Therefore, even though Our ideas of the order of things may be quite 

mistaken, this diversion insuns that our grounds for assuming the existence of same 

essential order "out there" are quite sound as is our rnse  that understanding is the large1 y 

passive receptor of qualities belonging to and supported by reality. 

By s e ~ n g  within his argument as that which diverts the effects of something 

perhaps currently unknowable, but nonetheless positive and given to the understauding, 

language distinguishes the world of appearances from the world of the reai, thereby 

preserving the positive presence of the ml,  as well as that of the understanding towards 

which i ts " ideas" or "qualities" flow . In other words, in order to represent understandi ng 

as a "complete" entity -- positive, self-subsisting, centred in the subject, and distinct from 

the reality it perceives -- some "other" was necessary for Locke in order to draw the line 

which separates the two - that is, in order to serve as that which could explain the 

confusion of the two - a confusing elernent which would thus allow the other two to 

stand as distinct and self-identical. As that other, language marks the difference between 

understanding and the real by serving as that which diverts the understanding in its 

perception of the real. Without this diverting entity, understanding's difference from the 

world would be uncertain. But by functioning as that which leads the understanding 

astray in its perception of the m l ,  language marks the limits of understanding and thus 

preserves the integrity of understanding as a determinate phenornenon which might be 

known through observation. 



40 

From the example of Locke's Essay it is apparent that the term "language" may 

function in the texts of which it is the putative subject as a sort of "syntacticai plug" 

which. in effacing the radical materiality which renders representation always inadequate 

to the r d ,  allows concepts, theories, and arguments to deploy their e f f w  of coherence 

and totalization. But, in catachrestically filling a fundamental lack inscribed in al1 

concepts, " language" is also a site of contest among ideological forces struggling not so 

much to describe some "objective fact" which corresponds to the term language, but 

rather to efface the excess which forbids them from ever completing such a task. In Part 

Two 1 examine from this perspective the overdetennined manner in which language 

functions in Samuel Johnson's Dictl*onary of the English Langwge (1755) and the Plon 

of a Didomry (1747). If Locke invokes language so as to preserve the identity and 

phenornenality of the understanding and the world, thus ensuring the possibility of his 

own empirical project, language functions in Johnson's Dictl*omry in a marner which is 

bound up with his effort to establish lexicography as an activity socially recognized as 

productive of value, that is, as that which Marx called "labour. " In the course of 

determining the meanings of the words included in its pages, the Dictiomry also seeks 

to define the activities which do and do not constitute labour. Not surprisingly, 

lexicography is foremost among those activities which the Dictionary vaiorizes. In 

proclaiming the importance of a stable language to the health of a nation while calling 

attention to the "industry" involved in the production of the DiCti4~ry, Johnson preSents 

lexicography as an endeavour whose staais as a value-producing activity is beyond 
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question. Such a self-legitimizing gesnire, in mm, provides the Dicziomry with the 

authority to pick and choose among the discourses it surveys, determining on the bais 

of the apparent "durability" of the words which characterize each of them, and thus the 

types of labour with which those discourses are associated, which are of value and which 

expendable. For example, deemed "casual and mutable, " the terms of the "labori3us and 

mercantile part of the people" are omitteâ from the Dictr*omry and "suffed to perish 

with other things unworthy of presewation." Such self-valorization, however, is not 

without its complications, for in Johnson's text the determination of the lexicographer's 

labour is necessarily bound up with the possibility of fixing meaning. If lexicography is 

to be determined as a specific type of activity, productive of a particular sort of 

commodity (a commodity which thus far in English letters had lacked such specificity) 

and thus recognized as labour, it must be able to fix its own character in its ptoduct, that 

is, in the dictionary itself. In accordance with prevailing eighteenth-century atomistic 

notions of language, however, such a possibility presupposes that the "material" with 

which the lexicographer works - language - possesses a substance which would allow 

such a determination to take place. In short, Johnson's valorization of lexicography as 

labour and his dedaration that the "one great end" of his Dichomry "is to fix the English 

language" are reciprocally imbricated elements of the text. He can only fix one by fixing 

the other and thus must create and sustain the effect of language as an "objective k t .  " 

In its inability to establish the substance of language, the Dim'o1~1ry adumbrates a 

radical1 y indeteminate boundary common to both language and labour. Johnson's 
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attempt to "fix" language signals a desin to palliate the disruptive liaguistic and social 

force which inheres in the very indetenninateaess which that boundary marks. 

As catachnsis, language marks a space subject to ideological motivations. But, 

as Foucault has demonstrated, a discursive field is neither a totality nor unifid: it is, in 

fact, marked by fragmentation and indetermimteness. As such, it is always a dynamic 

space in which struggle, conflict, and resistance may occur. In Part niree, 1 examine 

a number of texts on language by the English reformer Joseph Priestley and the radical 

John Home Tooke which confront, challenge, and resist the hegemonic ~presentation of 

language in Locke and Johnson. 

Although his approach to language is every bit as empirical as that of Locke and 

Johnson, Joseph Priestley's main works on language (me Rudiments ofEnglish G r m a r  

[1761], A Course of Lectures on the ï'heory ofLanguuge and Universal Grammar [1762], 

A Course of Lectures on Orotory and Criticim [lm]) resist empiricism's nonnative 

pressure by representing the mual event of utterance as a site of political wnsequence. 

Combining a millennialist view of history with a tepublican zeal for liberty, Priestley 

displaces the Adamic dream of the coherence of signifier and sig~fied which Locke 

rejected, from the beginning of history to its end, predicting that a universal, 

philosophical language and the tmth it will embody will one &y &se provided that 

people are free to prapound and explore a plurality of views on al1 subjects. From the 

millemial perspective it will becorne clear, he predicts, that words and things are 

connected. That wmection, however, is determineci by the role which each utterance 
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plays in hastening or stailing the progress of human knowledge and political institutions 

towards their final perfection: only then will that connection be recognized. A word' s 

meaning, in other words, is ultimately determined by its perlocutionary effect: the 

meaningfûlness of a word is a function of the historical role it plays as a means to the 

miIlennial end. 

In presenting language as a process of becoming rneaningful, and in dislocating 

meaning from a stnctly intentional definition towards one which acknowledges the 

performative aspects of language, Priestley's texts open a space in language and history 

in which conceptual identities have yet to be determined. But, irreducible to 

i ntentionaiity or interpretability , the perfonnative dimension which offers a space of 

resistance in language, also marks an excess of "marking" over "meaning" which would 

prohibit the son of final wnjunction of word and thing which Priestley predicts. 

Language performs, says Priestley, but as long as language is at bottom an act, the ends 

and means of its knowledge will never coincide. 

While stressing language as an act, Priestley's theory resists reducing language to 

a mere carrier of meaning: his utterly calculated view of history and eschatological 

theory of meaning ultimatel y casts language as a thing -- a historical thing perhaps, but 

a thing nonetheîess, one thing in a world of things. Priestley's theory is at bottom not 

that far removed from Locke's own. Indeed, in the final chapter of the Essay, Locke ta,  

looks to the future, proposing a tripartite division of knowledge into epistemology, ethics, 
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and semiotics, the last of which he predicts might "afford us another sort of logic and 

critic, than what we have k e n  hitherto acquainted with" (IV ,xxi,4). 

A more profound challenge to the normative authority of empincal theones of 

language, however, is to be found in Tooke' s exotic Divezsiom of Pudey (Vol. 1, 1786; 

Vol. II, 1805). Tooke's work nsists &teminate conceptions of either history or 

language such as we find in Locke, Johnson, and Priestley, displacing the models of 

identity, continuity, and cobennce on which such conceptions depend with those of 

contiguity and difference. Despite its own daims to "truth," Todre's text implicitly 

demonstrates the differential nature of history and language, and thus the material 

dimension common to both -- common, but precisely as their difference - which is 

suppressed by any truth claim which posits history or language as an autonomous, self- 

sufficient object of knowledge. 

Twke suites that he devises his "system" of linguistic change and signification as 

a protection against the same "confusion and imposition of wordsw which worried Locke. 

The sometimes absurd etymologicai proois with which he supports his sy stem, however, 

draw on the very sort of contingent signification which creates an effect of meaning while 

disguising the absence of such against which his system was apparently devised as a 

buffer. In this way, Tooke creates an ironic effect of "trudiw with which he may 

challenge the conservative ideas of the intellectual elite of his day, while, more 

subversively still , demonstrating the absence which such "truthsw conceal. 
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Tooke' s Diversions adumbrates a space common to boui " languagew and " hisioryw 

but proper to neither in which it is possible to trace the movements of the reciprdly 

constitutive relationship which obtains between the concepts. This space is necessary to 

the identity of both but only insofar as it is the condition of possibility of the chiasmic 

detouring of the one through the other which is apparent in the rhetoric of Tmke's text. 

With the effects of identity which it generates, this diversion also, with the same gesture, 

effaces the lack which that detour marks. The diversionary relationship of the one 

through the other is thus also that which divens attention from the process of swing 

"language" or " history" to that which is suid. 

And yet, in evoking such a reciprocally infoming relationship in his text, Tooke 

draws attention to the diversions which underlie al1 such apparently self-identical notions 

of history or language and thus the lack which those terms mark. This space, however, 

is precisely that which, in the texts which comprise its various traditions, linguistic 

historiography will not confront. To interrogate that space is to expose a "material" 

dimension of language and of history which no amount of contextuai reconstruction may 

recover or exhaust for it is the effaced dimension upon which such concepts "lean" and 

thus derive the phenomenality on which the historiographid tex& rely for their 

coherence. 

Lingui stic historiograph y ofkn equates what Aarsleff cal1 s "the task of gaining the 

proper depth of historid perspective within a given period" with the act of "recaptur[ing] 

al1 relevant contemporary knowledge without reference to or misguidance by the later 
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accumulation of scholarly opinion and assignment of influences, which are far too often 

and tm easily accorded the stanis of unquestioned doctrinew (Study 10). No less 

unquestioned, however, is an interpretative process whose decisions are made for it in 

advance by a metaphysical and historiographical tradition which assumes the integnty and 

thus the recoverability of an Ur-text. Such a tradition, moreover, is one in which a 

phenomenal theory of language plays no small part. While Aanleff and others may decry 

the reading of the historical text through the "doctrinen of the present, their own 

historiographical practiw is decided to a large degree by the tradition ernbodied in the 

texts which comprise its subject matter. Indeed, on the opening page of Fmm Locke fo 

Saussure Aarsleff declares that "agreeing with Condillac and Saussure that language is 

the first human and social institution, 1 wish to restore the study of language to its 

rightful place in intellectual history" (3). In declaring language the original "human and 

social institution," however, Aarsleff evokes the Enlightenment debate conceming which 

came first, language or society, and with it the assurance that the two, although related, 

are nonetheless autonornous, deteminate phenornena. The question of which came first, 

however, is possible only because there is a dimension of language which, in exceeding 

and preceding any such punctuai notion as that of "firsts," rnakes al1 origins into fictions 

retrospectively imposecl. The problem of the p u e n c e  of language in relation to 

suciety is demonstrated in the aporias which are apparent in the notion of the social 

contract. Paraphrasing Derrida, Geoffkey Bennington explains how, in order for society's 

inaugural document to be signed, presupposes not only "the 'yes' that precedes every 



supposedly inaugural performance" (23 l), but aiso the existence of at Ieast one of the 

parties whose identity apparently arises only with the signing of the wntract: 

the primitive "contract" marked by the "yes" said to the other, the 
contracting ring of indebtedness which closes thus in its more or less tight 
stricture, precodes any social cuntmct as its condition of possibility (how 
do you say yes to the sacial wntract, or sign it, if the contractors are not 
already bound by a code permitting a minimum of mutual comprehension), 
and therefore, as we expect by now, as ia condition of impossibility (for 
how will the social contract ever attain the originarity it is seeking if it 
must presupposed a priori an earlier contract?). We also know that the 
idea of a sucial contract mua give to time a twist it is unable to think, 
insofar as at least one of the parties to the contract has its existence only 
through the contract it is nevenheless supposeci to be able to sign, and 
therefore is supposeci to precede. (232-3) 

No less problematic than the originarity of language is Aarsleff's conception of language 

as the " fint Iiuman institution. " Again paraphrasing Demda, Bennington notes 

we receive language like the law, which fact casts doubt on the very 
coherence of the question about the origin of language, and reminds us 
among other things that language is not essentially human (for if language 
is ahwys received, the "first man" must have received it from some 
nonhuman agency, which does not mean that he received it from God or 
a god, although "Godu is perhaps the narne, or one of the names of this 
very situation). (232) 

In its "refusal to think of language as in some way a separate domain ove; against the 

worldw (232), this passage shadows forth that unnamable dimension which most troubles 

the snidy of language, whether by philosophers, literary theorists, linguists, or linguistic 

historiographers. In their invocation of "origins" and "essences" we witness a desire to 

palliate the unthinkable consequences which that excess marks for al1 deteninate 

conceptions of history or language. 
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In seeking out the si tes in which the imbricated materidi ty of language and history 

marks and disnipts the sense of the texts of Locke, Johnson, Priestley, and Taoke, 1 rnake 

no claim to recover the essence of what Ciasch6 calls "an unadulterateû and 

uncontaminateci Ur-text" ("Reading Chiasmus" xiv). Rather, 1 am reading for the traces 

of the exœss which linguistic historiographers must efface in order for them to posit and 

maintain the determinate, phenomed notion of language on which hinges the possibility 

and thus the cuherenœ of the histories they relate. As a lack, those traces mark precisely 

that which forbids any text from possessing an identity or essence which one might be 

able to recover through a process of exegesis. By the same token, however, in reading 

for those incommensurable elements in the text, 1 also seek to expose a space in (or 

more precisel y. q#) language which allows that concept to function in those texts as a sort 

of alibi for various ideological motivations, whether they be those which seek to 

naturalize language in order to assen or maintain the interests of a panicular class, or 

those which radicalize it as a means of resisting such imposture. 



PART ONE 

Chapter One 

The History of What Language is Not: 

Linguistic Historiography and Non-Phewmeaol Linguistics 

. . . history is not fiction. 

- Paul de Man, "Literary History and Literary Modernity" 

Introduction 

When brought to bear upon linguistic events, temporal concepts such as history 

acquire, as Paul de Man observes in a statement surely bordering on the meiotic. a 

complexity which is "particularly rich" (LHLM 144). That this richness, in fact, marks 

a radical exorbitance which disrupts the coherence of any determinate notions of history 

or language we might hold, is a possibility which linguistic historiography in its 

prevailing mode, both represses but, h u s e  repression is a kind of remembering, dso 

divulges in the caesurae and elisions inscribed in its texts. In this chapter and the next 

1 would like to begin my wnsideration of a non-phenomenal approach to such a "richly 

cornplex" field as linguistic historiography by examining the manner in which language 

and history are articulateci in two important texts, both pertinent to the field. One, John 
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Locke's An Essay Cbnceming H m n  Understanding, is frequenùy cited as a landmark 

text in the history of linguistic thought. The other, Hans Aarsleff's F m  Locke ?O 

Saicrsure, has held a prominent place in linguistic historiography for almost two dedes.  

As 1 shall argue, in approaching his subject from the perspective of what 1 have called 

a phenomenai linguistics, Aarsleff describes a aadition of linguistic thought inaugurateci 

by Locke which extends into Our own œntury. Aarlseff's notion of tradition, however, 

and the coherence of history it implies, is unsettled in a profound way by a blank, 

exorbi tant dimension of language which a non-phenomenal reading of Locke' s text 

exposes. Aarsleff's work is by no means "wrong." He treats his subject with great 

acuity and, as such, his authority in the field is unparalleled. By the same token, 

however, his historiographical projbct is only "possible" on the basis of an elision of that 

dimension of Locke's text which threatens the intelligibility of both language and history 

as sel f-consistent, determinate concepts. 

1. Linguistic Historiography and the Cbeat of Language 

Interest in linguistic historiography was sparked in the mid-1960s by three distinct 

but almost simultaneous scholarly jolts. 1966 saw the publication in the United States of 

Noam Chomsky's Cortesian tinguistics. Michel Foucault's Lcs Mors a les Choses was 

released in France the same year. These landmark texts wen followed in 1967 by the 

less spectacular, but no less momentous appe8fance of me Sndy of Lunguuge in 

England, 1760-1860 by the Princeton professor of English, Hans Aanleff. Although 
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vastly different in airn, method, and impact, these three works gave new life to a corpus 

of texts previously considered of only marginal signifcance to those disciplines which 

until then had acknowledged their existence at al1 . Chomsky, for example, ignited fresh 

curiosity in the seventeenth-century Port-Royal Grammar of Antoine Arnauld and Claude 

Lancelot. Foucault, in his study of the wnditions of possibility of knowledge from the 

Renaissance to the present, addressed a mosaic of linguistic works, including several often 

overlooked in the oeuvre of such canonized thinken as Adam Smith and Jean-Jacques 

Rousseau. And Aarsleff, for his part, exhumed the all-but-forgotten etymological stud y 

of language, Epea Pleroenta, or the Diveniom of Pvrfey by the eighteenth-century 

Engli sh radical John Home Tooke. 

Of the three, it is Aarsleff whose work today seems perhaps most "traditional." 

For this reason, and because of his prominence in the field, I would like to rehearse a 

general outline of some of his ideas, both those conceming linguistic historiograph y and 

the notion of "traditionw as it emerges in his work. Aarsleff argues that the "main 

tradition" in Western linguistic thought "from Locke to Saussure" is b a d  on a rejection 

by those writing on language of the tendency of speakers to "believe that words are as 

good as things" (LS 24). As 1 will argue, however, bis socalled "cheat of wordsw' is 

cognate with a more primordial confusion (which we might cal1 the "cheat of language") 

in which language itself is assumed to possess the identity and presence of an object. 

Both Locke and Aarsleff elide such a possibility. This confusion, however, not of words 

and things, but of words and language for a thing, I will argue, is the condition of 
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possibility of the description of a coherent tradition of linguistic thought such as that 

which Aarsleff posits, even, paradoxically, when that tradition is based on the rejection 

of the confusion of words and things. 

Aanleff identifies his work with the practices of the discipline of the history of 

ideas or intellectual history as it is now called. Employing this approach, he seeks to 

understand developrnents in linguistic ihought by way of an examination of the brader 

intellectual , cultural, and institutional contexts in which they occur, rather than from the 

enlightened perspective of a present state of knowledge which regards itself as the telos 

of the record of progress which it sets down. Although, as Aarsleff notes in his Pnface 

to the 1983 edition of nie Study of Languuge in England, 17W1860, the method he 

employed there "has since largely corne to be taken for granted in the history of language 

study" (vii), such was not always the case. By his own account, his approach was in fact 

a response to the overwhelmingly positivistic mode of historiography which prevailed in 

language study when he began his research in the late 1950s. Embodied in the few, 

mostly Geman, studies of the subject, this approach countenanced only those theories and 

works (or portions thereof) which could be shown to point, one after another, to the 

linguistic tmths contemporary with the time in which those histories were king written 

and which described a path which lead inexorably to the door of that academic discipline 

or institution which housed those who related such accounts. As Aarsleff notes in From 

Locke to Saussure, the standard history of linguistic thought "is the intemal history of an 

institutionalized professorid craft" (7). ' These were histories which processeci the past 
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through a present which the historians unabashedly regarded as the summit of linguistic 

mth. In doing so, however, such works left no m m  for a consideration of the frequent 

monmous births of linguistic thought and the occasionally great influence which such 

prodigies were capable of exening in their time and after. (The main example which 

Aanleff seizes upon is Tooke's eaxntnc Diversions of Purley which 1 will look at in 

Chapter Seven). 

To accommodate error, to seek to understand its place in the development of a 

field of knowledge, is to consider a subject in terms of the matters with which it was 

associated at a particular time, even if those matters seem extraneous to our notions of 

that subject as it is understood today. Thus, Aanleff notes that language study dunng 

the pend on which he focuses 

was not merely a matter of knowing the forms, syntax, phonology, 
historical relationships, and other aspects of particular languages. It 
involved questions of wider significance. What, for instance, was the 
origin of thought? Did the mind have a material basis? Did mankind 
have a single origin? Was the first language given by revelation or had 
man invented it in the process of time? Could etymology be made 
instructive without lending support to skepticism? (4) 

There are at least two ways of looking at this blumng of the object of linguistic study 

into other areas such as epistemology and theology. One could say with Aanleff that, 

"the study of language in any pend is intertwined with events in the larger cultural 

context [in which that study occun], such as developments in natural science, in 

philosophy . and even in political and religious thought" (vii). This is undoubtedl y so for 

no intellectual activity can operate out of its context. What such an argument leaves 
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unanswered, however, (or perhaps, more accurately, unquestioned), is the possibility that 

such a difision of the object of study and its imbrication with other areas of knowledge, 

also indicates a radical inJrability in that object. That instability, whose nature and 

effects are the object of study in this dissertation, shadows forth the possibility that 

language may lack the identity neoessary for its various descriptions over time to be 

ordered into a coherent history. Linguistic historiography, in other words, may m t e  

the history of what language is not. If anything general might be said about the texts 

which comprise such a history, it rnay well be this: that each in its own way enacts a 

historical, which is to say an ideological, effort not so much to describe some "objective 

fact" which corresponds to the term "language," but rather to efface an excess which that 

term exposes and which li ke an ever-retreati ng horizon, ul timatel y eludes representation. 

In considering such possibilities, it is important to note that the coherence 

provided by the brader, contextual perspective Aarsleff dernands is not merely 

synchronic. It is diachronie as well. Aarsleff, after d l ,  is writing history and it is only 

through a broad understanding of the diversity of questions involved with and constitutive 

of a subject at a given time that it is possible to establish a history which is 

c ~ m p r e h e ~ v e  and coherent - key words in Aarsleffs methoddogicai vocabulary - and 

not a mere "record of the chronological sequence of events that qualified for selection to 

mate the vision of nearly unobstmcted pmgress, though a sort of irnlevant progress 

except to the scholars and the institutions they semd (vi). Aardeff s work is directeci 

against those positivistic histories which produce " retmspectivel y constructed m yths of 
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reputable ancestryw (viii) for their discipline, creating through i n ~ a n ~ t i o n ~  of what he 

calls the " prestigious appellations of ' science' and ' scienti fic' " the impression that "the 

top has been reachedw (9)? 

Although he rejects histones of language shidy which draw an unbroken line from 

past to present, Aarsleff dœs not suggest that there are no patterns and traditions among 

the works he describes. For Aanleff, such patterns and the continuity they suggest are 

in fact the signs that a history possesses the cdierence necessary to raise it above the level 

of mere annalistic accounts of a progress "imlevant . . . except to the scholars and 

institutions the y served" (vi). Furthermore, a broadl y-based, contextual 1 y-sensitive 

approach such as Aarsleff' s would, it seems, reveal pathways, diversions. conflicts, and 

traditions in linguistic thought which positivistic histories would overlook. And this is 

indeed the case. In the introduction to a 1982 collection of essays, Aarsleff daims to 

have uncovered "the main traditionw (19) of language study over the last three hundred 

years, a genealogy whose unemng trajectory is expressed in the collection' s very title, 

Frorn Locke to Saussure. According to Aanleff, Locke inaugurated this tradition with 

his rejection in the Esscry Concemirzg H w ~ n  Understanding of the Adamic doctrine of 

language. Believed to be divinely created, the language of Adam descnbed in Genesis 

was thought by philosophen and theologiaas in Locke's time to have had the capacity to 

express the essence of things in their names.' Furthermore, it was often argued that a 

certain residual correspondence between words and things nmained in language even 

after the Flood and the confusion at Babel. Thus it was believed that, at some 
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etymological level, a divine guarantee promised that the words people used correspondecl 

in some essential manner to those things about which they spoke or wrote and that, 

through the appropriate etymological labour, it would be possible to discover something 

of the nature of things through words alone. 

Against the Adamic doctrine, Locke contendeci that, although God granted the first 

people the ability to fom meaningful, articulate sounds, language itself was not created 

by God with Adam: it was the product of convention and, as such, the relationship 

between names and things was and remains, wmpletely arbitrary. Aarsleff's Locke thus 

severed whatever mots it had once been imagined that words had in those things which 

they represented. Language was wholly human -- indeed, the king-human of humanity 

rests with language. By the same token, however, Locke's dedaration of the human 

provenance of language rendered highly doubtful any notion that words bore a divinely- 

sanctioned correspondence to thing~.~ 

Locke's rejection of the Adamic doctrine was cœxtensive with his analysis and 

refutation of what he called "double conformity." As a matter of habit, speakers 

typically take the words they use as reliable signs or substitutes for the things those words 

represent, "as if, " Locke writes, "the Name carrieci with it the Knowledge of the Species, 

or the essence of it" (II, xxxii, 7). But words, Locke argues, are signs of idem, not 

things and any identity which speakers might take to exist between diem is not the nsult 
d 

of a natural comection but rather of the speaker's automatic assumption of the reliability 

of the "double conformity" of the thing-idea and idea-word relationships constitutive of 
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linguistic meaning . Locke detected something oininous in the word-thing habit, 

paxticularly in what Aarsleff describes as its "most serious ernbodiment in the Adamic 

language doctrine" (26): the Adamic doctrine elevated what is little mon dian a practical 

convenience of &y-to-&y life into an epistemology which saw in language "a safe and 

simple nomenclature to the inventory of the world" (LS 24). Aanleff identifies Locke's 

rejection of the Adamic doctrine and its monumentalization of "double conformity" as the 

theme which inaugurated a "philosophy of signs," and which binds together a tradition 

of linguistic thought which, he argues, "can be traced in Condillac, les idéologues, 

Humboldt, Taine, and Saussurew (377 n. 9). One has only to consider the opening words 

of Saussure's Course in General Linguistics to find support for this thesis. There, 

Saussure argues that a nomenclatural view of language "leads one to assume that the link 

between a name and a thing is something quite unproblematic, which is far from king 

the case. Nonetheless, this Mive view contains one element of tmth, which is that 

linguistic units are dual in nature, comprising two elements" (66). Rejection of the word- 

thing habit or the "cheat of words" is thus the theme which allows Aarsleff to posit the 

existence of a coherent aadition in language study over the last three hundred years. And 

yet, there is another cheat to be discemed in this confusion, different from the cheat of 

words perhaps, but aiso related to it, a cheat of which the wherence of this history - as 

perhaps of ail historicai narrative - is an effect. That is, what I have calld the "cheat 

of language. " 
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2. Reading the Unknown 

The tradition of language study which Aarsleff describes as seminal is based on 

the theme of the common mistance among those who write on laaguage to the confusion 

between words and things which typically occurs in the minds of language usen. The 

coherence of this tradition, however, may itself be an effect of a more profound 

confusion, enacted by historians of language study such as Aarslefi where speakers tend 

to confuse words with things, Aarsleff takes language "itself" as a thing, confounding 

(as 1 will dernonstrate) the materiality of language with its phenomeaality. 

Put succinctly, for this is a complex point which requires considerable exploration 

and demonstration, and so is one to which 1 will r e m  frequently in this dissertation, the 

coherence of Aarsleff's history is grounded on an assumption that the word "language" 

designates a determinate phenomenon which al1 theorists of language will , by definition, 

dexribe. (As Saussure, States it, wmewhat tautologically perhaps but in keeping with 

the synchronic emphasis of the Course, "The only true object of study in linguistics is the 

language, considered in itself and for its own sakew [9].) Although differences in the 

intellechial, cultural, social, and institutional context of anyone who wri tes about 

language will result in that object of study king revealeâ from different perspectives and 

in varying degrees of shadow and light, the f a t  remains that such histones assume that, 

when one says "language," he or she refers to a phenomenon ontologically stable and 

discrete and thus open to empirical description. Aarsleff miterates the thought of such 

a phenomenon in his insistence that, although various writers on language cal1 or have 
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called what they do by various names such as philology, philosophy of language, or 

linguistics, "the study of language is unitary" (LS 4) and, as such, must include, "any 

reasonably cdierent and clearly forrnulated discussion that is specifically directed toward 

problems that anse in relation to language" (Study 6).6 Such a definition of the materials 

of the history of linguistic thought presupposes an object of study of such derence and 

determinateness that two theorists, separated by three centuries, can be said to be 

dimissing the sarne phenornenon when they write about something called "language, " 

this, notwithstanding the fact that comparably important notions like the "subject," the 

"criminal," and the "mad," are no longer viewed as stable over time. 1s it possible to 

verify the presence of a determinate object to which the word " language" refers? 

A working assurnption behind this dissertation is that, because the nature of the 

proper object of "language study" is a perenniai difficulty in linguistics, it should be no 

less so for the discipline which seeks to describe the history of that study, even where the 

possible indeterminateness of the object of study threatens the unity or cohennœ of such 

histories. Consistently, however, linguistic historiographers have ignod the 

hetexogeneity -- indeed, as 1 shall suggest, the incoherenœ - of that whose study is the 

subject of the history they seek to tell. As a result, the adierence and comprehensiveness 

of these histories, regardless of how b r d l y  framed they might be or how widely they 

have cast their net of contexnial anal ysis, is b a d  on readings which fail to wnsider the 

rnanner in which the rhetoric of these texts ftequemly tells a story other than that which 

is described at a thematic level, a story of conflict. pathos, and ultimately the f~ lure  of 
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language to account adequately for its own operations, to see behind its own back, as it 

were. and back over the threshold it has crossed, into the doorway through which it has 

passed in wming into being, along with the other phenornena which aecessarily emerge 

with it in this passage.' Throughout this thesis, 1 seek to tease out from a number of 

texts from the "canonw of linguistic history those sites where a dimension of language 

irreducible to notions of interpretability and meaning leaves traces disruptive to both a 

phenomenal notion of language and to any history which might seek to offer a coherent 

narrative of its study. In eliding the wmplex relationship between the Ming and told 

of language (as well as the bearing which this question has on our conception of the 

notion of history). linguistic historiography as it is practiced today deals only obliquely 

with the "linguistic," shielding itself from the more unsettling implications of the texts 

it examines in order to provide a unified history. Rather than offering the history of the 

study of a phenomenon with a positive identity, linguistic historiography presents us with 

a record of the effects of the obliteration of the radical incohennce which is exposai 

whenever one seeks to account exhaustively for language. Not a presence, not a 

phenomenon, but rather the spce of an unrepresentable opening and excess. this 

incoherence marks the necessary, always unique. and randoml y-occumng movement in 

which language, along with the other concepts with which it is imbricated - mind, 

community, class, labour, death, al1 of which will be evoked in this thesis - come into 

being. As a ruptun, it constitutes an alternate dimension of history as it is rendered by 

linguistic hi storiographers, a radical l y heterogeneous and unscriptable moment, continuous 
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with nothing which precedes or follows it, a moment, moreover, which mua k effaced 

if such a history is to emerge. To trace this moment. to map its aftermath, I will need 

to tum to de Man's forbiddingly difficult later work. For now, let me suggest tbat a 

coherent history of the study of language is possible only on the basis of a repetition of 

the inaugural movement in which this eruptive dimension of language is effaced. After 

de Man, we might say that the history of the study of language in its prevailing mode is 

possible only imfar  as it sees language as what language is nos.' 

Nowhere dœs a consideration of the difficulties associated with this "othern 

history of language snidy break the surface of Aardeff s utterly wherent narrative. In 

fashioning the historiography of language study after that of the methods and practices 

of the historians of science. Aarsleff and those who have followed his example repeat the 

tendency of linguistics to think of itself as a scientific discipline and of language as an 

"objective fact. "' But is language simply one object of knowledge among others? And 

if it is not, how is it different? How should it be studied? And how should we read the 

texts which comprise the emerging canon of the history of linguistic thought? 

In fact, it is precirly in the reading of such texts that these questions gain 

prominence, provided, of course, that we nad them closely, attentive to the rhetoric they 

deploy in their repnsentation of language. The moments in which the notion of a 

cdierent phenmenon called "language" tends to be subjected to the greatest rhetorical 

pressure are those when metalinpistic texts seek to define the p r w r  object of their 
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study. l0 For example, the nature of fhis object is the first theoretical question which 

Saussure considers in the Ours de üngdstique ghémle. Saussure asks: 

What is it that linguistics sets out to analyse? What is the actual object of 
study in its entirety? The question is a particularly diffcult one. ûther 
scienoes are pmvided with objets of study in advance which are then 
examined h m  different points of view. M i n g  like tbat is the case in 
linguistics. . . . The object is not given in advance of the viewpoint: far 
from it. Radier, one might say that it is the viewpoint adoptecl which 
creates the object. Furthemore, there is nothing to tell us in advance 
whether one of these ways of looking at it is prior or superior to any of 
the others. (8) 

As Tony Crowley has pointed out, questions of the relationship between "viewpoint" and 

the object of scientific study are not unique to linguistics (27)." What is unique, 

however, is the relationship between the object of linguistic study and its representation: 

clearly, in no other science is the object of study called upon to represent itself. To 

understand the implications of this fact, we must mm to the work of deconsuuction. 

As deconstructive critics have demonstrated, the non-semantic dimension of 

language operates in a manner which is utterly indiffennt to the statements which those 

mechanisms produce. Exploring the space exposed by the incommensurability of 

" 'meaning' with the devices diat produce 'meaning ' " (de Man, RH 66), deconstructive 

readings confront an opening cognate with but not reducible to any empirical notion of 

language witb which we might be familiar. As Julia Kristeva notes, language "is and will 

always remain more unknown than man, and coextensive with his being" (vii). No one, 

thenfore, will confkont the blank limit language marks or experience the exœss for which 

it cannot account, as acutel y or as disconcertingl y as he or she who writes explicitl y about 
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language. It is for this ruison that this dissertation has as its primary focus the following 

principle: the texts which one might include in the canon of the history of linguistic 

thought are of interest for nasons quite other than those of helping us to understand the 

development of linguistic science or of illuminating the history of those areas of study 

with which it bas, at various times and in various configurations, overlapped, important 

as such endeavours may be. In the resistance these texts pose to their definitions and 

descriptions of their "proper object of study," (as indeed in the peculiar manner in which 

these patterns of resistance recur in different ways in different texts), language ernerges 

not as a discrete object of knowledge but as an indeteminate space in knowledge, a 

space , moreover , w hich is necessari l y, but only provisionail y, effaced by the figura1 

movement of description, of which the catachrestic narning of that space as "language" 

is the first gesture. "Language," we might say, emerges as a determinate object of study 

in such texts oniy by way of an obliteration of that indeterminate dimension which we 

may only uncertainly amibute to the phenornenon we cal1 language. Seen from the 

category of wtiat Tilottama Rajan (writing about Knsteva) calls "a process or materiality 

anterior to the signifier" (TPD 215), it is possible to describe the study of language as the 

effacement of the conditions w hich would render an exhaustive, deteminate description 

of language impossible. Final1 y, in its radical indeterminateness the " space of language" 

is also a site of contest: because it overlaps with but is not identical to the 

determi nateness of al1 other concepts besides language including hi story , the effacement 

of that space in linguistic texts is an act with an ideological dimension. The mggle 
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which takes place in and over the space of language is necesarily that of those who, 

conrioudy or not, would narne that spaw and thus efface its unspeaLable lack or excess 

in a rnanner consistent with their own interests - either perceivecl or unconscious - and 

thus render its blankness after their own image. 

3. The Space of Lmguage 

Language alow revds the moment of its own iote~~uption. 

-- Maurice Blanchot 

To step beyond the farniliar bounds of phenomenal notions of language is ta enter 

the twilit space of a play of relations in which there are no stable points of reference. 

In order to approach the unthinkable exorbitance this space marks, a space which forbids 

language from ever closing the book on itself and which leaves al1 systems of linguistic 

thought radically open, it is necessary to devote some pages to a careful articulation of 

what a non-phenomenal study of language might look like. What, for example, are we 

to make of the indeterminateness, that is, the undecidability , which the space of language 

marks? 

Deconstruction is frequently condemned for helplessly throwing up its hands 

before the undecidability it exposes in concepts which might othenivise, it is argued, have 

provided the grounds for positive, political action. Such charges tell only half the story, 

however, for the undecidability which deconstruction describes is just one side (the far 

side) of the condition of possibility of decision i*ielf. In wnfronting the indeterminate 
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dimension of such apparently positive phenornena as language and history, deconstruction 

exposes such concepts as sites of decision - which is to say, as political sites. To write 

is to face and efface (although the effaament is always provisional) the fundamental1 y 

indeterminate space of language and the incomprehensibility with which it opposes us. 

To write, in other words, is  to decide. (The same couid be said for reading).I2 In 

metalingui stic discourse, for example (and perhaps more apparent1 y there than in other 

sorts of writing), the decision to write moessarily involves a nsolution to confront and 

efface the unintelligible blankness of a dimension of language of which the uniter may 

or may not be wnscious, but which he or she will metheless experience in varying 

degrees of dread, fear, and pathos, traces of which will be registered in the text. To fail 

to make such a decision would be to be reduced literally to the state of quietism with 

which deconstruction is frequently identified and for which it is condemned. Too ofien 

deconstruction's careful interrogation of the conditions of possibility of decision are taken 

by critics as a sign of deconstruction's own stammering indecisiveness and thus its 

politicai ineff~tuality.'~ 

But having confronteci the space of what Derrida 4 1 s  an "ineluctable 

undecidabilityw (EL 1021), the decision not to write, the decision to accept silence and 

refuse to act upon the imperative to decide which the radical indecision prior to al1 

decisions forces upon us, is itself, when considered in the broader context of linguistic 

inqui ry , an eloquent token of a non-phenomenal dimension of language. Undecidability , 

says Demda, "opens, first, upon another dimension of language, on art orc-delo beyond 
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mediation and so beyond language as sign in the sense of meùiation, as a means with an 

end in view" (1021). It is precisely this dimension which commentators have found 

adumbrated in Saussure's abandonexi research into anagrams.I4 It was Saussure's 

h ypothesis that Latin poetry was stnicîured accordhg to patterns formed by the phonemes 

and letters of an anagrammatically dissemi~ted theme-word or proper name. These 

patterns, he believed, aiso functioned in the poetry as a secondary sign system. For 

example, in the invocation to Venus which opens Lucretius' De rerm m r u ,  Saussure 

dirovered three anagrams of the narne of the Roman goddess's Greek counterpart, 

Aphrodite (StarObinski 57). At the very least, such a "discovery" was significant for its 

suggestion that meaning could be generated through the elaboration of a code or formula 

comprised of non-semantic elements such as letten and phonemes rather than by way of 

a process which was strictly referential and representational. But the implications of 

Saussure's research went far beyond any stir which might have been created by a 

recognition of the suspension of reference in p t i c  language. Saussure was seeking the 

law which would explain the distribution of names into the anagrammatic patterns he 

discovered. What he could not determine, however, was whether the patterns, which 

seemed to proliferate the more he searched for them, were the product of such a rule or 

were merely the nsult of a random distribution of phonemes. Faced with this 

undeciciable dilemma, Saussure final l y abandoned his research , leaving no publi shed 

record of the impasse he had reached although, as de Man notes, retheorizing and thus 
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palliating the disruptive force of this other-than-rational dimension of language by 

adopting the "rientific" apprœch to language we find in the Cow (HI 37). 

In the essay "Hypogram and Inscription," de Man considers Saussure's 

piedicament in terms of the violently disruptive implications it holds for the humanistic 

reduction of language to the representation of meanings present in the mind of the 

speaker. Saussure's problem was this: unable to determine if the anagrammatic patterns 

he discovered were the prcxiuct of chance or design, he could not çiy with any artainty 

what was and was not "properlyw a sign, at least a sign understd as a signifier 

motivated by a pet's intention to mean: meaning, it suddenly seemed, could be an effect 

of "factors or functions that cannot be reduced to intuition" (RT 13). What Marc 

Redfield has called the "impossible possibility that a sign may not be a sign" (44) (at 

least, that is, a sign understood as the vehicle of intention), implies that one can never 

be absolutely assured that the processes of signification, and with hem, their signs, are 

"given" as such to perception: the undecidable meaningfulness of those "signsW defies the 

continui ty we necessarily assume to abtain ktween the sensory element of language and 

meaning, rendering the relation between the two as one of relative independenœ. The 

chasm which thus opens in language disrupts not just the assumption of the intelligibility 

of signs -- that is, the belief that we experience signs as phenomena available to the 

senses - but also the possibility of phenorneml cognition itself. The concept of cognition 

implies the existence of a world of phenomena "out there" and available, by way of 

perception, to understanding. Among these phenomena is language. The notion of what 
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& Man calls the "phenomenality of language" (HI 34) is coextensive with a paradigm of 

language as "representational or expressive of a referential, pmper meaningw (AR 106). 

In this rnodel, prevalent in the field of linguistic hisioriography as elsewhere, the 

referential function of language serves "as a mode1 for miturai or phenornenal cognition" 

(RT 1 l), that is, as a figure of understanding. It is the authority, indeed the hegemony, 

of this figure and the smctly phenomenal notion of language which it maintains which 

de Man interrogates in his later essays. As Jonathan Culler explains, a phenoxnenal 

conception of language denotes that "there is given to perception a body of sensible 

signifiers which stand in a representational relation to conceptual signifieds that are given 

to the understanding" ("Reading Lyric" 104). If, however, as Saussure's work on 

anagrams suggests, phenomenality is not the result of a continuity between percept and 

concept, but rather of an arbitrary imposition of form upon the mute, unintelligible, 

heterogeneous, prephenomenal condition of signification exemplified in the indeterminate 

blur of signslnot signs that Saussure confronts and which de Man idiosyncratically calls 

linguistic "materiality," then cognition may be an effect of language rather than its 

master. 

The "materiality" of language is one of a complex of overlapping tems which de 

Man employs to delineate the conditions and processes which set the cognitive or 

semantic function of language in motion, that is, the mechanisms wbich cnate the effect 

that cettain marks and noises are meaninfil while othen are not. Linguistic materiality 

should not be understd as the same as the determinate materiaiity we ascribe to the 



world of phenornena. Rather, it is the pnphenomenal excess which would remain if we 

could separate signs from their meanings, a possibility, it ne& to be emphasized, which 

the notion of the sign both implies and denies. As Cynthia Chase explains: 

The concept of the sign entails the concept of a trace or space produceci 
arbitmily: by chance (or by an intention always established only after the 
fact), not by necessity (not arising by nature as a necessary part of the 
physical world). The arbitmy relation ktween the meaning and the 
sensory component of the sign implies a moment in which the sign stands 
free of its significations. On the other hand, de Man stresses that this 
moment can never exist as such. The sign exists only insofar as it 
signifies, enters into a determinable relationship or system of relationships. 
(96) 

As the position which ailows a sign to be distinguished from its signification, this 

arbitrary space is the incoherent and "nondetenninably significative" (Chase 105) opening 

which makes language possible. It is opened by a violent "positional act which relates 

to nothing that cornes before or after" (SD 117) which de Man calls "inscription." 

"Neither a figure, nor a sign, nor a cognition, nor a desire, . . . nor a matrix" (HI 51). 

inscription opens the space of difierence which is necessary for language to emerge from 

its tomb of self-sarneness and thus wnfront us as a deierminate phenornenon or presence. 

Inscription allows language to take place. 

To gain a better undemanding of de Man's notion of inscription, it is helpful to 

mm to the panly cognate work of Jacques Derrida, particularly his description of the 

operation of the "trace. "l5 Derrida has demonsaited that self-differenœ is the condition 

of possibility for the emergence of any apparendy self-identical concept such as 

"language." As a node in the interweavings of an opencnded economy of differentid 



relations in which presence (Le., absolute self-identity) can never be present as such, but 

is persistently deferred, identity is an effect of difference, and not merely of the "simplew 

difference of the non-identity of two self-identical elements: to limit difference in that 

way is to ascribe a kernel of non-relational positivity to certain elements in a system in 

which there can be no positive tenns. As Rodolphe Gasch6 writes: 

Philosophical concepts would be entirel y homogeneous if they possessed 
a nucleus of meaning that they owed exclusively to themselves - if they 
were, in other words, concepnial atoms. Yet since wnœpts are produced 
within a discursive network of differences, they not only are what they are 
by vime of other concepts, but they also, in a fundamental way, inscribe 
that Otherness within themselves. (Toin 128) 

"Otherness" obtains then not merely in the space between wphilosophical concepts" or, 

more generally, between the apparently self-identical elements of a differential network, 

but actually in an interval breached " withinw those elements for, as Gasché elaborates, 

"No concept . . . can be thought rigorously without including the trace of its difference 

from its ûther within itself" (129). This trace difference fissures identity, prohibiting it 

from ever king present to itself as such, while with the same rnovement impelling it on 

a detour through that which it is not, an act of reference which re-presents the entity back 

to its ruptured self in terms of its own altenty. Derrida calls this movement of 

disniption, referral, and re-presentation the "trace." He writes, "the trace is not a 

presence but is rather the simulacrum of a presence that dislocates, displaces, and refers 

beyond itself" ("Diff~rance" 156). What should be emphasized here with respect to 

"inscriptionw is that, as a re-presentation of that which can only be pnrn t  "by the 
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anterior default of a presence" (OG 145), the trace re-presents nothing h t  was ever 

present as such; d e r ,  its re-prerntation is of its own de-presentation of identity by a 

reference to that which it is not. The trace is thus an arch confrontation, an originary 

reference: a reference to reference which, in the resistance it poses to itself in its own 

self-displacement, constinites the simulacmm of reference of which al1 other referential 

effects, including that of a self-identical referent, are repetitions. 

In a similar way, de Man's notion of "inscription" constitutes the inaugural movement 

which, to use Demda's words, separates "the represnted from the representer" (OG 

203), provided, of course, that we understand these terms in a non-subjective way. 

Inscription, we have said, opens the space of language's difference from itself, 

establishing the interval or position between signifier and signified which is the condition 

of possibility of signification de Man calls linguistic "materiality. " Because it is 

constitutive of representation and reference, this indeterminate space, li ke the random 

event which produces it, lies on the far side of representability: relating to "nothing that 

comes before or after," the inscription of materiality refen to nothing, at least nothing 

identifiable as a proper referent. And yet, in the blank undecidability of its contingent 

dismption of presence, the materiaiity of the Letter &es indicate and thus refer to 

something: the imageless act of its own taking place. As with the Derridean traoe, this 

inaugural reference is not to anything dekrminably pn rn t  as such and thus capable of 

arresting uie movement of nfennce. Ratber, it nfers to the disarticulating act which, 

in opening the space which allows language to "emerge from the crypt where it prefen 
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itself (OG 193). prohibits the positing of any such final, self-identical nferent. The 

space which is necessary for reference to be possible is thus also the unresolvable 

difference which forbids the sort of continuity between the material and phenomenal 

aspects of language which we associate with "meaning. " Language emerges as an object 

of cognition and as a determinate phenornenon to which reference may be made only by 

an effacement of the incoherent "anterior default of a presence" (OG 145) which occurs 

in the act of its own taking place, that is, in the movement de Man calls "inscription." 

Language thus cornes into king through the agonism of two inseparable but 

absolutely incornmensurate functions such as those which we have seen derribed by 

Warminski, Camth, and others: on the one hand, the "uncontrollable power of the letter 

as inscription" (de Man, HI 37) which opens a space for language, and, on the other, the 

imperative of description or figuration which must efface the radical incoherence of that 

space if language is to stand forward with any sort of particularity. These collateml 

movements of capricious disruption and recuperative erasure constitute the initial act of 

reference by which language enects or "posits" itself. 

"The starting, catachretic decree of signification is arbitrary" (HI 48) writes de 

Man, neatly summarizing the aporetic structure of linguistic positing. Whatever identity 

language seems to possess is not intrinsic; rather, it is conferreci by the figurative 

imposition of a name onto the blank materiality which makes itself "felt" at the moment 

of its disarticulating inscription. But, like a performative speech act such as a "decree, " 

inscription makes reference to nothing beyond the instance of the fact of its own taking 
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place, an event for which, because it consists in the opening of a space for language, 

there could be no determinate, literal term and therefore no ground for figuration. Such 

a caesura is nameable only by way of an abuse of language, a catachresis - "the trope 

which coins a name for a still unnamed entity, which gives face to the faceless" (de Man, 

HI 44) - which arbitrarily imposes a fonn upon the abyss inscription opens, thus effacing 

its blankness. There is therefore no motivated link between material inscription and 

figuration. Language's only "contact" with the reality of the event of inscription occurs 

in the reflex of figuration by which language turns itself away from the disdculating 

violence of inscription, erasing its incoherent blankness while figuring itself forth as an 

intui table phenornenon, however negativel y constituted i ts " identity " may be . Language 

thus "posits" itself, "in the sense," writes Chase, "of laying down what had no previous 

existence" (8). In doing so, it sets "the phenomenai intuition . . . in motion" €rom 

which, de Man writes, "dl other substitutions follow as in a chain" (HI 48). 

We must stress that language cannot simply convey the phenomenality of the real: 

any motivated continuity between the real and its representation, between the material and 

the phenornemi, would render signification, which we have said requins an arbitrary, 

"materiai" element, impossible. Rather, the effect of an intuitive apprehension of the real 

as phenornenal, or as given to us rather than imposed, follows from the originary 

phenomenalization of languages by means of the catachnstic aelf&laration de Man calls 

positing. In effacing the arbitrary conditions of its production (i.e. the materid 

conditions of signification), and positing itself as a determimte entity to which reference 
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is the first "phenomenon" and, as such, serves as the guarantee 

intuitability of al1 the world. Intuition in mm, de Man writes, 

b 

"implies perception, consciousrnu, experience, and leads at once into the world of logic 

and of understanding with ail its wrrelatives, among which aesthetics occupies a 

prominent placew (RT 8). Language functions, in short, as a figure of understanding and 

serves "as a mode1 for natural or phenomenal cognition" (RT 11). 

If reference and al1 of its cognitive effects are products of a more primordial 

"totalizing power of language" (de Man, WV91), then language itself must be conceived, 

as Culler says, in terms of an act rather than as representation ("Reading Lyricw 104). 

This performative element of language, moreover, is heterogeneous, consisting not 

merely in the figura1 imposition of fonn on the blank space of inscription, but in the 

restless double movement which simultaneously opens and effaces that space. There is 

a fundamental incommensurability between these two actions which renders each a deadl y 

threat to the other. Figuration, for example, eclipses the incoherence of linguistic 

materiality sufficiently to confer "the authority of rnse and meaning" (de Man, SD 1 17) 

upon its heterogeneity. But such impositions are at best provisional, subject always to 

dislocation by the "uncontrollable power of the letter as inscriptionn - the return of the 

represd of language - which in its utter purposelesssness and sheer accidentality, 

harbours a death-like capacity to disrupt the diapes spread upon its senseless materiality, 

rendering it impossible to determine whether those patterns are significative or not. This 

undeciàability, fkom which Saussure was wmpelled to tum and which, as we shall see 
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Aanleff and other linguistic historiographers elide in the texts they interpret, has the 

power, Culler writes, to obliterate "the assumption that linguistic structures are given as 

perceivable and intelligiblew ("Reading Lyricw 105). In such a bind, we "wimess," what 

de Man describes as "the undoing of the phenomenality of language which always entails 

(sime the phenomenal and the noumeiial are binary poles within the sune system) the 

undoing of cognition and its replacement by the uncontrollable power of the letter as 

inscription" (HI 37). The capricious perforrnativi ty of language thus manifests i tsel f 

inevitably as a threat to phenomenal apprehension, "begi~ing with the notion of 

'language,' but extending to al1 manner of thinking, including the notion of the human 

subject " (Clark, " Monstrosity" 280). Consciousness can only "preserve" itsel f in the face 

of this disruptive force by effacing its traces with an act of figuration. 

Of such gestures, the figure of silence is perhaps the least opaque, its 

unintelligibility a literal token of the blank deathliness in language from which it seeks 

to tum.I6 In its peculiar eloquence, Saussure's silence shadows forth the mute 

background against which any metalinguistic statement will be made. The silence is 

always there in works on language (as it is in any text), but it declares itself more 

stridently as philosophers and linguisis unpack the implications of the arbitrary nature of 

the sign. Nor is the silence restricted to works on language. It is repeated, for example, 

in the lacunae and diversions which we find in the texts of those who seek to tell the 

history of linguistic thought. Just as Saussure was compelled to swerve from the other- 

than-rational side of language he confronted in his anagrammatic research by creating the 
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"sciencew of language we find in the Cours (which is, as de Man notes, "anything but an 

authoritativel y monolithic text " [HI Ml), Aarsleff and other linguistic histwiographers 

are able to maintain the wherence of the histones bey tell - as histories of language 

study and not, say, as narratives of a more heterogeneous discourse in which the term 

"language" perfonns a unifying f'unction rather than a representative one - only by 

eliding the nondeterminate dimension of language exposed in works by Saussure and 

others who have contributed to that history. 

4. Tradition and Betmyal 

After this lengthy detour, we may now return to a consideration of linguistic 

historiography with a better sense of the challenge which a non-phenomenal linguistics 

poses to the possibility of a coherent history of linguistic thought. As Saussure's 

anagrammatic research suggests, and as we shall see in Our teading of texts by Locke, 

Johnson, Priestley, and Tooke, there is an aspect of language which, because it cannot 

be wmpletely reduced to interpretability, or entinly explaineci in terms of language's 

referential function, challenges the authority of language as a paradigm of phenomenal 

cognition. And yet, it is precisel y such a phenomenal notion of language which provides 

texts like Aarsleff's with the wherence necessary to produce what he calls "the sort of 

explanatory and enlightening quality we seek in history" (St* vi). A non-phenomenal 

notion of language is clearly disruptive to any such project, and not menly because it 

disrupts the identity of language as an objective fact fundamentally stable through time. 
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What we have called the "materialityw of language exceeds language in such a rnanner 

that it disrupts the coherence and integrality of other wnœpts as well, including history . 
As a discipline in which language and history are explicitly articulated, linguistic 

historiography is a field in which the traces of the exorbitance common to both language 

and history but proper to neither are most likely to leave their marks upon the text. It 

is this stxuctural imbrication of language and history, and the destabilizing excess it 

exposes which atvacts me to the field of linguistic historiography. As de Man notes of 

the concept of "modemity, " "the problematic structure of a concept that, like al1 concepts 

that are in essence temporal, acquires a particularly rich wmplexity when it is made to 

refer to events that are in essence linguistic" (LHLM 144). It is this richness which 1 seek 

to explore throughout this thesis; in the following sections 1 will consider the implications 

of a non-phenomenal linguistics for " traditional " notions of history . 
1 have said that the link which binds together the texts which Aarsleff claims 

comprise the "main tradition" in ianguage study in the West since the late seventeenth 

cenniry is the rejection by linguists and philosophers of the word-thing habit. What 

Aarsleff dœs not acknowledge, however, is the possibility that, rather than being a 

simple "mistake," the confusion of words and things might be an effect of the same 

linguistic operations which make it possible for him to wnstruct a wherent history of 

language study. The unity of such a history depends on a conception of language as a 

positive phenornenon with the ontological stanis of "an objective fact" (de Man, LHLM 

164)- something whose empirical condition transcends and exists apan from the various 
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contexts in which the word signifjhg that fact might appear. And yet, as its own 

medium, language is always marked by an imcoverable excess of what we have seen 

Ferguson describe as the ontological over the epistemological. And although the notion 

of language as an objective fact would certainly be applicable in the case of the Adamic 

doctrine (where it would be verified by the word "language" itself), it is not so in the 

case of those theories which constitute Aarsleff's "main tradition" of linguistic thought. 

In rejecting the Adamic docmne, Locke implicitly suggests the possibility of an 

unmotivated, arbitrary link between signifier and signified: this idea bears with it, 

however, the disturbing possibility of an impossible "moment in which the sign stands 

free of its significations" (Chase 96) and with it the spectre of a non-positive, non- 

phenomenal space in (or more precisely oj) language. The material "momentw is 

absolutely incornmensurate with and in excess of any of the empirical qualities which 

might provide language with the factuai "prernce" which would guarantee that a "history 

of language study" would be the history of a determinate phenomenon: neither truth nor 

error, positive nor negative, it exists as the negation of ail deteminate notions, including 

the idea of a determinate negative. Although it constitutes what Sanford Budick and 

Wolfgang Iser refer to as "the unwritten and unwritable . . . base of utterance" (xii), 

linguistic materiality is ultimately " knowable, " not "in tenns of a g-ble entity" (xiii) 

but only in the rnultifarious forms of its efncements. Language is available as an object 

of study only by way of the imposition of forrn upon this blank "base." "As real as 

anything we know" (xii), the materiality of this effacecl foundation is coniùsed with the 
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presence and identity of a determinate phenornenon which, as such, E m s  to give itself 

to perception. nie phenomenality of language serves, in mm, as a paradigm for the 

possibility of cognition, that is, as Culler explains, for the sense of a world of 

"phenornena that are given to perception (as opposed to an imposition or positing of 

forms)" ("Reading Lyiic" 104) and what Cynthia Chase calls the "illusory presence" ("De 

Man" 195) we attribute to these things. 

It is precisely such a phenomenal notion of language which underlies the history 

of linguistic thought which Aarsleff relates. There is a contradiction, however, between 

the tradition Aarsleff posits and the conditions which would be necessary for such a 

tradition to be possible. Thematically, the vadition Aarsleff describes is based on the 

rejection of the word-thing habit, formalid most explicitly in the Adamic doctrine 

which, Aarsleff says, Locke challenges in the Essq. Rhetorically, however, that 

tradition depends on a phenomenal notion of language, that is, on a conception of 

language as an empiricallydetenninate entity, ontologically (aithough not necessarily 

morphologically) stable throughout the history of its study. Locke's anti-Adamic notion 

of language, however , implicitl y forbids such stability : in exposing the arbitrariness of 

the relationship between the sensory and cognitive elements of the sign, Locke's theory 

(regardless of his intentions in formulating it as he has) adumbrates a material dimension 

-- that is, the differential space of the incommensumbility of the material and phenomenai 

aspects of language - which prohibits language fmm ever possessing the self-identity 

which would be necessary for such stability. 
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In failing to acknowledge the non-phenomenal dimension of language towards 

which Locke's text gestures, Aarsleff repeats an enor wgnate with the "mistakew (LS 24) 

against which he says Locke's linguistic diought was directeci. The A h i c  notion of 

language confuses words and things; AarsIeff, 1 have said, takes words for things. But 

these two confusions are related. " Adarnic linguistics" confuses the phenomenality of 

language with the phenomenality of things: it assumes a continuity between the 

meaninghlness of words and the phenomenaiity of their referents. There is, however, 

a certain commensurability between words and things in that, €rom the perspective of a 

non-phenomenal linguistics, the y occupy a common cognitive plane as phenomenalized 

effects of the effacement of the rnateriality of language. Put another way, they are links 

in the same chah af substitutions of which the phenomenalization of language is the first: 

speakers may confuse words with things, but the possibility thm they muy do so is built 

into language in the mechanism by which it cornes into king in the first place. From 

the perspective of a non-phenomenal linguistics, the confusion of words and things only 

repeats the more primordial confusion (which is its condition of possibility) of the 

resistance which the rnateriality of language poses to cognition with the snse that 

language possesses a phenomenal presence. Adamic linguistics is thus a coidlary of 

phenomenal linguistics. Although Aarsleff establishes the rejection of the former as the 

basis of the tradition he describes, he dœs not consider the implications of that njection, 

either for the phenomenal notion of language, or, just as importantly, for the related idea 

of tradition. 
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Aarsleff's "tradition" may also be read as a record of the effacement of that which 

would render such a phenomenal history impossible. As a means of approaching this 

problem, we might note that such a pwibility is inscribeci in the word "aadition" itself. 

Denved from the Latin verb trodrre, to hand dom, transmit, or teach, tradition, as 

Aarsleff uses it, implies the passing on of a particular conceptual stance towards an object 

of knowledge. If, however, the phenomenality of that object is ultirnately an effect of 

the obliteration of a dimension of it which nsists representation and cognition, tradition 

will also involve a betrayal of its object, although "betrayal " here should be understood 

as structural and thus necessary, rather than subjective. The possibility of betrayal is 

etymologically present in "tradition" as well for along with the "handing on" of 

something, trodere also signifies to give over or surrender. It is from here, for example, 

that our words " traitor" and "beuayal" are derived. Tradition then, we might Say, is both 

a handing on and a handing over, a passing down and a passing off. In language study, 

the handing on of knowledge requires a betrayal of the object, an effacement of that 

exorbitant dimension of language which will not be conveyed or passed on. This betrayal 

takes the form of a rnisrepresentation. Tradition is thus also traduction. 

5. The Materirlity of History 

In "Literary History and Literary Modemity," de Man suggests that such a 

betrayal is fundamental to the operations of literatun and, by implication, to language." 

The processes of literary history, moreover, he writes "wuld in fact be paradigrnatic for 
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history in general" (164). As an entity which "stedily puts its own ontological status 

into question" (165), literature is characterized by an umsolvable tension. On the one 

hand, it is driven by an impatient impulse to fRe itself from history and "filfil itself in 

a single moment" (152) - a desire de Man identifies with the spontaneous c&ve energy 

typically associateci with "modemity. "la On the other hand, literature also consists in 

that disruptive action's paradoxiical effect of "engenderingw the very "repetition and 

continuation of literanire" (162) with which it seeks to break. Literature emerges as a 

describable phenomenon, in other words, only on the basis of a betrayal of that which 

is most properly its own: its own (improper) desire to "break out of literature toward the 

reality of the moment" (1 62) and thus escape history and literature. Oscillating between 

the disruptiveness of an action which seeks to move beyond literature into a realm of 

perfect self-expression and the necessary folding of that act back into the text of literature 

and history (or more specifically perhaps, into a history) to which it thereby gives 

duration, literature is caught in a "fluctuating movement of aborteà selfdefinition" (164). 

Like the Derridean trace, it exirs as the simulacnim of the identity from which it seeks 

to escape: its specificity, de Man writes, "is defined by its inability to remain constant 

to its own specificity" (159). Or, as he puts it later in the same essay, literature "both 

betrays and obeys its own mode of king" (164).19 (In his later work, de Man will 

transfer what he says here of literature to language itself). 

This inconstancy - this betrayal - marks the dense complexity of a structure in 

which both histcrry and language are imbricated. Cornmon to both but proper to neither, 
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the operations of this structure are thus apparent in history as well as in language. De 

Man finds evidence of this homology in Friedrich Nietzsche's "Of the Use and Misuse 

of History for Life. " In his polemical response to the unrefiective historicism which he 

believed prevai led among his German contemporaries, Nietzsche disringuishes history 

from modemity, o r  " life" as he calls it, describing the relationship between them as one 

which, de Man says, "gœs beyond antithesis or opposition" (151). In Nietzsche's 

formulation, history and li fe function as the non-coinciding but inal ienable counterpms 

of a relationship in which each "engenden" the other while, with the same gesture. 

forbidding that other from fulfilling itself. In the case of history, such a self-completion 

would take the form of a monumentalized tradition; in the instance of "life," it would 

manifest itself as a fully present moment which, in its detachment from history, would 

stand as its own ongin. "Considered as a principle of life," de Man writes, "modemity 

(or 'life') becomes a principle of ongination and tums at once into a generative power 

that is itself historical" (150). In the "curiously contradictory" logic of this structure, 

history and modemity simultaneously supplement and disnipt one another in a manner 

which, by denying history the possibility of coinciding with itself, opens the space of 

difference which allows the repetition, and thus the effect of duration. which history "is." 

Like the fluctuations of literature "away ftom and toward its own mode of king" (1 63) 

with which they are cœxtensive, the oscillations of history and modemity expose a 

structural difference or space which, although it functions as the animating principle of 

history, has itself "nothing to do  with ternporality" (de Man, "Kant and S~h i l l e r " ) .~~  
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This dimension, which we might alternative1 y cal1 the space of the historicity of language 

andor the space of the linguisticity of history, de Man refers to in "Anthropomorphism 

and Trope in the Lyricw as "the materiality of actual history" (262). RegardIess of what 

we cal1 it, there is one point on which we must be clear: "history," in de Man's 

idiosyncratic idiom, is not nducible to the sequential, diachronie patterns of nanative, 

although it is as narrative - as texts and figures - that history will "masquerade" (164). 

History, rather, consists in the incommensurability of what Kevin Newmark describes as 

"the tropological structure of cognition and the historical forces of inscription" (225). 

Events -- the material of history - happen and lave traces in the world. The motenalizy 

of their occurrence, however, is not irrefutably positive, nor is it inherently meaningful. 

The positivity of the historical event, like its meaningfulness, and its temporality are 

tropological effects "generated," as Carol Jacobs explains, "out of a senes of repetitions 

that give the illusion of sequence or linear temporal order" (107). Even when one knows 

oneself to be "witness to history," bis knowledge arises only because whatever event it 

is which one experiences - a word, a deed, a death, a thought, a text -is, in itself, 

utterly random and, as such, pathetically insignifiant. (Indeed, it is the rhetorical effects 

of this pathos which this thesis addresses). And yet, it is precisely in this randornness 

that the power and audionty of occurrence lies. De Man describes this deathly power and 

i t s necessary recuperation b y the categories of historical narrative (including those of 

literary history) in "Shelley Disfigureci. " There he writes that the disruption of the text 

of The Tkhmph ofLife by Shelley's death, reminds us that nothing, 



whether deed, word, thought, or text, ever happens in relation, positive 
or negative, to anything that pncedes, follows, or exists elsewhere, but 
only as a random event whose power, like the power of death, is due to 
the randornness of its occurrence. It also wams us why and how these 
events then have to be reintegrated in a historical and aesthetic system of 
recuperation that repeats itself regardless of the exposure of its fallacy. 
This process di ffers entirel y from the recupetative and ni hilistic allegories 
of historicism. (122-3) 

History thus consists in a struggle between the inscription of an evem utterly indifferent 

to human desires for meaning (i.e. "a positional act, which relates to nothing that comes 

before or after," [SD 1171) and the effacement of that disruption in a figurative refiex in 

which the inscrutable materiality of the event is confused with and taken for the 

phenomenality of a moment, fblly present to itself, given to the understanding, and 

motivated by its place in a continuous sequence of moments similarly self-identical. 

In identifying the narrative of these events with allegory, moreover, de Man points 

to the fundamental non-coincidence of figuration and its texts with the material reality of 

the occurrence on which figuration is nonetheless dependant. Unlike the symbol , which 

"postdates the possibility of an identity or identification" (de Man, Tempotafity 207) of 

the substance and its representation, allegory designates a difference which de Man 

variously characterizes as literal and temporal. For example, allegory presupposes the 

"pure anteriorityu (Tempomtity 207) of a sign to which the allegorical sign necessarily 

refers but with which it can never coincide. Unlike the symbol, in which the relationship 

between substance and representation "is one of simulauieity, which, in turn is spatial in 

kindw (Tempoatity 207), the allegorical sign and its referent are divided by a gap which 
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is unbridgeable because it is, at bottom, temporal. "Time is the originary constitutive 

category" of allegory (Temporuüry 20ï), writes de Man. In designating "primiuily a 

distance in relation to iu own origin, and, renouncing the nostalgia and the desire to 

coincide," allegory "establishes its language in the void of this temporal difference* 

(Temprality 207). But, in its repudiation of nostalgia, the void constitutive of allegory 

also resembles "the materiali ty of actual history " (A IZ 262), that non-phenomenal 

dimension where history and language first cross paths. 

Although unavailable to cognition as "a graspable entity," the workings of this 

material void in which language and history are imbricated and which allegory signifies, 

are evident in the tensions and assymetries which appear in a text between its cognitive 

dimension - its meanings - and the processes and structures which carry those meanings 

without themselves signifying (what de Man, speakmg of Benjamin, calls the 

"nonconvergence of ' Meaning ' with 'the devices that produœ meaning' " [RT q). Nor 

may a text assimilate this limit by somehow becoming aware of its processes and then 

representing them. As the passage fkom "Shelley Disfiguredm suggests, the 

incommensurability of the "historical" occurrence and "the recuperative and nihilistic 

allegories of historicism" (122-3) is a radical one which is also irreversible. Although 

inscribed in the rhetorical disjunctions in the text, the materiality of that limit is 

inaccessible to the text's representation: figuration can never exhaust or fblly answer the 

material conditions to which it responds and on which its own figurality depends. The 

material occurrence which bnngs the text into k i n g  is always beyond the reach of the 
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text, available to it only as what Levinas calls "traces of the irreversible past . . . taken 

as signs that ensure the discovery and unity of a world" (345), and which constitue the 

unassimilable excess which animates every text with the nstless, rlf-displacing quality 

de Man identifies with "alleg~ry."~ The unreadability of this dimension, an 

unreadability which we must stress is not a prelude to readability but radicaliy structural 

in nature, is precisely that which the empirically-minded linguist or linguistic 

historiographer must repress if he or she is to produce any sort of wherent representation 

of language or the history of its thought. 

As allegory , history consists in the noncoincidence and incommensurabili ty of the 

heterogeneous event or "material occurrencew which dismpts the paralysis of the text of 

history and the "illusion of sequence or linear temporal order" (Jacobs 107) which the 

repetitions which arise from those random disruptions generate. As such, the historid 

text is the simulacmm of a displaced presence. The random event which generates the 

text, however, also exposes the heterogeneity of history which, like literature in de Man's 

description, "exists not as a single moment of selfdenial, but as a pluraiity of moments 

that can, if one wishes, be represented - but this is a mere representation - as a 

succession of moments or a duration" (LHLM 159). History thus represents nothing that 

was ever present as such: its representation, rather, wnsists in the effaoement of the 

heterogeneity and randomness of the event out of which it is generated, an event with 

which it cannot coincide, but the resistance of the materiality of which is confused with 

and wnferred upon a "pastw which thereby acquires the hailucinatory phenomenality of 
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something once present? The pst,  irnagined as a deteminute presence, is thus a 

textual effect? As such, it is subject to the disjunctions of "the rnateriality of actual 

history" which rnanifest themselves in the rhetoric of the historicai text, rendering it 

always an allegory of history . As with literature, the specificity of history consists in its 

failure to do anything but displace or betray its own specificity in a random movement 

of disnaption and recuperation out of the imncilable oscillations of which the illusion 

of a continuous historical sequence is generated. Although "as real as anything we 

know , " the random accumence which generates this effect is impossible to represent "in 

terms of a graspable entity" (Budick and Iser xii); rather, it is characterized by a surplus 

which always outstrips whatever pretensions a text might have to represent the ml ,  an 

excess which marks both the space in which history and language occur, but also the limit 

of their capacity to remain uue to their own identities. In short, historical narrative 

imposes a diachronie structure and thus a continuity on what was in essence a plumlity 

of unique and randoml y-murring moments, expressible as positive and determi nate on1 y 

in tropes of sequence which effitce the rnateriality and heterogeneity of the moments they 

seek to represent. The materiaiity of history, although it is the principle and dimension 

which is the condition of possibility of determinate notions of temporali ty , succession, 

progression, and history, is thus itself beyond temporality, at least, that is, temporality 

viewed as the continuous and positive flux of things rather than as a breach in the identity 

of such determinate phenornena. As the temporal dimension of language, moreover, 

lingui stic material i ty necessarily exceeds literal expression, a possibility the literary 
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theorist , l i ke any "se rious thinker about language, " including the historian of language 

study, will confront in his or her attempt to offer an exhaustive account of the processes 

constitutive of signification. Invariably, the thwrist's own languge will e s t e r  the 

tensions and disj unctions in which the material dimension of both language and history 

is shadowed forth. 

Throughout "Literary History and Literary Modemity, " de Man emphasks the 

incommensurability of history and its representations. His ultirnate waMng conceming 

history conceived as "the diachronic narrative of the fluctuating motion we have tried to 

describen is startling in its directness: "such a narrative can be only metaphorical, and 

history is not fiction" (163). But what would this other history look like? How might 

we wnte history in a way which took account of or acknowledged in some way its 

unrepresentable operations? Even to identify the materiality of history with an "eventtl 

is to attribute to it a temporality which is not prqmly its own. History's temporality is 

a figurative effect -- thus, a fiction -- imposed upon the traces of randomly occumng 

events, events, moreover, unmotivated by the history in which they are, with such 

gestures of figuration, decland to possess a place. In de Man's tems, those histories 

which fail to acknowledge the material dimension of actual history, are not history. They 

are "fiction," in his radical sense of the word. The question thus becomes, if the 

npresntation of history is necessarily allegorical, doomed to npeat the materiality it 

canot represent, how might one prepare a history which somehow acknowledged, or 

took account of this " othern hi story? 
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This question is crucial to this thesis's concerns. As a first step towards an 

answer, one might begin by recognizing that, in its blankness, the effaced dimension of 

history constitutes a site of ideological stmggle. As such, in returning to the works 

which comprise the subject matter of linguistic historiography and reading for the 

caesurae and diversions in which the material dimension of history and language leaves 

its traces in the texts, we discover that "language" names a site of contest arnong 

ideological forces, al1 stniggling not so much to describe some "objective fact" which 

corresponds to the term "language," but rather to efface the fact of their inevitable failure 

to do so and, furthemore, to construct this effacement in terms which serve their own 

interests, whether they be those of class, race, or gender. In the Enlightenment text, 

language, we find, acts as a sort of catachresis which allows theorists to abandon 

theologically-anchored arguments without relinquishing the positivity of the concepts with 

which they wish to d e . .  In An Essay Concem'ng H m n  Undetstanding, for example, 

to which we will now mm, the concept of "language" functions so as to allow Locke to 

posit understanding as a deteminate phenornena to which the ernpirical method might be 

applied. It is precisely this catachrestic but also pragrnatic dimension of works on 

language which phenomenal interpretations such as Aarsleff's repress, or at least, which 

they cannot acknowledge without having to abandon the notion of language as a wherent 

referent and wnsider it rather as a site of a discursive contest, the tentative identity of 

which is bound up with that of al1 other concepts, including history . 



Chapter Two 

"Somethiag, he knew not what": 

John Locke and the Fiction of History 

1.  Linguistics and The History of the Seme 

With its rejection of the notion that a knowledge of things is possible prior to and 

independent of Our experience of them, John Locke's An Essay Conceniing Human 

Understanding opened the door for a conception of language, mind, and society as 

reciprocally conditioning elements whose interrelated develcpment constituted the driving 

force, trajectory, and content of history. Locke, for example, prodaims the social 

character of language in the opening sentence of the Essoy's Book Three where he writes: 

"God having designed Man for a sociable Creature, made him not only with an 

inclination, and under a necessity to have fellowship witb those of his own kind; but 

furnished him also with Language, which was to be the great Instrument, and common 

Tye of Society" (III, 1, i).' The social nature of language provided, in tum. the 

overarching context for the notion, popular among the Essay's eigh~nth-century readers, 

that language and mind existed in a dynamically-interdependent relationship. Readers 

found the suggestion of this link in a passage from the Essuy in which Locke considers 

the possibility that the great majority of tenns - those for mixed modes and simple ideas 



of reflection - are metaphorically derived (or "tmnsferred") from the words for simple 

ideas of sensation: 

It may also lead us a little towards the Original of al1 our Notions and 
Knowledge, if we rernark, how great a dependence our Words have on 
common sensible Ideus; and how those, which are made use of to stand 
for Actions and Notions quite removed from sense, have their riscfrorn 
thence, undfrom obWorrs sensible Ideas are trwerred to more abstruse 
significutz'om, and made to stand for Idepr that wme not under the 
cognizance of our senses; v.g. to Imagine, Apprehend, Cbmprehend, 
AdhPre, Conceive, Insti'II, Disgurt , Disturbance, Tranquility , etc. are al 1 
Words taken from the Operations of sensible Things, and applied to 
certain Modes of Thinking. Spirit, in its pnmary signification, is Breath; 
Angel, a messenger[.] 

Locke gœs on to suggest that by discovering the metaphon which underlie the terrns for 

"Idem that corne not under the cognizance of our senses, " and following these back to 

their literal r w ,  it will be possible to understand the minds and thoughts of the first 

speakers. "And 1 doubt not," he continues 

but if we could trace them to their sources, we should find, in al1 
Languages, the names, which stand for Things that fall not under our 
Senses, to have had their first rise from sensible Idros. By which we may 
give some kind of guess, what kind of Notions they were. and whence 
derived, which filled their Minds, who were the first Beginwn of 
Languages; and how Nature, even in the naming of Things, unawares 
suggested to Men the Originals and Principles of al1 their Knowledge. (III, 
i, 5)2 

For many readers, Locke was encouraging a belief that the tnie meaning of words was 

to be found in their provenance. This was certainly the case with John Honie Tooke 

whose work we will examine in Chapter Seven. More generally, however, with this 

passage, Locke places the relationship beiween language and knowledge in a dynamic, 
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historicai framework in which words (despite the daim he d e s  in the opening sentence) 

are not simply dependent on ideas. In positing the possibility bat the progress of 

knowledge is contingent upon the metaphoncd (or, more preci sel y, the catachrestic) 

elaboration (or "transfer") of a root vocabulary consisting only of words for "sensible" 

or simple ideas, Locke suggests an interdependent relationship between language and 

knowledge in which each possesses the capacity to expand the stock of the other. The 

transfer of words borrowed "from ordinary known Ideas of Sensation" allows speakers 

to "make known to othea any Operations they felt in themselves, or any other Idear, that 

came not under their Senses." Such an augmented vocabulary, in mm, provides hem 

with the means to express al1 ideas: "when they had got known and agreed Narnes, to 

signify those intenial Operations of their own Minds, they were sufficiently fumished to 

make known by Words, al1 their other Ideas; since they could consist of nothing, but 

either of outward sensible Perceptions, or of the inward Operations of their Minds about 

them" (III, i, 5). Furthermore, because of language's function as "the great Bond that 

holds Society togetheru (III, xi, i), the mutual development of language and knowledge 

is bound up in a fundamental way with social cohesion and, implicitly, social progress. 

Although Locke d œ s  not explicitly develop the links he suggests in this passage, 

they nonetheless inflect his discussion of language, becoming most apparent in his 

insistent cal1 for ethical thinking and civil society . Those who wrote after him, however, 

elevated the notion of the mutually-supplementing relationship of language, howledge, 

and social progress into a crucial principle of the linguistic thought of the eighteenth 



94 

century and beyond. Foremost in this regard is Etienne Bonnot, Abbé de Condillac. In 

his Essai sur 1 'origine des connaissances humcuones (1 746), published in English in 1756 

with the subtitle "A Supplement to Mr. Locke's Essay on the Human Understanding," 

Condillac argues that, just as "every language expresses the character of the people that 

speak itw (285), each of those languages has "in its nirn an influence on manners," which 

is to say, has an effect upon the social and cultural identity of a people (299. 9162).' 

In his scrupulous refhtion of Noam Chomsky's version of linguistic history, 

Hans Aarsleff States that, contrary to Chomsky's contention that eighteenth-cenniry 

linguistic thought was dominated by Cartesian pnnciples, the most important figure of the 

period, "both as a theorist and by virtue of his influencew (107), was Condillac. This 

influence is particularly apparent in the frequency with which the notion of the 

reciprocall y-determining development of language, thought, and Society (or various 

combinations of them in which the question of al1 three is evoked) assens itself in the 

literature on language which appears in the latter half of the eighteenth century and on 

into the Nneteenth, several examples of which I will examine in this thesis. To 

Rousseau, for exarnple, the interdependence of language and society raises the question 

of which came first, a puzzle which, in his Discours sur l'origine a les fondemens de 

I 'inégalité parnu' les hommes (1 755), he bequeaths to posterity: "To whœver wishes to 

undertake it, I leave the discussion of this difticult problem, which has been more 

necessary: society already formed for the institution of languages, or languages already 

inventexi for the creation of society " (qtd. in Aarsleff 156). Rousseau's quandary refiects 
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the apMias which attend any discourse which invokes origins in its attempt to discem the 

character of language or society. For example, in order for language to have had its 

origin in society, the structures and signifying codes constitutive of language would have 

to have had been in place already at the moment in which language carne into being. As 

Geofky Be~ington has noted, "how do you say yes to the social contract. or Ygn it, 

if the contractors are not already bound by a code permitting a minimum of muhial 

comprehension?" (233) nie "yes," however, dœs not mean that that language is the 

necessary precondition for the creation of society. Bennington gœs on to point out that 

the social contract also (and unthinkably) presupposes the prior existence of the very 

society which it is said to inaugurate. He explains "the idea of a social contract must 

give to time a twist it is unable to think, insofar as at least one of the parties to the 

contract has its existence only through the wntract it is nevertheless supposed to be able 

to sign, and therefore is supposed to precede" (233). Given the curiously ngressive logic 

of the structure of reciprocal supplementation which exists between language and society, 

each necessary for the other to wme into being, it seems that the ongin of either is an 

event which cannot punctually take place. The irnpossibility of its puncnially having 

taken place in fact rnakes al1 stories of the origin of either society or language into 

retrospectivel y imposed fictions. 

The logic and ernpirical vaiidity of these fictions is implicitly tested in other works 

on language h m  the pend. For example, when in 1769 the Berlin Academy of Science 

posed the question, "Are men, lefi to their natural faculties, in a position to invent 
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language, and by what means do they, by themselves, accomplish that invention?" (qtd. 

in Gode 171), Johann Gottfried Herder answend that language and thought originated 

together and weie inseparable in their development. His Essay on the Ongin of 

Lunguoge, which won the Academy's prize, was published in 1772. 

Condillac's ideas are no less evident, however, in a landrnark work which 

appeared in 1 836, Wil helm von Humboldt' s extraordinary On Langiuzge, which Aarsleff 

also locates within the Lockean tradition. In positing language as a steadily changing 

phenornenon constituted in the dialectical play of, on the one hand, a "tnily creative 

performance of the rnind" (qtd. in Hams and Taylor 156) or energeia which fires every 

utterance (and which he elsewhere refers to as "labour" [qtd. in Harris and Taylor 1551) 

and, on the other, the conventions of g m m a r  and phonology -- the product, work, or 

ergon -- to which that activity mua conform, Humboldt casts the relationship between 

language, mind, and suciety in a fom we may recognize from our discussion of 

modemity and history in de Man. Like modernity, ewge ia  is the burst of life which 

animates language. Although it mua conform to the wntingencies of the historical 

context in which it occurs (things like grammar, for example), energeia has the capacity 

to disrupt and remake those fonns, much as modemity, in Nietzsche's essay, generates 

the very history from which it seeks to escape. In describing this unresolvable tension 

in language and mind, Humboldt only makes more explicit a tension which had been in 

play in this "tradition" from (at least) the moment Locke sought "to enquire into the 

Original, Certainty and Extent of hurnane Knowledge" (1, i, 2) without recourse to 
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innatist principles. The oscillations of energcio and ergon, like those of modernity and 

history, expose a space in which the concepts of language, thought, society, and history 

are strangely imbricated. Common to each but proper to none, this irreducible dimension 

of radical alterity connitutes, in its capacity to produce differences, the condition of 

possibility for the emergence of al1 such apparently deteminate concepts. At the suw 

time, however, in its utter indifference to human desires for presence, it is also that 

which prohibits any of these concepts from ever achieving the sort of absolute self- 

identity which would allow it to emerge as an immanent expression of energeiu, capable 

of existence outside of the network of difference in which it is inscribed. Each of these 

concepts depends for the determinateness of its identity on its difference from the other. 

But because no single element in this system is "present" as such except by a self- 

disrupting diversion of that "self"' through its other, no element could be said to exist 

apari from or prior O any other. Al1 elements are detemined by an "absolutely 

irreducible" opening which, as Derrida says of spacing, "operates in al1 fields but 

precirly as different fields" (Moscou aller-retour, qtd. Intemet, 2 1 Jan. 1996., Trans. 

Peter Krapp; Positom 82). 

If identity is the effect of a concept's position relative to al1 others in a network 

of differellce in which no element is ever present to itself except by the "anterior default 

of a presence" (Derrida, OG 145). and in which pnsenw is always an effect of the CO- 

appurtenance of the one to the other, it will be impossible to detemine with any son of 

absolute cenainty which concept might precede another or was the condition which 
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allowed that other to come into being as such. As a result, al1 claims of the precedence 

of one element with respect to another, such as we find throughout this tradition, are 

tropological effects generated out of the relationships of differenx which obtain among 

those elements, metaphors which rnake "a sequence out of what occurs in fact as a 

synchronie juxtapositionw (de Man, LHLM 163) and which, in doing so (and in order to 

do SO) must efface or repress the differential dimension in which both are imbricated.' 

No element in this system is immanent; identity is an effect of the opening of a 

position in a network of difference, a spacing which is utterly non-telwlogical in its 

occurrence. No simple entity is original in this system, no element lads to or produces 

another, and no identity is contingent upon that of another except insofar as those 

identities are constituted in the mutual disruption of each by the other in the movement 

and moment of spacing. lnstead of identity, there is repetition and, in doubling that 

which is without identity and imposing upon that repetition a metaphor of sequence, the 

hallucination of iinear development is prduced. With it come the illusions of progress. 

tradition, inheritance, origin, etc. which are the wherewithal of Enlightenment discourse. 

But because such narratives of historical wntinuity are generated by the difference 

produced by a repetition which is ontological rather than historical, no diachronie 

sequence or tradition can be said to be immanent.' Furthemore, because the 

fundamental repetition is of that which is in itself without identity or telos, the order of 

al1 such sequenoes and namitives is, in the final analysis, reversible. Thus, whether 

language precedes mind or mind language, ideas words or words ideas, society language 
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or language society, is simply a matter of the point from which one wishes to begin what 

is ultimately an effort to resolve an unre~olvable condition by @mDng the dimension or 

element which is the source of that indetermination. Every "origin" in this network of 

elements will be marked by what Bennington calls "the 'yes' that pncedes every 

supposed inaugural performancem (231). The "yes" is an accession to language, to the 

fact that the structures of language -- what Derrida calls the "au-deMm of language (OS 

129) - are there before any origin and before al1 attempts to render the origin thinkable. 

Because of this "yes," which is always pnor, the event of origination cannot take place 

as such. Rather, its ever-receding possibility produces the need to produce, a k r  the fact, 

the fiction of its having-taken place. 

The fiction of origin, dong with the indeterminateness of identity which is its 

corollary, make questions of precedence and antecedence subject always to the sons of 

reversais we find between the texts which comprise the corpus which, a k r  Aarsleff, 1 

am describing as the Lockean tradition. One such reversal is apparent, for exarnple. 

between Locke's Essay and Home Tooke's Diversions 4 Purley. For Locke, a word is 

the sign of an idea: despite his rejection of innatist principles, he rerms for the mind 

a natural capacity to reflect on its own processes (thus producing simple ideas of 

reflection) and to act on and combine simple ideas of both sensation and reflection into 

complex idem6 For Tmke, however, writing one hundred years after the Essuy, Locke 

got it precisely beckwards. There are, Todre maintains, no innate mental operations 

whatsoever. The mind is entirely passive, its business, "as far as it concems language" 
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extends "no further than to receive impressions, that is, to have sensations or feelings. 

What are called its operations, are merely operations of language" (25). The reversibility 

of terms is most explicitly articulated, however, in Tcmke's claim that the erron arising 

from Locke's residual innatism might be exorcised with his system losing none of its 

wherence through a simple substitution of one set of words for another: 

I only desire you to read the Essay over again with attention, and see 
whether al1 that its immortal author has justly concluded will not hold 
equally tme and clear, if you substitute the composition, etc., of r e m ,  
wherever he has supposed a composition etc., of ideas. (19) 

Whatever his intentions might have been in making such a provocative claim, a reversal 

as dramatic as the one he here performs has the effect of exposing the utterly contingent 

nature of the identities of the terms which comprise the key concepts of the 

Enlightenment discourse on language. T d e  thematizes the contingency of identity by 

way of an extravagant rhetorical strategy in which he simulates the process by which 

effects of identity are produced. Maintaining that the truth of words is to be found in 

their ongins, Tooke's Diversbru consists for the most part of several thousand 

etymologies. These, however, are products more of his rhetorical ingenuity, than of his 

historical acumen. T d e ' s  word histones create a mesmenzing mirage of fact. In their 

extravagance, however, they disclose the very absence which they are invoked in order 

to conceal. 

In pointing to a space where identity is not given in advance, T d e  exposes the 

indeterminate site which Rousseau implicitiy acknowledges when he admits his inability 



101 

to solve the chicken-andegg problem of language and society. By reversing the terms 

of Locke's argument, Tmke explicitly thematizes the tendency to inversion and 

oscillation which m u r s  at a rhetorical level among the key terms in al1 tex& in (and out 

of) the Lockean tradition. In doing so, he brings to the fore a dimension of linguistic 

functioning , repressed in Enlightenment discoune (indeed, whose repression might be 

said to characterize the discourse of the Eniightenment) but which, as Wolfgang Iser and 

Sanford Budick have said of negativity, is "as real as anything else we know" (xi) yet 

inderribable "in terms of a graspable entity" (xiii). 

1 have said that Locke's rejection of the iMatist pnnciples of Cartesian rationalisnt 

was coextensive with the rise of new notions of the great degree to which language was 

bound up with the identity and development of such other phenomena as mind, society, 

and history. Tmke's thematization of the contingency of the relationships among these 

elements suggests, however, that relationality is invoked in such schemes only insofar as 

it serves to produce and maintain the positive identity of the elements which comprise the 

coherence of the particular system of thought to which they belong and to ward off the 

threat to immanence and identity which any assault on innate principles bean with it. 

While the non-identity of two phenomena or elements may be taken in a provisionai and 

pragmatic way as evidenœ of the self-identity of each, difference, when interrogated with 

any son of critical rigour whatsœver, can easily slip into selfdifference. It is against 

this consequence of the rejection of inzatist pnnciples that Locke's text, like many of 

those in the eighteenth century which follow his lead, seeks to protect itself. Regarded 
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in this light, it is evident that what is king performed in the early texts of the tradition 

Aarsleff describes is not sirnply a positive description of phenornena such as language, 

but also an effacement of an undescribable, material dimension which must be repressed 

if the identity of the elements in these systems of thought, and thus the positivity of the 

systems themselves, is to be made possible and preserved. Not examinations of the 

phenomenal, then, but also effacements and repressions of the undescribable. The two 

gestures go hand in hand, the blindness of one enabhg the unavoidably aberrant insight 

of the other. What seem to be the fruits of empirical investigation tum out on further 

examination to be the wnsequences of an elaborate effort to palliate and efface the 

disruptive work of an undescribable realm of linguistic operations which asserts itself with 

greater insistence as soon as one dismisses essentialist arguments, be they Cartesian or 

Adamic. Such gestures of cognitive self-preservation, or as de Man puts it, efforts to 

find "shelter . . . from self-erasure" ("Sign and Spbol"  770). are repeated in the texts 

of those such as Aarsleff who seek to tell the history of linguistic thought non- 

ünguistically, and from within a framework of reference denved from the very texts they 

seek to describe. In other words, a coherent history of linguistic thought is possible on1 y 

to the extent to which the historian repeats the same patterns of blindness as those which 

generate a determinate representation of language in the texts he or she studies. At which 

point one rnust ask whether such an account is history at all, or just more of the Yune, 

more fiction. Certainly a history which did not take language for granteci, that is to say, 

which did not assume that language is in order to tell a coherent history of those who 



have said wtrar it is would tell a different story than the "fictionsw to which we have 

becorne accustomed. It would stiil, however, not be a story which escapes the enors 

constitutive of insight. 

Martin Jay has comrnenteâ on the repression of the negative in Enlightenment 

texts. In 7ne Dialedcuf lmngilton*on, he observes: 

the greatest failing of the Enlightenment mentaiity was not its inability to 
create social conditions in which name and thing might be legitimately 
united, but rather its systematic elimination of negation from language. 
This was the reason why its substitution of formulae for concepts was 
ultimately so destructive. The philosophy of the Enlightenment was 
overwhelrningly nominalist rather than realist; in Benjamin's sense, it 
recognized only the speech of man, ignoring God's. Man was the sole 
name-giver, a rde commensurate with his domination of nature. 
Language thus becarne, to use Marcuse's later terni, onedimensional. 
Incapable of expressing negation, it could no longer voice the protest of 
the oppressed. Instead of reveaiing meanings, speech had become nothing 
more than a tool of the dominant forces in xiciety. (263) 

The repression of negation, with the concomitant political implications to which Jay here 

alludes, manifests itself in the discourse on language as an avoidance of what Andnej 

Warminski calls the "linguistic negative,* a negative which confronts that of which both 

Hegel ' s "determinate negationn (be~n*mmte Negaion) and Heidegger' s " Nothing " (Nichts) 

(Warminski xxxi) are figures. The linguistic negative surfaces, Wanninski says, in "an 

other, heterogeneous, asymmetrical excess or lack irreducible to the work of the 

dialeaical or ontological negative" (xxxii): in Hegel and Heidegger it is the dimension 

which the philosophical text must "forget" in order to constitute itself as such. Such 

forgetting -- or more precisel y, such an "arbitrary imposition" of what Warminski calls 
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"meaning for marking (i .e. semantics for syntax)" (xxxiii) - is constitutive of al1 texts, 

qua texts. In a minimal sense, every text consists of that which is said and that which 

is not said. The two, of course, are inexaicably bound up in the possibility of any 

utterance: if nothing were lefi unsaid, if there were no omissions or l a c u ~ e  in a text, 

that text or utterance could not stand fonh as such. It is their differenœ which generates 

discourse out of the anonymous system of signs and the laws which govem their 

combination (Kristeva, Longuage 9). Furthemore, because the "said" and "unsaid" are 

both putatively positive (the "unsaid*' king what Demda calls "presence at a distance" 

[Positions 811). we can "say" what is present and what is absent in a text, although the 

latter is clearly a potentially infinite enterprise. M a t  we cannot say, however, is the 

nature of the relation which obtains in the "inherent doubling" (xii) of presence and 

absence, of saying and not saying, and the oscillation between them which, Budick and 

Iser explain, "foms the unwrinen and unwritable - unsaid and unsayable - base of the 

unerance" (xii). The distinction here then is between the double (which is an effect) and 

the doubling (which is the condition of possibility of the effect), between the unsaid and 

the unsayable. To repeat: we cari speak the positivities of botb the said and unsaid. We 

cannot, however, speak or describe the negativity which obtains between them because 

that negativity is the condition of possibility of saying itself: it is the movement which 

transfomis longue into discourse. But, although impossible to describe "in tenns of a 

graspable entity" (xii), negativity may be described "in terms of its operations" (xii), or 

more precisely, in the erasure of "its own discernible operation," negativity's movement 
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of self-resistance and self-displacement - the fluctuation of its aboned selfdefinition -- 

is shadowed forth. 

The tendency of Enlightenment texts to repress the enabling work of negativity 

raises two linked questions with regard to the mpresentzttion of language in those texts. 

The question of the nature of language nrnains as much in play in my discussion of the 

texts 1 will examine in these pages as it is apparent in those texts themselves. The 

question presents itself to us, however, at the end of a long detour which we must take 

through another question, a question, monover, in which that of the nature of language 

becornes imbricated and al1 but lost with the apparently more general question concerning 

the nature of phenomenality and cognition. The question: how dœs language function 

in these texts on language? In responding to this query, the case of Locke's Essay is 

paradigrnatic of what I shall d l  the "diversionary" manner in which a coacept such as 

language functions in the texts we will examine, and as paradigm is worth discussing 

before tuming to the texts of Johnson, Priestley, and Tmice. Locke's celebrated 

diversion into language in Book III of the Essay, 1 shall argue, is an effort to preserve 

the phenomenal conditions which rnake his empirical project possible from negativity's 

disruptive forces. Thus, with his notion of nominal essences, Locke blarnes language for 

distortions which ocnir in our understanding of the world. But hem, as in the other texu 

we will read, language functions as a sort of catachresis or empty word whose appeafance 

of fullness is the diversion which obscures the play of other motivations in the text. As 

1 shall explain, the most conspicuous emblem of the repression of the absolute other of 
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identity in Locke's text is the oelebrated t . u h  rasa, a figure, as de Man has noted, of 

modernity . 

2. Locke on Substance: Standing Under Understanding 

Locke is generall y considered to have been cornpellecl to include a discussion of 

words in his inquiry "into the original, cenainty, and extent of human knowledge" (1, i, 

1) because of the fundamental inextricability of thought and language. There is nothing 

extraordinary about such a possibility, if it is indeed the case. Far more interesting than 

any compulsion he may have felt to include language in his discussion of understanding, 

however, is his initial thought that he might actually exclude it. The connection between 

thought and language had been a philosophicd cornmonplace at least since Aristotie 

contended that "Speech is the representation of the experiences of the mind, and writing 

is the representation of speech" (qtd. in Robins 22). In Locke's century. the fundamental 

relationship between thought and language was the bais for the influential notion that, 

underlying al1 languages, there existed a universal grarnmar. the principles of which, 

when uncovered, would reveal the basic structures of thought and the laws of nason 

common to al1 people.' The concept of universal grammar received its most widely- 

known treatment in the seventeenth century in the rationalist Grdre gknirale et 

raisonnée (or the "Port-Royal Grammar" as it was known after the Port-Royal Abbey 

which housed the Jansenist educational foundation which produced this and other related 

works). As Hans Aarsleff has pointed out, Locke was an attentive and sympathetic 



107 

reader of the works of the Port-Royalists (LS 45, 283). Given this context, it is not 

surprising that Locke's discussion of understanding should require a collateral 

examination of language. What is surprising, however, is the fact diat he apparently d œ s  

not realize this until he is part way through his work on the Essoy. "1 must confess," he 

writes in Book Three: 

that when 1 first began this Discourse of the understanding and a good 
while after, 1 had not the least Thought, that any Consideration of Words 
was at al1 necessary to it. But when Having passed over the Original and 
Composition of Our Ideas, 1 began to examine the Extent and Certainty of 
our Knowledge, 1 found it had so near a connexion with Words, that 
unless their force and manner of Signification were first well observed, 
there could be very little said clearly and pertinentiy conceming 
Knowledge. (III, ix, 21) 

This is al1 quite astounding. The apparent fact that, prior to and even during the 

composition of the Essay, Locke thought it possible to describe understanding on its own 

tenns, as a determinate phenornenon or process available, it would seern, to perception 

or reflection as an entity describable in its own autonomous self-hd, highlights the 

rational ist undercumnts of his project . Locke' s original wish to consider understanding 

alone, however, should also den us to the extent to which the Esscry, despite its inaugural 

rejection of the opinion "established . . . amongst some Men, That then are in the 

Understanding certain NlMte Pn'ncipIes; some primary Notions . . . , Characters, as it 

were stamped upon the Mind of Man, which the Sou1 receives in its very first Being; and 

brings into the World with it" (1, ii, l), is unwilling (or more accurately perhaps, unable) 
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to relinquish the notion of the autonomous self-identity of concepts and phenomena which 

rationalism, like other doctrines with essentialist aspects, had implicitly maintainedg 

The tension generated by the wnbadictory desire to advance a theory of the 

arbitrariness of the sign while preserving the ontological stability of language and other 

phenomena manifests itself most explicitly in Locke's Essay in the difficulty he confronts 

in his treatment of substances. In the Cmegones, Aristotle argues that a substance is that 

which exists independently and not as the predicate of some other subject. The predicates 

of a substance may change with time, but the substance itself will remain the same, 

(barring, of course, changes in those qualities which are essential to its persistence and 

cohesion as a unified whole). Substance thus maintains an asymmetricai relationship with 

its predicates: although it may support them, it cannot itself be predicated of anything 

else. Substance is, in a sense, the essence of a thing, as qposed to its appearance or the 

genus or kind by which it is identified. 

Most of these ideas are evident in Locke's discussion of substance. But substance 

also leads a curious double life in the Essay: in its evasions, alibis, and repressed 

knowledges, Locke's account of substance shadows forth an obscure dimension of " matter 

without presence" (Derrida, Ménioires 52) homologous to the unnpresentable space 

differentiating "marking" and "meaningn which de Man calls linguistic "rnateriality." 

Locke's substance seems a displacement of the prephenomenal excess de Man describes, 

one, however. which refuses to consider that dimension as anythirig other than positive. 

For example, although the idea of substance is one which, properly speaking, Lake says, 
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"we neither have nor cm have by sensation or reflection," it is dso an "idea which would 

be of general use for mankind to have, as it is of general tdk as if they had itw (1, iv, 

18). Although we talk about substance as if we have an idea what it is, it is, like de 

Man's materiality, precisel y that for which we can have no idea: substance produces and 

supports ideas. Ideas of substance arise, Locke argues, on the basis of the "confusion" 

of "an obscure and relative idea of substance in general" (II, xxiii, 3) with Our sense of 

the self-subsistence of any panicular phenornenon which mets our understanding, a case 

of mistaken identity as we shall see, in which language plays no small part. Our 

impressions of substance are of uncertain epistemological ment: for Locke, what we cal1 

substance names a dimension of things which, although available to the understanding, 

bears only a confuseci and unreliable relationship with the real essences of substances. 

Those real essences, although underlying al1 determinate phenomena and essential to their 

intuitability, are in themselves unavailable to understanding. What we take to be 

"substances" are to a large degree effects of the obtnision of language upon 

understanding: in bundling together a number of simple ideas, names produce the effect 

that those ideas are the qualities of an underlying substance with a coherent and positive 

identi ty . 

Locke defines substances as an order of complex ideas, the complexity of which 

has been forgotten, superceûed by a ghostly other idea which emerges with that 

forgetting: "the ideas of substances," he writes, "are such combinations of simple ideas 

as are taken to repment distinct particular things subsisting by themselves; in which the 
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supposed or confusecl idea of substance, such as it is, is always the first and chief" (II, 

xii, 6). This spectral presence, like so rnany other monsters in Locke, i s  generated by 

language. Through their constant appearance together, the simple ideas which comprise 

a particular complex idea of substance are 

presumed to belong to one thing, and words being suited to common 
apprehensions, and made use of for quick dispatch, are called, so united 
in one subject, by one m e ;  which, by inadvertency , we are apt aftemard 
to talk of and consider as one simple idea, which indeed is a complication 
of many ideas together; because, as 1 have said, not irnagining how these 
simple ideas can subsist by themselves, we accustom ourselves to suppose 
some substrawn wherein they do subsist, and from which they do result, 
which therefore we cal1 subtance. (II, xxiii, 1) 

Although adequate in a practical way for our day-today dealings with the world, ideas 

of substance in general, when subjected to inquiry, expose a featureless and foreboding 

abyss at the hem of understanding. Because it is that which underlies the aggregate of 

qualities which we identify with each particular phenornenon, and which thus serves as 

the cote and essence of the king or thing-ness of each, substance should be the moa 

determinate of referents. If, however, one seeks to identify the locus of substance in 

general, Locke explains, "he will find he has no other idea of it at dl,  but only a 

supposition of he knows not what support of such qualities which are capable of 

proàucing simple ideas in usw (II, xxiii, 2). Locke continues, it is words which efface 

these blanks in our knowledge, standing in for understanding and stemming, however 

provisionally, the strange retreat of sense to which the notion of substance gives way 

upon the least interrogation: 



If anyone should be asked. what is the subject wherein Colour or Weight 
inheres, he would have nothing to say, but the solid extended parts: And 
if he were dematlded, what is it, tbat Solidity and Extension adhere in. he 
would not be in a much better case, than the fridian . . . who, saying that 
the World was supported by a grrat Elephant, was asked, what the 
Elephant rested on; to which his m e r  was, a gnat Tortoise: But king 
again pnssed to bnm what gave support to the b r d - k k ' d  Tortoise, 
repliai, som&ing, he kuw mt wihot.. . . The ldco then we have, to 
which we give the general name Subsauice, king nothing, but the 
supposed, but unknown, support of those Qualities, we find existing, 
which we imagine cannot subsist sine re substme, without something to 
support them, we cal1 bat Support Szïbstamia; which, according to the 
me import of the Word, is, in plain Engüsh, standhg under or 
uphoIding. (II, xxiii, 2) 

The curiously regressive logic of this search for the source of ideas bears a striking 

resemblance to the chicken-and-egg paradox which Rousseau and othen confront in their 

search for the origins of language and society. Regardiess of how far back one traces the 

chah of qualities, none gives way to something which is the origin of dl. Instead, over 

and over, one confronts the infinitely-receding horizon of an "origin" which, perversely, 

is u l r e ~  there and upon which Locke must retroacnœvely impose the status of a 

foundational moment or element.1° In illustrating his dilemma with the fable of the 

"Indian," Locke points to the fictional dimension of this imposition. His choice of an 

occidental "other," howevet, to bear the illustrative burden of the threat to wgnition 

which the fiction of substance marks, also implies that that which lies at the edges of or 

beyond or beneath common sense - and that which is most threatening to the empiricist 

ethos - is somehow also that which is most un-English. Today. similar amieties are 

displaced by scholan ont0 that group of Frenchified theonsts who de@ wmmon sense 
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not with Elephants, Turtles, and the "something-they-knew-not-what," but with 

d@émnce, materiali ty , 4mrtcé, and other chimeras from the pst-stnicturalist bestiary . 

The origin Locke "discovers" in substance has a crucially important d e  to play 

in his epistemology . In standing under (or " URder-propping " [II, xiii, 20)) those quali ties 

we perceive and providing them with the support they need to becorne the objects of 

understanding, substance also tacitiy supports the notion of understanding itself, at least 

understanding as Locke defiws it as "Perception, or Thinking" (II, vi, 2) -- not the 

arbitrary imposition of form upon the mute, material abyss which his description of 

substance seems at certain moments to intimate. 

And yet, in pointing out the groundlessness of our ideas of substance, Locke 

seems to reject the notion of the phenomenality of things, that is, the sense in which the 

real gives itself to us, "flowing" from the world to understanding. Indeed, Our notions 

of substance seem to be quite actively constructed, curiously enough, by an understanding 

which, "in bare naked perception," Locke maintains, is, "for the most part, only passive" 

( 1  ix, 1). For example, in elaborating his notionof substances, Locke seems to dismiss 

the apparent fact of the intuitability of the real, suggesting that our ideas of particular 

substances are an effect of simple ideas whose repeated CO-appeamce generates a sense 

of "something besides" themselves, a "confused idea of something to which they belongw : 

An obscure and relative Idea of Substance in general being thus made, we 
wme to have the Ideus ofparcic~tor sorts cf Substances, by wllecting 
such Combinations of simple idcac, as are by Experienœ and Observation 
of Men's Senses taken notice of to exia together, and are thenfore 
supposed to flow from the panicular intemal Constitution, or unknown 



Essence of that Substance. Thus we corne to have the Ideus of a Man, 
Horse, GoId, Water, etc. of which Substances, whether any one has any 
other clear Idea, tàrther than of certain simple Ideas coexisting together, 
I appeal to everyone's own Experience.. . . [Oldy we must take notice, 
that Our complex Ideas of Substances, besides al1 these simple Idem they 
are made up of, have aiways the wnîùsed Ide0 of somaiing to which they 
belong, and in which they subsist: and therefore when we speak of any 
sort of Substance, we say it is a rliing having such or such Qualities, as 
Body is a thing that is extended, figund, and capable of Motion; a Spirit 
a thing capable of thinking; and so Hardness, Friability, and Power to 
draw Iron, we say, are Qualities to be found in a hds tone .  These, and 
the like fashions of spealung intirnate, that the Substance is supposed 
always something besides the Extension, Figure, Solidity, Motion, 
Thinking, or other observable Idem, though we know not what it is. (11, 
nxiii, 3) 

But what here seems to be an exposition of the groundleuness of our ideas of substance 

and thus a gesture towards the dernolition of the notion of the understanding's capacity 

to intuit the real is in fact just the oppoute - part of a strategy to preserve the 

understanding as the apprehension of a reality which, although not always available to 

perception, i s nonetheless positive. For, in supporting the qualities which produce Our 

ideas and providing them with what Fredric V. Bogel calls a "stable and abiding cote of 

ontological presence" (30), substance also stands under understanding, providing it with 

a determinate identity and presence. M e  no where denies the existence of an 

ontological substratum: d e r ,  he reinscribes the concept in such a way so as to deflect 

any threat the radical indetenninateness of substance - as the sub-version of ideas for 

which we have no idea - might pose to his conception of understanding as "perception. " 

Neither does he seek to wntradict the notion that ideas flow to the understanding from 

the world: what he describes, rather, is the diversion of that fiow by the capricious 



workings of a more treacherous bit of cognitive plumbing, "the great Conduit, whereby 

Men convey their Discovenes, Reasonings, and Knowledge, from one to another" (III, 

xi, 5): h g u o g e .  

Locke makes language bear the burden of the indeterminateness which is apparent 

in the problem of substances." As we have seen, although substance is that dimension 

in which the quaiities which we identify as those belonging to a particular kind of thing 

inhere and which thus serve as its ontological centre, that core is iiself unavailable to 

cognition. To account for this puzzle, and perhaps to palliate the threat it poses to the 

notion of cognition as the intuited apprehension of the real, Locke distinguishes two 

aspects of substance, or "essencesw as he calls them, one real, the other nominal, both, 

however, related to understandi ng: 

The measure and boundary of each Sort, or Species, whereby it is 
constituted that particular Sort, and distinguished from others, is that we 
cal l i ts Essence, which is nothing but that ubstroct ldea to wfüçh the M m e  
is  unnexed: So that every thing contained in that Ideo, is essentiai to that 
Sort. This, though it be ail the Essence of natural Substances, that we 
know, or by which we distinguish them into Sorts; yet I cal1 it by a 
peculiar name, the nominal essence, to distinguish it from that real 
Constitution of Substances, upon which depends this mmrgltctl Essence, 
and al1 the Properties of that Sort; which therefore, as has been said, may 
be called the red Essence. (III, vi. 2) 

Nomi nal essences are taxonomie ; real essences are ontological . More precisel y, nominal 

essences "stand for sorts" (III, vi, 1): the t e n  signifies the possession by a particular 

thing of those qualities essentiai to it if it is to be identified as a member of a cenain kind 

or "species." Essence in such cases is comprised of those general ideas abstracted from 
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experience (which although always panicular, is rarely, as we hall see, strict1 y Our own) 

and gathered together and fixed by a specific name. In contrast to this, the real essence 

of a phenornenon is the (unknowable) "internai constitutionw which underlies and 

produces those qualities which serve as the bais for nominal essences. But although they 

are the foundation and "source" (III, vi, 3) of the abstract ideas to which the Mmes of 

species and genera are "annexed," real essences coincide only uncertainly with the 

nominal essences (which nonetheless depend on hem). One cannot be simply mapped 

ont0 the other, although this is the error we regularly make when we take out taxonomie 

understanding of the world for knowledge of real essences. We know nominal essences 

neceswily for they are the aggregate of qualities which mark a phenomena as a member 

of this or that son; they are, in a manner which recalls the tautological reasoning of 

scholastic metaphysics, that by which something is said to be known.12 To know real 

essences, however, would be to know the foundation of those qualities which comprise 

nominal essences, what Locke calls the "constitution" of a thing from which its qualities 

"flow." Such knowledge requires a perspective which Locke reserves for God and the 

Angels (III, vi, 3). '" 
Despite the noncoincidence of nominal and real essences, the former "depends," 

Locke says, on the latter. As the source from which " flow" the qualities understanding 

uses to "sort and name Substances" (III, vi, 26), real essences are "the foundation of al1 

those Quaiities, which are the Ingredients of our complex Idea[sIn (III, vi, 3). But, 

although i t is the "panicular intemal constitutionw (II, xxiii, 3) upon which the qualities 
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associated in the mind with this or that substance depend and in which those qualities 

inhere , ml essences are themselves unavailable to cognition. 

One way in which we might make rnse of this strange ontological dimension 

which, although it is both the support and the source of those qualities which we perceive 

and use to order things, is itself without qualities, would be to explain it in tems of the 

atomic and chernical theories of matter emerging around the time Locke was composing 

the Essay. Thus, when Locke speaks of the " r d  intenial Structuresw (III, vi, 24) of 

things, we may take him to be referring to what one commentator calls "the 

microstructural atomic organizition of a macroscopic objectw (Lowe 76). And yet, as the 

same reader notes, such scientific explanations tend to elide the metaphysical function 

which the "substratum" plays in Locke's examination of understanding. E. J. Lowe 

observes 

The point is that substratum, for Locke, seems to have a metaphysical role 
to play above and beyond any merely scientijTc explanatory role which 
could be offered by the doctrine of atomism. For precisely because 
individual material atoms themselves have a multiplicity of qualities (even 
if we cannot detect them, lacking the technology to do so), the 
meraphysical question of what "supports" these qualities and makes them 
"stick together" as qualities of a single atom can still be asked, if it is ever 
proper to ask such a question at dl. (76) 

Pressed to wnfront the improper and describe what supports the qualities apparent at an 

atomic level, the scientist faoes the same blank limit as the "Indian" asked to say "what 

gave support to the broad-back'd Tortoisew and, like the Indian, must repl y, "something, 

he knew not what." Such an answer, however. begs the question of substance. It 
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assumes, for example, that there is something "out there' and present in the world from 

which flow the qualities the understanding perceives. And yet, it is precisely this 

assumption which ailows Locke to preserve the undentanding as a positive, determinate 

phenornenon. Regardless of whether or not the "internai constitution" or real essence 

which supports the qualities we perceive is some chernical or atomic prime matter, the 

notion of an ontological dimension, seen or unseen, existing independently of mind and 

serving as the ground of ail which we perceive, is indispensable if understanding is to be 

preserved as that which intuits the phenomenal. For, if it is necessary to anything, 

substance is essentiai to the maintenance of a notion of understanding as that which 

apprehends the r d ,  regardless of what hava: might subsequently befall those 

perceptions. 

Without some notion of a positive reality existing extemal to the mind and from 

which "flow" the ideas which impress themselves upon the understanding, the boundary 

between understanding and the real becomes blurred. As understanding fades into and 

merges with the world it would apprehend, the identity of each is lost and with it the 

certainty that understanding consists in the perception of the phenornena). Suddenl y, the 

possibility arises that the identity of both understanding and the nal might be effects of 

a process belonging propedy to neither, a "something-we-know-not-what" so radical that 

it is impossible to say with any certainty whether or not it possesses the positive, 

determinate status of a "thing" the limits of which might be measured. Both are posited 



after the fact as " there. " That hallucinated " there-ness, " however, is not the same thing 

as the "already-thereness" of the strange, primordial "something-we-know-not-what." 

Locke, however, draws the boundaries of the understanding and thus mitigates this 

episternological chaos, by conœntrating in words the power to "interpose themselves . 
. . between Our Understandingand the Tnrdi" (III, ix, 2 1). Language thus becornes an 

alibi for a "confusion" which is already there prior to any origin which might be 

retrospectively imposed, and a diversion from the absence which that origin effaces. The 

notion of nominal essences implies that it is language which is primarily responsible for 

misguiding the understanding in its grasp of the real. Language, Locke argues, fixes the 

categories of those nomi na1 essences w hich then pose as reliable representations of the 

real essences of substances: although we intuit the existence of substance in general , we 

are, in Our understanding of real essences, at the mercy of the "artificial Constitution of 

Genus and Speciesw (III, iii , 15), a taxonorny of appearances patched together by the fi rst 

speakers and institutionalized in language, a legacy of enor which, by confusing Our 

sense of substance with the boundaries imposed by language, obscures our knowledge of 

real essences. In this regard, tradition and language are the enemies of knowledge. Even 

if it were possible to dirover the d essences of substances, Locke notes 

we could not reasonably think, that the rmking of things d e r  general 
Nomes, wm reguloted by those internal real Constitutions, or any thing 
else but their obiious oppeurances. Since Languages, in dl Counuies, 
have been established long before Sciences. So that they have not been 
Philosophers, or Logicians, or such who have troubled thernselves about 
F o m  and Essences, that have made the general Narnes, that are in use 
amongst the several Nations of Men: But those, more or less 
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their Binh and Signification, from ignorant and illiterate People. who 
sorted and denominated Ihings, by those sensible Qualities they found in 
thern, thereby to signify them, when absent, to ouiers, whether they had 
an occasion to mention a Sort, or a particular Thing. (III, vi, 25) 

The theory of nominal essences preserves the possibility of undermding as a determime 

phenomenon, centred in the subject, which receives ideas from things existing beyond its 

limits and powers. For while it suggests that language imposes a particular order upon 

the r d ,  the notion of nominal essences never implies that language actuaily constructs 

or posits the real. Language only divem that which is already fîowing toward the 

understanding. Therefore, even though Our ideas of the order of things may be quite 

mistaken. this diversion ensures that out grounds for assuming the existence of some 

essential order "out therem and independent of understanding are quite sound as is our 

senm that understanding is the largely passive receptor of qualities belonging to and 

supported b y that reali ty . 
By serving within his argument as that which divens the effects of something, 

although perhaps unknowable in itself but nonetheless positive, autonomous and distinct 

from cognitive processes, language marks the border line between the world of 

appearances and the world of the real. In doing so, it preserves the positive pnsenœ of 

the real, as well as that of the understanding towards which the ideas producd by that 

reality flow. 

As such, it seems that language is not brought into the Essay simply because no 

account of intellection is wmplete without it, although this. in a curious way, is mie. 
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In order to represent understandi ng as a "complete " entity , positive, self-subsi sting , 

centred in the subject, and distinct from the reality it percleives, some "other" is necessary 

to serve, on the one hand, as that which separates the two, but also, by the same token, 

as that element in which the two might becorne confused. Language, as we have seen, 

is that other: it marks the differenw between understanding and the real by serving as 

that which diverts the understanding in its perception of the real. Without the 

obfuscations and interpositions of language, understanding' s di fference from the world 

would be uncertain. But by functioning as that which lads the understanding astray in 

its perception of the r d ,  language marks the limits of understanding and thus preserves 

the integrity of understanding as a detenninate phenomenon. 

3. Original Substance and the Diversion of Ideas 

Locke maintains that he is forced to discuss language in the Esscry because "diere 

is so close a connexion between Ideas and Words" (II, xxxxiii, 19). So close is this 

connection, in fact, that it is unclear at times where one begins and the other leaves off. 

The world which Locke describes is one haunted by confuseci identities: words are taken 

for the things for which they stand, and ideas are frequently misled by words. By 

attributing such wnfiision to language h k e  is able to preserve the positive identity of 

substance and understanding and thus to keep the flow of ideas moving in a uniform 

direction from their source in the former to their reception by the latter. His efforts to 
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do so, however, are complicated by the fact that substance is not merely a phenornenon 

of the objective world: it is also the blank bedrock of understanding. 

Locke's notion of understanding as the intuitive apprehension of the phenomenal 

is supported by the postulated presence of two different sorts of substance, one 

"corporeal" or "material," the other "spiritual" or "immatenal" (II, xxiii. 5). Both are 

charactenzed by the phenomenal blankness we have already described in relation to 

substance in general: while neither has any qualities proper to itself (or at lem 

perceptible as such), both function as the element or dimension - the "substratum" - in 

which those qualities which are the source of Our simple ideas subsist (II, xxiii,i) and 

inhere (II, xxiii, ii). There is, however, an important but subtle distinction to be drawn 

between them, a difference which allows cognition to be bracketed by determinate 

presences and thus rendered as an apparent1 y self-identical phenomena. Material or 

corporeal substance is the propertyless source of those simple ideas which emanate from 

outside the consciousness of the perceiving subject. It has its counterpart in that 

"something, we know not what" which is the "Substrutum to those Operations, which we 

expriment in Our selves within," primarily "Operations of the Mind, Mz. Thinking, 

Reasoning, Fearing, etc." (II, xxiii, 5). As it seems apparent that they neither subsia in 

themselves, nor belong to or are produced by the body, "we are apt to think these the 

actions of some other substance, which we cal1 spirit" (II, xxiii, 5). Spirit, in other 

words, is Our name for the imperceptible substance which supports those qualities which 

arise from the mind's operations. The mind (or that operation of mind called 
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understanding) perceives these qualities as ideas when it retlects o n  its own actions and 

it is this reflexivity which. in a subtle but important way, distinguishes spiritual from 

matcrial substance." Qualities flow to the mind fiom the material substances which 

support and produce them. Spiritual substance, however, not only supports those 

qualities which flow from it to the understanding; it also fûnctions as that "somethingw 

upon which those ideas are inscribed. Comprised of "thinking" and "perceiving" (II, vi, 

2), understanding is foremost among those operations "we experiment within ounelvesw 

and is thus an action of spiritual substance. But because that action consists of the 

reception of impressions (II, ix, 2), it has the curious distinction of k i n g  an operation 

which writes upon the blank surface of the very substance which produces and supports 

it: spirit, in other words, names the substance underlying not only the simple ideas which 

arise from the mind's reflection on its own operations. but also the substratum on which 

those ideas (dong with al1 ideas, including those producd by the qualities of material 

substances) are inscribed when perceived . 

That "something" which supports ideas in the understanding is thus as feamreless 

as the substance in which the qualities which produce those ideas subsist and inhere. In 

describing it, Locke employs figures of blank and empty phemmena: the mind is 

compared to an "empty Cabinet" which cornes to  be " fumish'd with Idem and Language" 

(1, ii, 15), it is a "dark Room" or "Closet wholly shut from light" (II, xi, 17), and like 

"white Paper, void of al1 Characters, without any Idem" (II, i, ii). The blank tablet, the 

famous t&uh r i ,  is thus the cognitive counterpart to material substance in what is 
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basically a telegraphic mode1 of ~nderstanding.~~ Morphologically, mind and material 

substance are homologous: both wnsist of " something " which is not perceptible 

supporting something else - ideas in the one case, qualities in the other - which is. 

Functionaily, ?&la and material substance are m i m  images, the two poles of a 

telegraphic structure: perfectly "fittedw (11, i, 24) to each other,I6 one meives the 

"impressions" the other gives, or sends. Together, with their blank but nonetheless 

determinate presences, they mark the bounds of understanding. 

So similar are tubufa and material substance that it seems it would be easy to 

confuse them, one blank, or absence, king very much like another. Such a mix-up, 

however, would be disastrous for the cognitive process which Locke desribes in the 

Essay . For example, with the distinction between qualities and ideas unsettied, it would 

be impossible to say with any certainty whether it was substance which impressed its 

"ideas" upon understanding or the opposite. The positions of substance and tabula might, 

in fact, be reversed, were the identity of each not inextricably bound up with the place 

each occupies in the cognitive relay. To suggest, however, that cognition is anything 

other than the perception of phenomenal qualities flowing from substance to tabula would 

be to dismantle the identity of dl the terms which comprise Locke's epistemological 

system. Thus, although tabah and substance are both characterizai by blankness, Locke 

no where entenains the possibility that that blankness is anything but a positive value, or 

that, although beyond cognition, each is not self-identical. 
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As we have seen, Locke maintains the positive identity and thus the position of 

substance and mind by attributing any diversion in the flow of ideas between them (for 

example, in the confusion of nominal and real essences) to language. As the locus of this 

disruption, language marks the boundary between the two, making it possible to 

distinguish the one blank "something" from the other and thus to know which is 

impressing its "ideas" upon which, and which is source and which is terminus. And yet, 

for those quaiities to be diverted in the manner Locke describes, the possibility of 

diversion would have to be imcnbed within the structure of cognition pnor to ony 

corruption of irs processes by the interpositioorrc of an ostemibly fore@ agent such as 

language. The diversion of ideas would necessarily precede their origin in substance: 

ideas would be already divertal before the fact of their "origin," their archdiversion 

rendering a11 such origins fictions retrospectively imposed. In imputing to language any 

detour which occurs to ideas in their joumey from substance to tabula, however, Locke 

is able to maintain the fiction of substance as the determinate source of pure and 

undiverted ideas. In doing so, however, he elides the possibility that the identity of 

substance's strange presence, is " itself" not immanent, but rather a fictional effect of an 

archdiversion we might cal1 ongincI substance. Demda indeed speaks of de Man's 

"materiality " as an "original matenalismw which 

dœs not fit the classical philosophical definitions of metaphysical 
materialisms any more than the sensible representations or the images of 
matter defined by the opposition between the sensible and the intelligible. 
Matter, a matter without presence and without substance, is what resists 
these oppositions. (Ménwims 52) 
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Similarly, an original subotance - a substance without presence, lacking even the 

presence of a determinate lack -would consist in the nsistance it posed to oppositions 

such as origin and end, pnsence and absence which define the metaphysical notion of 

substance. 

"Older" than those oppositions, original substance opens the space which is the 

condition of their possibility. Like the Derridean m, it dœs this by way of a self- 

displacing movement of reference to that which it is not. In inscribing within itself "the 

trace of its differenœ from its Other" (Gasché 129) and thus forbidding itself from ever 

king present to itself as such, original substance opens the space necessary for the 

oppositions to which it gives rise, simulating, in the resisiaace it poses to itself in the 

irreducible movement of its own self-disruption, the presence of which the apparently 

self-identical tems of the oppositions are repetitions. Confusion, in this case, consias 

in taking that resistance as an indication of a positive, phenornenal presence." We shall 

see that, fiom this inaugural confusion follow al1 othen in the text upon which Locke 

remarks. 

4. Deixis and the Inscription of the Tabulu 

To put this another way, we might say that the positivity of Locke's feanireless 

substance is the product of a metaleptic confusion - the taking of an effect for a cause - 
- in which the self-identity of presence (and absence, Le., "presena at a distance") is 

mapped back ont0 the blank space whose apening is its condition of possibility. When 
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Locke describes the actual pmcess by which the confusion of words and things occurs, 

however, it becomes apparent that the blankness which he says underlies both substance 

and mind is wither simply positive, nor positively simple. 

Locke claims that words becorne confused with things - that is, they are believed 

to offer a d iab le  means of knowing the world - because of the tendency of speakers to 

forget that words stand for ideas, not things. In assuming an undiverteci relationship 

between words and the things for which they stand, however, we overlodr the arbitrary 

manner in which the two are linked in our minds, and thus neglect what Locke calls the 

"double confonnityw which obtains between Our ideas for words on the one hand, and our 

ideas for the objects to which those words refer on the other. Eliding the dimension in 

which our ideas of words and of things are "annexed" to one another, we wnvenientl y 

and pragmatically take words as reliable guides to the nature and order of things in the 

world. Our confusion thus occurs at the level of ideas: we misconceive the arbitrary 

relationship between Our ideas for words and Our ideas for things as a motivated 

comection between words and things. 

Although Locke identifies the locus of the confusion of words and things as ideas, 

a key passage in which he describes the source of the "double conformityn suggesis that 

the problem may, in fact, be grammatical. Locke opens his explanation of the conditions 

which give rise to the pmblem of "double wnformity" by derribing the crucial role 

which Mmes play in the process by which abstract ideas are inscribed in the mind. He 

writes: 



If therefore we will warily attend to the Motions of the Mind, and observe 
what Course it usually talces in its way to Knowleûge, we M l ,  I think, 
find, that the Mind having got any I ' ,  which it thinks it may have use 
of, either in Contemplation or Discourse, the first niing it dœs, is to 
absaect it, and then get a Name to it: and so lay it up in its Store-house, 
the Memory, as containhg the Essence of a sort of Things, of which that 
Name is always to be the Mark. 

By serving as the mark of the essence of a category of things, Locke here suggests (as 

he dœs in his notion of nominal essences to which these remarks are related) that names 

simulate a knowledge of things (Le. real essences). Although he will maintain later in 

the section 1 quote here that the confusion of words and the things CO which they refer 

occun in ideas, this pasïige suggeas that the condition of possibility of that confusion 

has much to do with the actual process or oct in which Mmes are fixed to ideas and laid 

up in the mind. Thus, he continues: 

Hence it is, that we may o k n  observe, that when any one sees a new 
Thing of a kind that he knows not, he presently asks, wfurr it is, meaning 
by that Enquiry nothing but the Narne. As if the Name &ed with it the 
Knowledge of the Species, or the Essence of it; whereof it is indeed used 
as the Mark, and is generally supposed annexed to it. (emphasis added) 

Here, Locke suggests that the confusion seems to arir, at least in part, because the 

question in response to which those abstract ideas are fixed in our minds -- " What is it?" 

- implies much more epistemologically and ontologically than the nominal response by 

which it is appmntly satisfied, for example, "It is a cat." Assuming, indeed usurping, 

the affirmative function of the pdicate, the name seems to convey some knowledge of 

the essence of the subject of the sentence which it completes - "It is a cat" - which is 

uttered in response to the initial question, "What is it?" The authority of the narne, 



however, and the detenninateness of that to which it refers, is a function not of its link 

with the referent, but rather of the grammatical position of that name relative to the 

subject which it completes. In this respect, it is the nature of that subject which presents 

itself as the source of confusion. 

Locke, however, dœs not consider the confusion to be an effect of grammat or 

any such mechanical or nonsemantic aspect of language. The confusion he describes 

occurs between things which are both determinate objects of cognition: words on the one 

hand, things on the other. "Double confonnity," in other words, is strictly a problem 

of mixed-up meanings in which the non-semantic dimension of language plays no role. 

The confusion arises, Locke says, frorn the way in which, as a matter of practical 

expedience, we forget that the link between words and things is ideational, not essential. 

Thus he concludes: 

But this abstract Idea, being xnnething in the Mind between the thing 
that exists, and the Narne that is given to it; it is in Our Idem, that both 
the Rightness of Our Knowledge, and the Propriety or Intelligibleness of 
our Speaking consists. And hence it is, that Men are so forward to 
suppose, that the abstract Ideus they have in their Minds, are such, as 
agree to the Things existing without them, to which they are referr'd; and 
are the same a h ,  to which the Names they give hem, do by the Use and 
Propriety of that Language belong. For without this double Ch$onnity 
of their Ideas, they find, they should both think miss of Things in 
themselves, and talk of them uniutelligibly to others. (II, xxxii, 7,8) 

Words and things are articulated in the ideas which exist in the minds of the speakers: 

ideas refer to things, words refer to ideas, but in no way do words refer directly to 

things. The middle term, however, Locke wntends, is dl-too-easil y forgotten. When 
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it is, words seem linked to the things to which they refer and to possess a special 

knowledge of those things. 

Locke seems content with the priority his explanation of "double conformity" 

accords to ideas and meaning. Despite this, however, the passage in which he describes 

the conditions which give rise to that confusion suggests that the a c d  locus of the 

confusion may in fact be the specific linguistic mechanism by which the name is affixeci 

to the idea and thus marked on the tabula, which is to say, it may be a matter of 

grarnmar, not meaning. Such a mechanism, while necessary for meaninghl discourse 

to mur ,  is itself without meaning. The work of this noncognitive dimension of 

language is most readily apparent in the problematic subject of which 1 have said the 

name in this prooess is the predicate. M e n  we confiont something of a son with which 

we are unfamiliar, Locke says we ask, "What it is." The answer we get will necessarily 

include as its subject, or at least imply as such, an unerance or gesture which is 

indicational in nature, such as "W is a cat." The demonstrative tems "this" or "that," 

uttered, or at least implied in the process Locke describes, belong to a specific class of 

pronouns and other indicaton called deictics. Before we proceeâ with our anaJysis of the 

process by which Locke says words and things become confuseci, it is important to dwell 

for a moment on bis curious and wmplex mechanism of language which, in the Essay, 

adumbrates a non-phenomenal dimension of language which mua be already " there" if 

the sort of cognitive confusion which Locke describes is to occur. 
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Deictics are orientational words whose meanings may be determined ody by 

reference to the context of the utterance in which they occur. For example, the answer 

"That is a ûit" is meaningful or m e  only insofar as the speaker refers to something 

which he or she believes to be a cat. Deictics are important to linguistics and 

epistemology because the precision with which they point to their spacific referents ("That 

cat [which 1 am indicating] is fatw) seems to offer proof of the possibility of both the 

referentiality of language and of sense certainty. But, as Hegel demonstrates in his 

preface to the Phenomenofogy, deictics also constitue a major disruption to the actual 

possibility of the sort of referential and epistemoiogical certainty they seem to promise. 

The capacity of deictics to attach themselves to any number of referents demonstrates that 

what appears to be the most specific of nferences is, in fact, the most general. Who, 

afier dl, is "1" but the speaker - any speaker -- who utters the word? Where is "here" 

but the position - any position - from which the speaker speaks? And what is "this" but 

the thing to which the speaker points? 

As these instances suggest, the meaning of a deictic is determinable only by way 

of a reference to the actual wntext of its u t t e m .  Deictics thus refer ultimately not to 

any objective or substantial reality but rather to the instance in which they are uttered, 

that is, to their own oa of reference, beyond which they have no objective referent. In 

their reference to referenœ, Émile Benveniste sees in deictics the inaugural gestun of al1 

language, what he calls "the instrument of a conversion that one wuld cal1 the conversion 

of language into discourse" (220). Deictics, he says are "'empty'" signs that are 
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nonreferential with respect to 'reaiity,' but which become "'fufl' as soon as a speaker 

introduces them into each instance of his discoune" (219). They are, in a sense, the 

"on" switch which activates the language machine, the mechanism which, as Wlad 

Godzich explains, effects "the passage €rom the virtuaiity of longue to the actuaiity of 

parole" (xvi). 

The lack of "material reference" (Benveniste 220) in deictics foregrounds a 

dimension of linguistic functioning similar to what Paul de Man calls "inscription." For 

de Man, as we have said, language occurs by way of a singular and arbitrary act which 

opens the space within the sign (which is also the space qf the sign) neoessary for 

language to break the stony silence of its self-sameness and function as discourse. The 

space, apened as Cynthia Chase has observe& between the "meaning and the sensory 

component of the sign" (96), refers to nothing beyond the disruption of presence which 

marks its own taking place and which is, at once, the condition of possibility of reference 

and the condition which forbids referenw h m  ever communicating with or naching its 

pr-r object. Reference, in other words, only emerges as a possibility by vime of the 

inaugurai movement which renders it impossible. that is, in the resistance reference poses 

to itself in its own primordial movement. 

Similarly, in their refennœ to "the instance of discourse," (Agamben 25), deictics 

open a space in (and of) the sign which allows language to emerge "from the crypt where 

it prefers itself" (OG 193) and thus become discourse. Identifiable with neither the 

physical dimension of the sign ("saying") nor with its cognitive component (the "said"), 
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this apening, which Benveniste caîls "utterance" (Pnoncé), comprises "the very act of 

producing an umred, not the text of the unered" (qtd. in Agamben 25). In opening this 

space, which refers to nothing but the event of its own talcing place, and which takes 

place by way of a ruphiring of identity by difference, deictics expose the blank, 

nonreferential subsaata not only of language but of ail concepts. 

5. The History of Confusion 

The non-cognitive dimension of language which deictics mark occupies a crucial 

but ummarked place in Locke's account of the process by which names and things 

become confused. Any acknowledgement of that dimension will have profound 

implications for Locke's theory of understanding but also for the tradition of linguistic 

thought to which, Aarsleff argues, that theory gave rise. We have said, for example, that 

Locke brings language into his theory of knowledge in order to distinguish substance 

from understanding and so preserve the possibility of knowing the world through the 

senses. Deixis, however, exposes a featureless dimension of language, whose positive 

presence, unlike the unknowable blanks which underlie and support qualities and ideas, 

cannot be taken for granteci. The "essence" of deixis, if it could be said to be essential, 

is interruption, that is, the opening of a space in which meaning may then be substituted - 

- hardly a sound basis for identity, and particularly not for the identity of a phenornenon 

on which the identi ties of other phenornena (i .e., understanding, substance) depends. If 

language, invoked in order to maintain the identities of substance and understanding, is 
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chantcterized not by a presence but rather by the disruption of presence by the 

nonsemantic force which deixis marks, the identity of those elements, along with the 

notion of cognition they support, is placed in some jeaperdy. No longer, for example, 

may one presume the identity of any of those elements to be immanent: identity may 

well be an effect generated out of a structure of difference, the inaugural space of which 

is opened in utterance and marked by deixis. 

The evidenœ of a deicitical mechanism at work in the fundamental processes 

which give rise to the confusion of words and things suggests, moreover, that whatever 

identity we amibute to substance and understanding might, in fact, be an effect of a more 

original confusion in which they, along with al1 other concepts, are posited together (or, 

we might Say, con-fourrdeed). The grounds of this confusion would not be something as 

determinate as the Lockean idea in which words and things are articulated and confusecl. 

It would consist, rather, in the resisance felt in the opening of the material space of 

language (which deixis marks) king taken for that of the phenomendity of something 

actually present - a radical confusion of what Warminski calls "meaningw for "rnarking" 

(xxxiii) . In confemng a phenorneml fonn (or " rneaningw) on the materiality of the space 

of diffe~nce exposed in the deicticai moment ("rnarkingn), such a confusion is 

necessarily also an effacement of the blank space of difference which, as Demda notes, 

"operates in al1 tields, but precisely as different fields" (Positiom 82). Substance and 

understanding are thus simulations or "fictions," retrospectively imposed in the 
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effacement of the space whose opening is the condition of their possibility. The blank 

substrats by which Locke characterizes both in the Ersay are tokens of this effacement. 

*** 

Another fiction, crucial to the identity of the elements which comprise Locke's 

theory and, like them, imposed in the effacement of the materiality which deixis exposes, 

is that of a history wnceived as organic, continuous, and coherent. As with language 

with whose identity it is bound up, Locke invokes such a conception of history in order 

to explain how words become confused with things. There is, we have noted, a historical 

dimension to this confusion: words, LoEke says, are the work of "ignorant and illiterate 

People, who sorted and denominated Things, by those sensible Qualities they found in 

hem" (III, vi, 25). Through our use of the language laid down by or derived €rom that 

of the first speakers, we are the unfortunate beneficiaries of an almost ineluctable 

tradition of error. In using words handed down to us, we unwittingly repeat the 

taxonomie errors embedded in language by the first speakers, wnfusing the nominal 

essences those words denote with the real essences which they obscure. 

The cdierent history of emr which Locke posits as contributory to the confusion 

of words and things, however, obscures a more primordial confusion which is its 

necessary condition of possibility. This other confusion also marks an other dimension 

of history, quite unlike that which Locke describes, but apparent, nonetheless, in the 

moment of the deictical gesnire in which names are affixed to ideas in understanding. 

The confusion of the materiality of utterance which deixis marks with the phenomenality 
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of sornething actually present - i.e., of marking with meaning, of grarnmar with meaning 

- is, in a sense, a confusion of one sort of history with another - of a history 

characterized by duration, with an other, which wnsists of an act which disrupts such 

coherence, what de Man refers to as "modeniity." 

Deixis marks history as act. The unremarked presence of deixis in Locke's 

description of the process by which the name is inscribed in the tabula implies that the 

apparent identi ty of the elements which comprise his episternological theory is an effect 

of a confusion in which the resistance generated by an ocr of inscription is taken for and 

conferred upon things, which thereby acquire their phenomenal presence. As a disruption 

of presence, however, the temporality of this act is radically other than that of the sort 

of deteminate history which k k e  calls upon to explain the continued confusion of 

nominal and real essences or, for that matter, which Aanleff, almost three centuries later, 

will rely upon in derribing the "main tradition" of linguistic thought. As the act which 

opens the space in and of language necessary for signification to occur, deixis marks an 

inaugural moment of teference which is utterly d o m  and arbitrary in provenance. 

Related to "nothing that cornes before or afier," its historicity resists the sort of neat, 

organic unity of the coherent tradition of error which, Locke says, we inherit from the 

first speakers, and to which he attributes Our habit of mistaking nominal for reai esçences. 

Rather, deixis allows us to distinguish between what Wlad Godzich describes as "a 

history that is caught up in reprerntation and one that is notw (xvii). 
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This "other" history , which de Man refers to as the "materiality of actual history " 

( A n  262), precedes the history of emr  Locke describes in the sense that it must be 

"already therew in order for any wherent qresentation, whether of history or any other 

phenornenon to occur. Coherency is an effect of duration, but duration, as we have seen, 

arises h m  the repetition generated by the disruption of cdierency. Deixis, for example, 

allows language to break out of the crypt of its self-sarneness and become discourse. This 

"new begiming" has the paradoxical effet, however, of engendering the repetition and 

thus the effect of duration from which language, in the movement of deixis, seemed to 

break out of " toward the reality of the moment" (WILM 162). Like de Man's description 

of literanire then, language may be "defineci by its inability to remain constant to its own 

specificity" (WILM 159). History, moreover, like language, with which it is imbricated 

in the disruption deixis marks, consists in the Yune oscillating play of sameness and 

difference. History appears, we might say, in the fluctuations of its obedience to and 

betrayal of i ts ow n self-definition. 

As that which most obdurately resists and disrupts notions of wherent identity, 

deixis and the material dimension it marks is precisely what Locke cannot wnfront, at 

least without risking convadiction of the assumption of the phenomenality of experience 

on which his empirical epistemology is wnstnicteù. Deixis exposes a site of radical 

confusion in which the phenornenality of things is not merely àïverted by language, but 

actuall y poJtted in the inscription of language' s matenal dimension. Far from king the 

effect of a coherent tradition of error, encodecl and handed down in language, the 
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confusion of nominal and real essences is thus a necessary structural possibility of 

language, insfribed in the deictical mechanism which inaugurates and orients every 

utterance. It is also an intervention which renders uncertain the possibility of 

understanding as the simple speculum of phenornena which give themselves to it, a notion 

crucial to empirical epistemology. 

Confusion is "always" there in language. Because it is a structural feature of 

language, it cannot take place with the monumental coherency of a singular and original 

event: its origin can only be produced after the fact of its having taken place, and then 

only as a fiction irnposed retrospectively on the materiality of the space it has already 

exposed. It is therefore in order to palliate the disniptive effects of the material 

dimension which deixis adurnbrates that Locke must produce the fable of a first 

confusion. Like his notion of substance, Locke's account of the first confusion of words 

and things by our "ignorant and illiterate" ancestors' bumbling attempts to know their 

world, is a fiction. But like the "something-he-knew-not-whatw which supports the 

Indian's world, it is a fiction on whose back the whole of Locke's epistemology (and with 

it, the science of knowing-what-is-what) rests. 

6. 'Recrpitulation': Hrns Aarsleff and the Lockean Tradition 

Tradition, therefore, is an effect of the very material dimension which forbids any 

tradition from king homogeneous. Every tradition oscillates in tandem with its own 

betrayal, a disniption which paradoxically generates the repetitions and thus the 
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hallucinations of the more-or-les wherent continui ty which tradition " is. " Tradition, 

however, dœs not obtain in the simple son of temporal hierarchy which Locke invokes 

in the history of e m r  he describes in the Euay, or which Aarsleff and others cal1 upon 

in telling the story of the study of language. 

Curiously, however, the section of Lmke's Essay 1 have quoted in which Locke 

passes over the deictical moment and, with it, the other side of tradition which that 

moment exposes, is precisely one of the main passages which Aarsleff cites as the bais 

for what he conceives as the "main traditionw of modem linguistic thought. In his 

Introduction to Front M e  to Saussure, Aarsleff sums up his work, and three hundred 

years of the main current of linguistic thought in the West, as an extended unpacking of 

the implications of Locke's notion of "double confonnityw : 

In retrospect 1 can now trace the theme that holds my essays together to 
an observation that occurs in Locke's Essay. Locke said that speakers 
habitually believe that words are as good as things, "as if the name carried 
wi th it the knowledge of the species or the essence of it, " thus assuming 
that language is a safe and simple nomenclature to the inventory of the 
world. (24) 

As we have seen, the words which Aarsleff quotes, and which he says are the source of 

the coherence of his own text, follow a passage which suggests (contrary to Locke's 

explicit statements) that the confusion of words and things is not something which occurs 

in the cognitive d m  of ideas and meanings, but is rather an effect of a nonsemamic 

dimension of language, speci ficall y deixis. The possi bility that knowledge is subject to 

the capricious opedons of a material dimension of language unavailable to cognition 



139 

(and not merely diverted by a tradition in which words misrepresent things) casts some 

doubt on the tenability of the empirical supposition of the wntinuity of perception and 

knowledge. In other words, the passage which Aarsleff says embodies the thought which 

holds his essays together, is also the one in which Locke's epistemology cornes closest 

to flying apart. Aarsleff, however, is able to posit his tradition only by repeating the 

same tepression of the material dimension of language and history as we have seen Locke 

perform. Like Locke, Aanleff skips over the disruptive possibilities flaggd by this 

passage and the sections from which it is taken, reiterating Locke's insistence that the 

confusion of words and things is a problem of meaning, not gramrnar. For Locke, 

Aarsleff explains, the belief that language offers a simple inventory of the things of the 

world "is a serious mistake": 

Words are about ideas, not about things; but the mistake is tenacious, "for 
without this double confom'ty of their ideas, they find they should both 
think miss of things thernselves, and talk of them unintelligibly to 
others" . (24) 

Aarsleff's tradition is possible only by repeating the same effacements 1 have 

desribed in Locke's Essay. Like Lacke, for example, Aarsleff nlies on a phenomenal 

notion of language: he interprets what it is the texts in his tradition say conœming 

language rather than, in Warminski's tenns, acaially reading those texts as negotiations 

and repressions of the other of language and history. Locke's critique of the double 

conformity problem, Aarsleff rnaintains, "was a critique chat laid the foundation of the 

modem study of language" (24). It also, however, wnstitutes the conceptual framework 
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of his own snidy: the tradition Aarsleff describes repeats the positive notion of history 

and language inscribed in the texts he interprets and with it, the sarne repressions, 

effafements, and evasions constitutive of those ideas. As such, we must ask whether this 

is history or fiction. 

In the "Introduction" I noted John Bender's obsemtion that. until reœntly, 

AngbAmerican investigation of eighteenth century literature proceeded 
largely within deeprooted postulates - within a framework of refenace - 
- that fundamentaMy reproduced Enlightemnt assumptions themselves 
and therefore yielded ncapitulation rather than the knowledge produced 
by cntical analysis. (79) 

Hans Aarsleff's contribution to the field of linguistic historiography has ken enormous. 

At the same tirne, however, one cannot help but feel that Bender's remarks are peninent 

to Aarsleff's work as they are to that of the many other scholan cumntly contributing 

to this new field. Aarsleff maintains that it is his desire to "restore the study of language 

to its nghtful place in intellectual history" (3). In pursuing the goal of restoration, 

however, he takes for granted something which a certain reading of these texts such as 

1 have tried to practice here, reveals is not at ail a rttled question, that is: the question 

of the phenomenality of Ianguage and the sense that language "is." Aarsleff shares with 

the texts he interprets a basically phenomenal and positivistic notion of language. He 

acnially places his research within the context and tradition of the wodcs he describes 

His essays, he writes, 

are in fact linked by a single plan and by common themes that constitute 
the historid fnunework of the modem study of language. Agreeing with 
Condillac and Saussure that language is the first human and social 
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intellechial history. (3) 

Aarsleff s comments reflect a situation wmmon in linguistic historiography as it 

is currently practiced. In reproducing in their work the same assumptions as those which 

underlie and inforrn the texts they read, the best insights of wntemporary historians of 

language stuûy are necessarily accornpimied by a blindness to aspects of those tex& which 

exceed that framework. A history which attempted to move outside of that frame, which, 

as in the present case, did not take language for granteci, would differ wnsiderably from 

the sort of coherent narrative of linguistic traditions which 1 have dexribed. It would, 

for exarnple, ask different questions of the texts it reads, considering, as 1 have sought 

to do here, what "language" names, what falls outside of or exceeds that naming, how 

that name functions in those texts, what it displaces, what it effaces, what it guards us 

from, and what it pennits. In Locke's Ersoy, for example, language acts as a sort of 

" Under-propping " (to use Locke's marvellousl y suggestive term for substance) upon 

whose i llusory presence the other elements in his argument (substance, understanding) 

lean and depend upon for their own identity. The phenomenality of these elernents, in 

tum, supports ernpiricism's doctrine of the continuity of perception and knowledge. In 

suggesting, however, the manner in which the phenomenaiity of language is an effect of 

a series of effacements and repressions of a nonoogngnitive material dimension, it becomes 

apparent that Locke's text is also engaged in a smiggle to preserve "the artainty of 

knowledge" from the forces of cognitive disintegration which the text itself releases. 



PART TWO 

Chapter Thtee 

"Empty Sounds" : Johnson's Didonury and the Limit of Language 

Saying occurs at the limit of language. 

- Georges Bataille 

1. "Empty Sounds" 

For 1 have neither wit, nor words, nor worth, 
Action, ilor utterance, nor the power of speech, 
To air men's blood: 1 only speak right on; 
1 tell you that which you yourselves do know; 
Show you sweet Caesar's wounds, poor p r  dumb mouths, 
And bid them speak for me: but were 1 Brutus, 
And Brutus Antony, there were an Antony 
Would ruffle up your spirits, and put a tongue 
In every wound of Caesar, that should move 
The stones of  Rome to rise and mutiay. 

. . . the point whece psychoanaiysis, liaguistics, philosophy. literature, etc. meet and fpil 
to meet . . . 

- Shoshaoa Felman, nie Litemry Speech Act 

In their despondency , pathos, and exhaustion, the words with which Samuel 

Johnson closes the "Preface" to his monumentai Dictzgomzry ofthe English Longuuge seem 

more the utterances of a character fiom the work of Samuel Beckett than those of a man 
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who has just finished a task which, in his own words, "no hurnan powers have hitherto 

completed" (par. 94).' Like some forlon Krapp, Johnson infonns his &ers of the 

"inconvenience," "distraction, " the "sickwss" and the "somw" which he endured in the 

nine years dunng which he laboureci on the project, and of the "gloom of solitude" in 

which he now surveys the product of his toi1 and suffering (par. W).2 With such words, 

Johnson seems every bit the "drudge" he describes in his farnous definition of 

lazbgrupher. Unsettling as such a tone rnay be, however, the "Preface's" haunting last 

sentence is more disturbing still, precisely because it impinges on our certitude of the 

efficacy of lexicography itself: "1 have protracteci my work till most of those whom 1 

wished to please, have sunk into the grave, and success and miscarriage are empty 

sounds: 1 therefore dismiss it with fngid tranquility, having liale to fear or h o p  from 

censure or from praise" (par. 94). There is something vaguely disquieting in these 

noises: for one who defines his task as "tracing the original and detailing the 

signification of words" (Lexicogrupher) to name any words, particularl y those which 

mark the felicitousness with which he executes his purpose, as "empty sounds" is for that 

writer to suggest something subtly hostile not only to the entire underraking but aiso to 

the very notion of a dictionary and, indeed, to meaning itself. By Johnson's definition, 

a dictionary is "a book containing the words of any language in alphabetid order, with 

explanations of their meaning" (Dictr*onury). For such a work to employ a phrase, 

whether colloquiall y, h yperbolicall y, or even accidentall y, which suggests, however 

remotel y, that a meaningful sound such as "success" might be emptied of al1 sense, is for 
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that work to raise the shadowy but nonetheless disruptive possibility of a dimension of 

linguistic operation irreducible to notions of meaning, which exists apart fiom and in utter 

indifference to any hurnan desire to signify, including the sort of desire which would lead 

one to use, o r  to wnte, a dictionary. 

Here 1 should note that what follows in this and the next two chapters is not so 

much a thematic study of Johnson's Plon and D i d o ~ y  as it is a theoretical examination 

of the manner in which the dimension of linguistic negativity which exceeds "meaning" 

leaves its traces in the text and the relation of this excess to death, wmmunity, and 

ultimately, to labour. In a sense, what is said here conceming Johnson's Dictr*ollc~ry 

could be said of al1 d i c t i o d e s .  And yet, by the sarne token, Johnson's texts are rich 

and intriguing for the manner in which the rhetoric of passages such as that quoted above 

complicate the phenomenal notion of language which linguistic historiographers 

commonly invoke and upon which they rely. Language in Johnson's work emerges as 

a highly unsettled category of knowledge, imbricated in complex ways with other 

categories the identity of which, such relationships reveal, are marked by a similar 

element of indeterminateness. The material excess w hich that indeteminatemess rnarks 

is apparent in cenain figures which Johnson employs at key moments in his text such as 

here where he raises the spectre of "empty sound. " 

What makes this phrase striking is the k t  that in the one other instance in the 

"Preface" in which the figure of "empty sound" occurs, it d œ s  so, as in our first 

example, in the company of death. As part of a general discussion of the difficulty of 
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defining those words "of which the sense is too subtle and evanescent to be fixed in a 

paraphrase," Johnson cites the case of those words "which are by the gammarians termed 

apletves" (par. 44). Although such words "are easily perceived in living tongues to 

have power and emphasis, though it be sometimes such as no other fom of expression 

can convey," in dead languages, Johnson writes, they "are suffered to p a s  for empry 

soundr of no other use than to fil1 a verse, or to modulate a period" (par. 44; emphasis 

added). Like the depletion of the meaning of the words "success" and "miscarriage" by 

the death of those whom Johnson says he wished his Dim*onary to please, the "death" of 

a language drains some of its words of their meaning or, more suggestively, of their 

"power, " leaving behind only the space occupied by the shell of their "empty sound. " 

But what precisely is an "empty sound," panicularly an empty linguistic sound? What 

is the nature of the relationship which would seem to obtain between empty sound and 

death? And what are the consequences of this relationship for Johnson's Dici'z*omry? 

As Jacques Derrida argues in "Signature Event Context, " the sign is on1 y possible 

insofar as it may be repeated in the absence of its rnder or nceiver. The possibility of 

repetition, in other words, is a feahire of the sign' s structure, not some accident which 

befalls an essentidl y unrepeatable sign from without . Furthemore, because repeatability 

implies the possibility that the sign may operate in the absence or death of its sender or 

receiver, the sign must be similarl y inscribed with the possibility of that absence and of 

that death. This "essentid" absence or death which is inxribed as a structural possibility 

of the sign must be distinguished, however, ffom empirical absence or death, that is, 
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from the negation of presence or life which Derrida describes as a "distant presenœw (7). 

Empirical absence and death - Our cognitive experience of the unrepresentable - are 

effects of the primordial or "absoluten absence which (obtainiag in the structurai 

possibility of empirical absence which we have said is inscribed in the sign) necessarily 

p d e s  any detemination of presenw or absence as positive or negative expressions of 

presence. Non-self-identical and incommensurable with any notion of presence, "radical" 

death and "absolute" absence mark a disruption in any such deteminate presence, 

regardless of whether the value of its identity is positive or negative. As Derrida 

explains, "the absence is not a continuous modification of presence, it is a rupture in 

presence, the 'death' or the possibility of the 'death' of the receiver inscribed in the 

structure of the mark" (8). In this sense, every language is always already a dead 

language, its signs necessuil y inrribed with the possibility of their continued functioning 

in the absence or death "of any empiricail y determinable collectivity of receivers" (713 or 

sendersl Derrida's placement of "deathw in quotation marks, moreover, points to the 

inadequacy of the word as a Mme for the ultirnately unnameable rupture which it is 

invoked to designate. There could be no proper Mme for this break in presenœ for the 

rupture itself is the condition of possibility of naming and of meaning. What "death" 

shares with this rupture, however, is the attribute of marking the excess and thus the limit 

at which language and life - thoroughl y imbricated by virtue of their common liminal 

dimension -- "take place" and emerge as determinate phenornena, a horizon utterly 

inaccessible to cognition or to language. 
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It is in this respect that "death" is cognate with the notion of an "empty sound." 

As an aspect of language which is absolutely rather than relatively insignificant (that is, 

which cornes before any determination of the meaning or meaninglessness of a signifier, 

while at the same time making such distinctions possible), "empty sound," properly 

spealung, is part of neither the sensory nor the cognitive elements of the sign, both of 

which, as the sign's two faces, are inseparable from the notion of language as a strictly 

interpretable phenomenon. On the other hand, as the arbitrary union of utterance and 

meaning, the notion of the sign also "implies a moment in which the sign stands free of 

its significationsw (Chase %), a "space" in language which, although non-signifying in 

i tself, marks the event of the coming-into-king of language as discourse, what David L. 

Clark has called "the very thrrshold across which language in its materiality passes into 

cognition and readability " (" Monstrosity " 27 1 ; emphasi s added) . We might say , after 

Émile Benveniste, that this liminal movement is that of "the very act of producing an 

uttered" but "not the text of the uttered" (qtd. in Agamben 25), providing we understand 

this passage in a non-subjective way. As that which marks the moment at which language 

-- apart from any signification - takes place, "empty sound" is constitutive of language, 

but as such, like "death," it is necessarily beyond the reach of language's representational 

powers and thus beyond cognition: to represent this limit would require a capacity to 

reflect the conditions of the possibility of reflection, something which any reflection must 

necessarily efface. In this sense, the notion of an "empty sound," radically conceived, 

marks a dimension of linguistic operation inaccessible to language. But although it may 
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be inexpressible, this limit is nonetheless exposed in the oscillating movernents we find 

between various cognate pairs of figures in Johnson's Pian of a Dictz'omry and in his 

"Preface" to the Dicr 'om~~ itself. As we shall see, the theme of these movements is 

failure. 

2. "To chace the sun": A Thematics of Failure 

It is a critical cornmonplace that the Dictzonary fails to realize the goals which 

Johnson had envisioned for it. Although the work remained "a standard in both methoà 

and content" (Sledd and Kolb 205) seventy years afier its publication, this renown was 

(and is) accompanied by a sense that, dong with its definitions, etymologies, and 

illustrative quotations, the D i c h ~ r y  also offers a cautionary tale of talent overrraching 

itself. The source of this reading is often cited as the discrepancy in tone between 

Johnson's Plon, published in 1747, in which he sets out his scheme for his would-be 

patron, Philip Donner Stanhope, Earl of Chestefield, and the "Preface" to the dictionary 

itself, which appeared eight years later in February 1755. For example, in Dictiomn'es: 

7?te An and Cr@ ofkxicography, Sidney 1. Landau notes that the P&n "was fa. too 

ambitious" (51). Murray Cohen daims that, in writing the Dictiort4ry. Johnson was 

forced to submit "to a reduced achievement more in keeping with a disiilusioned idea of 

language," the "Preface" marking a "descent fiom a romantic pursuit of perfection to the 

accurate mapping of current linguistic territory " (9 1). And, more recentl y, Allen 

Reddick, refemng specificall y to Johnson's thoughts on the problems of definition, notes 



how, with the "Preface," "the confidence and youthful assurance of the P h  is replaced 

by apology and defensiveness towards those who e-t what cannot be petformeci" (50). 

The perception that the D M o ~ r y  falls short of the lexicographer's original 

desires is, however, seldom based on a rigorous, point-by-point comparison of the two 

texts but rather on various wmments Johnson himself makes in the "Prefàce" where he 

reflects openly and at length on his failure to execute what he describes as his 

encyclopedic design in its entirety. For example, in one particularly striking and often- 

quoted passage, Johnson recalls 

When first 1 engaged in this work, 1 resolved to leave neither words nor 
things unexarnined, and pleased myself with a prospect of the hours which 
I should revel away in feasts of literature, the obscure messes of northem 
leaniing, which 1 should enter and ransack, the treasures with which 1 
expected every search into those neglected mines to reward my labour, and 
the triumph with which 1 should display my acquisitions to mankind. 
When 1 had thus enquired into the original of words, 1 resolved to show 
likewise my attention to things; to pierce deep into every science, to 
enquire the nature of every substance of which 1 insened the name, to 
limit every idea by a definition strictly logical, and exhibit every 
production or art or nature in an accurate description, that my book might 
be in place of al1 other dictionaries whether appellative or technical. But 
these were the dreams of a pœt doomed at 1 s t  to wake a lexiwgrapher. 
(par. 72) 

The world to which the lexicographer wakes is, curiously, one in which his desire to 

realize the totalizing drearns of the p e t  is blocked by the limitless nature of the task 

before him. Thus, he telis us he was forced to "set limits" to his work (par. 73), 

relinquishing the d m  of wmprehensivity and acapting that " to pursue perfection, was, 

like the first inhabitants of Arcadia, to chace the sun, which, when they had reached the 
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hill where he seemed to rest, was still beheld at the same distance from them (par 72) 

Johnson clearly makes no effort to disguise what he explicitly refers to as the "failures" 

of his Didorzary. What he dœs do, however, is gently nmind the reader that any such 

shortcomings must be measured against the magnitude and difficulty of the task which 

was attempted. "These failures, " he writes, 

however frequent, may admit extenuation and apology. To have attempted 
much is always laudable, even when the enterprize is above the strength 
that undertakes it: To rest below his aim is incident to every one whose 
fancy is active, and whose views are comprehensive; nor is any man 
satisfied with himself because he has done much, but because he can 
conceive little (par. 72). 

Or, as he more forthrightl y States it in his concluding paragraph, " 1 have only failed in 

an anempt which no human powers have hitherto completed" (142). 

Critics are often quick to agree with Johnson's assessrnent of the Dictiomry's 

failure, seeing in the history of the text's production (or at least in the "Preface's" 

representation of that history) a sort of morality tale consistent with the thematics of 

vanity which characteriz Johnson's work in general. Viewed in this way. the Dictl*onary 

fails because Johnson is unable to fulfil the drearn of linguistic totalization by which, as 

an "enthusiastic novice" (Weinbrot 79), he had once, presurnably, been motivated. The 

problem with such readings, however, is bat they make undue concessions to the 

" Prefaoe's" interpretation of the writing of the Didollclry, wnfiating that text' s reading 

of the past with what is actually set down in the Plon. In &ing the Plan through the 
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"Prefaoe," such critics tend to overlook and obscure the degree to which the theme of 

failure is actually inscribed, in odvunce, in the Plan itself. 

To be sure, failure manifests itself less resolutely in the Phn than it does in the 

"Preface": the failure which the later text views in hindsight can only be anticipated in 

the Plon and, as such, the intimations of rniscarriage which we fmd there are generally 

overshadowed by the expressions of hope and desire for success which are its 

counterparts. And although critics may read these expressions as signs of "youthful 

assurance," they do sa ultimately only by ignoring the apprehension of failure by which 

such utterances are invariabiy a~companied.~ It may be that such critics are victims of 

what might be called the "failure effect" which Johnson creates for the Plan with the 

"Preface": in its representation of the history of the dictionary, the "Preface" elides the 

cautious tone with which Johnson advances many of his initial proposais (indeed, it never 

explicitly mentions the Plan at dl), creating that effect of naive certitude which critics 

have subsequently attributed to the Plan. It is in the "Preface, " for example, and not the 

P h  that we read for the first time of Johnson's encyclopedic desire "to lave neither 

words nor things unexamined" (par. 72). But, despite the claims of critics, there is little 

of such out and out lexicographical hubns apparent in the Plon. Any exuberance with 

which Johnson expresses his desires then is invanably moderateci by admissions of the 

difficulty or impossibility of bringing those wishes to fruition. For example, while 

Johnson, outlining his plan for Chesterfield, may declare with one breath, "Thus, my 

Lord, will our language be laid down, distinct in its minutest subdivisions, and nsolved 
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into its elernental principles," he will also, with the next. lament "who upon this survey 

can foibear to wish that these fundamental atoms of Our speech" which he would wish 

to discowr, do not "obtain the firmness and immutability of the primogenial and 

constituent particules of matter" (18) which would guarantee the success of his project. 

Much of what Johnson proposes in the Piun is proposed tentatively, like this, in the mode 

of a desire rather than a certainty. Nor is this a characteristic which is exhausted by the 

writing of the Dictio~ry: it lingers, as we have seen, to the last paragraph of the 

"Preface" and Johnson's recollection of those, now dead, who he "wished" his book "to 

please." Although Johnson's desires in the Plon may be ambitious, they are never 

offered as anything more (or less) than desires, and certainly never as promises, at lem 

promises of totalization. 

Diversion 1 : Promises 

And yet, despite the wariness with which it treats its own propositions, the Plan 

dœs take the form of a promise of sorts -a contract - and. as such exposes a dimension 

of language cognate with desire. "Addressecl to the Right Honourable Philip Donner, 

Earl of Chesterfield," and signed by "Your Lordship's Most Obedient and Most Humble 

Serwit, SAM. JOHNSON" (34), the Plan is implicitly offered as one half of a 

contractual agreement between the lexiwgrapher and the Lord whose patronage he is 

seeking to attract and secure; that is. it is offered as a promise.' As Shoshana Felman 

has noted, speech act thwrists typically take the promise as an exemplary mode1 of the 
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performative, that category of utterance which, in its enunciation actuall y accomplishes 

an act as opposai to merely describing some state of afhirs. The performative 

constitutes an event which takes place in the moment in which it is uttered and which 

refers to nothing beyond the event of its own coming into king. This is not to say that 

the promise is without consequences. Promises, as Ian Balfour has observed. have 

" nothi ng but consequences - but ones that are unpredictable" (8). Unpredictabil i ty arises 

because, as a speech act, the promise hinctions independently not only of the speaker's 

intentions but also of the cognitive content of the promise itself, that is, €rom that which 

is promised. As a radically independent event, the promise intervenes in the very funire 

it would seem to anticipate.' In doing so, it exposes a dimension of language which 

Shoshana Felman has described as "always, irreducibly, in excess over its statement" 

(77), an aspect of language which obtains beyond representation, as the limit which marks 

the space in which language as meaningful discourse arises. And the moment of the 

emergence of language is also that of the intervention which the promise exposes. 

"Promising," Derrida rnaintains, "is inevitable as soon as we open oui  mouthsw 

(Mémoires 98). To open one's mouth (to " say") is to initiate a movement which opens 

and puts into circulation the space (and trace) of difference necessary for the refenntial 

o r  cognitive function of language (the "said") to emerge, which it dœs only with the 

imposition of form upon the incoherent blankness of the inauguml breach of presence, 

that is, on that which exceeds description (but also perception and knowledge) (Clark 

280). Utterly inwmmensuable with one another, these two functions an also 
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indissociable for, as Cynthia Chase writes in her summary of one of de Man's most 

important insights, while "the sensory component of the sign impiies a moment in which 

the sign stands free of its significations," the sign also "exists only insofar as it signifies, 

enters into a determinate relationship or system of relationships" (%). To "open our 

mouths," therefore, is to broach this impossible sepatation and thus to promise the 

possibility of meaning . "Before language means, " Balfour writes, " language promises 

meaning" (17). But onfy promises it, never delivering or even promising to deliver. As 

an event, utterance intervenes in "language" in such a way so as to create the conditions 

necessary for meaningful discourse to emerge. This intervention, however, occurs apart 

from any "intention" to mean, or any meaning inherent in utterance itself. The promise 

is utterly indifferent to the "promised" which arises only as a wnsequence of the space 

of language which utterance opens. Turning its back on the promise (or utterance) and 

thus effacing the heterogeneous and indeteminate space of difference which promising 

opens in  presence, meaning takes its place. By the same token, however, meaning can 

never be anything but promised: we cannot "hold" utterance to its promise of meaning - 

- there is no-thing to hold. The promise is rnerely the necessarily hollow gesture which 

is the inaugural wndition of possibility of meaning and which meaning, in order to take 

place as such, must obliterate. 7'0 paraphrase one of de Man's most crucial formulations, 

we might say that language promises and language means, but language m o t  promise 

meaning: it can only reiterate it as the effhcement of its own impo~sibility.~ Meaning, 

this suggests, cannot be experienced in its fullness. but only as the repressioa of a lack, 



which is to Say, as desire. To promise (meaning) is to arouse desire: the promise opens 

a space of difference which, in the lack it exposes, is experienœd as a desire which m u a  

be repressed if meaning is to emerge. We might say, after Lacan, that to say something 

is to say that something has been irretrievably lost or imparably broken. Meaningful 

discourse thus emerges as the near side of an effaced or repressed desire for the presence 

of a "pure promise" (Derrida, Mémoires 98), the desire "itself," and adumbrates a limit 

of language which the Diaiomry ~peatedly confronts, exposes, and tums frorn. 

As Johnson suggests toward the end of the P h ,  desire is somehow intrinsic to 

the project itself. In drawing his address to Chesterfield to a close, he wntes 

This, my Lord, is my idea of an English dictionary, a dictionary by which 
the pronunciation of our language may be fixed, and its attainment 
facilitated; by which its punty may be preserved, its use ascertained, and 
its duration lengthened. And though, perhaps, to correct the language of 
nations by books of grammar, and amend their m e r s  by discourses of 
rnorality, may be tasks equally difficult; yet as it is unavoidable to wish, 
it is natural likewise to hop, that your Lordship' s patronage may not be 
wholly lost. (32) 

No less fundamental to the project than wishing, however, (or to language itself, as we 

shall see) is the anticipation of the possibility of disappointment and failure which 

accompanies the expression of every such wish in the Didoltclry. For exarnple, in the 

P h ,  Johnson proposes to illustrate each word with a series of quotations, chronologically 

arrayed so that "every word will have its history, and the reader will be informed of the 

gradua1 changes of the language, and have before his eyes the rise of some words. and 
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the fdl of othersw (32). No sooner dœs he propose this ambitious scheme, however, 

than Johnson undercuts the expectations it raises by acknowleâging the dificulties 

involved in its realization, admitting that "Observations so minute and accurate are to be 

desired rather than expected, and if use be carefully supplieci, curiosity must sometirnes 

bear its disappointmentsu (32). 

The disappointment which marks the "Preface" is thus at least anticipated to some 

degree as the dark side of the bright hopes which light the Plan. Johnson gœs so far as 

to say that the object of the Phn is not "to raise expectation, but to repress it" (4). 

Failure, in other words, is not something which divens the project's progress towards 

perfection as Johnson suggests in the "Preface," but rather is inscribed in the work from 

the start, possibly even as a function of the structure of the field to be described. The 

notion of such a radical failure is particularly apparent in one passage from the Plan in 

which Johnson implicitly rnocks the notion of a "perfect" dictionary. The instance occurs 

in the section of the text on "Interpretation" (bat is, on the expianation of the meaning 

of terms, or definition). Johnson notes the need to distinguish a word's "strict and 

critical meaningw from "that which is loose and popularw (25;) and cites as his example 

the case of the word "perfection," which, he writes, 

though in its philosophical and exact sense, it can be of little use arnong 
human beings, is ofien so much degraded from its original signification, 
that the academicians have inserted in their work the pcrfction of a 
langwge, and with a little more licentiousness might have prevailed on 
themselves to have added the pefection of a didoltclry. (24 - 5) 
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Clearly, we are to expect nothing "complete; consumrnate; finished; neither defective nor 

redundant" (to use Johnson's first definition of "Perfectw) from the D i a i o ~ r y .  

Furthemore, in mocking in a single sentence the possibilities of both a perfect language 

and a perfect dictionary , this passage suggests that any imperfections in his (or any) 

dictionary are cœxtensive with those of language itself. This is to imply that every 

dictionary is necessarily imperfect, if by imperfect we mean incomplete.'* Such a 

thought, however, contradicts Johnson's declaration stated earlier in the Plan that the 

"one great end of this undertaking is to fix the English language" (1 1). If every 

dictionary and with it al1 language is always already imperfect, Johnson's Didonary 

cannot be viewed exclusively as an attempt to fix, complete, or "perfect" language: to 

hope to realize such a goal, Johnson's comments suggest, is absurd. As I hop to 

demonstrate, Johnson's attempt to complete and perfect language is heuristic and, as such, 

inscribed in advance with the possibility of failure. What is of particular interest to me 

here is the rnanner in which the various svategies Johnson employs for determining a 

positive bais for fixing the language expose the contours and limits of language's 

imperfectability and as such, yield a sort of linguistic knowledge which is neither positive 

nor negative but rather constitutive of either possibility and their difference. 

Despite the problems such passages as the one quoted above raise for the notion 

that "perfectionw was anything but a conœit or hallucination necessary for the production 

of the Dictionury, critics rarely, as 1 have said, comment upon the profuse and suggestive 

manner in which failure is inscribed in Johnson's project fmm the outset. While doing 
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so allows them to maice certain daims about the Dictiomry (and, by implication, about 

language, thus exposing the manner in which their readings of Johnson's text are defined 

by their own conception of language), it also forecloses the possibility that failure could 

be in any way constitutive of the dictionary or language. If, however, we take the 

position that failure is essential to the project and, by extension, to language, the 

rhetorical manifestations of " fai lure " in the Pian and " Preface , " or more precisel y, the 

oscillations between expectation and failure, desire and disappointment which characterize 

those texts, may be seen as a sort of Mo negorieva toward language which, it becomes 

increasingly apparent, is not one object of knowledge arnong others but rather the very 

grounds or condition of possibi lity of knowledge; the opening exposed in these 

oscillations, as we shall see, marks an excessive dimension which is beyond language's 

capacity to represent but where language as such cornes into being. 

Pairs of oscillating figures may be found throughout the Plnn and "Prefafe." One 

example, which might stand as an emblem of the polarities and tensions which inform 

and disrupt the Dimeort(lry. occun early in the P&m when Johnson describes for 

Chesterfield the hazards posed by associating the name of one so well-renowned for his 

authority in linguistic rnatters as the M with the project. Of the apparent interest 

Chesterfield had shown toward the dictionary, Johnson comments 

How far this unexpected distinction can be rated among the happy 
incidents of life, 1 am not yet able to detennine. Its fint effect has been 
to make me anxious lest it should fix the attention of the public too much 
upon me, and as it once happe& to an epic poet of France, by raising the 
nputation of the attempt, obstnict the reception of the work. I imagine 



what the world will expect from a scheme, prosecuted under your 
Lordshipvs influence, and 1 h o w  that expectation, when her wings are 
once expanded, easily reaches heights which performance never will attain, 
and when she has rnounted the summit of perfection, derides ber follower, 
who dies in the pursuit. (3) 

In this image, sphinx-like expectation laughs wntemptuously down as human, al1 too 

hurnan performance stniggles up the rock face towards her perch atop the peak of 

perfection. In the space between them lies the killing zone, the limit where performance 

fails or "diesw in its attempt to match expectation. If, however, we pursue the logic of 

this allegory, it becomes apparent that death marks not only the end of performance but 

that of expectation as well, at least in this panicular instance: expectation wi exia  only 

in relation to the possibility that it might be satisfied by performance. And in marking 

a limit to both performance and expectation, death opens a space in which what 1 will cal1 

"the work" -- in this case, the D i c t i o ~ r y ,  flawed as it is - comes into being. The event 

in which the work comes into k i n g  is thus cognate with a disruption of expectation or 

desire by death, that is, by an event which is death-like in its sheer accidentality and 

resistance to understanding. The space hollowed out by this failure is the condition of 

possibility of the work's coming into being. This is to  say: the work succeeds only 

insofat as it fails. 

And this failure is not "once" but rather multiple and relentless. Constitutive of 

the work, it is inscribed in the text not in any way which might give itself to us so that 

it rnight be known in "itself," but rather in a way which, like the unwnrious, can only 

be infened by certain effects it produces, in this case, textual disturbances. With the 
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Phrt and the "Preface" to the D i c f i o w ~ ,  this unrepresentable excess is "exposed" in the 

oscillation which occurs between figures of totalization, such as perfection or desire, and 

figures of rupture, such as failure or death. Together, wch pain of figures mark the 

poles of the text' s operation, opering in their reciprocal movements the space in which 

the D i n i o ~ r y  and (less licentiously) language take (their) place. 

The scenario described in the allegory above would be unremarkable, perhaps, if 

it were not repeated over and over again in the Plan and the "Preface." Although 

different figures may play "expectation" and "performance, " dl of these submit to the 

same orillating pattern which 1 have described. Together, they rnay be subsumed under 

the general categories of desire and death.l1 For example, in the closing passage of the 

"Preface," the lexicographer's desire to please a particular group of people with his 

dictionary is intempted by their deaths, an event which renders the words "success" and 

"mi&ageW "empty sounds." Death here, it should be noted, dœs not intrude upon 

any determinate or present fullness which these words might already possess. "Success" 

and "miscarriage" are the positive and negative expressions of a "wish to please," that 

is, of a desire, thus of a sense of lack which, so it is imagined, will only be fulfilled 

when a pronouncement of one or the other is passed upon the dictiomy by those whom 

it was intended to please. Until that moment, those words, and with them the 

meaningfulness of al1 the words in the Dicrgonu~ remain suspendeci in anticipation of 

their fulfilrnent. When death disrupts that possibility , however , desire's dream of 

meaningful ness is dispersed, leaving on1 y the inscrutable blankness of "empty sound. " 
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And yet, this analysis of language, and the "description" of the bnnk at which 

language takes place, ultimately succeeds (like the earlier description of the work itself) 

only insofar as it fails. Death and desire are not literal players in this scenario but rather 

figures for the two incommensurable aspects of the signifying process in whose 

imbricated relationship the limit of language lies. Death, for example, could not be said 

to interrupt desire from "withoutw : desire is desire only insofkr as it may be intempted 

or disappointed. The possibility of interruption, here figured as death, is thus always 

already inrribed in desire as its condition of possibility. Accordingly, language, 

conceived as a desire for meaning, is neoessarily and fundamentally "intempted," or 

split, and thus rendered non-self-identical by the imageless and primordial act which that 

desire marks and which, in its shezr resistance to human understanding, is cognate with 

Our negative "knowledge" of death. "Death," of course, is not the proper narne for this 

disruption: it is "successful" as a figure for the limit at which language takes place only 

insofar as it fails to represent that limit.I2 This failure, which is at once catastrophic but 

essential to language's emergence as discourse, occurs b u s e ,  in order to function as 

a sign, the figure of "deathW necessarily effaces the blankness of that opening in presence 

(and desire) which is the condition of possibility of language which it would nprernt. 

This effacement, moreover, is possible only because, as a figure, "deathW is itself the 

expression of a desire to totalize and thus to turn away from that disruptive element of 

language which is language' s condition of possibility . 
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In the oscillations between "death" and "desire" which are apparent in Johnson's 

text, we thus glimpse a scene like that "chasm, sightless and drear," which Shelley 

describes in his somt "Lift not the painted veil", over which "Fear / And Hope, twin 

Destinies . . . ever weave / Their shadows" (11. 4-6). Meaning occurs only when this 

incomprehensible space, opened in presenœ with the event of utterance, is eraseâ, which 

it is in this case by the desire for fullness expressed in the figure of death, that is, by a 

figure for the inscmtability of the opening. But, because desire can only signify a Iack, 

"meaning," like the shadows over the chasm, can never fully obliterate the ubsolute 

"emptinessw - the "empty soundsw - of language, which will thus always retain a 

capacity to disrupt any intent to mean or pretension to mastery produced in language. 

Among the more extravagant gestures of mastery we find are those which occur 

when language seeks to represent itself. A dictionary is one example of such a desire, 

a preface is another. David L. Clark has observecl that "ordinarily prefaces are the place 

where the writer indulges in the fantasy that one is the master of one's own text" 

(" Monstrosity" 263). With the "Preface" to Johnson's Didonury, however, that fantasy 

is undone by the imageless fact of death. Stranded between a dream of the word as fully 

meaningful (the desire which critics tend to associate with the Plan and which Johnson 

constructs as his original hope for the dictionary) and the unfathomable, inhuman, and 

death-like dismption which forbids the nalization of that dream, the "Preface" and with 

it the Plon, expose in their failure the opening in which we have said language takes 

place. 



163 

"Unspeakable and ungraspable in itself" (Agamben 77), this space is characterized 

neither by presence nor absence. fullness nor emptiness, sound nor silence, signification 

nor meaninglessness (ai least, meaninglessness understood as a simple aegation of 

meaning rather than a radicai indifferenœ to it) but rather by a shuttling between these 

extremes. Opened by virtue of the incommensurability of meaning with the material 

conditions which make meaning possible, this unintelligible space of language mua be 

effaced by the imposition of form upon its absolute blankness for meaningful discourse 

to take place. But between the breaching and the blotting out of the inaugural opening 

of language there occurs a pivotal instant in which the apparent continuity of utterance 

and signification is ruptured and the coherency of al1 determinate notions, including those 

of language and al1 that is cognate with it - for example, history, the speaking subject, 

and community -- is suspended under a threat of dissolution. "Experienced in a mood 

of pathos and fear" (Clark 260) such as that which marks the "Preface." this flickering 

break in meaning shadows forth the dreary prospect of a dimension of language utterly 

indifferent to human intention or desire, belying even the minimal guarantee of the 

reliability of cognition "promised" by the apparently selfevident fact that linguistic signs 

are given to consciousness. 

Fleetingly, an indeterminate hiatus is exposed and with it, the possibility that the 

intelligibility of the linguistic sign dœs not flow to us from its material component: 

rather, the disruption suggests that the sign's intelligibility occurs only by way of an 

imposition of form upon the inscrutable space of the primordial breaching of language. 
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"Meaning," in other words, is made, not found or intrinsic, its production consisting in 

a self-naturalizing gesture whereby it obliterates, at once, the arbitrariness of the act 

which brings it into being, and the fissure in presence upon which it is imposed. 

Meaning, we might Say, is writien in the open wound of language and this is the space 

in which Johnson's D i ~ n * o ~ l y  is inscribed and which it exposes. 

Like the wounds of Shakespeare's assassinated Caesar, this break in language 

flashes up before those confronted by its blank muteness - its "empty sound" - as both 

a menace and a chance. On the one hand, in its unrespansiveness to the human wish to 

make sense -- whether of Caesar's death or of the death-like accidentality of the coming- 

into-being of language -- this aperture threatens to consume all sense and order in chaos. 

On the other hand, in shielding itself from this dismembering force, sense projects a 

voice, like a ventnloquist or a dissembling orator upon that inarticulate caesura, thus 

seizing the authority which that position wmrnands, although with a gesture which, 

because it seems the expression of those "dumb mouths," effaces the arbitrariness with 

which it does so, appearing only to tell "you that which you yourselves do know." Just 

as Marcus Antonius might "move 1 The Stones of Rome to rise and mutinyn by putting 

"a tongue 1 In every wound of Caesar," so might Johnson - or any one presuming to 

speak for language - exercise a palpable influence over the political life of Augustan 

England by bidding language speak for him as he dœs with his Didomry. Like the 

mute and lifeless body of Caesar, the negativity of language is a locus not just of 

meaning, but of history and power. 
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Nonetheless, Johnson is no Antony. Far fiom displaying the dead body of 

language for ail to see, the dictionary repeatedly denies it has a corpse on its hands, 

effacing the incoherent blanhess of laquage's materiality and thus animating its fonn 

through various elaborate rhetorical manoeuvres and diversions, foremost among which, 

as we shall see, are organic metaphors - figures of life. But, driven by the unsatisfiable 

desire to confirm the positivity of language by discovering a motivated link between its 

sensory and conceptuai components, such rhetoric inevitably and repeatedly confronts the 

unassimilable limit of language. Each time the wish for a fully-present meaning 

substance is run to the end of its rhetorical lead, it becomes apparent that the identity - 
the voice -- which the Dictiomry wishes to attribute to language is possible only as an 

effect of desire which can never hold death pertnanently at bay, although it may 

ternporarii y displace the disarticulating force in language which we have identified wi th 

death on to entities seemingly extenial to language, thus infusing language with vital 

signs. As the inexpressible condition of the possibility of language, that repressed 

element retums over and over again to disrupt whatever pretensions to linguistic 

knowledge and mastery desire may induce. 

It is clear from the categories invoked and implicated in the various displacements 

which the text enacts that much is at stake in language's attempt to account for itself. In 

tracing the diversions of Johnson's rhetoric, it becomes apparent that the limit whose 

disruptive effects the text tums from in order to shield its own coherenœ is, in the 

Dicrio~ry ,  a space not only of language but of history, community, and labour as well. 
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But, although this limit is common to al1 four (and others, no doubt), it is so only in the 

sense that what they &are could never be described as an identity or something positive. 

What they have in common is difierence. As with al1 concepts, language, history, 

wrnmunity, and labour are nodes in an open-ended network of difference in which the 

meaning and identity of any single concept is never present to itsel f as such, but rather 

circulates through al1 the other elements in the system, retuming to the concept in 

question oni y as a reference to that which it is not. Every wnœpt i s thus always already 

divided from itself by the inscription within it of its difference fkom every other concept. 

What every concept has in common with every other concept, in other words, is not 

anything which could be said to possess a determinate identity - al1 such positive values 

are effects rather than elements of the systern. What the concepts share, therefore, is the 

fact that each is nothing more than the surn of its differences from the other tenns, a 

sum, it should be clear, which could never add up to a positive value, which could never 

amount to any thing. It is this common lack of identity which marks the non-ground of 

language, history, wmmunity, and labour which we have identified as the "limit," the 

erasure of which is necessary if any of these is to emerge as a determinate concept. 

Johnson's Dictioltclty takes place (and takes irs place) in a space between the 

inscription and erasure of this limit. For the most part, this space is expod  in the text's 

oscillation between a wish for linguistic prernce or "perfection" and the death-like limit 

which ultimately confronts any performance which seeks to realize such a desire. 

Furthemore, because this limit is a locus cornmon to and constitutive of al1 concepts, the 
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text traverses it from other angles as well: between nteaning and its unintelligible 

material conditions, to be sure, but also between history and evem, between community 

and the experienœ of its memben, between comrnodities (such as dictionaries) and the 

labour involved in their production. In these movements, which 1 have genedized as 

a shuttling between desire and death, the D k t h ~ r y  adumbrates the operations (but not 

the substance) of a realm of negativity, the erasure of which allows language, history, 

community, and labour to stand forth as determinate and intuitable phenomena which may 

thus become objects of cognition. We will eventually examine the play of each of these 

pairs in the Dicfionury, but before doing so it is necessary to clear the ground, as it were. 

and consider a problern which critics of Johnson's dictionary (like many of those who 

write on matters of linguistic history) assimilate with an ease which is not apparent in the 

dictionary itself: the question of the possibility of thwrizing language. 

3. The Failute of Theory 1 The Theory of Failute 

The operations of the dimension of language effaced in the reflex of figuration are 

rnost apparent, perhaps. in the failure of language to offer an adequate account of its 

operations, that is, through a failure of theory. That this failure is essential and 

necessary, not accidental, is pncisely the point which critics of the D i c t r o ~ r y  overlook 

as they seek to locate its failure in a place extenial to language. Furthennom, the 

disruptive potential of the limit we have derribed is not restricted to Johnson's text: it 

is repeated in the critical comrnentary upon it, commentary which assumes a more 
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deteminate notion of language than anything which is demonstraîed in the Dictiomzry. 

For exarnple, critical arguments seeking to establish the "theory of language" on which 

the D i d o ~ v  is baseà are inevitably undone by the text in which evidence of that dieory 

is sought, and become caught up in the same displacernents, diversions. elisions, and 

obfuscation as those which we find in the Diniomry itself.I3 The most notewonhy 

difference is that the critical texts rarely bear the intimations of crisis and fatality which 

we find in Johnson's Plan, his "Preface," and the Dictionary itself. 

There is, not surprisingl y, fai rl y widespread cri tical consensus that , although 

Samuel Johnson makes no systematic statement conceming the "philosophy of language" 

which informs his Dktib~I'y ,  he dœs, in both the P h  and the "Prefaw," echo a 

number of linguistic notions, primatily Lockean, which were current in his day. Critics 

variously discem the shape of these ideas in statements Johnson makes in the two texts, 

in the terms he selects to include in the Dia'owry, in his method of defining those terms, 

and in the quotations he chooses to illustrate his definitions.14 But although such 

scholarship rnay tell us something of the intellectual context in which the D i c r i o ~ v  was 

produced, this knowledge dœs not offer a positive or exhaustive basis for understanding 

the specificity of the Dictiotuzry itself. To the extent that both the DiaioMry and any 

theoretical "sources" to which it rnay be said to make =ference and whose ideas it rnay 

repeat are not merel y constative statements about language but also rhetorical events 

produced in language, both bear traces of that "other," unrepresentable dimension of 

language which is the condition of possibility of the constative but which also exceeds and 
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confounds its pretensions to knowledge: neither theory nor language can tum around fast 

enough to reflect the locus of their own coming into being. This excess pncludes the 

possibility that theory could ever offer an adequate acoount and thus a positive foundation 

for the particular configuration of the Didoltclry 's own confrontation with the limit which 

makes possible its own coming-inteking. 

To suggest, however, that such tensions between the theory and rhetoric of the 

Didonary go completely unnoticed by critics would be as misleading as saying diat these 

tensions do not exia. Tensions are acknowledged in the cn t id  works, not in the fonn 

of statements, however, but in the traces of a process whereby such works preserve their 

own claim to truth and authority by displacing the aberrant and ungraspable element of 

language apparent in the rhetorical dimensions of the texts in question ont0 some other, 

putatively extra-linguistic entity. This gesture effaces the negativity which such 

disruptions suggest is cœxtensive with language by attributing them to an entity or 

entities deemed extemal to language. Ensconced in the phenomenality of things, this 

negativity then "retums" to language, inflicting itself upon it from the outside as one 

determinate entity upon another. In imposing this capacity for linguistic disniption ont0 

something foreign to language, criticism produœs the hallucination of linguistic 

determinateness on which its own claims to tmth and knowledge rest. 

We find an example of this praxss in Dr. Johnson's Didonaly: Essoys in the 

Biography of a Book, published in 1955. In one brief section of this work, James H. 

Sledd and Gwin J. Kolb offer an outline of Johnson's theories of language based on 
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various statements he &es in the P h  and the "Prefaoe." Emphasizing that none of 

these ideas is original to Johnson, the critics describe a theory in which language is 

human in provenance, conventional and arbitrary in operation, and cyclical in 

development. Sledd and Kolb are quick to observe, however, that any summary which 

grants Johnson's disparate comments on the nature and function of language the 

appearance of a thoroughgoing whole is bound to be "more complete and more systernatic 

than any single statement which Johnson ever made about language" (28). In fact, they 

wam, such dl-encompassing schemes, "may perhaps impose" on Johnson's "disco~ected 

remarks an order which he never intended" (28; emphasis added). The D i d o ~ r y  was 

a "bookseller's project" designed to give the "age what it demandedw (4); as such, it 

challenged its users with no original theory of language but offered only a masterhl 

synthesis of "theories which many writers had expressed before . . ." (26). Therefore, 

although Johnson's "theory of languagew may bear an aspect of bricolage, it is theory 

nonetheless and in it Sledd and Kolb find explanations for a number of the Dictionary's 

features. For example, they argue that in the distinction Johnson draws between those 

"spots of barbarity impresseû so deep in the English language. that criticism can never 

wash them away" ("Prefacew par. 11) and those inflicted upon it through "accident" or 

"ignorance" (par. 1 l), one may detect the source of the importance Johnson ascribes to 

etymology as a means of determining the proper spelling and signification of words (par. 

19). Similarly, in the Di~n'onmy's cyclical theory of language development one may find 

the basis for Johnson's desire to fix language: if language is organic, change (which as 
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Sledd and Kolb note "is o k n  'corruption' ") is obviously bad for it leads ultimately to 

decline; therefore, anything which palliates such deterioration is good (Sledd and Kolb 

27). 

Sledd and Kolb's notes on Johnson's "isolatedu (28) theoretical remarks are 

perceptive, panicularly their description of the paradox which greets anyone who seeks 

to determine the "theory of language" infonning the Diaio~ry: "Any noteworthy 

originality in Johnson's theory of language must lie in his system as a whole, not in its 

elements; and he made no systematic statement" (29). But astute as such a comment may 

be, it also implies that, regardleu of their iack of originality or the fragmentary manner 

in which they manifea themselves, such theoretical ideas nonetheless constitute a positive 

basis for the Dictr'o~ry as well as for our understanding of it. Sledd and Kolb thus 

suggest a schematic relationship between theory and performance, but, in so doing, 

impose an order of their own which clears language of any responsibility for its failure 

to offer an adequate explanation of its operatiom. By the logic of this order, the 

fragmentary nature of the theory of language in the Dicneonary is anributed not to any 

structural necessity of language - such a move would place every theoretical gesture, 

including the theoretical project of explication which Sledd and Kolb venture in their 

reading of Johnson. under a threat of cognitive dissolution - but rather, is heaped upon 

that wnvenient scapegoat of language breakdow n , authorial intention: Johnson, we are 

told, had no intention of offering a coherent theory of language in his Djaionuiy. It was 

a "bodtseller's project" designed to meet the n d s  and demands of the public. 
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Intention, however, functions in this panicular texaial economy as the conduit by 

which that element which necessarily dismpts the coherency of "theoryw and of language 

is evacuated from both and passed to their "exterior, " that is, to the realm of the 

dictionary's audience. Johnson's project was conceived to satisfi a public need. As 

such, Sledd and Kolb argue that "Johnson, as lexicographer asked no questions, gave no 

answen, and invented no techniques which were new to Europe, though they may very 

well have been new to English lexicography " (4). The intention of the lexicographer, in 

other words, was to give the audience that with which they were farniliar, that which they 

expected. In arribing the fragmentation of the Dicn'ortclry's theoriuition of language to 

a source which they determine extenial to language -- expectation -- Sledd and Kolb 

construct language as that which may be b d e n  in upon and thus as a self-identical 

entity. By the sarne token, however, the source of this disruption must also possess the 

detenninacy which would allow it to act as the "other" of language, conceived in tems 

of presence. And yet, for al1 of this, that exteml other bars an uncanny resemblance 

to that which it supposedly invades. Sledd and Kolb blame the theoretical incoherence 

of the DiCtio~ry on Johnson's intention to give the age what it "demanded," that is, to 

place before his readers no more than the commonplaces of linguistic thought those 

readers would expect to find reproduced in such a work. Any disjunction or deficiencies 

in Johnson's scattered theoreticai rernarks fise. therefore, from the work's larger purpose 

of satisfying the desires of its audience, that is, h m  the inscription of the audience's 

desires in the design of the dictionary. There can be linle doubt that market 
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considerations determined much of what we find in the Dictio~ry; this fact alone, 

however, does not automaticall y impl y that wi thout such interference Johnson would have 

based his dictionary on a more rigorously wnceived, more wmplete theory of language. 

as Sledd and Kolb's explanation implies, or that such a theory is possible. In suggesting 

the possibility of a theory of language unvidated by the disfigurations of desire, Sledd 

and Kolb overlook two things. Fim, they neglect to wnsider the fundamental 

relationship which obtains between theory and desire and thus assume as self-evident that 

which we are perhaps more habituated to accept than pmperly know to be wrtain - the 

possibility that any theory of language could form the positive basis for a text. Second. 

and of more immediate interest to us now, they elide the thoroughly overdetemined 

manner in which desire functions in the Didowry. 

4. Desire and the Dictionary: The Vanity of ln-human Wishes 

That Johnson's DiaioMry is i n f o d  by the expectations or desires of others is 

apparent from the final sentence of the "Preface" with which 1 opened this discussion: 

in that passage Johnson tells us that then was a cenain g m p  of people, now dead, whom 

he "wishedn his dictionary " to please, " that is, a group of people whose particular desires 

he hoped his work would satisfi. But although the expectations of the Dictio~ry's 

prospective audience play an important role in determining its shape and content, these 

readers are not the only ones whose wishes are inrribed in the work. What the 

Dictiowry suggests, in fact, is that it is not possible to separate such desires from the 
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theory or practice of language, or, for that matter, h m  language "itself. " In one way 

or another, desire infonns the Didollory at every juncture, ultimately manifesting itself 

not as something extemal to language but rather as coextensive with it. imguage, the 

Dictiomry tells us in its negative way, is desire. 

In the Plon, expectation weaves a complicated pattern through audience, patron, 

lexicographer, and ultimately cntic, intersecting most conspicuously in certain exemplary 

self-reflexive words, the definitions of which it seems are difficult to establish in terms 

other than those of desire. Far from representing something extrinsic to language, the 

Dictiowry shows that the desire which Sledd and Kolb suggest contaminates and disrupts 

the theory on which i t is based from without , is fundamental not on1 y to Johnson's project 

but perhaps to language itself. From this perspective, the Dido1~1ry embodies a desire 

to establish a basis for linguistic meaning in something other than desire and, as such, 

becomes a protracted meditation on the question of its own possibility. 

Nowhere is the coincidence of desire and language more evident than in the first 

six paragraphs of the Plan. What emerges in these early pages is a relationship among 

lexicographer, patron, and audience in which each is bound to each in an economy of 

desire, the circulation of which, certain tensions in the text suggest, may be the strange 

essence of language itself. Addressed to Lord Chesterfield, the PIon would seem most 

obviously to inscribe the desins of Johnson's ultimately neglectfùl patron. Whatever 

precisely those desires may have ken, Johnson casts them here in the deferential terms 

he says that, pnor to planning his dictionary, he had nserved for those "princes and 
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statesmen" who, in their support of past lexicographical endeavours, "were thus solicitous 

for the perpetuity of the language" (3). But although the Pùzn actually dœs incorporate 

a number of Chesterfield's "beliefs or desires for the language and an English dictionary" 

(Reddick 19), particularly those relating to onhography, the possibility rernains that Philip 

Donner Stanhope's name was invoked in the PIon for no other reason than to gild the 

preposterously arnbitious project of a vimially unknown pœt with the authority of a Lord 

reputed for his expertise in matters of lang~age.'~ Despite Johnson's protestations that 

it is his purpose in the Plan not "to raise expectation, but to repress it" (4), the 

inscription of the name "Chesterfield" in the text implicitly addresses and thus inscribes 

the expectations and desires of his wider audience. 

But the function of desire in these texts is not limited to the influence which the 

patron or audience may exert over the dictionary: the lexicographer's desires are 

obviously impressed there as well. Foremost among these is Johnson's (as we have 

noted, somewhat ambivalent) wish to "fix the English language" (1 1). There is a sense, 

however, in the torsion which becomes apparent as Johnson seeks in various ways to 

realize this desire that it, dong with those desires which we may trace to the dictionary's 

patron and audience as well as to its critics, are displacements of an originary or absolute 

desire fundamental to language itself. Desire is experienced in language in meaning ' s 

obliteration of its own impossibility as presence: as the effacement of a lack desire thus 

marks the blank interval between the fullness language "wants" and the radical absence 

which language "is. " Because this gap also marks the impossibility and absence of any 
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used to " fix" a language or preserve it from "decay ," the Dicfio~ry is constructed around 

a senes of rhetorical patterns, the effect of which is to obviate the ubiquity with which 

desire pemeates language. As repetitions of the originary desire to arrest and toglize 

language, however, i.e., as further effacements of an essential lack, these strategies 

invariably confront that limit of which desire is the near face and which we have 

associated with death and the taking place of language. 

From its opening paragraphs, the Plan grapples with the uncanny possibility that 

desire rnay be indistinguishable fkom the production of linguistic meaning and thus fkom 

definition. This is apparent in the first two paragraphs in which Johnson d l s  what his 

own notions of lexicography had been at the outset of his project: 

When first 1 undertook to wnte an English Dictionary, 1 had no 
expectrorin of any higher patronage than that of the proprietors of the 
copy, nor prospect of any other advantage than the pnce of my labour; 1 
knew, that the work in which 1 engaged is generally considered as 
drudgery for the blind, as the proper toi1 of artiess industry, a task that 
requires neither the light of leaming, nor the activity of genius, but may 
be successfully perfomed without any higher quality than that of bearing 
burthens with du11 patience, and beating the track of the alphabet with 
sluggish resolution. (1 ; emphasis added) 

Here, as if the actuaf nature of the task he was about to take up was inaccessible to him 

at the project's inception, Johnson extends his description of lexicagraphy no further than 

an acquiescent recitation of those decidedly uMppcaling qualities Wh which he says it 

was "generally" associated. While it is obvious that someone cannot perfectly understand 

the ngours of a particular task until he or she has performed it, it is difficult to believe 
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commonplaces of popular opinion. The Phn itself is proof against that for, as Sidney 

Landau points out, the sophistication of the text demonstrates that, "For someone who 

had never before compiled a dictionary, Johnson's grasp of the lexicographie problems 

he would be confronted with is extraordinary" (48). Nonetheless, Johnson creates the 

impression in the opening pages of the P&n that his knowledge of the job he is proposing 

to take on was detemined not by any intimacy with the referent of the word 

"lexicography" itself, but rather by the popular perception of its meaning. And that 

understanding i s  not favourable: as Johnson portrays it, the general impression of 

lexicography in his day is of a du11 task fit for none better than a literary Caliban. 

Funhermore, this perception, it seems, informs not only Johnson's notions of 

lexicography itself but also his expectations of the nature of the task before him. 

Addressing C hesterfeld, he recalls 

Yet on this province, my Lord, 1 enter'd with the pleasing hope, that as 
it was low, it likewise would be safe. 1 was drawn forward with the 
prospect of employment, which, tho' not splendid, would be useful, and 
which tho' it wuld not make my life envied, would keep it innocent, 
which would awaken no passion, engage me in no contention, nor throw 
in my way any temptation to disturb the quiet of others by censure, or my 
own by flanery. (2; emphasis added) 

Johnson, in other words, would have his mder believe diat he has bas& a decision 

which will preoccupy him in one way or another for much of the rest of his life not on 

any empiricd knowledge of the nature of the work he is praposing to undertake but rather 

on something which, from the description he offers, sounds like little more than rumour 
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and hearsay. And yet, he is compelled to do so, at least according to the suggestion of 

his representation of the begi~ings of the dictionary. because the actual nature of 

lexicography was unknowable to him before he began the work. 

More disnirbing than this, however, is the suggestion that the source of the 

"opinion" concerning the menial status of lexicograph y, and thus sornething which might 

provide a due to its accuracy, is just as obscure and inaccessible as the actual nature of 

" lexicography " itself. Johnson writes 

Whether this opinion, so long transmitted and so widely propagated, had 
its beginning from tnith and nature, or fiom accident and prejudice, 
whether it be decreed by the authority of reason, or the tyranny of 
ignorance, that of al1 the candidates for literary prair, the unhappy 
lexicographer holds the lowest place, neither vanity nor interest incited me 
to enquire. (2) 

There are a number of possible explanations for the disparaging view of lexicography 

taken in these remarks, none of which are exclusive of the others. It may be, for 

example, as Sidney Landau suggests, that the comments were "contrived to enlist the 

sympathetic attention of Lard Chesterfield" (48). They may also be read, however, as 

an ironic commentary on the state of English lexicography as Johnson found it in the 

1740s. Despite the progress "toward linguistic inclusiveness" and "real technicality of 

scientific information" (Wimsatt 21) which English lexicography had made in the hundred 

and fifty years which preceùed the publication of Johnson's Dido~ry ,  many English 

were still painfully aware that their language lacked the sort of authoritative and 

comprehensive standard which the Fnnch and Italian academies had established for thei r 
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own tongues and which was seen as necessary to preserve a language from decay. 

Desires for such a work for English had been expressxi as early as the seventeenth 

century but, of the many dictionaries and grammars available in 1755, none could lay 

claim to the sort of comprehensive orthographie, grammatical, and lexicographical 

authority boasted by their Continental wuntefparts. So desperately was the need for such 

a standard felt at the time Johnson began his dictionary that William Warburton declared 

in 1747, "we have neither GRAMMAR nor DICTIONARY, neither Chan nor Compass, 

to guide us through this wide sea of Words" (qtd. in Sledd and Kolb 6). Indeed, to judge 

by its record of achievement, lexicography in England may well have been seen as the 

lot of the "blind," the "artless," and of those possessed of something iess than genius, 

particularly when compared with the accomplishments of the French and Italians. 

Johnson's remarks demonstrate M e r  than rnerely describe the dire need for an 

authoritative dictionary such as the one which he here proposes to produce. In the 

absence of the sort of rigourous definition which one would expect a comprehensive 

lexicographical standard to provide, the meaning of "lexicography" is nothing more than 

the heterogeneous sum of the prejudiœs, opinions, and beliefs (indeed, the desires) which 

the public associates with the tem. And these opinions are not without consequence: 

as the early paragraphs of the Pian demonstrate, they dictate what a speaker expects of 

that to which such words refer, thus infonning the speaker's ~lationship with the world 

and with those with whom he or she comrnunicates. For example, six paragraphs later, 

Johnson describes the confusecl expectations raised by the variety of different ideas which 
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have becorne associated with another word fundamental to his endeavour, "dictionary " : 

"The title which 1 prefix to my work has long conveyed a very miscellaneous idea, and 

they that take a dictionary into their hands have been accustomed to srpect from it, a 

solution of almost every dificulty " (5; emphasis added). In the absence of the sort of 

stable notion of "dictionary" which an authoritative dictionary would be expecteâ to 

provide, the user of a text with that word imprinted on its title page has no idea what to 

expect from such a book. The word "dictionary , " in a manner similar to that of the word 

"lexicography," presents, therefore, the strange case of a sign failing (and thus falling 

victirn to the vagaries of "opinion") because of an inadequacy on the part of its referent. 

Like the dictionary-user to whom he here refers, Johnson's expectations of the referent 

for the word "lexicography" are, in the absence of the sort of lexicographical standard 

which might offer him a stable notion of the "qualities and circumstances" ("Definition") 

characteristic of "lexicography," the product of what he would later describe in the 

"Preface" as a language "copious without order, and energetick without rules" (1 19). 

which, in its exuberant disorder, obscures and confounds the tnie nature of referents, 

permitting the sort of public confusion to which he himself, he suggests, was victim when 

first conceiving his idea for a dictionary. 

Johnson's representation of the perplexity which aises when one is confkonted 

with an excess of meaning such as that which accumulates around the word 

"lexicography" offers a drarnatic demonstration of die problem the D i c t i o ~ r y  proposes 

to address. Words, if not praperly defineci, the Plon suggests, are subject to the 
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disfigurations of "opinion," that "perswasion of the mind, without proof or certain 

knowledge" (Opinion) which the passages we have quoted suggest is related to the 

obtmsions of what Johnson, in his famous poem calls "the vanity of human wishes. " In 

the play in meaning which arises if words such as "dictionary" or "lexicography" are 

inadequately defined, "that hunger of imagination which preys incessantly upon life" 

(Rprseh 124) finds the opening it needs to interfere with our understanding and thus 

with Our expectations of the world, while effacing with the same gesture the 

incommensurability of these expectations with the rd i ty  of the world. 

But Johnson's text also demonstrates, albeit negatively, that it is difficult to lay 

the blame for such a failure of understanding strictly with the practice of lexicography. 

As we have seen. for such a failure to occur, its possibility must be inscribed in advance 

in the structure of the field king represented, that is, in language. The openness of 

words to the distortion of "opinion" and the interposition of "human wishes" suggests that 

language is already inscribed with the possibility of such disfiguration and thus by the 

lack of which desire is the mark. But whose desire? Can we be certain that these 

wishes, which apparent1 y invade language from the outside, are entirel y human? As we 

have seen, this inhuman element of language - that dimension of language which m o t  

be reduced to categones of interpretability or intention - has figurai centrally in 

contemporary critical theory. In its various "failures," Johnson's text presents a 

possibility, consonant with these speculations, that the notion of the "human wish" is, in 

fact, a trope which substitutes an intelligibly human face for a dimension of language 
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which it is impossible to represent literally and which, in its utter indifference to human 

pretensions to knowledge, marks an aspect of language which we cannot even be sure is 

human. (If this is so, the 'human" itself is an effect of the "suppression or covenng 

over" parminski xxxii] of the inscnitability of linguistic desire.) The substitution of one 

desire -- "human wishes" -- for another, more radical, ostensibly linguistic desire which 

it is impossible to describe even negatively, constitutes what, in a cognate cantext, we 

have seen Anàrzej Warminski cal1 "a genuine forgetting, an arbitrary imposition like a 

catachrestic narning of that which has no name or like the substitution of meaning for 

marking" (xxxiii), or, we might Say, the substitution of the intelligible for the 

unintelligible material conditions of its possibility. 

Viewed from this angle, the Plan and the "Preface" appear as an exploration of 

the limits which this forgetting imposes. Together, the two texts mark this space (again, 

negatively) as part of an attempt to render that forgetting absolute (that is, positive) by 

assimilating any surplus of meaning a word may convey to the caprice of human desire. 

In other words, these texts seek to establish and preserve the determinateneu of language, 

and thus the possibility that it may be known as a totality, by attributing its failure to a 

force deemed extemal to it. Furthemore, if language is a deteminate phenornenon it 

must possess some positive element which would constitute the basis of its identity, a 

kemel which would be able to resist the incursions of h u m  desire and which might thus 

constitute the basis for fixing the language. Although responsible for the shape and 

content of the Dimgonary, the thought of such a positive linguistic element is ultimately 
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a wnsequence of the inaugural forgetting or  effacement of that inhuman indimension of 

language adumbmted in the interruption of meaning by human wishes. As such, each 

gesture with which Johnson attempts to establish the presence of such an element and thus 

a solid b a i s  for fixing language exposes, in its inevitable f a i l u ~  to exhaust the play of 

meaning, a limit which marks the edge of language as a human phenornenon. Johnson, 

we might say, attempts to account for the excess of meaning which language displays by 

circumscribing that surplus within the limits of the "human. " In its failure to do  so, his 

text reveal s the excess as inexhaustible, incalculable, and unknowable precisel y because 

it is that which marks the limit of the human and of human knowledge, that is, the vace 

where both the human and language as intuitable phenornena corne into being. Johnson's 

Dim*onury confronts this inexorable limit at every tum, not as a substance but as the 

horizon of the impossibility of the text's dream of a language which is the source of its 

own origin, consequences, and identity. This limit marks the frontier where al1 such 

identities break down, where forgetting lifts at the edges, and where the vanity of wishes 

which are utterly in-human is exposed in al1 of its blank unintelligibility. 

Before moving on. I would like to briefly retrace the shape this confrontation 

takes and consider its consequenoes. Generally, it should be clear that one object of 

Johnson's Dicz io~ 'y  is to bring the expectations which words generate about their 

referents into line with the "qualities and circumstancesw (Dflnition) proper to those 

referents. Johnson implies this desire in the Plon when he claims "the chief intent" of 

his Dictzaomzry is " to pmserve the purity and ascertain the meaning of Our English idiome 
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(4). To do so, however, he mua, as I have said, establish a bais for m d n g  in a 

dimension of language resistant to the workings of "human wishes." Echoing one of the 

gaals of the French Academy and the Accadermà de& Cmca (Sledd and Kolb 2), 

Johnson suggests his desire for such a grounding element in his dedaration that "one 

great end" of his dictionary "is to fix the English language" (1 l), a desire he attempts to 

realize by subsuming language under the determinate category of "the human." He dœs 

so in two diffennt, but related ways. In one case, Johnson identifies linguistic instability 

with human imperfection; in the other, he draws a metaphorical link between language 

and the living fom of its users which then serves as the basis for an organic mode1 of 

language. 

"It may be reasonably imagined," Johnson argues in the first instance, "that what 

is so much in the power of men as language will very ofkn be capriciously conductedw 

(14). Circumscribing language within the bounds of that which is subject to "the power 

of men," Johnson would appear to neutralize and naturalize ail that is incomprehensible 

in language, i.e. everything about language cognate with desire, by attributing those 

things to human caprice. Joseph Priestley will draw a similar connection in his LMures 

on the nieory of Languoge and Universai Grammat, but where he describes a reciprocity 

between language and the spirituai and politicai life of humanity such that what is good 

for one is g d  for the others, Johnson pursues the different implication - which is 

nevertheleu the g m  hope of the dictionary - that lexicographers and gnunmarians may 
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improve the language by devising systems which help malre it impe~ous to the hannfbl 

influence of "human wishes." 

But while placing the blame for the inconstancy of language at the feet of those 

who use it may offer reassuring confirmation of the apparently self-evident notion that 

language is cœxtensive with the human, it still d œ s  nothing to detemine a means by 

which the language may be " fixed. " Such a possibility might be realized, however, if 

language could be shown to possess a palpable, empirically-measurable material essence, 

resistant to the distorting effects of desire. In the Plan Johnson briefly considers the 

possibility as he describes his intentions of reducing language to its most basic elements: 

Thus, my Lord, will our language be laid down, distinct in its minutest 
subdivisions, and resolved into its elentental principles. And who upon 
this survey can forbear to wish, that these fundamental atoms of Our 
speech might obtain the fimness and immutability of the primogenial and 
constituent particles of matter, that they might retain their substance while 
they alter their appearance, and be varied and compounded, yet not 
destroyed. ( 1 8) 

Although it is a possibility Johnson seems quick to dismiss as a bit of wishful thinking 

on his own part, his lexicographicai method seems nonetheless informed by the thought 

of just such a linguistic prime matter. As this passage suggests, die scheme he proposes 

in the P h  involves the reduction of the physical aspects of language - orthography, 

pronunciation, etymology, and analogy -- to their most fundamental elements. The same 

reductive method, however, when applied to the semantic element of language - to 

meaning -- produces results which are far les  cenain, unsettling any nsidual hope that 

language is comprised of even trace elements of a determinate meaning-substance. 
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The problem of the nature of such an "elementary" building block of meaning 

arises with Johnson's recognition in the " Prefacew that, although definitions should always 

consia of words less complex than the term they seek to explain, "the easiest word, 

whatever it be, can never be translated into one more easy" (par. 55). Definition by 

semantic reduction leads to a b i t  beyond which explanation and repnsentatïon cannot 

pass. On the other side of this boundary, a different mode of cognition must be assumed 

to be in operation, a fom of immediate semantic perception which Johnson identifies 

with intuition: 

To explain, requires the use of terms less abstruse than that which is to be 
explained, and such terms cannot always be found; for as nothing can be 
proved but b y supposing something intuitive1 y known, and evident wi thout 
proof, so nothing can be defined but by the use of words too plain to 
admit a definition. (par. 43) 

The problem, Johnson observes, demonstmting the repetition of Locke's thought in his 

text, lies with the fact that "simple ideas wuiot be derribed" (par. 43). The semantic 

border inîribed by the m e s  of simple ideas thus marks the lirnit of language's capacity 

to represent itself and its own meanings. Furthermore, because complex ideas are 

comprised of combinations of simple ideas, the terms which Mme those complex ideas 

are explicable only as far as the limit posed by their component simple ideas. That 

frontier where explanation fails thenfore must not be wnstrued as the edge of the 

semantic world over which the hapless lexicographer tumbles into a void of 

meaninglessnes: language always and only functions on this edge, taking place dong 

a ubiqui tous limit which is coextensive with meaning, inscribeci in al1 words, and present 
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in al1 utterances. The limit is ianguage and the lexicographer is always already failing 

and falling over its edge. 

Although this limit which e x p l d o n  meets when language is reduced to its most 

basic semantic elemeut is experienced as a fonn of resistance, its opposition to 

reprerntation is unlike that which, for Anstotle, allows physical things "out there" to 

becorne objects of cognition (Godzich xiii). Rather, the resistance which the 

lexicographer encounters is that of something which, although it constitutes the basis of 

al1 meaning, is itself indefinable and indeterminate. In the passage cited above, Johnson 

suggests that the meaning of those words "too plain to be defined" which mark this lirnit 

may be known only through a process which he likens to intuition. In idenaQing the 

limit with intuition, the text attributes the stopping effect which those words "too plain 

to be definedu pose to analysis not to the presence of any meaning substance, but to the 

apenence of meaning, specifically, the event of the direct apprehension of meaning by 

experience. In other words, in invoking intuition, Johnson shifts the basis for 

signification away from the possibility of the presence of a deteminate meaning substance 

essentially constant and continuous over time, to that of the actual instant in which the 

signification of a panicular word is experienced by the language user. The limit is thus 

cognate with the event, not the substance, of meaning. 

As a basis for meaning, however, the event in which meaning takes place could 

hardly be said to possess the stability of a physical substance. Indeed. die resistance it 

offers is more consistent with am interruption of presence, like death, than with an 
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encounter with it: that is to say, its materiality is of a different order. In the "Prefa~e," 

explaining why his definitions of some words fdl short of the "whole powerw of those 

terms, Johnson compares the event of the taking place of language to a disturbance which 

disfigures and obscures the view of the mie meaning of those words: "it must be 

remembered, that while our language is yet living, and Vanable by the caprice of every 

one that speaks it, these words are hourly shifting their relations, and cm no more be 

ascenainecl in a dictionary, than a grove, in the agitation of a storm, can be accurately 

delineated h m  its picture in the water" (par. 45). The figure i s  obviously a complex 

one but what should be noted in the context in which we are speaking is this: language 

here is described as "living," and the sign of that life is the stom which in this figure is 

identified with linguistic activity. The figurative association of the storm (along with its 

implication of resistance) with life (natural processes) inscribes the turbulent event of the 

taking place of language, along with "the caprice of every one that speaks it," in the 

comprehensive narrative of a determinate process to which is attributed the identity of an 

organic form. But, although this gesture confers the coherency which cornes from king 

pan of a determinate whole upon the chaotic instant of utterance in which words "shift 

their relations," filling those moments with the ballast of that presence which could not 

be ascertained at the atomic level of meaning, it also obviates the possibility that the 

agitation of the stom (and thus the resistance it offers to understanding) could be that of 

a radical and absolute breaching of presence, marking a caprice not hurnan in provenance 

but (as was the case with "desire") fundamental to language itself. The rhetorical 
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connection drawn with this figure between the mistance which marks the taking place 

of language and the determinacy of the organic process in which that event takes place 

dœs  not guarantee the immediate semantic stability of language. It dœs, however. 

respond to the ovewhelming purpose of that desire for, in ascribing to diachronie or 

organic processes the linguistic presence he m o t  locate through synchronie anal y sis, 

Johnson is able to offer the assurance that there is a method to the apparent rnadness of 

words. 

5. Between Method and Madness 

Technical1 y correct rhetorical readings may be bonng , monotonous, predictable 
and unpleasmt, but they are irrefutable. They are also toralizing (and 
potentially totalitarian) for since the structures and functions they expose do not 
lead CO the knowledge of an entity (such as language) but are an unreliable 
proçess of knowledge production that prevents all entities, including linguistic 
entities, from coming into discoutse as such, they are indeed universals, 
consistenùy defecave modeis of language's impossibility to be a mode1 of 
language. 

- Paul de Man, "The Resistance to Theoryu 

Despite such totalizing svategies as those discussed in the pnvious section, 

Johnson's text suggests that language is a madness which will not be methodized. 

Attempts to systematize lang uage such as those of the Renaissance language projectors 

often seem the work of men who are themselves slightly mad. But this is not strictly the 

fault of the subject stniggling to make sense of language: while a method may be found 

in words (and indeed, must be found, if language is to be "readable"), that order will 
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always be inhabited by the sort of madness, or self-ciifference, which charactenzes the 

incoherent disruption of the instant in which language takes place. Method is a totalizing 

expression of desire (or more specifically, of the npression of a desin), wnaived to hold 

that madness at bay by representing its disturbances as  aso on able. Insofat as anything 

we say must necessarily efface the disniption of presence which occurs with saying, and, 

moreover, that we cannot "sayW (that is, represent) the event of saying "itself, " anything 

we say about language will necessrily efface that unrepresentable breach in presence and 

order, that random and dironnected moment of madness which is the event of saying , 

or saying itself, distinct from what is said. By the same token, however, to the extent 

that method -- what is said about saying -- effaces or represses this aberrant dimension 

of language, it also inscribes, negatively, its madness within itself: rnadness is the 

phantom limb, the spectral other which continues to haunt not only the method of the 

Dictiowry, but also that which is "discoveredw in the Dicf io~ry  by its cntics. It is in 

this way that, although Johnson may be able to discem an order to the madness of words, 

that order will harbour traces of the very madness it seeks to dispel. And that madness 

will i nvariabl y " retum, " disrupting whatever sense its erasure by method (the " saidn) 

permits. Method and madness thus might be said to constitute the two sides of the coin 

of language, but their relationship is not one of identity, as we would say of the head and 

tail of a dime. Language faces no such substance but rather is always "on edge," taking 

place in a relentless oscillating movement between two @es whose extremities are 

incommensurable with one another - indeed, are repulsive to each other - and which 
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here, this time, we cal1 method and madmss, but which elsewhere we cal1 death and 

desire. 

In the Phn, Johnson observes that the "great orthogtaphical wntest has long 

subsisted between etymobgy and pronunciation" (9), that is, between whether spelling 

should adhere to the manner in which words have traditionally been wrinen, or conforrn 

to the way in which those words are currently spoken. Although Johnson offers no 

comment upon it, a similar opposition characterizes the DiCtio~ry'~ treatment of 

meaning, the great semantic "contest" there obtaining between whether meaning is ta be 

determined on the basis of etymology or usage and, by implication, whether language is 

to be conceived as a determinate phenornena - a thing - or as an event. The Dicfz'o~ly 

thus enacts a stniggle between the method of a notion of language which grounds 

meaning in origins and emphasizes semantic continuity and the madness of the disruption 

of that method by the discontinuous and random nature of the actual events of utterance 

which apparently comprise that organic whole. The smggle is evident in the 

Dictionas, 's inability to accommodate a notion of language based on the presence of the 

sort of fundamental rneaning substance which would guanuitee a modicum of semantic 

stability to the dynamic framework necessary to account for linguistic change. 

Johnson finds order in language's madness in the notion of a linguistic life cycle 

which he describes in the "Prefacew : "Every language," he wntends, "has a time of 

rudemss antecedent to perfection, as well as of false nfinement and declension" (1 32). 

With this gesture, Johnson is able to inscribe any instance of a word's usage within the 
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determinate compass of the natural life span of the language to which it belongs, thereby 

palliating the disruptive effect of the heterogeneous event of utterance in which change 

occurs. Although individual instances of the word's use may diverge or depart from its 

original meaning, each such instance is ultimately grounded in and thus motivated by the 

place it occupies in the determinate trajectory or history of the rise and fa11 of the 

language of which it thus forrns an essential part.I6 

The desire to determine meaning by charting the progress of its mutations over 

time is particularly apparent in the emphasis Johnson places on continuity both in his 

definitions and in the quotations he uses to illustrate them. For example, in the P h ,  he 

proposes that the quotations " be ranged according to the ages of their authors" (3 1). The 

effect of this method he suggeas would be the lexicographical equivalent of time-lape 

photography, a demonstration sure to delight the empirical mind of eighteenth-century 

England, although (as we have noted) Johnson is quick to admit his plan is more 

ambitious than its execution can realize. He writes 

By this method every word will have its history, and the reader will be 
informeci of the graduai changes of the language. and have before his eyes 
the rise of some words, and the fa11 of othen. But observations so minute 
and accurate are to be desired rather than expected, and if use be carefully 
supplied, curiosity must sometimes bear its disappointments. (32) 

In the "Preface" we find a similar emphasis on wntinuity although hem it is expressed 

in the chronological arrangement of the definitions themselves. Again, Johnson concedes 

his desire to represent meaning in such an orderly , sequential fashion was " specious, but 



not always practicat,leW (129), its execution frequently fnistrated by a host of difficulties. 

Nonetheless. continuity arnong definitions foms an ideal in the Didomry: 

In every word of extensive use, it was rquisite to mark the progress of 
its meaning, and show by what gradations of intemediate sense it has 
passed from ia primitive to its remote and accidental signification; so, that 
every foregoing explanation should tend to that which follows, and the 
series be regularly co~lcatenateù h m  the first notion ta the last. (par. 49) 

As is clear from this passage, the stress which Johnson lays on continuity necessarily 

involves an appeal to ongins which, in the case of language, implies a reliance on 

etymology as the means of distinguishing legi ti mate from illegitimate tenns and usages. 

In this appeal, however, it is aiso possible to discern a displacement of Johnson's 

fmstrated search for a material substance at the atomic level of language, with the desire 

for ongin standing in for the wish for substance, and the "primitive" signification of 

words replacing the elusive meaning "matter" as the fundamental element of sernantic 

stability and, indeed, "truth." The two approaches to linguistic stability are similar in a 

number of respects. Etymology, for example, is characterized by the same reductive 

impulse we would expect to find at work in any search for the fundamental panicles of 

meaning (and which we have said characterizes the Dictr*omry in general). The 

"primitivew word which constitutes the basic semantic unit is derribed in the "Preface" 

as that word 

which can be aaced no further to any English mot; thus circwttspect, 
circwnvent, circ~l~l~~ance, defuùe, concave, and complicate, though 
compounds in the Latin, are to us primitives. Derivatives, are al1 those 
that cm be refemd to any word in English of greater simplicity . (par. 19) 
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Perhaps the most telling characteristic which the desire for a fundamental material 

element in language shares with the stress the Dicfiollory places on locating the etymons 

of words is suggested, however, by a passage fkom Johnson's "Preface" in which the 

capacity of a word to retain a stable meaning through time is demibed in terms of its 

"durability," that is, with a term which carries in its definition the sens of longevity 

(Johnson defines Durabieness as "Power of lasting; continuance"), and in its etymology 

the notion of a substance ("durabiüs, Latin, " as Johnson' s etymolog y for Durable notes). 

Johnson declares that "cant, which is always in a state of increase or decay, cannot be 

regarded as any pan of the durable materials of language, and therefore must be suffered 

to perish with other things unworthy of preservationn (137). Although we will retum to 

the implications of this statement for matters of class, what we should note in the present 

(and cognate) context is the suggestion in this passage that a word's ability to endure 

through tirne may be taken as indirect evidence of the presence of something at least 

comparable to the meaning substance which would provide the lexicographer with the 

grounds necessary to fix a language. 

Durability constitutes a key criterion for determining the legitimacy of words and 

deciding which should be included or " suffend to perish" in Johnson's Dictzgow~, which 

at this point cornes to resemble a sort of linguistic lifeboat. The words condemned to be 

left out of the Dict'onory are those which, unlike the "durable materials of language" 

(par. 80), are random and art>itmy in provenance, and limited in the scope of their use. 

As they cannot be traced to any English "primitives" which might legitimize their status, 
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cant words are tenns whuse meanings cannot be ascertained by refereire to an origin, or 

for that matter, to any links in the chah of a language's history. In this sense, however, 

cant words represent the force of laquage unchained (at least in Johnson's scheme of 

things) by an overarching historical narrative - words whose meanings may be 

determined not according to their place in some organic whole but oniy within the here 

and now of their use. "Always in a state of increase or decay" (par. 80). cant words 

flash arbitrarily ont0 the =ne of language and just as quickly pass away, without 

connection to any history, their meanings known only to those who occupy the same 

space in which they are employed. In their disregard for historical continuity, indeed, 

their disconnectedness from the organic processes of language, dong with the 

particularity (as opposed to the universality) of their application, cant words represent a 

dangerous contradiction to the method Johnson discerns in language. Most threatening 

perhaps is the fact that they suggest that meaning may, in some cases (more alarmingly, 

of course, in al1 cases) be a function not of some semantic continuity in which words 

possess the sort of quasi-material and transtemporal stanis which dlows one to speak of 

their "history," but rather of a break in the presence and identity which such a history 

implies by the actual event of utterance. Cant words thus suggest the possibility that 

meaning is a function of disruption not continuity, that is, a funnion of the event of 

utterance and not of its history. As such, language bars no trace of that materid-like 

quality which may be attributai to words by reifying utterances as sages of an organic 

history. Rather, we are left with difference and relation. This is madness of course, at 
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least fiom the perspective of method, and m u a  be condemned as such, which Johnson 

dœs in his explanation in the P&n of the fundamental importance of etyrnology to his 

dictionary : 

By tracing in this manner every word to its original and not admining, but 
with great caution, any of which no original can be found, we shall secure 
Our language from king over-run with cant, h m  being crouded with low 
terms, the spawn of folly or affectation, which anse from no just 
pnnciples of speech, and of which therefore no legitimate derivation can 
ùe shewn. (16) 

Etymology, and the notion of an orderly progression of meaning with which it is 

cœxtensive in the Diczio~ry,  thus constitute a line of defence against the disruptive 

effects of cant. In this passage from the Plon, for example, cant is associated with 

caprice - "affectation" - and with madness or "folly." Such connections are not 

surprising, given that Johnson sees cant in opposition to the method (or "just principles") 

he perceives to be at work in language. Unextraordinary too is the suggestion we have 

here in the reference to "low tems," that this category of language use -- presumably, 

dong with the threat it harbours - is identified with the lower ranks of Augustan society. 

What is surprising, however, is the association which becomes apparent in other 

references in both the Plan and the "Preface" of cant with death. The line which Johnson 

draws with his dictionary, it becomes clear, nins between method and rnadness: on the 

one side lies the domain of language use deemed "legitimate," tbe "just principles" or 

method goveming its use, the organic or living stanis ascribed to that method, and the 

stable social order which it maintains; on the other, cant and the arbimry rnadness by 
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which it is possessed, dong with its death-like power to disrupt rnethod, and the capacity 

for this disruption to produce social or class chaos. What must be noted, however, is 

this: borderlines, such as that which we say Johnson âraws in order to divide method 

from rnadness, do not simpfy separate things - they also mark a boundary which those 

things have in common, that is, the limit marked by the fact of their difference. Viewed 

in this way, the line which Johnson draws against cant takes on the aspect of a limit not 

separating two areas but rather running through al1 that is cœxtensive with the notion of 

"meaning": that is, through the linguistic, but also through the social, the political, the 

economic, the ontological , etc. What this limit "derribes, " then, is an ungraspable and 

unrepresentable dimension which, for want of a better word, 1 have assaiated with 

language, but which is common to these other areas as well. 

6. Between History and Event 

This limit is not adumbrated in any feature of the Dictiomry which we might cal1 

"positive." Rather, it is inscribed in the profound ambivalence which the text 

demonstrates towards the efficacy of its own project. As 1 have suggested, that 

ambivalence rnanifests itself as an oscillation between the expression of a desire that 

language possess the sort of coherent identity which would allow one to Vixw it or, 

failing that, permit one to account adequately for its mutability, and the actual 

contradiction and miscarriage of that desire in the execution of any attempt to d i z e  it. 

1 have so far used a number of different terrns to express the opposite poles of this 
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oscillation, the movement between which opens a space in representation in which this 

limit becomes apparent. 1 have suggested, for example, that the Didonmy is rnarked by 

an agonistic interaction between two extremities which 1 have identifiecl with desire and 

death and that this conflict manifests itself in the rnanner in which Johnson's 

representation of language shuttles between the "method" of an organic conception of 

linguistic development in which each utterance holds a determinate place and the 

"madness" of the random suspension and disruption of mediod which characterizes the 

actual instant of utterance. To the extent that Johnson's method grounds language in a 

panicular notion of history, that notion is subjected to the same disruptive tension and 

ambivalence as that which 1 have said perrneates the text in gened. This ambivalence 

which -- and this is a point on which we must be clear - transects both language and 

history, is apparent in the undecided manner in which the notion of meaning is 

constructed in the definitions themselves. Generally speahng, the apposition &tains 

between whether the meaning of any particular word is to be considered a legacy of the 

past and thus a "durable" substance, or a function of the context of its actual utterance 

and thus an indeterminate event. In both cases, history and language are thoroughly 

imbricated, each conception of language king coextensive with a paRicular wnception 

of history and vice versa. On the one hand, the key semantic elements of Johnson's 

definitions - the etymologies, "explanationsw or "interpreiations, " and the quotations 

which illustrate those explmations -- are presented in such a way so as to conform to and 

bear out the notion that history embodies a mherent whole in which events, including 
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linguistic events, progress in an orderl y and unintempted succession. From this 

perspective, Johnson's definitions are constmcted so as to emphasize those aspects of a 

word which are wntinuous over time, foregrounding the genealogy of its meaning and 

representing change as a sequenœ of linked developments rather than a turbulent and 

disorderly series of arbitrary disruptions. In this line of desœnt, the etymological radical 

functions as that "durablew (137) mark of pedigree which persists through time, linking 

the generations of utterance chronicled in the explanations and quotations, and allowing 

the lexicographer to distinguish those words of "legitimate derivation" (16) from the 

bastards of cant. On the other hand, the emphaus which Johnson places on continuity 

in the development of meaning is resisted in some important respects by the very 

techniques he enlists to establish the historical coherence of the language. For example, 

Johnson's use of etymology and quotation is partly, as we've seen, a response to his 

inability to determine at the microscopie level of language the presence of any innate 

meaning substance which would allow him to represent (and thus allow the reader to see) 

the wntinuity which he suggests obtains among the various significations of a word 

simply in that part of the definition he calls "explanation" or "interpretation. " But, 

although invokd to compensate for the apparent absence of this elusive but potentially 

stabilizing element, neither etymology nor quotation provides convincing or conclusive 

proof of the sort of innate principle of development in language which would allow 

Johnson to display English (as he says in the Piàn it is his desire) in such a way that its 

changes could appear to unfold on the printed page before the reader' s eyes. One result 
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of the application of etymology and particularly quotation to the problem of definition and 

meaning is to alert the reader to the possibility that any semantic identity which one might 

perceive among morphologicall y similar utterances sepamted in time, may not be so rnuch 

evidenœ of the precnce of the sort of supra-historical element in language which would 

allow for such continuity as it is a retroactive effect of a dimension of language which 

we might cal1 the rhetorical. 

In both the Plan and the "Preface," Johnson presents etymology as a means of 

bringing order to English which, he cornplains "now stands in Our dictionaries a confusecl 

heap of words without dependence, and without relation" ( P h  14). Etyrnology "is of 

great importance in examining the general fabrick of a language" (par. 20) and has a 

capacity , Johnson suggests, to produce effects of order such as that which he says English 

currently lacks, even effects which are without basis in fact. The "etymological 

extravagence" of Junius, who Johnson sardonically notes derives "dreum from drama, 

because üfe is a d m ,  and a drmw is D drem; and who declares with defiance, that 

no man can fail to derive m w n  from . . . monos, who considers that grief naturally loves 

to be alone" (par. 25) is proof of that. What is less certain, however, as these absurd 

derivations point out, is the question of whether the comtenateci relations which 

etymologists establish among words correspond to any objective k t  of organic continuity 

in language. Rernarkably, for Johnson the exuberant excess of one such as Junius d œ s  

not cancel the value of etymology as a means of determining the "method" or regularity 

of a language. To be sure, he notes, anticipating the incredulity with which etymdogists' 
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claims are often met, the search for the "foreign pmgenitors" of English "will give 

occasion to many cunous disquisitions, and sometimes perhaps to conjectures, which, to 

readers uaacquainted with this kind of study, cannot but appear improbable and 

capriciousw ( P b  14). But for such apparent abberations, he cautions his d e n ,  the 

etyrnologia should not be automaticail y blarned. Word histories may appear arbitrary , 

even absurd, but. Johnson argues, this is not necessarily the result of the etymologist's 

fancy. The etyrnologist rnerely registers the history of a language which, in an 

extraordinary concession to historicity (and in ternis which recall the very ones in which 

he dismisses cant), Johnson wntes is "produoed by necessity and enlargeci by accident, 

and . . . therefore composed of dissimilar parts, thrown together by negligence, by 

affectation, by leaming, or  by ignorance" ( P h  17). Any irregularities in such histories 

are therefore attributable to those who have used the language, but not to those who later 

attempt to find their way back dong the faint, perplexing pathways of b a t  use. 

"It may be reasonably imagined that what is so much in the power of men as 

language, will very often be capriciously conducteci" (14), Johnson writes in the Plon, 

thus localizing in "manw the source of the dismptive and arbitrary element of language 

apparent in linguistic change. What such a mode1 obviates, however, is the possibility 

that this caprice is that of language itself - indeed, "is" language - the madness of which 

etymology seeks to methodize by imposing the wntinuity of a genetic-historical form on 

what is in fact a series of disparate and randomly-motivated events. Although, in the 

results of its method. etymology cas& an aura of empirical certitude over language 



change, its "discoveries" arise (as we will explore in our discussion of Tcxke' s Divenions 

of Purley) ftom the application of what is in fact a rhetoncal device: paronomasia. As 

Derek Amidge explains, in paronomasia 

two similar-mnding but distinct signifiers are brought together, and the 
surface nlationship between them invested with meaning through the 
inventiveness and rhetorical ski11 of the writer. If that meaning is in the 
fonn of a postulated wnnection between present and past. what we have 
is etymology; if it's in the form of a postulated connection within the 
present, the result is word-play. (193) 

No doubt Johnson would be appalled at the suggestion that any "dependence" or 

"relation" he might establish among the "confused heap" of English words which fil1 

other dictiodes is the product of a process of rhetorical invention every bit as arbitrary 

and capricious as the wanton forces of language change against which the elements of his 

own dictionary are marshal led. Nonetheless, the process by which etymology imposes 

a deteninate fonn upoo the blank space in presence opened by the event of utterance is 

cognate with that inaugural reflex by which language turns away from the disarticulating 

violence of its own coming into king, erasing the incoherent blankness of that event 

("saying") while figuring itself forth as an intuitable phenornenon. Etymology, in other 

words, is one link in the chah of substitutions precipitated by the originary 

phenomenalization of language which de Man calls positing: with etymology, the 

phenomenality of language is projected through tirne, effacing the blank inwherency of 

the space opened by the actuai event of utienuice and figuring forth, on the basis of this 

erasure, that phenomenal iuition of temporality we familiarl y caii " history . " But, although 
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it is posited as an intuitable phenornenon and, as such, is liable to representation, 

analysis, and discussion. history as it is conœived here, rernains an effect of a pnxrss 

in which language recoils from and thus effaces the unrepresentable incoherence of the 

event of its own taking place in utterance. This is not to Say, however, that this reflex 

eradicates or neutralizes the disruptive force of the event of utterance. On the contrary. 

language, consisting precisely in a flickering movement between the random and 

heterogeneous break in presence and the erasure through figuration of the unrepresentable 

space opened in the instant of that incoherent event, always harbours (indeed, 

paradoxically "is") this capacity to intempt the effect of (or desire for) presence 

embodied by such totalized figures of coherence as " history" or "language. " While this 

ambivalence permeates every aspect of the Diaionury, including the role which 

etyrnology plays in the detenination of meanings. the unsettling effects borne by the 

actual "eventw of language become particularl y apparent in Johnson's use of quotation to 

supplement his explanations of a word's meaning, a matter 1 will examine in the 

following chapter. 



Chrpter Four 

Curing the Body of Language 

1. Context as Limit 

Tbis is iny starting point: no nip9ninn can be detefmined out of context, but no context 
permits saniration. 

- Jacques Derrida, "Living On: Burderlinesw 

In the "Preface," Johnson directs his readers' anention specifically to the 

quotations he employs, for it is in them, he writes, that the reader will find "the solution 

of dl diffîculties, and the supply of al1 defects" (par. 56) in the Dictrgo~ry. Quotation, 

for exarnple, ailows Johnson to distinguish subtleties of meaning which explanation alone 

is too clumsy an instrument to tease apart. And, although the profusion of examples 

appended to certain definitions may seem excessive at times, he assures his readers that 

such richness must not be construed as a sign of redundancy: 

a work of this kind is not hastily to be charged with supecfiuities: those 
quotations which to careless or unskiIfid perusers appear oniy to repeat the 
same sense, will often exhibit, to a more accurate examiner, diversities of 
signification, or, at least, afford different shades of the same meaning: 
one will shew the word applied to penons, another to things; one will 
express an ill, another a good, and a third a neutrai sense; one will prove 
the expression genuine from an ancient authour; another will shew it 
elegant from a modern: a doubtful authority is colTObOrated by another 
of mon c d i t ;  an ambiguous sentence is asœrtained by a passage clear 
and determinate; the word, how often soever repeated, appean with new 
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something to the stability or enlargement of the language. (par. 65) 

The stability to be derived from such a suategy, however, is precarious and uncertain at 

bat .  True, in arranging his quotations "accordhg to the time of their authours" (par. 

56) Johnson creates an @ct of historical coherency and continuity which, in tum, 

motivates every particular quoted instance of that term by imbuing each with the 

significance which comes from king an integral part of a wherent whole. At the sarne 

time, however, in using quotation to supplement the inadequacy of periphrasis as a 

technique of definition, Johnson suggests the possibility that meaning is not so much a 

function of the historical tmjectory of a word as it is of the wntext in which that word 

is used. 

Such an emphasis on context renders any word whose rneaning we may interrogate 

a mere place holder or expletive, a space with no inherent significance but whose 

semantic value is ultimately determined by extrinsic circumstances. As the lexicographer 

Charles Richardson wmplained in the preface to his own Nav DiCn'o~ry of the Engüsh 

Longuage in 1 839, Johnson' s Dictr*onary tends " to interpret the import of the context, and 

not explain the individual meaning of the word" (Richardson, 1, 38; qtd. in DeMaria 

164). The implication of this, of course, as a more recent critic has obrrved. is " that 

every usage of a word makes for a different meaning" (DeMaria 164). Such comments, 

however, like Johnson' s citational method itsel f, beg an important question conceming 
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the nature of the relationship between context and meaning: if meaning is determimd by 

context, how do we, with any oenainty, determine the limits of context? 

Jacques Derrida has demonmted that, while meaning is a function of context, 

context itself is finally indeteminable and inexhaustible. Elaborating Derrida's point, 

Jonathan Culler notes there is a "structural openness* to wntext which pennits the 

limitless decontextualization and recontextuaiization of any sign or  sign sequence and, 

with this, the endless displacement of the meaning of those signs (On Decons?ncctr*m 

124). Meaning, in other words, is nothing but context or, as Demda puts it, "there are 

only contexts without any centre or absolute anchorage" (SEC 12).' As such, context 

constitutes a sliding frame, changes in the dimensions of which alter the relations arnong 

and thus the meanings of the elements defined within that frame. 

In its very limitlessness, however, context constitutes a limit, o r  more precisely, 

marks (in a manner with which we should by now be growing familial, although not 

necessarily cornfortable) a liminal dimension of language, unrepresentable as such and 

experienced only in the mood of pathos which attends any already doomed effort to 

represent its operations. "There is no lirnit in principle to what might be included in a 

given context" (123) writes Culler. By the same token, however, oontext forms a limit 

which, although it determines meaning, may not itself be wmprehended by the effects 

of the instances of meaning which it enables. In this respect, wntext's liminal qualities 

resemble those which Johnson encounten in that pan of his definition he calls die 

"explanation" and which he tums to quotation in order to supplement. 1 have said, for 
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example, that Johnson recognizes that explanation must ultimately be based on words "ta, 

plain to admit a definition" (128), that is, on words which, in their mistance to semantic 

reduction, mark the limit of language's capacity to represent its own meanings. 

Furthemore, 1 have noted that the core sense of these words may not be discovered as 

one might a phenornenon possessed of the stability and presence of a substance but can 

only be intuired, or experienced directly and unreflectively as an unrnediated event of 

meaning . In a similar manner, context harbours an irreducible (but by no means positive) 

element which, cognate with the taking-place of language and thus unstable and 

unknowable in "itself," is beyond the reach of representation. 

In Johnson's DiaioMry, this liminal dimension of context manifests itself in 

quotation. As 1 have said, it is perhaps surprising that the very method Johnson adopts 

to supplernent limitations he encounters in paraphrastic definition should display precisely 

those qualities which render explanation inadequate as a mode of definition (at least, that 

is, definition identified with the exhaustion of meaning, as it seems to be by Johnson). 

But, like a bad debt, the death-like blankness of the limit Johnson experienœs in his 

frustrated desire for an immutable and positive meaning substance at the atomic level of 

language pursues him in each alternative effort he &es to simulate the stability that 

substance would have provided. When it is clear that he cannot find a meaning substance 

in words themselves, Johnson seeks to demonstrate the transhistorical identity of words, 

a task which requires that he assemble quotations in wncatenated sequenœs which exhibit 

the organic coherency of the language. But quomion too. it will turn out, harbours, in 
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its relationship with context, that same disaniculating limit which, by the very insistence 

with which it disrupts any attempt to set meaning on a positive footing, seems to define 

bot. language and the task of lexicography. Language, it seems, is this limit which, 

perversely, is beyond language and which any attempt to represent language exhaustively 

or positively must necessarily confront. Even attempts to represent this failure (such as 

rny own) inevitably fail: as Paul de Man notes, such models "of language's impossibility 

to be a mode1 of language, " are shown to be "wnsistently defective" (RT 19). 

Johnson, then, seeks to delimit and fix the meaning of words by presenting them 

in the context of the passages he quotes, and ananging these passages in chronological 

chahs which suggest the stability and continuity of the language over time. The effcacy 

of this method as a strategy for mastering meaning, however, is wntradicted by certain 

features essential to quotation and, by implication, to context. Quotation, for exarnple, 

is possible only to the extent that the quoted sign lacks the very stability which Johnson 

invokes quotation in order to determine. That Johnson rnay quote the passages he quotes 

(or, for that matter, that he may write at dl) is possible only because, in order to signiQ, 

the sign must be remtable beyond and in the absence of its original context. To clarifi 

this point, which 1 have made before, we n a d  only consider the question which Derrida 

poses in "Signature Event Context" : "What would a mark be that could not be cited?" 

(12). The answer is difficult to imagine. Presumably, such a mark would occur once 

and once on1 y, yet its occurrence (if such a thing could be said to "occur") would possess 

the adamantine piesence of an infinite "onceness": durable, yes, but a sign, no. And 
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yet, bis is precisely the sort of self-identical determinateness which Johnson seems to 

wish to delineate with his citational methocl. 

To elaborate this point and prepare the way for a more detailed wnsideration of 

the function of quotation in the Dictz0onury and the specific m e r  in which quotation 

fails to provide the stability which Johnson seeks in it, a brief theoretical diversion is 

necessary. In emphasizing its status as the repetition of an utterance, quotation draws 

attention to the event of utterance. An aspect of language generally obrured by 

discourse, the event of utterance exposes something fundamental, and iùndamentally 

disruptive, in signification. As that which is the condition of possibility of discourse, the 

event of utterance is, as 1 have said, beyond the reach of representation. An elementary 

but inscrutable instant of disruption which facilitates language's passage ftom self- 

sameness to actual discourse, this moment, identified in its various aspects with the 

linguistic phenornenon of deixis or with de Man's notion of inscription - both of which 

have a special bearing on quotation -- exposes the limits of language. Christopher Fynsk 

has commented that these limits "cannot be understood as linguistic in a restncted sense 

(that is, in the sense that they might fonn the object of linguistic science)." By the sarne 

token, however, they "cannot be understood as other than language" (urv). Language, 

"taken in this extendeci sense." Fynsk continues, "is a threshold we cannot cross in 

thought (though it is a threshold)" (xxv). To apprah this thnshold it will be necessary 

to consider quotation - or more precisely, repeatability -- as an aspect of language which 

is at once the condition of possibility of the effects of identity and stabili ty such as those 
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which Johnson seeks, and also that which forbids such identity from ever king anything 

more substantial than an effect. As a first step in this direction, it is necessary to 

elaborate the relationship between quotation and repeatability. 

Diversion 2: Quotatïon 

Repeatability, Derrida demonstrates in "Signature Event Context, " is a 

fùndamental , structural1 ydetermined trait of the sign. But as Rodolphe Gasch6 is catefùl 

to point out, Derrida's notion of repeatability is not to be confused with common or 

empirical repetition ( T h  212). Where "repetition" typically evokes the notion of "a 

continuous modification and extenuation of presence" (SEC 7), i.e.. a duplication or echo 

continuous with an onginai "entity, moment, instance, or the like" (Tàin 212), 

repeatability doubles nothing simple, nothing simply or singularly present as such. 

Rather, repeatability consists in a radical repetition which constitutes, in its originary 

movement, the break in presenœ which makes empirical repetition possible and with it 

the effects of identity for which such repetitions are responsible. Because identity is an 

effect of repetition, any claim to presence which the apparently self-identical sign may 

make upon us is undone by the same gesture which allows that daim to corne into being. 

In the absence of an empirical "original," repeatability dœs not consist in a simple 

duplication of a prior and determinate presence. Rather, its structure is essentially one 

of differentiation and deferral: every sign is a citation without original or, more 

precisel y, a citation whose on1 y original is citationality itself, a radical movement which 
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nip tues identity , hollowi ng out and divening the alway s-al read y defaulted presence of 

the sign through the other elements in the differential network in which it is inscribed, 

while simultaneously reciting it back to its own disrupted presence as the trace of that 

which it is not. The identity of the sign is thus an effect of its repeatability in citation, 

but (to repeat) its repeatability is a hinaion of its inscription in a differential network of 

signs in which no element possesses the determinateness or positivity of an original. As 

a node in this web of difference, the sign consists in a "self-differentiating repetition or 

citationw (Ryan 30). And although each instance of repetition seems to bear and confirm 

the identity of its original, the fundamental diversion, alteration, or "othering" which is 

its condition of possibility , forbids and defers the full reaiization of that identity, that is, 

the full satisfaction of that desire for presence. 

Demda' s paleonp "iterability, " which combines the notion of repetition with that 

of alteration (the latter sense which Demda locates in the Sanskrit "itara," or "otherw 

[SEC 7]), conveys the essential role of dflerance in repetition and the effects of identity 

for which it is responsible. As that which rnakes possible, but which also forbids, any 

sign from achieving the sort of absolute stability which Johnson desires of language, 

iterability, moreover, is the mark of the sign's radical lack of preseace. This lack, 

however, is not that of a "pure" or simple absence, that is, the negatim of presence by 

its absolute other. Such a cancellation would be merel y what we have said Derrida calls 

"a modification of presence" (8). The absence inrribed in the sign by the structure of 

iterability consists, rather, in a radical "rupture in presence" (8) which forbids the 
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possibility of any totalized presence or absence in language. It is on the basis of this 

break that the sign "can be cited, put between quutation marks" (12). Indeed, as Michael 

Ryan explains, "without a movement of selfdiffenntiabng repetition or citation, there 

could be no event, no prernce of the speech actw (30). Quotation then, the method 

which Johnson employs in the hope of fixing meaning, is itself possible only because of 

a fundamental dehiscence in the sign which &es any absdute determination, 

circumscription, or, indeed, definition of meaning undizable. 

The repeatability of the sign renders "context" similarly indeteminable and 

incomplete in its relation to sign and meaning. The fact that the sign may be repeated 

beyond the confines of its "original" context - i.e. beyond what Derrida calls "its 

'original' desire-tc~say-what-one-means (w~loir-dire)~ (SEC 12) -means that no sign is 

bound to any single context for its meaning and, converse1 y, that no context may exhaust 

the meaning of a sign. Demda argues that the sign is necessarily inscribeci with the 

possibility that it may "break with every given context, engendering an infinity of new 

contexts in a manner which is absolutely illimitable" (12). The possibility of such a 

break is, as 1 have said, cognate with the rupture which enables identity effects while 

rendering any pure identity impossible. But it is also this dimension of the sign which 

prohibits context h m  cordoning off meaning in any absolute sense. In this way, the 

possibility that context might envelop meaning, defining the sign by hinctioning as its 

pure exterior, the way rock defines the form of a fossil, is broken by that same lack 

which ruptures the sign. The radical context of any sign is thus marked by that m e  
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rupture which wnstitutes the fundamental movement of the sign: rupture, not presence, 

is the originary context of signification and thus of quotation. And it is in this sense that 

context, which Johnson invokes in order to delimit signification, wnstitutes, by virtue of 

the lack or break by which it is characterized, a limit to what c m  be known or said about 

language. Again, as we shall see, this limit rnanifests itself in Johnson's text in images 

of death. 

2. Between Longue and Parole: Utterance as Context 

The uograspable is what one does not escape. 

- Maurice Blanchot, "Two Versions of the Imaginary" 

The illimitable aspect of signification intemipts not only the integnty of the sign 

in its synchronic context, however, but also the determinateness of the organic historical 

context in which Johnson seeks to locate and thus stabilize every such instance of each 

sign. We should recall that, in his examples, Johnson presents words not merely in the 

context of individual quotations: the quotations he selects to illustrate each word are 

arranged chronologically, in accordance with the principle that every instance of a word 

embodies a distinct point in a larger, continuous, and organic history of the word and of 

the language in general. Johnson thus seeks to fix the "totalw signification of a word by 

triangulating the meaning of that word as it appears in the context of a particular 

quotation with the place that panicular instance occupies in the context of the 

chronologically-arranged chain of al1 of the instances which he quotes for that word. 



214 

Johnson, in other words, tries to determine the meaning of the word in question not only 

in the context of the quotations he isolates, but also in that of the trajectory of the organic 

nanative which those quotations presurnably chart. 

The conception of history as presence unfolding over time on which this svategy 

is based has the effect of imputing to each instant of that history the identity which cornes 

from being part of a determinate whole and displacing the contingency of events with the 

coherency of sheer historical calculation. Such coherency, however, is possible only on 

the basis of an erasure of the rupture in presence which occun in any instance of 

signification: this breach splits not only the positive identity which such a closed 

historical mode1 attributes to each of its constituent moments, but also the homogeneous 

force or presence which such a scheme accords the acnial event of the utterance. A 

coherent history composed of concatenated speech events is possible only if the 

heterogeneous Mhm of those events is effaced by a figurative gesture such as that which 

Johnson imposes with his invocation of the organic. But while such a strategy may have 

a reifying effeft on the elements comprising that history, the event of utterance retains 

in its heterogeneous excess a capacity to break the coherency of any such totalizing 

figure. In the case of Johnson's Dictl*omry, this disruptive force resides in the fact of 

quotation itself. 

Johnson's use of illustrative quotation dœs more than simply emphasize the role 

of context in the production of meaning. By representing words in the context of their 

development, he also draws attention ta the specific instant or event in which those words 
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are uttered. But, like the apparently irreducible particle which he despairs of ever finding 

in language, the moment of unerance - the temporal "atom" of language - is not simple 

but heterogeneous, enmeshed, like the word, in a network of clifference and divided from 

itself from the outset. 

The index of utterance's self-difference is the quotation mark. Whether it is 

acnially indicated by itdics, a iine of attribution, or the appropriate diacritical marks, 

quotation (distinguished from that which is quoted) refers specifically to the actual event 

of discourse's coming-inteking, that is, to "saying" as opposed to the "said." For 

example, the Mme "John Lockew and the title "Essay" appended to the passage "If every 

particular Idea that we take in, should have a distinct name, names must be endless," 

which Johnson cites to illustrate one use of the word m e ,  refer to and repeat the prior 

existence of these words in the context of Locke's Essay Concemgng Hwnon 

Understanding. In a curious way, however, in doing so, the line of attribution indicates, 

in a manner which discourse typically obscures, the fact that the passage which it marks 

tmk place, that is, that it came into king through a singular event of utterance or 

writing. Quotation thus teases out and points up (although without describing it) that 

dimension of language which marks its having-come-into-being as discourse, its 

emergence " from the crypt where it prefers itself" (OG 193) or, more simply , "saying. " 

As Hans-Jost Frey notes, "saying" generally "is only accessible" insofar as 

something is ~ a i d . ~  Quotation, however, enscts a subtle separation of saying and said, 

satisfying what Frey cdls "the apparently absurd requirement of saying saying without 
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its becoming what is said, or: to say it as well as not to sty itw ("Spume" 259). In a 

manner unlike even that of the word "saying" (in which, Frey says, "the act of saying, 

which rnakes possible saying's king said, d e s  into an unreachable distance . . 
precisely because it distorts saying into what is saidw [259]), quotation restores saying to 

memory - and thus to history -- by marking the difference and the Wace between the 

"said" (the quotation) and the event of utterance to which the quotation refers. 

In its capacity to refer to the instant of the taking place of language as discoune, 

quotation thus resernbles in some ways the function which we have said modem 

linguistics ascribes to deixis.' As we have noted, deictics are that class of pronouns and 

other indicators whose specific meanings may be determined only by reference to the 

context in which they occur. With their lack of an objective referent, deictics highlight 

the inextricable bond of meaning with context and specifically with the reference to 

reference which murs  in the instance of utterance. Deixis, in other words, marks the 

workings of Benveniste's émnct?, the linguistic act which opens the space between the 

"saying" and the "saidw which allows language to hinction as discourse. As the originary 

act of reference, utterance, referring to nothing but the event of its own taking place, and 

taking place by way of a ruptunng of identity by difference, thus constitutes the 

fundamental context of al1 signification. The radical context of al1 texts, in other words, 

is rupture. 

As context, however, utterance bean little resemblance to the more commonplace 

notion of context which Johnson invokes to fut meaning in the Diniomry: rather than 
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determinhg the meaning of any specific "uttend" from the outside (either in its relation 

to the other elernents in the particular syntactical-grammatical unit in which it appean or 

to other such units between which and the "uttered" in question one assumes a continuous 

and organic hi storical relationship) , context-usunerance consi st s in the mpturing of the 

very identity which would allow one to distinguish one sign as si- exterior to another, 

i.e., as the context of another. In this, utterance is cognate with Demda's notion of 

"spacing," that is, with that which makes it impossible "for an identity to be closed on 

itself, on the inside of its proper interionty, or on its coincidence with itsel F (Positions 

94). Not simply exterior then, the notion of context-as-utterance implies the impossibility 

of determining the simple "inside" or "outside" of an uttered, and thus the untenability 

of the contextual method Johnson adopts to display and determine meaning in both its 

synchronie and diachronic aspects: in the opening it breaches in language, context-as- 

utterance, like spacing, is "the index of an irreducible exterior, and at the same time, of 

a movement, a displacement that indicates an iducible alterity" (Positiom 81). 

Again, we arrive at the imducible limit of language only to discover not the 

stable substance Johnson desires but an opening, at once an "intexval" and a 

" 'productive, ' 'genetic, ' ' practicai ' movement" (Posirons 94). Set in motion b y 

utterance, marked by deixis, and adumbrated in quotation, this liminal operation of 

differentiation and deferral, which is the radical wntext of al1 "uttereûs," brings 

language-as-discourse into k i n g  by intemipting precisel y the sort of determinate identity 

which Johnson, in his effort to "fix" meaning, ascribes both to history and to language. 
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Here we should recall that both history and language are pnsented in the Dicziowry as 

aggregates of discrete, positive lexical or temporal uniu, the identity of any one of which 

may be confirmed by reference to the place it occupies in the body of the organic, 

providentially-motivated whole. But, intervening at the instant of the event of utterance, 

the inaugural rupture of language inscribes (and thus splits) the interiority of such 

totalized figures of language and history with the irreducible extenori ty of othemess. For 

language to "emerge" as discourse, however, the incoherence and irreducible otherness 

of this instant must also be effaced with the same gesture by the text of the unered which 

it produces. The organic history which Johnson invokes emerges through a repetition of 

the same process, although in its case the figural effacement of the incoherence of the 

event of utterance is mspped back over the abyss of temporaîity itself, obliterating the 

radical disruption which is the condition of possibility of "history" with a determinate 

figure of continuous, organic development. 

But although the heterogeneity and indeteminateness of the inaugural event of 

language and history may be ostensibly effaced, traces of that lirninal opening must 

necessari1 y remain in effect . For exarnple, insofar as it cites the instant of the coming- 

inteking of discourse in utterance, quotation adumbrates the blank incoherence and 

radical othemess of "saying" which thus haunts the quotexi "said" like a flickering 

spectre. To apped to quotation, in other words, as a means of embodying language or 

history in an organic form is to expose that body to a visitailon by its spectral other - 

to an out-of-body experience of sorts - and thus to the irreducible lirnit which otherness 
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shadows forth and the threat of dissolution such an encounter holds for al1 notions of 

identity . 

But, as the condition of possibility of'language, this threshold. Iîke death, is 

inaccessible to representation. As such, it appears only negatively in the Dicziomzry, in 

the breaks, for exarnple, between the various oppositions which structure the movement 

of the text and between which the text oscillates, the poles of which 1 have crudely 

generalized as desire on the one hand and death on the other. Related to this undecidable 

dimension of the Dictr*onary and thus intimating the limit of language which 1 have k e n  

discussing , is Johnson' s ambivalence to the possibility that there exists within language 

an immutable and matenal element, that is, something in language which opposes us with 

the resistance of a physid thing and which as such may become an object of knowledge. 

From the outset, Johnson dismisses as a vain "wish" the possibility that words might be 

inhabited by an atomic substance. At the same time, however, we have seen that this 

effaced desire continues to haunt Johnson's enwunter with language in the form of an 

implicit wish that the materiality which he acknowledges is unavailable to him at the 

atomic level may be discovered in another aspect of language, specifîcall y its histoncal 

dimension. 

Such ambivalence is the mark of the threshold which Johnson repeatedly confronts 

as he probes language for a potentially stabilizing element. Because the resistance of 

language inheres not in any positive feanire but in the movement of differentiation and 

deferral which ruptures presence, that which is resistant in language is also that which 
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renders any attempt to fix or describe it undecidable. Such attempts will always be 

stranded on the threshold of language, aught in the blinking of the space of ciifference 

which brings discourse into king. Even when Johnson enacts a gesture which might, it 

seems. neutralize the disruptive force of the event of utterance by inscribing it in the 

detenninate whole of an organic hi story , the ambivalence tortures his efforts, twisti ng and 

dismembering the figures with which he attempts to represent the body of language, 

ul timatel y rendering the representation indeterminate. Again, it i s in such figural 

disjunctions and disfigurations and the images of death which invariably accompany them 

that the limit of language is shadowed forth. 

3. "Between Here and Nowhere": Curing the Body of bguage 

The cadaverous presence establishes a relation between here and nowhere. 

- Maurice Blanchot, "Two Versions of the Imag iq  " 

The pattern of this particular disfiguration is consistent with that which 1 derribed 

earlier in which a desire for perfection is intempted by an accidental and arbitrary 

element identified somehow with death. In this instance, Johnson's repressed desire for 

a meaning substance is expressed in the organic notion that every language "has a time 

of rudeness prior to perfection, as well as of false refinement and declension" ("Preface." 

par. 62).4 The figural link between language and vegetable life established here, 

however, is cumpiicated by other refennces in the P h  and "Preface" which associate 
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language with the life of language's human "authour." In the "Preface," for example, 

Johnson comments, " it is incident to words, as to their authours, to degenerate frorn their 

ancestors, and to change their manners when they change their country" (par. 27). Onl y 

suggested here, the actual nature of the relationship between the human and the linguistic 

is more clearly articulated in the Plon. In a passage which immediately follows his 

acknowledgement of the "wish" that the "fundamental atoms of Our speech might obtain 

the firmness and immutability of the primogenial and constituent particles of matter," 

Johnson wri tes: 

But this is a privilege which words are scarcely to expect; for, tike their 
author, when they are not gaining strength, they are generally losing it. 
Though art may sometimes prolong their duration, it will rarely give them 
perpetuity, and their changes will be almost always infoming us, that 
language is the work of man, of a king from whom permanence and 
stability cannot be derived. (18; emphasis added) 

Words, we are told, are "like their author" in that both are subject to mutability. Any 

identity, however, between the two which Johnson might claim to exist is undone by his 

actual description of their relationship. "Language is the work of man, " he writes: the 

link between them is thus not one of likeness, identity , or necessity but rather of labour, 

production, and thus contingency, which is to say, wt metaphoric but metonymic. As 

Paul de Man points out in "Semiology and Rhetoric," "the inferenœ of identity and 

totality that is constitutive of metaphor is lacking in the purely relational metonymic 

contact: an element of tmth is invoked in taking Achilles for a lion but none in taking 

Mr. Ford for a rnotor car" (AR 14). Far from offering grounds for the sort of analogy 
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Johnson draws in this passage between "man" and language, the "purely relational" point 

of contact (which we shall cal1 "work"), is a locus of difference and, as such, a space 

exposed to precisely the sort of contingent forces which Johnson invokes the organic in 

order to dispel. 

A familiar pattern repeats itself here, this time with metaphor and metonymy in 

the irreconcilable positions of desire and death, of the "said" and "saying. " Calling on 

metaphor to establish that which, in the previous paragraph, he says one can only "wish" 

to find in fact, Johnson ascribes to language the organic form of its human "author." The 

coherency of this figure, and with it the deteminateness of its constitutive elements, is 

intempted, however, when the relationship of identity which Johnson says obtains 

besween the human and language is subsequently described in the metonymic and thus 

differential tems of "work." Metonymy, in other words, intervenes in the totality 

posited by metaphor, breaking up its coherency, leaving "language" (and with it, the 

"human") oscillating uncerrainly between the poles of identity and difference. In this 

moment of figura1 dissonance, the blank limit marked by the desire for the "fundamental 

atoms" of speech, and momentarily obscured by the imposition of metaphoric identity, 

reassens itself in al1 of its perplexing unintelligibility. 

The limit this ambivalence marks asserts itself, however, even where the mode of 

figuration linking Ianguage with the living, human body is stable. In one particularly 

striking passage from the " Preface, " the element of difference and undecidability with 

which meton y m y intempted the metaphoric identity of language in our previous example, 
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for language. In this reversal, language is stranded in the uncertain space between life 

and death: 

Those who have been persuaded to think well of my design, require that 
it should fix our language, and put a stop to those alterations which time 
and chance have hitherto been suffered to make in it without opposition. 
With this consequenœ 1 will confess that 1 flattered myself for a while; but 
not begin to fear that I have indulged expectation which neither reason nor 
experience can justif'y. When we see men grow old and die at a certain 
tirne one after another, from century to century, we laugh at the elixir that 
promises to prolong life to a thousand years; and with equal justice may 
the lexicographer be derided who, being able to produce no example of a 
nation that has preserved their words and phrases from mutability, shall 
imagine that his dictionary can embalm his language, and secure it from 
corruption and decay, that it is in his power to change sublunary nature. 
or clear the world at once from folly, vanity, and affectation. (par. 84) 

This passage repeats the basic rhetorical pattern which 1 have said characterizes the 

Dictionary: it begins, for example, with a desire (again, a desire of others) that the 

Dictio~ry might resist the forces of "tirne and chance" and thus "fix" language. As 

before, this wish is negated, this time by "reason" and "experience, " the latter of which, 

by implication, takes on the deathly aspect of contingency. The lexicographer's failure 

to find something in language resistant to "time and chance" exposes a lack in language 

and with it the unsettling possibility that language is nothing but " time and chance. " In 

response to this disturbing prospect, however, Johnson invokes metaphor, imputing to 

language the status of a living, albeit decrepit, human body: with such a move he seeks 

to recuperate rhetoricaily for language what he could not discover empirically, 

cinximmibing contingency within the telos of an organic process attributed 
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metaphorically to language. Although the figure of language as a dying man occupies 

a position of proof in his allegory of the Dictio~ry's production, it rernains nonetheless 

a displaced figure of the original desire for stability. As such, it is vulnerable to the 

sarne possibility of contradiction and failure as that which intempted that inaugural 

desire. What remains at stake (and thus unsettled) in this passage is the question of the 

proper function of the Dicîionary in relation to the body of language and, more 

significantly, the status of that body itself. 1s it a living body or, like Caesar's, a corpse 

animated by rhetoric? 

In this passage, Johnson clearl y acknowledges the inevitability of language change, 

dismissing as charlatanism the notion that a dictionary might provide a language with 

etemal life. He elaborates this position later in the "Prefaœ," maintaining, we should 

note, the figure of language as a living organism: 

If the changes that we fear be thus irresistible, what remains but to 
acquiesce with silence, as in the other insurmountable distresses of 
humanity? It remains that we retard what we cannot repel, that we palliate 
what we cannot cure. Life rnay be lengthened by care, though death 
cannot be ultimately defeated. (par. 91) 

By this formulation, the Dicziomry cannot eradicate death, only delay its inevitable 

arrival. But the representation of the text as palliative, Iike the organic representation of 

language with which it is coextensive, itself palliates the work of a more radical 

contingency for which there is no literal expression and of which tems such as "chance," 

"change," "death," and, as we shall see, "cant" are only figures. The possibility here 

arises that language change is Johnson's wncern in the Didonury only insofar as it 
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marks an unnameable and undefinable limit where language-asdiscourse cornes into 

king , a radical1 y non-sel f-identical dimension utterly (but insubstantially) resistant to the 

sort of taxonomic representation one expects a dictionary, by definition, to provide. 

Linguistic change, in other words adumbrates a dimension of radical wntingency in 

language which renders the thought of "fixing" words and their meanings abwrd. 

Without this "chance" element (which is also the limit of language) there would be no 

language change because, in its unimaginable absence, language could never emerge as 

discourse. Johnson's text is thus caught in a bind, for the condition of possibility of 

language emerging as discourse is also and at once the condition of the impossibility that 

a linguistic entity such as a dictionary might anatomize the "body" of language. Any 

attempt to describe that body will inevitably repeat the ambivalence of the blank, 

differential limit which language change marks -- which is precisely what occurs in the 

passage with which 1 began this discussion. 

In invoking a metaphor of organic development as a response to the problem of 

linguistic change, Johnson would seem to have laid the spectre of the radical contingency 

of language to rest: although language may change, every instant of that history is 

answerable to the organic structure in which it is inscribed. And yet, in its own effort 

to master, or at least to obviate its own aporetic stanis as a text, the Dictr'o~ry is 

compelled repeatedly to describe, albeit negatively, the ambivalence of the space in which 

it is inscribed. It is the force of contingency inhering in the trope of metonymy, for 

example, which breaks up the figura1 totality of the first organic metaphor of language 
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we exarnined. And, as chance would have it, the m e  disruptive force dislocates the 

coherency of the figure which, in the long passage with which we began this section, 

Johnson explicitly rejects the possibility that language may be fixed. 

This passage tums on the explicit metaphoric identification of language with the 

human body, and of attempts to amst language change, such as that embodied by a 

dictionary, with the "elixir" which would preserve that body from death. Just as the 

universality of death in human expenence attests to the ineffectiveness of al1 "elixirs of 

life, " the fact that no "nation has preserved their words and phrases from mutability" 

suggests that al1 attempts to stop language change are futile: like the human body, the 

body of language will age and one &y die. Such, at least, is the initial impression 

created by this passage. With its final lines, however, there occurs a subtle shift with 

drastic implications. Up to that point, the analogy which was king developed suggested 

that language shared the same status as a living human body which no artificial means 

could preserve from change and, ultimately, from death. It is as futile, Johnson 

continues, for someone to believe in the existence of an elixir which has the power to 

ward off death as it is for the lexicographer to "imagine that his dictionary can embalm 

his language, and secure it from corruption and decayw (par. 84; emphasis added). With 

these words, the previously living body of language has been inexplicably ~ s f i g u r e d  

into a corpse; with it, the function of the Dicfz'onury has altered from that of palliative 

to preservative. 
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How are we to explain this slippage except by the non-explanation: it was an 

accident, as inexplicable as any chance occurrence. And yet. as an accident, this 

disruption of the representation of language as a living fonn by death conforms uncannily 

to the pattern of contingency laying waste to each gestwe with which the text assens the 

determinateness of language which we have seen over and over in the Dictr*omry. Such 

totalizing gestures, 1 have said, are displaced expressions of a desire for meaning 

substance, the possibility of which language, in the resistance it poses to us (and which 

allows it to become an object of cognition) seems always to promise and yet never to 

fulfil. As such, the figures by which the Dictiomry seeks to totalize language al so mark 

negatively the blank limit in language which analysis cannot exhaust or saturate and 

which, in its utter indifference to method or to "any human desire to signify" can only 

be characterized by the notion of rnadness or accident. 

The slippage of this figure of language is thus an accident, to be sure, but one 

whose accidentality - or failure -- is inxribed in advance as a possibility of figuration 

itself. Figuration, we should recall, is a reflex cœxtensive with the inaugural accident 

which allows language to emerge as discourse. And while it may efface the 

unrepresentable blankness and incoherency of the onginary disruption of presenoe which 

is the condition of possibility of discourse, it is also, by the sarne token, thoroughly 

imbricated with the accidental, inscription and figuration each the shadow of the other. 

The empirical accident of slippage, in other words, is an effect or repetition of a more 

originary, "absolute" accidentality which, as the blank rupture in presence which 
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figuration must efface, is also the condition of possibility of the positing of any figure of 

language, whether in the positive fonn of a living body or the negative one of a cadaver. 

The fact that, in this particular instance, the vehicle for the figure of language with which 

Johnson "cancels" (but also expresses) the desire for a meaning substance may slip so 

easily into its opposite indicates the razor edge - indeed, a razor edge which is pure edge 

- of difference on which the Dictionary or any "utteredw balances, an edge, moreover 

of which the cadaver is a visible sign. 

Diversion 3: k a t h  

. . . death is, in the widest sense, a phenornenon of life . . . 
- Martin Heidegger, Being and fime 

At first sight, the image does not resernble a cadaver, but it couid be that the 
strangeness of a cadaver is also the strangeness of the image. 

- Maurice Blanchot, "Two Versions of the Imaginuy" 

The corpse is, in one sense, the negative expression of the prrsence the living 

body seems to incarnate: it is the "other" of that determinate presence, its flip side 

which, still continuous with its opposite, remains that version of presence which we have 

said Derrida derribes as a "distant presence" (SEC 7). And yet, as the other of the 

living body of language, the figure of the corpse exposes, in its altenty, the 

incomprehensible unrepresentability of the limit - cal1 it obsolutc death -- which, at once, 
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differentiates the living body fkom the corpse but which also is inscribeci in each by virtue 

of their relationship with the other. What the corpse shares with the living body, in other 

words, is the boundary of difference which, in separating them. is also inrribed in each 

as the trace of its difference frorn the other. In the difference it poses to the living body, 

the corpse exposes the uncertain position which that body mupies in Johnson's text, 

opening both figures of language, as well as the text itself, to a radical disruption and 

thus to the oscillation we find in the passage quoted above. 

Such oscillation is apparent not only in Johnson's text, however, but also in the 

ambivalence with which we are confronted in the corpse itself. Like language, the wrpse 

is at once the most obsequious yet recalcitrant of entities: neither quite presence nor 

absence, figure nor ground, neither exclusively an effect of desire nor a result of its 

failure, the corpse establishes a relation between such deteminate poles, or as Blanchot 

says, "between here and nowhere" ("Two Versions" 8 1). The oscillations between the 

poles "describen or adumbrate the unrepresentable limit which is common to both. 

The corpse occupies a position in human experience not unlike that of the word 

"death" (or any word for that matter). This is not simply a matter of resemblance. In 

the corpse, we might say, the limit of language and the limit of experience blur together 

and overlap. On the one hand, the corpse is an index of the unsettling possibility of the 

living body emptied of its capacity for experience; that is, in the corpse we confront the 

possibility of the interruption of experience by "what cannot be experienced 

meaningfully" (Clark, "Monstrosity" 31). that limit which we familiarly d l ,  by way of 
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catachtesis, "death." On the other hand, the corpr is also that which gants this 

unreprerntable event a human form, which gives death a human face. Although it is not 

death, the wrpse is al1 we get of death. It stands in metaieptically for death, effacing 

with the familiar fonn of the beloved the incoherence of the event of which that body is 

the remainder, occupying, but not filling, the space apened in experience by wht  Rilke 

d l s  the "imageless act" ("ein Tun ohne BU3 ("Ninth Elegy" 46). Both the word 

"death" and the corpse then are figures, one catachrestic, the other metaleptic, which give 

a shape to the unnameable, the one to hold a syntactical space in language, the other to 

oocupy a ritual space in experience. In this, the corpse is the paradigm of the expletive. 

Like those tems which in dead languages Johnson says "are suffered to pass for empty 

sounds of no other use than to fil1 a verse, or to modulate a period" (par. 44), the corpse 

is a spaceholder which, by circumxribing the random, imageless, and incoherent event 

of death within a determinate fonn - in Blanchot's language, giving the "nowhere" of 

death the deictical statu of a "here" - grants "life, " as the other or exterior of that 

space, the fbllness and identity of a similar determinateness. In allowing an exclusive 

identification of the dead with whatever it is which is ~ i g ~ f i e d  by "death," the corpse 

silently and without protest effaces the work of negativity in the experience of the living 

and with it, the blank unintelligibility of which the word "death," like the corpse, are 

indices. 

But although the word "death" and the corpse may occupy space, both are still, 

at bottom, "empty sounds, " featureless ruptures beyond inierpretation, the 
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determinateness of which occurs oniy by way of the effacement of that incoherency 

through the imposition of form. Neither the corpse nor the word "death," in other 

words, is literally that which it seems to indicate. Rather, as "empty sound" both expose 

an interstitial limit inaccessible to cognition or language. Nothing, of course, is more 

Iiteral than a corpse. Such literalness, however, is (perversely, it seems) beyond words - 

- literalness itself, if such a thing could be imagined. Which is precisely the point. The 

absolutely literal, whether embodied in the corpse or in the word "death," or in any word 

if considered as empty sound, is not experienceable us such, is not nameable as such but 

rather constitutes a blank opening, a disniption which must be blotted out for language, 

thought, cognition, and experience to take place. 

The corpse then establishes a relation between its own strange presence and that 

of the living body. In so doing, however, it also marks the limit which obtains between 

such presences and the absolute disniption of presence which is the condition of 

possibility of difference and relationality. This limit - absolutely literal, knowable only 

in the gesture of turning away from it - establishes difference not merely between the 

bodies of the living and the dead but within them as well: although the corpse is, in one 

sense, and as 1 said earlier, "the negative expression of the presence the living body 

seems to incarnate," the possibility of that difference tells us that the living body exists 

as such only in relation to something else and, thus necessarily includes within itself "the 

trace of its difference from the Otherw (Gasché 129). Which is to Say, the limit which 

is the condition of possibility of difference and thus of identity is also that which places 
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the body at odds with itself. As we have seen, one name for this unnameable, absolutely 

literal limit is "death." If then the living body rnay experience its life only by vime of 

its imbricated relation with the wrpse and thus througb the trace it bars within itself of 

that differential limit we have identifid with the irnageless event of death, thai which is 

most alive in the living M y ,  and thus in Johnson's living body of language, is that limit 

marked clumsily by the word "death." What is most dive in language is its death. 

4. Accident and Nomination: Language on Edge 

Tbe outside, "spatial" and "objective" exteriority wbicb we klieve we know as the most 
fàmiliar thing in the world, as familiarity itself, would oot appear without the m e ,  
without ciifferance as temporalization, without the oonpresence of the other inscribed 
within the sense of the preseat, witbout the rehtionship with death as the çoncrete 
structure of the living present. 

- Jacques Demâa, @ Grammatology 

In the attempt to establish through metaphor the stability which he cannot 

determine empi rically , Johnson again exposes the lirninal status of language. To recall , 

Johnson employs an organic metaphor of language in order to circumscribe within a 

determinate process the disruptive effects of " time and chance" on language. But, in its 

sudden shift from living body to wvse, Johnson's figure for language is disrupted by 

precisel y that which it is apparently invoked to hold at bay : the accidental. In positing 

two opposing vehicles for the figure of language, one the living body, the other the 

corpse, the accidental creates a condition of undbcidability within the figure, causing it 

to oscillate between the two alternatives. With this restless movement the figure exposes 

a nonsemantic space which, belonging properly to neither language-ascorpse nor 
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language-as-living-bod y, is rather die limit rnarking not on1 y their di fference from each 

other but a h ,  by virtue of the differential relation which obtains between thern, the 

inscription within each of its differenœ from the other. This opening, which breaches 

the identity of both, rendenng each different not only from the other but also from itself, 

prohibiting each from ever being fully present to itself as such, circulates through both 

as that differential element which they have in common. In splitting the identity of each, 

this element routes identity (for example, the identity of the living body) through its other 

(in this case, the corpse), before retuming it, in tems of its own alterity, back to its own 

mptured self, that is, as that which it is not. Here we must remember that, in this system 

"without positive terms," that which intempts presence can be no more fully present (or 

absent) than that which it intempts, that is, it cannot be "presentW in the system except 

by way of a prior interruption or what Demda calls the "anterior default of a presence" 

(OG 145) .' Any presence or identity which this opening may seem to possess, therefore, 

is not that of a determinate phenomenon or substance but rather an effect of the resistance 

the intemption poses to itself in the moment of self-displacement which brings it into 

being. Utterly arbitrary - arising without relation to anything "that cornes before or 

afterw (de Man, SD 117) - and obsolutely negative (as opposed to relatively so) - that 

is, no simple "presence at a distancew (Positiom BI), either positive or negative - this 

movement "indicates an irreducible alterity" (81). As the non-significative dimension of 

di scourse which is the condition of possibility of relation, identi ty , representation, 

cognition, and meaning , this movement is itself beyond representability and 
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meaningfulness. The resistance experienced in the coming-into-being of this interruption 

is that of an event which, entirely unmotivated, indeterminate, and illegible is utterly 

indifferent to and incommensurable with human understanding. And yet, in its absolute 

resistance to understanding, this limit fumions as the negative basis for the 

phenomenality which, to draw on Cynthia Chaset s succinct description of linguistic 

materiality , is "conferred on meanings, on signifieds, and ui timatel y on things" ("de 

Man" 195). By way of a figurative gesture, the nsistance of the inaugural moment of 

signification (utterance) to the irreducible othemess of the event of its own coming into 

king is confusecl with the resistance of a determinate thing or presence. In this regard, 

we could say that the resistance posed by language to itself in the moment of its coming- 

into-king as discourse constitutes an unthinkable, unrepresentable limit from whose 

disarticulating violence the understanding must mm from (or, we could also Say, must 

impose a form upon) in order to protect itself from annihilation and dissolution. And yet, 

in this tuminglimposition, figuration creates the effect that there is indeed something 

positive to turn from or impose upon, a ground which ôecomes the basis of its own claim 

to phenornenalit y. 

In confemng the phenomenality of a substance upon the resistance experienced 

in the inaugural and imageless sel f-displacement which allow s language to emerge as 

discourse, language extends the promise that it consists of something more substantiai 

than " time and chance. " And yet, as we have seen, such a promise is necessari1 y hollow , 

any linguistic substance it might seem to indicate arising strictly as an effect of a 
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defensive reflex, that is, fkom the figurative imposition of form and meaning on the 

unrepresentable limit exposed in the event in which the promise is uttered. To take 

language up on its promise and to ask it to reveal those "fundamental atoms of speech" 

(Plan 18) is to confront the incomprehensible blankness of that limit. The resistance this 

iimit poses to cognition, moreover, is not that of the opposition one associates with 

physical bodies and which tells us that those bodies exist extemai to ourselves: it 

consists, rather, in a constant deflection and deferrai of the desire for such a determinate 

presence, similar to Johnson's own cornparison of the quest for lexicographical perfection 

to the Arcadians' pursuit of the Sun, "which, when they had reached the hi11 where he 

seemed to rest, was still beheld at the m e  distance from them" ("Preface" par. 72). 

While Johnson may explicitl y acknowledge the impossibility of dirovenng a 

meaning substance in langwge, that admission does not necessarily indicate that he has 

relinquished the desire for such a substance, nor dœs it mark an escape from the thought 

of language as presence. Rather it strands him, on edge, in a linguistic no-man's land 

between desire and its failure, in the space of a ubiquitous interval, the undecidability of 

which compels him to repeat in his text the very movernent of language which he cannot 

explici tl y acknowledge or describe. Just as figuration effaces the blank accidentality of 

the prephenomenal interval opened in language with utterance, Johnson's text recoils from 

the spaœ which the desire for presence exposes in language; in tuming away, the text 

ascribes to the resistance-without-presence this space offers the determinateness of a 

physical body, and specifically the substance of a huwran body. Such a conferral of fom 
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ont0 an unmeable blankness, however, is always vulnerable to the capricious 

disruptions of the event-like breaching of presence which it would blot out. In the case 

of Johnson's somatic figure of language, this unnameable element returns as an accident 

which disrupts the coherency of the figure itself. To take this mobile figure literally, 

language "is" not quite a living body, but neither is it a corpse: it is, somehow. an 

inexorable movernent -- a relation - between these two determinate presences, neither 

this nor that, here nor there but rather the edge or the limit between such positions, a 

radically intermediate middle ground whose absolute indeterminateness interrupts 

whatever determinateness language may seem to possess. The accidental slippage in 

Johnson's figure for language exposes an essential accidentality in language: it suggests 

that language "isW the liminal movement adumbrated only in the failure to say what 

language is. 

Diversion 4: Community 

Nomination is important, but it is constantly caught up in a process that it does not 
control . 

- Jacques Derrida, "Living On: Borderlines" 

But the limit which is marked in Johnson's text in the failure of language to reveal 

i tself as a presence, cannot be the property of language alone: such a limit contradicts 

the possibility of something "proper" to language. or that language could be considered 

alone and thus possessed of a certain unqualified immanence. Rather, this lirnit circulates 
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through al1 that is apparent1 y proper - that is, through al1 that is designated with a name6 

- as that which is at once the condition of possibility of narning but also which, by 

opening the name to the workings of "time and chance" and thus to othemess, forbids 

that name from ever standing properly alone. 

The exposure of the proper to the lirnit marked by such chance interruptions is 

apparent in the manner in which concepts of language, society, knowledge, and history 

are frequently imbricated in the Enlightenment discourse on language.' As in Johnson's 

Dictiomry, liminality is never described as such in these words but emerges rather in a 

certain undecidability which subtly haunts those concepts which the text places in relation 

to one another. Such indetenninateness tends to mm on the question of the prionty of 

the apparently determinate terms of the relationship. This is the case, for example, in 

the relationship between ideas and words in Locke's An Essay Cmceming Humun 

Understanding. As William Keach observes, " while Locke often writes as if ideas in the 

mind preexist the words we use to represent them, he sometimes gives words a 

constitutive role in our having ideas in the first placew (99). Such a dilemma, however, 

is an inevitable corollary of a thought which seeks to examine and represent relations 

arnong such concepts without relinquishing or even interrogating the determinateness of 

the terms which comprise those relationships. Immanence, whether of the concepts of 

language, coxnmuni ty, knowledge, or history , is ultirnatel y incommensurable with the 

possibility of relation: that which is immanent or fully present to itself necessarily exists 



238 

in a state of absolute irrelation, entirely for itself and beyond difference as a son of 

eternal accident. 

The desire to think immanence and difference ut once explains, in part, the 

preaxupation in Enlightenment and Romantic theones of language with the question of 

origin. Only by positing a cornmon event of origin - an original moment of coming- 

into-being-in-relation -- is it possible to maintain, however tentatively, the thought of the 

simul taneous immanence and relationality of language, community , thought, and history 

such as what we find in Locke. Condillac, Monboddo, Smith. Johnson, and, as we shall 

see, Joseph Priestley, and John Home Tooke. Such a gesture effaces the accidentaiity 

of the ubiquitous disruption of presence 1 have identifîed as "the limit" with the figure 

of a unitary, divinely-motivated act of creation, an original limit (an utterance, of course) 

which serves as the ground and parantee of the determinateness of al1 phenomena. 

According to the logic of this system, God functions as the agent of difference, but 

because he figures as an absolute presence, al1 of the elements in the system he has 

created are resolvable into the unity of his immanence. Everything, including "time and 

chance," is part of a whole and, as such, participates in the determinateness of that 

w hole. 

For example, in Locke's Essoy, human language and human sociability are 

intemnnected phenomena. Language, for Locke, is "the great Conduit, whereby Men 

convey their Discoveries, Reasonings and Knowledge from one to anotherw (III, xi, 5). 

Any imperfections or abuses of language which "break or stop the pipes" whereby this 
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knowledge "is distributed to the publick use and advantage of Mankind" (III, xi, 5) are 

ultimately to the detriment of the community. Although in this model, language and 

community are mutuail y-implicated throughout history , there is one moment in their 

relationship which is privileged above al1 othen and rhat is the moment of their common 

genesis. As Locke writes in the o~ening paragraph of Book Three of the Essay: "God 

having designed Man for a sociable Creature, made him not only with an inclination, and 

under a necessity to have fellowship with those of his own kind; but furnished him dso 

with Language, which was to be the great Instrument, and common Tye of Society" (III, 

1, i). In figuring forth the limit which we have said is constitutive of dl effects of 

presence as a single, primordial act by an immanent king and positing that event as the 

comrnon ground and source of community, language, and, as this passage suggests, the 

subject, Locke is able to consider the ways in which human language and community 

influence one another without having to consider that their relationship may be 

recip rocal1 y determining and thus cailing into question the deterrninateness and coherenc y 

of these categories. 

Such a model of the community as immanent and the agreement or social contract 

among its members on which Lake and Rousseau base that model,' however. assumes 

the pnor constitution of the signatories of that agreement as free and autonomous 

subjects, already immanent to themselves (Van Den Abbeele xii) - this despite the fact, 

as we have seen, that the existence of at least one of those parties emerges only "through 

the contract it is nevertheless supposed to be able to signw (Bennington 233).9 The 
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immanent subject - the subject which is fully present to itself - however, is necessarily 

also the immonal subject, and a community of such subjects is one in which its members 

would m~ witness the deaths of each other. This is to say that any mode1 of community 

which bases itself on such a transcendentai notion of the subject elides the role which the 

experience of the death of the other plays in the taking-place of wmmunity. 

As the French post-Heidegemans Georges Bataille, Maurice Blanchot, and Jean- 

Luc Nancy have variously argue& community is not the product of a merger agreement 

among an aggregate of immanent subjects;1° rather it is that which is revealed in what 

Nancy calls "the impossibility of a cornmunitarian king in the fom of a subject" (Nancy 

15). In its most extreme instance, this revelation occurs to the individuai in his or her 

experience of the dead other. Death, as emboâied in the corpse, constitutes a mou 

peculiar limit. On the one hand, death is the only phenomenon which is inalienably and 

properly Our own: it is death which renders Dusein complete and without which Dasein 

is impossible." At the same time, however, death is also that which may never be 

assimilated to experience in any meaningful way, let alone wmmunicated. The closest 

we may corne to experiencing the phenomenon of death is in witnessing the death of the 

other. In the de& of the other, however, we do not wnfront death as such - oniy a 

peculiar limit which is at once inmibed in our being as its own most proper possibility 

but also held away from us as that which is beyond cognition. As the remainder of that 

event, the corpse makes us witness to the fact that that which is most properly Our own 

and most properly constitutive of our king cannot be experienced except in others. "If 
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it sees its fellow king die, a living king can subsist only outside itself . . ." (qtd. in 

Nancy 15), writes Georges Bataille. In the death of the other, the subject is exposed in 

dcamatic fashion to the "finitude" or selfdifference of its own being, a disruption in the 

face of which the self cannot maintain the thought of its own interiority but rather is 

exiled - diverted through the other - to an absolute outside in which it is bound to diat 

other, most emphatically (although not exclusively) embodied in the corpse.12 The 

corpse, in other words, in holding from the living being the secret of its own most proper 

self, opens the subject to the impossibility of its own immanence. In so doing, it exposes 

difference - and specifically the selfdifferenœ which is apparent in the impossibility of 

recognizing that which is most properly Our own except in others - as a common, but 

obviously non-immanent factor among living beings. It is thus the revelation of a 

cornmon otherness or finitude among us, and thus the impossibility of immanence (Van 

Den Abbeele xiv), which constitutes the basis of Our commonality, not any recognition 

of our immanence and autonomy as Enlightenment models might contend. And it is the 

corpse (although not only the corpse) which reveals the non-essential basis of Our being- 

together. As Nancy writes, "Community is revealed in the death of others; hence it is 

always revealed to others" (15). The wrpse exposes community as a being-together not 

of selves but of "others," each inscribeci with its own unique finitude (Le. self-difference) 

and bound together only by what George Van Den Abbeele cails "something we 

necessarily al1 share and yet cannot wmmunicate: death, which is but Nancy's 

hyperbolic metaphor of the d a y - t d y  finitude that marks the singularities of our being" 
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(xiv), and to which we are exposed, in the most heightened fashion, in the corpse. 

Community is thus not the product of an "intersubjective link" (Van Den Abbeele xiv) 

among immanent subjects: community takes place in the space hollowed out by the 

failure of such immanence; furthemore, its locus is not in any inaugural agreement 

arnong subjects but rather in the mute. liminal rupture we glimpse of that which we 

"necessarily al1 share and yet cannot comrnunicate," a space more primordial dian the 

immanent subject of the contractual model, or the "great Conduit" which serves as the 

instrument of human sociability, which is at once that which is most properly ours, yet 

always irretrievably other. Community consias in the failure of the possibility of human 

immanence; i t i s, perversel y, that which, according to Nancy, "acknowledges and 

inscribes -- this is its peculiar gesture -- the impossibility of community" (15). It is here, 

at the limit of the thinkable, that we are brought back to the heart of Johnson's 

Dim*onary. 

5.  "The Spawn of Folly": Community, Contingency, and Cant 

The opening of the subject to the radical othemess which marks the coming-into- 

king of our commonality resembles, although is not identical to, the rupturing of the 

sign in the inaugural disruption of presence in unerance. In both cases, immanence is 

intempted by a chance event -- Benveniste's "utterance" in the one instance, in the other, 

the death of the other - which, because it is aboolutely incommensurable with any 

deteninate notion of the self, community, history, language, or whatever, marks a limit 
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to the thought of such phenornena. We have seen, for exarnple, that Johnson's efforts 

to realize his desire for a linguistic substance repeatedly, and in al1 of their various 

guises, fail as they confiont a limit which renders whatever totalid representation of 

language he may develop, unstable. Death, in Johnson's text, is a common figure for 

the failure to discover immanence, be it in the subject. in history , in positive conceptions 

of comrnunity , or in language. The limit of this failure is the edge upon which Johnson's 

text operates and which. in its various aspects, it exposes. It is not surprising , therefore - 

- particularly in terms of the importance Blanchot ascribes to the corpse - that in one of 

the rare moments in the "Preface" or Phn when Johnson touches upon the relationship 

between hurnan community and language, figures of life and death once again come into 

play. In their chiasmic oscillations, these figures adumbrate the limit which, common 

to both, that is, inscribed in both as the mark of each one's difference from the other, 

constitutes the condition of possibility of the apparent identity of each and the failure of 

that identity to substantiate itself as a presence. As we shall see, this limit where life and 

death play is common to community as well. 

Johnson makes no explicit mention of the relationship between language and 

human sociability in the P h .  The matter arises only in the final pages of the "Preface," 

and then it occurs tangentially in a discussion of cant words. Johnson broaches the topic 

of cant in his defence of his decision to omit what in the P&n he refers to as certain 

"classes of words" (7) from his Dicthmy: 



That many terms of art and manufacture are omitted mu* be frankly 
acknowledged; but for this defect 1 may boldly allege that it was 
unavoidable: I wuld not visit the warehouses of merchants, and shops of 
artificers, to gain the names of wares. tools and aperations. of which no 
mention is found in books; what favourable accident. or easy enquiry 
brought within my reach. has not ban neglected; but it had been a 
hapeless labour to glean up words, by couning living information, and 
wntesting with the sullenness of one, and the roughness of another. (par. 
78)13 

Cleariy Johnson is not rnerely making excuses: to assemble the words of a language from 

the multitude of texts in which they appear and array them chronologically is in itself an 

almost unthinkable task for one person to accomplish. even if that person is assisted by 

a compliment of amanuenses as was Johnson.14 To expect the lexicographer to also 

venture from his library to record the discourse of the wide world of "living information" 

would be to demand a task which would require an legion of research assistants. Johnson 

notes, for example, that in preparing his Didonary he was less fortunate than those of 

the Accudermrma della CWCQ who, in order to familiarize themselves with the usage of 

words not readily found in texts but specific to particular economic activities enlisted the 

services of Michelangelo Buonaroti who " professedl y" produced for them "a series of 

comedies called lo Fiera. or the Fair" (par. 79). "1 had no such assistant," Johnson 

comments dryly "and therefore was content to want what they must have wanted likewise, 

had they not luckily been so supplieci" (par. 79). Johnson's Didonary , not surprisingly , 

is restricted by the economic limitations under which he labound. Less determinate 

perhaps, but no less nal than the economic limits imposed upon one compelled to work 

"without any patronage of the great" or "under the sheltet of academick bowers" (par. 
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94) and indeed related to the economic in ways which we will in the next chapter 

explore, is the limit posed by that dimension of language which is inaccessible to 

cognition. representation, and saturation by method. 

The features associated with this limit are curiously sirnilar to those which Johnson 

identifies with a particular class of words which he decides to exclude from his 

Dicn'omry, and which he describes in justiQing his decision to omit "many terms of art 

and manufacture" from his Didonary. Johnson &tes, 

Nor are al1 words which are not found in the vocabulary, to be larnented 
as omissions. Of the laborious and mercantile pan of the people, the 
diction is in a great measure casual and mutable, many of their tems are 
formed for some temporary or local convenience, and though current at 
certain times and places, are in others utterly unknown. This fugitive 
cant, which is always in a state of increase or decay, cannot be regarded 
as any part of the durable materials of a language, and therefore must be 
suffered to perish with other things unworthy of preservation. (par. 80) 

Unlike that domain of language use Johnson elsewhere deems " legitimate" (Phn 16). cant 

is here distinguished by its radical contingency. Cant words arise and pass away as if by 

accident, "fugitives" with no apparent relation to the general organic development of a 

language. Lacking any discemible relation to an "original" (Plan 16) or original 

meaning. cant words denve their signification fnmi the immediate wntext of their 

utterance - the "temporary or localw circumstances of their formation and use -- not from 

the place that moment of utterance occupies in the unfolding life of the language to which 

it, as Johnson would have it, belongs only illegitimately. In this way, cant marks a 

dimension of language entirely other than that which Johnson identifies in the Plan as 
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"legitimatew (1 6). Cant words are "the spawn of folly or affectation, which arise from 

no just pnnciples of speech, and of which therefore no legitimate derivation can be 

shewnw (16; emphasis added). Cant is the language of folly, that is, of a madness which 

will not be methodized and so must be excluded. 

But although Johnson seems to take great pains to distinguish cant from those 

words for which " legitimate derivation can be shewn, " the integrity of the two "classes 

of words" (7) is not absolute. In fact, as in Our previous examples, a certain imbrication 

obtains between them which exposes in its overlap an indeterminate limit. Once again, 

the instability which emerges, here between different orders of discourse, finds its 

expression in the question of whether the "body" of language is alive or dead, a question 

with which cant, as the indeterminate other of the substantial, proper discourse which 

Johnson privileges, intemipts the totalizing effects of the D i c t b ~ r y ' s  organic method. 

In our previous examples, the opening of immanence to difference is rnarked by 

figures of death. This is the case, for example, in the destruction of desire's dream of 

perfection on the rockface of performance and in the accident of disfiguration which 

transforms the living body of language, in need of palliation, into a wrpse, requiring 

preservation. In disnipting the immanence of that which apparently transcends the work 

of " time and chance, " each of these "accidentsw places the self-identity of language into 

relation with something "other" than itself. In so doing, it exposes a space of difference 

which obtains not only between them but which is also, by virtue of their relationship, 
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necessarily inscribed within each of them in such a way as to render their own self- 

* 
identi ty heterogeneous. 

In each of the instances 1 have described, the "other" has been identified with 

madness, the accidentai, the ephemeral, the capricious, ancl the disruptive - precisel y the 

qualities which in our present example Johnson associates with cant. Cant, in other 

words, occupies a space of radical wntingency which in the other patterns we have seen 

so far in the Pian and "Preface" is reserved for the unknowable, for "empty sound," for 

the unrepresentable dimension of language indifferent to desires to sig ni@, and 

ultimately, for death. This is curious, however, because Johnson, we should recall, 

refers to cant in the first passage from the "Preface" which 1 quoted in this section as 

"living information" (par. 78), that is, he explicitly identifies Gant with life. By "living 

information" Johnson no doubt means that one would be more likely to overhear cant 

words in the workplaces of the "laborious and mercantile part of the people" (par. 80) 

than to read them in the pages of a book. In making such a claim, however, Johnson's 

text reiterates the same play between the living and the dead as that which we saw in Our 

previous example: Johnson identifies cant with the "life" he associates with spoken 

discourse; he also, however, characterizes this discourse in terms of the sort of 

wntingency which elsewhere in the Plon and "Prefaw" he associates with death, positing 

cant as the capricious, arbitrary "other" of those words of "legitimate derivation" whose 

continuous, organic development - whose life - he attempts to chart. Cam, it seems, 

is not the simple other of legitimate language. As "other" it exposes a liminal dimension 



248 

of difference which obtains between itself and the domain of language use deemed 

"legitimate." In so doing, it necessarily destabilizes the integrity of both terms of that 

opposition. The limit exposeci by the othemess of cant is adumbrated in the oscillation 

of the figures employed in its description. As its representation shifts between images 

of life and death, cant exposes a radical difference which inscribes itself not only in the 

space between such apparent1 y determinate categories as legitimate and illegi timate 

discourse, or life and death, but within them as well: if "livingw cant is in some way the 

other of this organically-determined, that is, living, language, then the integrity of life 

and death as stable categories of understanding has been profoundly dismpted. A strange 

space opens in which the two overlap and in so doing lose their identity: again, it is 

uncertain whether the body of language is living or dead. 

But whether language is identified with life or death is not the point. What is 

most important is the intervention of difference in the fom of a dimension of language - 

- here called cant -- which is utterl y incommensurable with a conception of language as 

a determinate phenornenon. In its evanescence and contingency, cant marks the 

disruptive movement of difference, whose event and erasure is the condition of possibility 

of history - the historicity of history, as it were. In view of this, Johnson's decision to 

allow cant "to perish with other things unworthy of preservation" (par. 80) may be seen 

to repeat that "final repression of diff&ranceW which Derrida has identified as the theme 

carried by the word "history" (SP 141). If we recall, Johnson appeals to the organic in 

order to recuperaie diachronically the effect of substance and thus the stability he cannot 
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locate in words "themselvesw: in order to establish language as a determinate 

phenornenon, he transfonns al1 of history into a thing. Cam, however, is 

incommensurable with Johnson's organic model of language. As the other of the 

deadweight of the aggregate of calculated moments which characteria the organic model 

of language, cant exposes precisely what Johnson invokes that model in order to repress: 

di fference, and with it, language' s finitude or fundamentai lack of perfection. Cant opens 

a space of differenœ in language and exposes a limit beyond cognition which, although 

it marks the condition of possibility of dixourse, is not a svictly linguistic space. As the 

passages 1 have quoted suggest, cant marks a locus which is common to bah the 

linguistic and the social, but proper to neither. What we have yet to work out, however, 

are the limits and implications of this common element of difference. 

Johnson associates cant with the contingency and disruption which elsewhere in 

the text is figured forth in images of death; he aiso. however, identifies this dismptive 

class of words with a particular social class: "the laborious and mercantile part of the 

people" (par. 80). As Olivia Smith has argued, social and political legitimacy at this time 

were cœxtensive with linguistic legitimacy: one's status before the political and juridical 

institutions of English society was determined to a large degree by the discourse one 

spoke. "To speak the wlgar language demonstrated that one belonged to the vulgar 

class; that is, that one was morally and intellectually unfit to panicipate in the culnirew 

(2), writes Smith. A r b i t q  as such a criterion rnay have been, it derived its legitimacy 

no dwbt from the Enlightenment, and later. Romantic identification of language with 
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knowledge. As Roy Harris and Talbot J. Taylor have pointecl out, such a connection, 

based on a particular misreading of Locke, maintainecl that "the language @en by a 

community somehow reflects, even determines, the way that the members of that 

community think" (1 19). From this proposition it was not a difficult leap to the 

assumption that the discourse of particular classes provides a window on the cognitive 

abilities of the members of that class and thus the suitability of its members to positions 

of authority in the community. Thus, to deem the dimurse of a particular class or 

classes "casual and mutable" (par. 80) as Johnson does in the "Preface" is implicitly to 

characterize the members of that group in the same terms. Similarly, to declare that the 

discourse of these groups "cannot be regarded as any part of the durable materials of 

language" (par. 80) is to represent members of those classes as minor players in a 

providentially-conceived, organically-driven history of the nation, a gesture which in tum 

justifies the exclusion of the language peculiar to the group from a legitirnizing document 

such as the Dictiomry. l5 

Such a body of assumptions, however, is possible only on the basis of a notion 

that human language and community share a common foundation in a subject whose 

identity is immanent. The immanence of the subject, dong with that of the language he 

or she speaks, the society and class of which he or she is a member, and the history in 

which he or she play their roles depends, as we have seen in the case of history, on the 

adequate repression of the radical difference which is embodied in Johnson's 

representation of cant. In excluding cant from the Didomry, Johnson represses that 
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dimension of language identified with contingency. Thematized as Derrida notes in the 

word "history," this repression is also crucial for the positing and maintenance of the 

deteminate notions of the subject, language, and class concomitant with such a 

conception of history . 
The contingency which manifests itself linguistical1 y in cant, however, is not 

merely an accident of language, although this is the effect Johnson creates with the 

gesture in which he expels it from his text. Cant, rather, exposes a blank, incoherent 

limit which exceeds language conceived in tems of immanence, an imageless, liminal 

dimension be yond representation and cognition w hich is constitutive of but not reducible 

to discourse. This limit, which necessarily withdraws in the gesture in which its effects 

are shadowed forth, is not, however, exhausted in any proper narne such as cant or by 

a category such as language. Viewed from the angle of another area of human activity, 

the radical contingency identified here with cant may well go under another narne. For 

exarnple, if we approach the passage in which Johnson characterizes cant from the 

perspective of class, not language, we find contingency (and thus death!) is identified 

with that social group Johnson calls "the laborious and mercantile part of the people. " 

As such, the locus of the disruption shifts from the event of utterance to that of the 

activity which is constitutive of labour. 



Chapter Five 

The Inscription of Labour 

Labour is the Living, hrm-giving fire; ii is the tmnsitoriness of things, k i r  temporality, 
as their formation by living time. 

- Karl Marx, Grundrisse 

1. The Doubieness of Labour 

In Marx's writings, labour is sometimes characterized by a non-self-identical 

quality similar to that which we have identified with utterance and which Johnson, in our 

previous example, associates with cant. This dimension of labour is exposed in the 

relationship between what Marx identifies as its aspect as an activity and as a locus of 

social relations. For Marx, to produce is to be human, and production or labour, by 

which in the following pages 1 mean a "valuetreating practice" (Negri and Hardt 8), is 

necessarily inscribed in the network of social relations in which production takes place. 

As E.K. Hunt explains in History of Econumic mought 

In al1 societies, in al1 times, production was a social process of 
interdependent producers, organized socially to undertake the physical and 
mental exenions necessary to tmsfonn thei r natural environment in order 
to make that environment sustain human, social li fe. This interdependence 
and the resuluuit necessity for social coordination of labour meam that in 
ail societies, labounng. or producing was both a set of activities and a set 
of social relations. (276) 

What, since Saussure, smicturalists and poststnicturalists have said about the sign, holds 

also for labour: it exists, as Cynthia Chase says, "only insofar as it . . . enters into a 
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determinable relationship or system of relationships" (%). At the same time, the dual 

character of labour also implies, again in a manner similar to that which we have 

described in relation to the sign, a "moment" or space in which labour, in its aspect as 

activity, stands free from its social dimension. Such a space is impossible, of course: 

the two constitutive features of labour are as inseparable as the two sides of a sheet of 

paper. And yet, without that space, which we identified earlier with "work,"I labour 

would be unrecognizable as such -- a thoroughly determinate phenomenon in which ail 

activities and social relations were calculated in advance and, as such, were closed to the 

possibility of any real transformations or decisions. The differential event which brings 

labour into king and which we might cal1 the inscription of labour, opens a space in 

labour which renders it different from itself, prohibiting what Demda in a discussion of 

" spacing" calls "its coincidence with itself' (Positiom 94). Entirely arbinary, identifiable 

with neither the specific activity to which it gives rise, nor the web of social relations in 

which that activity is enmeshed, this work of labour, like the event of utterance, is 

radically indeterminate and, as such, beyond representation. 

Marx suggests something of the essential indeterminateness of labour in the 

Grundnsse where he claims "Labour is the living, forrngiving fire; it is the transitoriness 

of things, their temporality, as their formation by living time" (361). Labour, in other 

words, abstracted from whatever social matrix may provide it with its specific form in 

a given historical context, is characterized by a evanescence strangely sirnilar to that 

which Johnson distinguishes in the discourse of the "laborious and mercantile part of the 
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people. " This resemblance, however, is not so much a coincidence as it is an indication 

of the incoherent space or rupture which is common to both labour and language prior 

to their respective determination, whether in social production or in discourse. It is the 

incoherence of the space marked by this transitoriness, moreover, which Johnson's text 

seeks to efface: like Shakespeare's Antony, the text puts "a tongue 1 In every wound" 

which that space exposes. M e n  those tongues speak, however, it is only to deny that 

they have been imposed upon a mute, cadaverous blankness, an unintelligible caesura 

which in its indetenninateness is the locus of political decision and thus of power. 

Johnson's text ventriloquizes that space, palliating its capacity to disrupt human 

pretensions to knowledge while, with the same gesture, determining the fom of both 

language and labour. The two are inseparable in Johnson's text. We have aiready 

discussed at some length the nature of this effacement as it occurs in relation to language. 

In order to do so frorn the perspective of labour, where there is some disagreement as to 

the actual figure which is most appropriate for labour's indeterrninateness and for its 

relationship to the context in which it occurs, a short diversion into Manrist thought and 

specificaily Marx's labour theory of value is necessary. 
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Diversion 5: Labour 

Economist Diane Elson notes that , in its fùndamental indetemiinateness, labour 

is "a fiuidity, a potential, which in any society has to be socially 'fixed' or objectified in 

the production of particular goods, by particular -le in particular ways" (128). To 

"fix" labour, in e k t ,  is to efface the sdical incoherence of the event which inaugurates 

the coming-into-king of labour with the fom imposed upon that space by the system of 

relationships which constitutes the social wntext in which it takes place. For example, 

in the precapitalist economies of Western Europe, labour power -- that is, potential (and, 

as we shall see, potentially disruptive) labour or capacity for labour -- was "fixed" by a 

rigidly hierarchal social stmcture in which religion, custom, and tradition dictated the 

relations of production including the forms of activity which were recognid as labour 

(again. by which we mean any activity productive of value). With the rise of industrial 

capitalism, however, already exerting its first influences in Johnson's day. labour's 

radical fiuidity, largely invisible in the static set of feudal social relations, was suddenly 

exposed. Displacecl from the land which had once been theirs to work, the serfs were 

transformed into the wage-earner or proletariat with nothing to exchange for sustenance 

but his or her potential for labour - labour power - which the capitalist purchased. 

Once fixed in the system of "mutual obligations and services" which obtained "up and 

down the hierarchy" of serf, vassal, lord, over-lord and king (Hunt a), labour was now 

determined by the capriciws workings of the rna~ketplaw.~ 
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Under capitalism, labour assumes a particular form which Marx cailed abstract 

social labour. To understand the significance of abstract social labour for Our reading of 

Johnson, it is necessary to look briefly at Man's labour thwry of value. For Marx, the 

main econornic activity under capitalism is the production of wmmodities -- goods 

produd exclusivel y for exchange. Unli ke feudalism where the products of human 

labour were often simply appropriatrd by those funher up the hierarchy in a system of 

exploitation "justified by feudal or even divine right" (Fine 21), commodities in a 

capitalist economy are freel y exchanged in the marketplace. Exchange under capitalism, 

however, d œ s  not take place direct1 y between producers: the on1 y "contact" arnong 

producers in a capitalist economy is through the market where those exchanges are 

mediated by a special commodity which, by representing the values of commodities "as 

magnitudes of the same denomination, qualitatively equal, and quantitatively comparable 

. . . serves as a universal mearure o f  volue" (Capital 94). That special commodity is 

money. In order to function as a universal equivalent of value. however, money must 

represent a quality or "substancen which is common to al1 commodities. That substance 

is labour: "It is because dl commodities, as values, are realized hurnan labour, and 

therefore commensurable, that their values c m  be measured by one and the same special 

commodity , and the latter io be convened into the common meanire of their values, i. e. , 

into money" (Copi& 1: 94). Unlike previous economists who had maintaineci that a 

commodity's value was detennined by its utility (its "use value"), Marx argued that a 

commodity's relative value was a function of the labour time required for its production. 
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After dl, he argued, there was nothing in a use-value which alloweû it to be compared 

quantitative& with another use value: that would be to compare apples and oranges, in 

some cases, quite literally. On the other hand, as a measure of the ratio in which 

comrnodities may be exchanged for one another on the market, exchange value marks a 

dimension of the commodity which is purely quantitative and which thus allows 

cornparison. Stripping the commodity of the physical propenies which give it its use 

value, Marx finds that what remains is "human labour in the abstract" (Cupital I:44). 

The quasi-rientific figures with which he describes this fundamental "social substance" 

are strangely reminiscent of the atomic prime matter which Johnson desired to recuperate 

for language with the Dictiorny. Marx writes that when we consider the "residue" 

which remains when we "leave out of consideration the use-value of commodities," we 

End that 

it consists of the sarne unsubstantial reality in each, a mere congelation of 
homogeneous human labour, of labour-power expended without regard to 
the mode of its expenditure. Al1 that these things now tell us is, that 
human labour-power has been expended in their production, that hurnan 
labour is embodied in them. When looked at as crystals of this social 
substance, common to them dl, they are - Values. (Capital 1:38). 

Labour-time determines value. But it is a particular type of labour. Obviously value 

cannot literally be based on the precise amount of labour spent in the production of a 

commodity: if that were the case. the commodities producd by the least efficient 

producers would fetch the highest prices. Labour-time, rather, indicates that the time 

"required to produce an article under normal conditions of production, and with the 
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average degree of ski11 and intensity prevalent at the timew (1:39). Furthemore, the 

labour which determines value is not the labour which produces a specific use value -- 

that is, what Marx calls usehl or concrete labour; rather, it is labour abstracteâ from any 

connection to the qualitative or useful aspect of its product: 

Productive d v i t y ,  if we lave out of sight its speciai form, viz. the 
usehl character of the labour, is nothing but the expenditure of human 
labour-power. . . . The value of a commodity represents human labour in 
the abstract, the expenditure of human labour in general (CopitalI:44). 

Thus it is this abstract social labour, labour in its purely quantitative or general dimension 

-- what Marx refers to as whomogeneous human labour, expenditure of one unifonn 

labour-power" (1:39) -- which is at once the producer and masure of value. Abstract 

social labour is the cornmon substance of value. (Whether this common substance is any 

more determinate than the substance which Johnson desires to locate in language is a 

question we will reserve for the moment.) 

As Antonio Negri and Michael Hardt explain in Labour of Dionysus, the 

homogeneity of abstract labour provides a means of calculating the distribution of labour- 

power throughout the various sectors of social production, thereby illuminating " the 

capitalia processes of valorizationn (8).' Here it is important to note that abstract labour 

and thus value is created only when the commodity in which labour-power is actuatized 

is exchanged on the market for money, price k i n g  the empirical fom of abstract labour. 

Furthemore, as the purchaser of that special, value-producing commodity, labour-power, 

the capitalist has little intcrest in useful labour - labour productive of ur values. His 
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or her interest rests with abstract labour. the creator of exchange value. Accordingly, the 

capitalist will transfer the labour-power he or she purchases into whatever sector of 

production is most likely to yield value. Absmt labour thus serves, in this version of 

Marx's labour theory of value, as what Negri and Hardt describe as a "figure of 

equilibrium" (8) by means of which capitalism, a mode of production without any central 

regulating agent, allocates labour-power where it is most needed: 

One of the principal functions of this law of value is to make clear that in 
a society of producers of commodities, while there is no centralization or 
coordination, there is the means of rnaking social choices -- there is an 
order. The law of value reveals the ratiodity that underlies the 
operations that capitalists conduct blindly in the market. It thus anempts 
to explain the maintenance of social equilibrium within the ~ m d t  of 
accidentai fluctuations. (8) 

Despite its explanatory force, however, this version of the labour theory of value 

has the unfortunate effect of effacing the profoundly disniptive nature of labour's 

indeterminateness and thus, as we shall see, neuvalizing the possibility of ernpowerment 

which resides in the space of labour. Mile it is true that the globality of abstract labour 

allows it to be channelled from sector to sector within the system of social production, 

to suggest that the indeterminateness of labour may be exhausted by distribution alone is 

to ascribe a dimension of immanence to the structure of distribution - the context of 

labour -- which (as Our prior discussion of context should suggest) is unwarranted. As 

Diane Elson points out, "The question of why labour takes the form it does is not simpl y 

a distributional question," that is, a matter of "the way in which individuals are 

distributed and linked together in a pre-given structure of tasks" (124). Although this 
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position elides the reciprocally conditioning nature of the dialectical relationship between 

labour and a structure of distribution which caanot be describexi as immanent (that is, 

given in advance) and which Marx describes in nie Gennan Ideoiugy: 

The sacial structure and the state are continually evolving out of the life 
process of definite individuals. . . . of individuals, not as they may appear 
in their own or other people's imagination, but as they reully are; Le. as 
they operate, produce rnaterially, and hence as they work under definite 
rnaterial limits, pre-suppositions and conditions independent of their will 
(qtd. in Elson 129).' 

This passage suggests what the figure of equilibrium elides: the structure of social 

production in which labour occurs is not simply a mavix of the various fonns which 

labour may assume in that system; rather, labour and the structure of production are 

mutuall y imbricated and reciprocall y determining aspects of a dynamic process in which 

no element is "pre-given," or exterior to an~ther.~ We could say, in fact, that the liminal 

movement which "actualizes" each -- in the form of a wmmodity in the one case, in that 

of a determinate distributional structure in the other - is necessari& the sarne movement 

in which the inaugural disruption of presence and opening of a differentid space common 

to labour and the social withdraws. Clearly, the radical indeterrninateness which the 

"fluidity" of labour marks exceeds any apparently "pre-givenw structure which might 

contain or detennine it. Although such a structure of social production may cietennine 

labour (and again, 1 emphasize, labour hem is defined as "what counts as value-creating 

practice " [Negri and Hardt 9]), labour harbours a capacity -- incommensurable with such 
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gestures of determination -to intervene in that structure, disnipting its apparent 

immanence and, in so doing, actually interposing in the detemination of labour, thus 

detedning ilself as &zhur. The relationship between labour and the structure which 

determines certain activities as labour is a two-way, not a one-way Street. No simple 

"figure of equilibriumw (Negri and Hardt 8) in a "pre-given" structure which lies exterior 

to it, labour is therefore revealed as what Negri and Hardt describe as "an antagonistic 

figure, as the subject of a dynamic rupture of the system" (8-9). As rupture, labour loses 

even the minimal degree of identity which would allow it the substantiality of a fluid. 

Rather, any such identity could only be an effect of the resistance labour (or what we 

may only improperly cal1 "labourw and what 1 have been referring to as "work") poses 

to itself in the inaugural movement of disniption and effacement in which it, dong with 

the structure by which it is "determined," are posited. Without any determinate identity, 

work is a blank space whose shape is ultimately defined only in its effacement (as 

"labour"). As such, labour is a site of confiict, a point which Negri and Hardt make in 

their remark that, "the very concept of labour is mobile and historically defined through 

contestation" (9). 

The radical indeterminateness of labour becomes apparent in capitalism in a way 

which it does mx in feudalism. As Diane Elson explains, although "human labour is 

fluid, requiring determination, in al1 States of society," only with the rise of industrial 

economies does "the fluidity of labour become irnmediately appann," this "because the 

jobs that individuals do [under this new system] are obviously not completely determined 
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by 'tradition,' religion, family ties, etc., and individuals do quite frequently change the 

jobs they do" (128).6 But this fluidity of labour exposes, in its mm (and in a manner 

more thoroughly effaced in the more rigid structures of feudal saiety) labour's 

fundamental lack of identity and thus the threat of disruption which it necessarily poses 

to the apparent stability and coherence of the system of social production in which it takes 

place. It is here that we may find an explanation for Johnson's decision to bar "cant" 

words from hi s Dictiollclry. 

2. Exubemce and Exploitation: Cant and the Division of Labour 

Behold, ye are of nothing, and youf work of nought. 

-Isaiah, (from Johnson's definitions of nothing and nought). 

"Fugitive cant," as Johnson c . l s  it, is characterized by an instability similar to 

that which 1 have identified with Our revised concept of labour: where cant, for example, 

is describecl as "casual and mutable," labour is Vuid." In their indeterminateness, 

however, both also expose a fundamental lack or interval utterly incommensurable with 

the wherency of the phenornenon in which that space is exposed, in the one aise, in 

language, in the other, in labour. Nor is it certain that the lack each marks is properly 

the space of "language" or "labour." Rather, both seem to point to a limit which, 

whether we place it under the proper name of language or labour (or under community 

or de& for that matter), marks the inwherent, blank space, the effacement of which 
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brings such phenomena as "languagew and "labourw into being. As a non-self-identical 

space opened with a rupture in presence, however, the liminal dimension of such 

phenomena also marks the fundamental relation of difference which &tains arnong them 

and which, in a peculiar, negative sense, they could be said to have in common. The 

identity of al1 phenomena and concepts is ultimately an effect of their diversion through 

this lirninal, alterior space, which dœs not exist as such and yet in which al1 are 

imbricated, traced by their difference from the other, and because of which al1 coming- 

into-bei ng is necessaril y also a being-in-common. 

It is cunous, for exarnple, that cant, which Johnson decnbes as the most fluid, 

least determinate order of discourse, should be identified with precisely that "laborious 

and mercantile part of the people" whose "rise" coincided with that of industrial 

capitalism and thus with the exposure of the Ruidity of labour. At mid-century, when 

Johnson was at work on his Dictionav, the organization of English industry was 

undergoing profound change. Population was expanding and with it grew not only the 

domestic market but also the pool of free labour. As J.H. Plumb has noted, "the mass 

of London's population, the hordes of labourers whose livelihood dependeâ almost 

entirely on casual employment and who were liable to be dismissed at will" (16). and 

whose despair might be transformed into riot by the eloquence of any "unscnipulous 

politician," comprised a threatening presence in English society, one which, Plumb goes 

on to observe, al1 political parties agreed, "justified the savage intensification of the laws 

dealing with crimes against property" (17). Such changes in the organization of industry 
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and the forms of labour which fed into it were cœxtensive, moreover, with England's 

rapid development as a commercial society. As Johnson himself observecl in his preface 

to Richard Rol t ' s Didonary of Trode und Commerce, published in 1756, one year after 

the Dictl*onary, "It may be properly observed that there was wver, from the earliest ages, 

a time in which aade so much engaged the attention of mankind, or commercial gain was 

sought with such general emulation" (qtd. in Woodman 87). But while Johnson may 

have nodded approvingly in the direction of the laissez-faire ethos of Bernard 

Mandeville' s 71ie Fable of the Bees (1714), his endorsement of commercial expansion 

was tempered with some very prescient reservations. For example, in Funher Thoughts 

on Agriculture, published the same year as his remarks in Rolt's D i d o ~ l y ,  Johnson 

represents the commercial spirit of the age as a mistress every bit as mercurial as the 

canting discourse with which, in the D i ~ * o ~ r y ,  she is associated: 

Commerce, however we may please ourselves with the contrary opinion, 
is one of the daughters of fortune, inconstant and deceifil as her mother; 
she chooses her residence where she is least expected, and shifts her 
abode, when her continuance is in appeanuce most firmly senled. (qtd. 
in Greene 283) 

Although Johnson dœs not explicitly acknowledge the potential of the "laborious and 

mercantile part of the people" to intervene in and disrupt the stability of the system of 

social production which they were already revolutionizing, he dœs, later in the 

" Preface, " draw a connection between language change and the class distinctions which 

emerge with the division of labour, a link which suggests a relationship between linguistic 

"innovationw and social change.' 



Johnson opens his speculations with a description of the social conditions he 

imagines must be in place if a language is to be fixed: 

The language most likely to continue long without alteration, would be 
that of a nation raised a liale, and but a little, above barbanty, secluded 
from m g e r s ,  and t d l y  employed in proc~ring the conveniencies of 
life; either without books, or, like some of the Mahometan wuntries, with 
very few: men thus busied and unleameâ, having only such words as 
common use requires, would perhaps long continue to express the sarne 
notions by the same signs. (par. 87) 

With this passage, Johnson establishes a relationship between work and language: as long 

as people derive their sustenance through a system of social production in which labour 

is distributed more-or-less equally among the members of the community (the male 

members, at least, for there is no mention of women here), and provided there are no 

dealings with other cultures, language will remain fixed. In a state of primitive 

communism, communality of labour demands a wmmunality of language in which there 

is little need or possibility for linguistic innovation or change: 

But no such constancy can be expected in a people polished by arts, and 
classed by subordination, where one part of the community is sustained 
and accommodated by the labour of the other. Those who have much 
leisure to think, will always k enlarging the stock of ideas, and every 
increase of knowledge, whether d or fancied, will produce new words, 
or combinations of words. (par 87) 

Once labour is divided and social relations are characterized by the domination of one 

group by another, language change begins. Although it is obviously not the discourse 

Johnson uses, his speculations suggest that language change is a function of the 

appropriation by one group of the surplus value generated by the labour of another. 
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What Johnson calls the "exuberancew of a language (par. 3) is thus crudely proportional 

to the degree of that exploitation. 

Johnson's words, however, also carry with them a waniing of sorts, a vague 

insinuation that such exploitation bears within itself the seeds of its own destruction. 

Although the leisured class may, by way of its exploitation of other groups, enjoy the 

privilege of expanding "the stock of ideasw and thus the language, there is no guarantee 

or safeguard in place to ensure that they will do so pmdently. Affluence breeds excess 

and caprice, and a capricious language, Johnson informs us, is a language in decline. 

With the language falls the authority of those who speak it in the form which they deem 

most "legitimate" for, as Johnson makes clear in his finai words on the relationship 

between language and labour, "speech" and "practice" are indissociable: 

When the mind is unchained from necessity. it will range after 
convenience; when it is left at large in the fields of speculation, it will 
shift opinions; as any custom is disused, the words that expressed it must 
perish with it; as any opinion grows popular it will innovate speech in the 
sarne proponion as it alters practice. (par 87) 

The fact of cant suggests that the ruling elite is not the only group capable of linguistic 

innovation -- indeed, change (represented negatively in the "Preface" as the absence of 

durability) is the hallmark of cant and the name in which Johnson condemns it. With the 

rise of industrial capitalism in eighteenth-century Britain and the valorization of new 

fonns of productive activities (particularly those of the "laborious and mercantile part of 

the people") which aocompanied it, the hegemony which the elite had once enjoyed, 

including its influence over language, was eroded. "Speech" and "practice" are linked 
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in Johnson's text: as such, any erosion of the elite's influence over language would be 

accompanied, according to Johnson's model, by a dimunition of their ability to "alter" 

or perhaps more precisely, to mor9ntdn "practice," in this case, the specific practi~es 

responsible for the relations of social production which had granted them their position 

of social superiority and with it, the authonty to detennine which activities by which 

groups of people in their society did and did not constitute "labour," that is, which 

activities were deemed productive of value. As Negri and Hardt explain 

M a t  counts as labour, or value-creating practice, always depends on the 
existing values of a given social and historical context, in other words, 
labour should not simply be defined as activity, any activity, but 
specifically activity that is socially recognized as productive of value. The 
definition of what practices comprise labour is not given or fixed, but 
rather historically and socially detennined, and thus the definition itself 
constitutes a mobile site of social contestation. (9) 

If, as Johnson suggests, there is a relationship between "speech" and "practice" (or to put 

it in the terms which 1 have been using, that language and labour share a common 

difference which i s  proper to neither), then it would seem that there must be a discursive 

dimension to the "definition" of labour. But, if this is the case, the Dicno~ry  can hardly 

be seen as a neutral player in the social conflict which Negri and Hardt describe. Rather , 

we would have to say that along with the providing the meanings of its 40,000 

headwords, Johnson's Diczionary also defines what dœs and does not constitute value- 

producing activity , that is, labour. Not surprisingl y, the primary sort of activity which 

Johnson determines as value producing is his own. 
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3. Labour and mgurge: the Lexiwgnphid C r u  

In The Phn ofa Dicfionu~ as well as in the "Pnface," the fate of labour, and 

panicularly lexicographical labour, is intemivined in wmplex ways with that of language. 

So all-involving is their relationship that the determination of either lexicography or 

language as a self-identical phenomenon is possible oniy by way of the effacement in the 

other of the wound of difference which is common to both. Language thus appears as 

a determinate and stable phenomenon in the text only insofar as the text effaces the 

fundamental indeterminateness of lexicographical labour. Similarly, lexicography 

emerges as a determinate, value-producing activity only to the extent that the text 

obliterates language's radical lack of substance. To put this another way, we might say 

that Johnson is able to determine and thus legitimize his labour only by establishing a 

coherent identity for language or, barring that, by creating the effect of or simulating 

such an identity, which he does by effacing the liminal dimension of language with 

organic tropes. Obversely, Johnson may offer language as a determinate phenomenon 

only insofar as he is able to efface the dismptive dimension of labour, that is, the manner 

in which his work as lexicographer actually intemenes in the system of social production, 

thereby contnbuting to its own self-valorization as "labour." 

In its complexity, this chiasmic formulation adumbrates a space of radical 

difference, a limit common to both labour and language and yet ultimatel y disniptive to 

the identity or "definition" of each. Nowhere is their mutual involution more apparent 

than in Johnson's definition of the word which designates his activity , "lexicography , " 



269 

and the product of that uncertain process, "dictionary." It is crucial to Johnson's project 

that he adequately define these words: as we have seen, Johnson wntends that the 

meanings of both terms, and thus the expectations which they raise, are vague and 

misleading precisely because of a deficiency on the part of their referents: lexicography 

has failed to close the gap adequately and thus to limit the play between words and their 

referents and nowhere is this slack more in evidence than in the "miscellaneous" (Plan 

5) ideas to which the word "dictionary" itself gives rise in the minds of those who r d  

it. We have noted that Johnson describes lexicography early in the Plan as a nebulous 

aftivity which yields a heterogeneous range of products and desires. What is known 

about lexicography - that it is a du11 task, "dmdgery for the blind, " "the proper toi1 of 

artless industry" (1). and so on - seems not to be based on any experience of the activity 

itself, but is rather the consequence of "opinionw (2). the source of which, whether in 

"truth and nature" or "accident and prejudice" (2), Johnson observes, is not immediately 

clear. What is evident in Johnson's view , however. is the fact that Lexicographers must 

bear some measure of responsibility for the lack of precision surrounding the public 

perception of their activity and the generally low esteem in which their work is held. If 

the perception of lexicography as a fom of vaiue-producing activity has suffered in the 

eyes of the public it is, in other words, because lexicographers have not sufficiently 

determined dieir labour, a shortcoming which is reflected in the confusion and error 

surrounding ideas of the nature of their product. Until they do so. Johnson suggests, the 

word "dictionary" will continue to be a site of exuberant desire and vain wishes, a space 
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of conflict wlnerable to the phantoms of imagination, and lexiwgraphy will remain an 

activity of questionable character and indeterminate value. 

Such a desire to estabiish the bounds of lexicography is in keeping with the ethos 

of literary professionalization which critics often cite in discussing Johnson's life and 

work. In the Englartd of the lateseventeenth and eighteenth centuries, the emoluments 

of literary production were to be eked from the marketplace, not the court. As the 

caprice of the patron gave way to that of the bookseller and reading public, Johnson 

emerges as a new type of writer, fiercely independent and anxious to establish his as a 

made worthy of both respect and tecompense in the expanding capitalist economy. The 

sarne holds tme for Johnson the lexicographer. In the stinging rebuke of his letter to the 

Dictiomry's delinquent patron Lord Chesterfield, critics commonly hear the death-knell 

of aristocratie patronage. But between the "outward roomsw of Chesterfield's favour on 

which Johnson tums his back and the public to which he would in consequence tum for 

the "censure" or "praise" which he perhaps somewhat incredibly claims in the "Preface" 

is of little wncern to him, there is a w i h  space in which the fundamental 

indeterminateness and fiuidity of his labour is laid bue. It is in this space that Johnson 

seeks to wnstruct a text in which it will be possible for the public to recognize his efforts 

as labour. 

The determination of the lexicographer's labour is bound up with the possibility 

of fixing meanings, above all, those of "lexicography" and "dictionary." If lexicography 

is to be detennined as a specific type of activity , productive of a particular sort of good 
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and thus "socialiy recognized as productive of value" (Negri and Hardt 9) - that is, if 

it is to be determined as labour - it must be able to fix its own character in its product, 

literallly. A number of difficulties becorne apparent at this point, however, al1 relating 

to the fundamental lack of rlf-identity which we have said characterizes both labour and 

language. As I have noted, labour is radidl y indeterminate, deriving its form only from 

its relation to the particular system of social production in which it takes place. By the 

same token, however, the system of social production is itself no more self-identical than 

the various forms of labour with which it is coextensive. As a determinate forrn of 

"work," labour, we have said, cornes into king through a "dynamic rupture" in the 

systern of production (Negri and Hardt 9). But because that system ultirnately consists 

of nothing but various forms of labour the system must itself be radically indeterminate. 

Therefore, while the various forms of labour may derive their identity from their relation 

to the system of social production, they do so ultimately only in the broader --indeed, 

limitless -- context of a ubiquitous and perpetuai disruption of that system: in the final 

analysis, the system has no other identity except the simulation of such which emerges 

with the effacement or withdrawal of the d y m i c  disruption which 1 have identified with 

work. ?'he relation between labour and the system of social production, in other words, 

is not that of two determinate phenomena, or even of one which serves as the matrix of 

some "other. " Both give shape to one another, effacing in a reciprocally constitutive 

movement of mutual supplementation the lack of self-identity which i s  fundamental to 

each. The lack, we might say, is hidden or withdraws by way of a refetence to that 
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which it is not, a reference which, in its diversion through the other, generates the mirage 

that there is a "reai" to which reference rnight be and has been made. As such, the 

" red" (what Baudrillard cails the " hyperreal, " or the " simulacra" [Simulotions 1-79]) is 

the effect of a movement of reference which wnceals that there is no real to which 

reference might be made, a simulation of a "reai" which is unavailable to cognition. The 

bbliteration of lack, however, is never absolute: as we have seen and will see again, the 

movement of concealment has the paradoxical effect of disclosing the disniptive work 

which constitutes the limit of al1 apparently self-identical phenornena. 

In Johnson's Didonary language displaces the system of social production as the 

"other" of labour. As such, labour and language determine one another reciprocally in 

the text, effacing by way of their imbricated relationship - Le., the diversionary detour 

of each through the other - the lack which is fundamental to both. Despite the 

thernatization of the lexicographical process in the PIon and "Preface," Johnson dœs not 

re-present his labour in the text: he simulates it, obliterating the lack which is essential 

to his or any human work by way of a diversion through another, no less indeterminate 

concept, that is, through language. His simulation of labour, in other words, is 

necessarily cœxtensive with the diversionary process by which he ascribes a deteminate, 

organic identity to language. 

As the site where labour and language seem to blur together, Johnson's definition 

of "lexicography" is therefore crucial to the efficacy of his project as a whole - and 

crucial in the most etymologically-prscise sense of that word. "Lexicography" marks the 
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locus of the chiasmic exchange between labour and language in which each effafes the 

indetenninateness of the other, lending the other the effect of substance which it lacks on 

its own. Such effwts, however, are just that and, as such, always provisional. always 

subject to the capricious disruptions of the lack they seek to obliterate. If, for example, 

lexicography is to be recognized as labour it must, by definition, be able to supply a 

complete representation of itself in the pages of that which is its product. Such a 

possi bili ty i mplies, however, that the operations and effects of language are reducible, 

without excess, to the paraphrastic, something which Johnson's reliance on quotation and 

etymology suggests is not the case. Similarly, if language did possess the sort of positive 

materiality and identity which would allow Johnson to realize his original desire to "limit 

every idea by a definition stnctly logical, and exhibit every production of art or nature 

in an accurate description" (par. 72) , the labour of lexicography would be as calculated 

an exercise as taking an image with a bmss rubbing. If, however, the things of the world 

lent themselves to such transcription, a dictionary would hardly be necessary: things and 

ideas would bear the imprint of their identities - their signatures - upon themselves for 

al1 to read and know as they had once for Adam. The possibility of a dictionary, 

therefore , depends on the impossibility that Johnson might redize his desire to exhaust 

meaning and thus fix the language: again we see, the dictionary is possible only insofar 

as it fails. 

This failure is nowhere more apparent in Johnson's conception of language than 

in those words which he identifies with cant. In its utterly historical character, cant 
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exposes a dimension of language which exceeds and defies the dream of comprehensivity 

which guides Johnson's lexiwgraphy. Cant implies, moreover, the impossibility that 

lexicography may ever adequately define even itself and thus comprehend its own limits. 

It is in this sense, that Johnson's declaration that the "one great endw of his dictionary "is 

to fix the English language" (1 1) marks the displacement of a desire to substantiate his 

own work as "productive of value" (Negri and Hardt 9). Only by establishing, or at least 

by creating an effect of having established, the possibility of fixing language is Johnson 

able to posit his work as labour -- as a socially valuable activity. Johnson suggests the 

nature of that value in the connection he explicitly draws between the fate of a language 

and that of the nation to which it belongs. "Tongues, like govemments," he writes in the 

"Preface," "have a natuml tendency to degeneration: we have long preserved our 

constitution, let us make some struggles for our language" (par. 91; emphasis added). 

The invocation of the organic as a quality comrnon to both language and society, 

combined with the suggestion of a relationship between "speech" and "practice," allows 

Johnson to proclaim the fundamental importance of a stable languege to the well-king 

of a nation and thus, implicitly, the crucial roie which a comprehensive and authoritative 

dictionary plays in such a "stmggle." (Joseph Priestley, as we will see, will make a 

similar argument although from a less consrvative point of view). This self-legitimizing 

gesture, in tuni, provides the D ( c t . 0 ~ ~  with the authority to pick and choose arnong the 

discourses it surveys, determining on the basis of the apparent "durability" of the words 

which characterize each of them, and thus the type of labour with which those discourses 
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are associated, which are of value and which expendable. In so doing, Johnson 

demonstrates the lexicographer's worth as an adjudicator not ody of linguistic value but 

also of the productive activities in his society which may be deemed valuable - Le. as 

labour. 

But Johnson's cal1 to arms in defence of language and nation is also a diversion 

of sorts which, in its organic representation of the two, effaces the radically non-self- 

identical dimension common to both, and with it the fundamentally unfixed character of 

al1 labour, including his own. This limit, which operates in dl fields, yet only as the 

space of their difference, and which interrupts the identity of each precisely as that 

difference , must be obli terated if those fields - " tongues, " labour, "govements, what 

have you -- are to materiaiize as deteminate phenomena. In excluding cant from the 

Diaionary, Johnson pushes this incoherent aspect of language and labour to the margins 

of his text. In doing so, however, he promises a durability and stability for language 

which that text cannot deliver. For cant is not the problem. C m  merely exposes a 

contingent, arbitrary, and relative aspect of language -- language's historical dimension - 

- which runs like a thread, winding in and out of view through al1 of the concepts and 

phenornena of which it is constitutive, including that of an organically continuous history 

- a history "caught up in representation" (Godnch xvii) - which fonns the basis of 

Johnson's notion of lexical durability. As the condition of possibility of the thought of 

such concepts, the contingent y associated with cant consti tutes a neassary excess wh ich 
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cannot be eliminated, obliterated, or exhausted, but which continues to exen pressure on 

any gesture which seeks to repress or deny its necessary ground-w~rk.~~ 

4. "The Tmth Which Conceais That There is None": Simulating Language, 

Simulating Labour. 

. . . Words, by their immediate Operation on us, cause no other Idem, but of their 
natural Sounds . . . 

Locke, Essay, TV, xviii, 3 

Lexicography thus emerges in the Dicrio~ry as a determinate activity -- that is, 

as labour -- on the basis of Johnson's elision of the contingent dimension of language 

which he identifies with cant. In constructing cant as a category of language defined by 

its ephemeraiity and dependency upon context for meaning and then excluding that 

category as illegitimate, as not properly language, Johnson is able to posit a " legitimatew 

other of cant, an order of language with a "durable" semantic core and thus a positive 

identity which, like a substance, endures over time and through multiple contexts. A 

language so reduced -- impossibly reduced, we might say -- offers itself as a determinate 

phenornenon which might be exhausted and thus f d  by a lexiwgraphical activity which 

i s  strictly descriptive. In declaring that it is his job as lexicographer not to "form, but 

register the language," not to "teach men how they should think, but relate how they have 

hitheno expressed their thoughis" (par. 75), Johnson effaces that indeterminate or non- 
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positive, dimension of his labour which involves the active exclusion from his text of 

certain discourses associated with panicular areas of productive activity , and thus actuail y 

intervenes not only in the language but also, by implicitly associating the "fugitive" 

qualities of that discourse with the legitimacy of those who speak it and the productive 

activities in which they engage, in the system of sacial production with which that 

language is cœxtensive. 

But clearly the effacement and naturalization of this disruptive dimension of 

Johnson's work as lexiwgrapher is itself a fundamental aspect of that work. As such, 

we might say that the work of lexicography in Johnson' s Dic t io~ry  consists not so much 

in registering the language as it dœs in effacing that aspect of itself which actually 

intervenes in the field of its subject so as 

to posit that field as a determinate phenornenon which might be "registered," and thus to 

posit itself as that which might register that field. In short, the work of lexicography in 

Johnson's Dictionary consists in the vaIorizaion of itself as labour. In eliding as 

illegitimate and therefore outside the bounds of its project that dimension of language, 

identified with c m ,  which exceeds description, Johnson simulates an object proper to 

lexiwgraphy. In doing so, however, he also elides that aspect of his work which 

intervenes in that object, excluding that incoherent and unrepresentable dimension of 

language which would undermine the possibility of a strictly descriptive lexicographical 

practice. Lexicography, so detemined, is thus the effect of the effacement of its own 

impossibility: it emerges as a deteminate practice only by way of the elision of that 
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dimension of its object of study which is not reducible to interpretability and which thus 

may not be paraphrased. Johnson declares what is and is mt language proper and posits 

lexicography as the study of that object. In doing so, however, he elides the fact that 

labour and language are reciprocall y and simultanewsl y determined in the erasure of the 

indeterminate liminal dimension common to bath which such a declaration enacts. 

At the sarne time that it is effaced, however, the incoherence of that limit 

continues to exert its force, disrupting every strategy Johnson employs to discover the 

substance which language promises it possesses. For example, in constructing the object 

of his labour as a deteminate phenornenon, Johnson posits language as a thing which is 

reducible, without excess or residue, to sheer interpretability -- to paraphrase. And yet, 

as we have seen, Johnson's various anempts to determine a meaning substance which 

might serve as the basis for fixing language, whether by paraphrasis or the organic mode1 

of linguistic coherency invoked in the Dic t io~ry  ' s use of etymology and historicall y 

sequential illustrative quotations, confront the inxrutable limits of language's 

intelligibility and coherency . 
In Chapter Three, 1 noted Johnson's observation that, as a method of definition, 

the paraphrastic reduction of a word into "terms less abstruse" (par. 43) inevitably 

encounters such an impasse. Johnson claims a word' s meaning is on1 y reducible as far 

as those least abstruse terms, identified with simple ideas which he notes "canrot be 

describedw (par. 43) and, as such, are "too plain to admit a definition" (par. 43). Beyond 

this limit, necessarily inscribed in oll words, language's capacity to represent its own 
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meanings breaks down and a different manner of "definition" takes place: beyond this 

limit, meanings are not known by interpretation or paraphrase but only by a process 

which Johnson compares to intuition. As 1 commenteà when 1 first mentioned this matter 

in Chapter Three, in suggesting that signification is grounded ultimately in intuition, 

Johnson amibutes the resistance which the lexicographer experiences at the limit of 

language not to the determinate presence of a positive meaning substance but rather to the 

event (or "pure, material occumnce" [Clark, "Monstrosityw 2831) in which the individual 

experiences the signification of a particular word. If the individual's knowledge of the 

meanings of words is not innate, that understanding must at some point be based -- at 

least in the case of those simple ideas which "cannot be describedw (par. 43) and of which 

al1 other compound meanings are comprised - on an experienœ in which the simple idea 

is brought into conjunction with the appropriate signifier. In "Locke's Theory of 

Language and Johnson's Dictiontzry," Elizabeth Hedrick observes that Johnson defines 

many simple ideas (or what she calls, those ideas "given in experience" 14381) in the 

Dicziomry according to the method Locke describes in Book Three of An Essay 

Conceming Human Understanding. Locke rernarks that the "only sure way" to define 

the word for a simple idea is by pointing to something which might "produce" that idea 

in the mind of the person for whom the definition is intended. Locke writes 

. . . when a man makes use of the name of any simple idea, which he 
perceives is not undentood, or is in danger to be mistaken, he is obligeci, 
by the laws of ingenuity and the end of spach, to declare his meaning , 
and make known what idea he d e s  it stand for. This, as has b a n  
shown, cannot be done by definition; and therefore, when a synonymous 
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the Mming the subject wherein that simple idea is to be found will make 
its name to be undemood by thoy who are acquainted with the subject, 
and know it by that name. . . . Secondly, but the only sure way of making 
known the signification of the name of any simple idea is by presenting to 
htr se- t b  subject which may produce it in his rmond, and make him 
actually have the idea that word stands for. (III, xi, 14) 

The final resort of those seeking to define the words for simple ideas - and thus the zer* 

degree of al1 definition - is, as we saw in oui earlier discussion of Locke, topoint to that 

to which the word in question refers. Hedrkk argues that, in defining the words for 

simple ideas, Johnson follows Locke's suggestion: 

he Mmes for the reader an object in which the simple idea is to be found. 
For " yellow" Johnson's definition is "being of a bright, glaring colour, as 
gold," and "red" is "of the colour of blood, of one of the primitive 
colours. which is subdivided into many; as scarlet, vermilion, crimson." 
(427) 

What is of crucial interest here is not so much Johnson's apparent adoption of Locke's 

suggested practice as the fact that, in order to define these minimal units of sense which 

are themselves beyond paraphrase, the lexicographer must point. The most basic 

experience of meaning, it thus seems, murs  by way of an event which is radically 

unstable and which, in that instability, exposes the unrepresentable liminality of language: 

the event of deixis. 
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5. Between Here and Nowhere: The Lcxicogmpher's Nightmare 

Discussing words with words is as entangied ud interlockhg as rubb'i the fïngets with 
the fhgers, where it m y  scarcely be distinguished, except by the one who does it, which 
meers itch d which give aid to the itchïng. 

- St. Augustine, De Magisro 

I un not anmerable fbr aJI the words in my dictiouary. 

- Samuel Johnson 

Meaning, then, as Johnson represents it in the Dictl'o~ry, is grounded in a gesture 

which is fundamentally deictical: the simple ideas which in their various wmbinations 

comprise the signifieds of al1 words are definable ultimately oniy by way of an experience 

in which objects manifesting those ideas are pointed out to the language learner in 

conjunction with the appropriate signifiers. By this formulation, the fundamentai gesture 

in the definition of the colour gold, for example, would be the statement, "This is gold, " 

uttered in the presence of something possessing the simple idea identified with that word. 

But because a deictical gesture is crucial to its performance, such an act of definition 

cannot be expected to provide the sort of positive basis for fixing the language as that for 

which Johnson is searching. As we have Jeen, the radical fungibility of deictics suggests 

that, despite their apparent capacity to refer to the world (along with the aaendant 

implication that the world is intuitable), that reference ultimately points to nothing more 

substantial than the event of its own taking place, a moment which we have identified 

with utterance. While this moment marks the emergence of discourse from the 
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featureless, incomprehensible background "noise" of Iongue which de Man ai ls  the 

"materiality of the letter," (and to which Locke seems to allude in his referenœ to the 

"naturd sounds" of words [Essuy, IV, xviii, 31). the event itself, as a referenœ to 

reference, is radically unintelligible. Deixis qnns a space of difference in language (or, 

more precisely, in langue), the incoherence of which must be effaoed at once if a concept 

such as language is to stand forth as a determinate phenornenon. The phenomenality of 

language, in other words, is not something given in advance and therefore intuitable. Its 

intuitability is, as de Man points out, an effect of the necessary imposition of form upon 

the blank materiality of the event of utterance which we have identified with deixis and 

the confusion of the nonphenomenal (or prephenomenal) resistance which utterance poses 

to itself in that moment ont0 signifien, signifieds, and ultirnately, as Cynthia Chase 

points out, onto things, "which thereby acquire their phenomenality, their illusory 

presence" ("de Man" 1%). The chah of substitutions (HI 48) which leads from the 

phenomenalization of language to that of the world offen the promise that the world, like 

language, is immediately intuitable and available for cognition rather than rnerely posited, 

or constmcted through a process of disruption and forgetting. As de Man puts it, the 

linguistic function sems "as a mode1 for nahiml or phenomenal cognitionw (RT 1 l), 

creating the effect that not only language but a h  the world is available in an unmeàiated 

fashion to perception and cognition, which is to say. that the world and its words are 

legible . 
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It is on the negative grounds of this phantom promise of the intelligibility of signs 

and the world that Johnson's own hopes for the Dictio~ry and thus for the recognition 

of his work as labour rest. As we have seen, Johnson's task as he represents it in the 

Plan is to produce a referent for "dictionary" so perfectly fitted to the word that it will 

allow no room for the play of those expectations, desires, and vain wishes which have 

disfigured its signification in the past. To repeat the passage 1 quoted earlier, Johnson 

writes "The title which 1 prefix to rny work has long conveyed a very rniscellaneous idea, 

and they that take a dictionary into their hands have been accustomed to expect from it, 

a solution of almost every difficulty" (5). Johnson, 1 have said, seeks to dispel such 

spectral significations, dong with the linguistic otherness they portend and the mischief 

to which they give rise, by discovering the positive, material substance which will serve 

as the basis for fixing meaning. But, as we have seen, al1 of the various strategies he 

employs to determine this substance, whether paraphrastic, etymological, or citational, 

expose an unrepresentable dimension in language which will not be fixed and whose 

capacity to resist and disrupt represeniation and cognition will not be exhausted. 

B y the same token, however, al though radical1 y intangible and utterl y 

unrepresentable, the resistance which Johnson confronts at the limit of his conception of 

language is the only linguistic "material" with which he has to work. (Indeed, as we 

have seen, its indeterminateness is cognate with that ofhis wrk) .  As such, any effort 

he makes to fix language on the basis of some positive substance which he "discovers" 

in it, will necessarily repeat the gesture which is fundamental to the phenornedinition 
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of language, effafing the inscrutable void of what we might cal1 "sheer" or 

prephenomenal language, and imposing fom - in the case of the Didomq, the form 

of a body -- upon the materiality of that space. 

One of the fundamental gestures with which Johnson does so -one which perhaps 

explains the attention he draws to the need to "define" adequately the word "dictionary" - 
- is that of naming, or more precisely, of entitling. As David L. Clark notes, "of al1 the 

parts of language it is the name that lends itself to the cornforting notion that language 

is essentially a nomenclature, a system of signs pointing to things that are already given 

to comprehension in advance of significationw ("Monstrosity, " 280). "Prefixed" to the 

product of Johnson's work, the word "dictionary" points to that which the reader has 

taken into hi s or her hands, says in effect , "This is a dictionary , " and thus figures the text 

forth as something immediately and farniliarly cornprehensible, i.e. as phenomenal. It 

is also possible, however, that the illusory determinateness of the text, dong with the 

reification of Johnson's work us labour in that text's fonn as a commodity, are repetitions 

of a more primordial moment in which form is imposed upon the blankness of the 

material occurrence which inaugurates language and labour and which the dialectical 

dimension of naming marks. "This is a Dictionary, " says the title of Johnson's text, the 

proper name gaining its effect of phenomenality and thus becoming legible only by way 

of the obliteration of the illegible, prephenomeaal rnateriality of the event of naming 

which the pronoun "this" marks. 
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T k t  reading might consist not so much of the apprehension of what Jonathan 

Culler calls "a body of sensible signifiers [given to perception] which stand in a 

representationai relation to concephial signifieds that are given to the understanding " 

("Reading Lyric" 104) as of the figurative imposition of fonn upon the incoherency of 

a mute, material occurrence is uncannily suggesteù by one of the four meanings which 

Johnson discems in the verb "To Read. " Johnson defines this particular sense of the 

word to mean, "To discover by characters or marks." The quotation with which he 

illustrates this explanation, however, suggests that the nature of such an act of 

"discovery" is by no means certain. The passage, taken from Spenser, reads, "An armed 

corse did lye, / In whose dead face he reuà great magnanimity." But to what may 

Johnson owe his apparent certainty that the magnanimity which is read in the face of the 

corpse is, in fact, discovered and not imposed? 1 have said that, in its absolute alterity, 

the corpse exposes the living human king to the incomprehensible limit of its own 

finitude. As the residue of the material occurrence of an "imageless act," the corpse 

marks the boundary of that which the individual may experience meaningfully. As such, 

it is dso that which most resolutely mists the sort of inteliigibility which the notion of 

discovery implies. "To discover" is to corne upon something which it is assumed existed 

prior to its discovery and which has always been available in an unmediated way to 

cognition, although it has been hidden. And yet, as the tailings of a material occurrence 

which is beyond cognition, the corpse is precisel y that dimension of experience which is 

undiscoverable. It is only in turning away f m  and thus effacing the illegible space of 



286 

the event which the corpse marks and the concomitant imposition of fom upon the 

materiality of that occurrence, that the son of recognition necessary for discovery is 

possible. The discovery of a human quality such as magnanimity in the corpse, in other 

words, is possible only by way of a gesture in which the cadaver's least magnanimous 

dimension -- its materiality -- is effaced. 

In its radical unintelligibility, the corpse is cognate with what Rodolphe Gasché 

has called the "texte brut," by which he means "the text before it starts to signiQ and 

prior to the established meanings that the community of interpreters has infiicted upon it" 

(" In-difference to Philosophy " 265). Accordingl y, Our experience of the corpse is sirnilar 

to that of the texte brut, which is to say, it is sirnilar to that of reading. As David L. 

Clark notes, 

to read is always already to give a name -- "Readability" -- and a face -- 
"language" -- to that which is absolutely nameless and faceless, the blank 
matenality of ianguage. . . . Reading renders familiarly hurnan that which 
is in-human within language, or more exactly that which lies on the far 
side of detemining what is human about it or not: namely "the 
uncontrollable power of inscription. " ("Monstrosity" 282) 

But while nomination may efface the illegible surface of the "texte brut," it cannot do so 

absolutely. As the example of Johnson's D i d o ~ r y  suggests. any effort to anatomize 

language and meaning exhaustively will be relentlessly haunteci by the spectre of the 

nonsignificative, utterly contingent, and possibly inhuman materiai dimension it must 

effaw in order to do so. Johnson "discovers" a face in the blankness of language, but 

whether the face is that of a living, phenomenal being or the more ambivalent surfa  of 
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a corpse remains uncertain. It is in this uncertainty and the figurative oscillations to 

which it gives rise that we confront the inscrutable materiality of language. The 

confrontation is never direct, of course, but is registered at various crucial points in the 

Plan, "Preface," and D i d o ~ t y  itself where Johnson's efforts to represent language as 

an organic and determinate whole default into figures of death, the incomprehensibility 

of which is cognate with the failure of sense which one experiences at the brink of 

language. 

One would expect Johnson to mount the most rigorous opposition to this 

catastrophe in his definition of the word which names the product of his labour -- 

"dictionary." As 1 have noted, Johnson suggests that the failure of past dictionaries is 

apparent in the numerous phantom meanings which circulate around that word and the 

diverse expectations to which those meanings have given rise. To exorcise the spectres 

and thus efface that dimension of language which is contingent, and with it, the 

indeterminate aspect of his own work as lexicographer, it would seem important that 

Johnson ailow no rmm for such play in his definition of "dictionary." And yet it is here, 

more explicitly perhaps than anywhere else in the text, that we confront the absolute other 

of the magnanimous face of language. We meet this other in the space which opens 

between Johnson's "explanation" of "dictionary" and the fira of the three quotations with 

which he illustrates it: 

Di'ctionary. n.f. [dictionun'wn, Latin.] A book containing the words of 
any language in alphabetical order, with explanations of their meaning; a 
lexicon; a vocabulary ; a word-book. 



Some have delivered the polity of spirits, and left an account that they 
stand in awe of channs, spells, and conjurations; that they are afraid of 
lemn and characters, notes and dashes, which, set together, do signify 
nothing; and not ody in the dktio~tory of man, but in the subtler 
vocabulary of Satan. B r m  's Vuigar Emurs, b. i. c. 10. 

Between the common-sense appeal of the explanation and the startiing otherworldliness 

of the quotation which illustrates it, Johnson exposes the nondescript "nowhere" of the 

texte brur against which the "here" of reading and language take their place. With the 

quotation from Thomas Brown, Johnson holds up a mirror to the reader which, in a 

rnanner similar to that of the corpse, functions as reading's flip side or relative (as 

opposed to its absolute) other. Thus, from the accounts of those who have "delivered the 

polity of spirits," we learn that the dead are transfixed by the apparently purely arbitrary 

arrangement of "letters and characters, notes and dashes, which, set together, do signify 

nothing. " Not merely transfixed, in fact, they experience this nonsignificative dimension 

of language in a state of "awe" and fear strangel y similar to the mood of pathos in which 

the lexicographer, seeking a positive meaning substance in language, confronts the blank 

materiality of the event of utterance. The resemblance between the two scenes of 

reading, Johnson's and the spirits', marks the space of a difference which is common to 

both: in the figure of the spectres spellbound befon appafently random arrangements of 

letten and diacri tical marks we recognize the stuttering oscillations of the lexicographer 

attempting to monumentalize that which is without substance or fonn. It is here, in the 

space of the difference which Johnson's text exposes, that we might begin to think the 

possibility of what language and reading might look like in the absence of the human. 
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Whether or not Johnson recognizes his own confrontation with language in the fate 

of the spectral readers we cannot Say. We can venture, however, that if such a 

recognition did occur, it would be experienced in a tragic mode, as an umgmresis in 

which the lexicographer awakens suddenly to the realization that his vision of language, 

dong with his plans to represent it exhaustively in his text are based on a profound 

miscalculation which is in utter contradiction to the impersonal, possibly inhuman 

resistance he experiences at the limit of language's intelligibility and before which his 

efforts are destined to fail. It is precisely such a recognition which Johnson describes in 

the " Preface , " when, recall ing his earl y encyclopedic ambitions for the D i d o ~ r y ,  he 

writes, "But these were the drearns of a p œ t  doomed at last to wake a lexicographer" 

(135). The lexicographer awakens, however, to the nightmare of a language absolutely 

indifferent to his interrogation: as with many tragic figures, the fate of the one who 

quests after truth - in this case, the mith of language - is so inextricably bound up with 

the question which motivates that search, that to pursue the question to its end is to nsk 

the destruction of the self which initiated the search, or, in a vein closer to the current 

context, what de Man has characterized as "the undoing of cognition and its replacement 

by the uncontrollable power of the letter as inscription" (RT 37). 

Cognition must shield itself from such annihilation and in the two quotations 

which follow the first it is possible to see the lexicographer formulating a pragmatic 

responr to the imageless confusion he experiences at the brink of language. The two 

passages rad: 



1s it such a horrible fault to translate simulacm images? 1 see what 
a good thing it is to have a good catholick ck'cz'io~ry. S t i k  

An army, or a parliament, is a collection of men; a dMomry, or 
nomenclature, is a collection of words. 

Wms. 

The= is nothing to suggest that, with the three quotations he uses to illustrate the word 

"dictionary," Johnson thernatizes his own experience as a lexicographer. At the same 

time, however, the trajectory of the quotations conforrns in an uncanny way to the 

mechanism of inscription and effacement which brings discourse into being. vaguely 

suggesting as it dœs so an analysis of the relationship of this process to matters of power. 

For example, in Stillingfleet' s endorsement of a dictionary which "translate[s] simulacm 

images," we might read an acknowledgernent by Johnson that, in light of his "diroveryW 

of the lack of a positive, representable substance which would anchor words in the world 

of the real, the lexicographer who wishes to fix language must simulate the 

determinateness he cannot establish in fact. We have seen that Johnson simulates the 

"real" by effacing the non- or prephenomenal dimension of language which cannot be 

represented, thus obliterating the lack of a "real" against which its representation might 

be measured. 1 have also argued that such an effacement occurs in Johnson's text 

through a dialectical process in which each phenornenon or concept, none of which are 

pre-given or wuld exist non-relationally, supplements the Iack which inhabits the other. 

Phenornena thus constitue one another rec ipd ly ,  each deriving its apparent identity 

from that of the other, wtiile placing each in a position where it may with the sune 
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gesture supplement the lack in the other. For example, as we have seen, the simulation 

of a deteminate, organic form of language in the Didomry is cœxtensive with 

Johnson's valorhtion of his own lexicographical work as a determinate activity 

productive of value, just as the establishment of his work as a determinate, pre-given 

actinty effaces that dimension of language which is beyond the reach of the 

lexicographer's methods. In al1 cases, the simulation of determinateness, whether of 

labour, language, community, or anything else is contingent upon the effacement of a 

space which, although radically insubstantial, "operates," to quote Demda, "in al1 fields, 

but precisely as different fields. And its operation is diffennt each time, articulated 

otherwise" (Positions 82). 

The question then becomes, why is it so important to simulate an identity which 

cannot be determined in any sort of exhaustive way in fan? 1 have alreaây argued the 

necessity Johnson mua have felt in the absence of dependable backing from a patron to 

establish his own efforts as productive of value. The nature of that value, however, is 

suggested in the final quotation: "An anny, or a parliament, is a collection of men; a 

didionary, or nomenclature, is a collection of words." Continuing to read Johnson's 

definition of "dictionary" as an allegory of his own confrontation witb language, it is 

clear from the analogy drawn in the finai passage between words and amies or 

parliaments that the importance of a sound, coherent dictionary is ultimately related to 

power, and to power as it relates to language. What m y  is this collection of words, 

whose derence is an effect of simulation, if not the "mobile army of metaphors, 
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metonyrns and anthrapomorphisms" which Nieasche in Oir Tncrh and Lie in un Erne- 

Mora! Senre calls "truth. " As Baudrillard notes in the epigreph to "The Precession of 

Simulacra," "The simulacmm is never that which wnoeals the truth - it is the truth 

which conceais that there is none. The simulacrum is true" (1). And this mith, brought 

into king in the effawment of the disturbing lack experienced by the lexicographer at 

the limits of language's intelligibility, marks the space in which political decision - and 

thus power - takes place. In putting a tongue in the wound of language, speaking for 

language with a voice which assures us it is that of language itself, the lexicographer (the 

grammarian, rhetorician, philosopher, or cntic - whœver might theorize language) 

represents his or her disruption of the system of social production of which language 

fonns a ubiquitous dimension while repnsenting that disruption as a discovery. In 

Johnson's Dictr'omry, the true is that which effaces the common space of ciifference 

between various orden of discourse, of labour, and the classes with which they are 

identified. As we shall see in the chapters which follow, it is this tnith to which both 

Joseph Priestley and John Horne Tooke will give the lie. 



PART THREE 

Chapter Six 

The Rhetoric of Consequence: 

Joseph Priestley and the Apocrlypse of Language 

Whatever was the begianing of this world, the end will be glorious and paradisaical (sic), 
beyond what out imaginations can now cooceive. 

- Priestley, An Essay un the First Principles o f  Gomment .  

It is only h m  a perfect knowledge of the theory of language in general that we GUI form 
any rational expectations of what some ingeaious persons in the republick of letcers have 
conjectured may be one of the last and atchievements of human genius, viz. a 
philosopiu'cal and uu'wrsal languuge, wbich shali be tbe most naniral and perfect 
expression of human ideas and sentiments, and much better adapted than any language 
now in use, to answer al1 the purposes of human iife and science. 

- Priestley, A Ourse of Lectures on the Theoty of Language and 
Universal Grammar. 

1. "Things of Consequence" 

In 1762, the British chemist, theologian, and reformer Joseph Priestley published 

A Course of Lectures on the meory @ Language and Universol Gromniar. The lectures, 

which Priestley had delivered the previous year at the dissenting academy at Warrington 

where he was NtOr in languages,' offer an analysis of the "natutal principles" (5) on 

which the "art of language" is "founded" (6). The method is appropriatel y empirical, at 
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least that is until the Nineteenth and final lecture when Priestley speaks of the 

"unspeakable advantage of the study of different languagesw (295). The= he rnakes the 

following , rather cryptic, nmark: "To appearance, this [advamage] is an affair of w& 

only; but these words are, more closely than men imagine, connected with things, and 

things of considerable wnseqwnce" (295). nie comment appears to contradict 

Priestley's very Lockean dedaration made just two paragraphs earlier that, among the 

many "prejudices and errorsw which "the cornparison of languages, and frequent 

rendering €rom one into another, helps to make us distinguish," is the tendency he sees 

in uni lingual speakers to confound "the ideas of words with the ideas of things" (293). 

Suddenly, in the concluding passages of a putatively scientific inquiry, we are confronted 

with a most unrientific riddle: if there is no connection between words and things, but 

"words are, more closely than men imagine, connected with things, and things of 

considerable consequence," what then is the connection between words and things? What 

are these "things"? And what are their consequences? 

Priestley's two main works on language, his Lectures on the nteory of hnguoge 

and Universal Grunmur and nie Rudiments ufEngüsh Grammur, published in 1761, and 

to a lesser degree his Coume of Lectures on Or- ond Cnticism (delivered at 

Warrington in 1762 but not published until 1777), corroborate the answer about which 

this riddle only hints: the comection between words and "thingsw is not as simple, nor 

as immediate as speakers commonly take it to be? Words are connected with things, 

mie, but with "thingsw wnceived in a panicular manner: as "things of considerable 
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consequence," literally, as things which are significant because of the effects they will 

produce. The introduction of this consequential and therefore historical element into 

signification suggests that the nexus between words and things is not transcendentai and 

determinate, but is caught up rather in the differential relations of history of which I have 

spoken in previous chapten. Furthemore, it is a conmction which, Priestley suggests, 

can only be fully comprehended retrospectively in the aftermath of history, from an 

Archimedean point where the final consequences and thus the meanings of al1 historical 

" words" and " things" will become clear. Like lines of perspective receding toward their 

vanishing-point, history and language are C O M N ~ ~  by a distant moment of singularity 

where they converge and are annihilated. In Priestley's system, this epofalyptic instant 

of absolute intelligibility, coextensive with the "glorious and paradisaical" future he 

foresees, marks the culmination of history and language. As such it undewrites the 

meaningfulness of both. 

Priestley's Lectures on the Theory of Lringuage anticipate this moment with 

rhetoric which, although ostensibly descriptive and scientific, bears tnices of a strangely 

predictive nature, similar to what we might cal1 the rhetoric of consequence itself, 

prophecy. Nowhere is the prqhetic tone more evident than in the final paragraph of the 

last lecture. To this point in the work, Priestly has constmcted a taxonomy of language 

universals which he says may be used to advance the understanding of, and consequently, 

the perfection of language. In the final lecture he considers the prospects for the 

realitation of what is the end of wch an undertaking. "a universal and philosophicai 
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language" (298) which would supersede the diversity of languages in the world. And it 

is here his rhetork is most distinctly prophetic.* He wntes 

Perhaps the analogy of nature rnay give us some encouragement to expect 
such an event. For since al1 other evils and inconveniences have final 
causes, which terminate by the meam of those very evils, the diversity of 
languages, when it have compleatly answered al1 the present uses of it, 
rnay also contribute to its own extermination. (302) 

Although Pnestley sounds this note in a lecture wncermd mainly with "the origin, use, 

and cessation" (287) of the diversity of languages, other elements in his work suggest that 

this last "event" in the history of language involves much more than the displacement of 

the world's many tongues by one. That much is apparent from his description of the 

final language he envisages. As we might expect, this language would allow the speakers 

of different tongues to " make themselves perfectl y understood b y one another" (300) both 

in speech and in writing. But this language is not merely universal. It is also what 

Priestley, following the language projeetors of the seventeenth century, d l s  a 

"philosophical" language, that is, as he describes it, a language "himished with an 

universai character, which shall represent ideas directly without the intervention of any 

sounds" (299). 

The notion of such a radically rnotivated language was hardly new. In 1605, 

prompted by missionaries' reports that the characters of Chinese writing refemd directly 

to ideas without the mediation of swnds and words (repons which were mistaken, as it 

eventuall y turned out), Francis Bacon proclaimed the possibili ty of developing a system 

of "Characters Red. which express neither letters nor words in gross, but Things or 
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Notions" (122). Although the quest which followed both in England and on the 

Continent was productive more of rumour than success, Hans Aarsleff has noted that for 

the first half of the seventeenth century, the philosophical language was "the exact 

equivalent of the philosopher's stone" (LS 261)? Not only did it promise to restore the 

golden age of linguistic uniformity which had existed before the confusion at Babel, a 

philosophical language was believed to be a means of expressing and embodying dl 

knowledge directly "in a methodical, rationaily ordered fashion that mimred the fabric 

of nature" (261). In this, a philosophical language would approximate that which Adam 

spoke in the Garden of Eden: divinely imparted, the Adamic tongue reflected the perfect 

knowledge of its speakers, allowing him to express the essence of things in the names he 

gave them. And indeeâ, as Aarsieff has argued (LS 260), the Adamic tongue was the 

mode1 for the philosophical languages of the seventeenth century , including the one John 

Wilkins6 propos& in his Essq Towurds a Real Charaetet und a Philosophical Lunguuge 

(1668) which Priestley praises in his lectures as "the most rational plan of an universal 

and phi losophical language" (298) .' 
By 1762, however, when Priestley published his Lectures. the dream of a 

philosophical language was something of an anachronism.' Wilkins' Essoy was aimost 

one hundred years old and, like other seventeenth-century univerd language projects, 

was generally regarded, if remembered ai d l ,  as " too complicated, too incomplete and 

too rigid" to be practical (Large 41).9 Furthermore, as M.M. Slaughter has noted, 

Newton's Prùlosophiae N~atulis  Pn'ncipia Mmhedca (1687) had undennined the 
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authority of the Aristotelian method which lay behind such taxonornic schemes as 

Wilkins'. Slaughter writes: "classification could no longer be seen as a means of 

explaining and representing the nature of nature. Taxonomy was supplanted by 

mathematics as the method and the language of sciencew (194). 

The endiusiasm with which Pnenley considers the possibility of a univerd and 

philosophical language is, no doubt, moderated to some extent by the disrepute into 

which such rhemes had generally failen. He writes, for example, of those "men of 

leming who flattered themselves with the prospect" (297) of such a language, noting that 

to perfect language's imperfMons, one must have a perfect knowledge not just of 

language but also of al1 the things to which language refers. For the moment, he writes, 

neither is sufficiently understood for such a scheme to s u d .  Admitting this, however, 

he refuses to relinquish the possibility that such a "noble project" (301) will not sorneday 

be realized. In fact, as the lecture draws to a close, he seems quite optimistic about the 

future of these supposedl y superannuated schemes, declaring with a confidence that is 

almost prophetic 

that such a design may be effected, in some distant ages of the world, 
when the powers of language and of nature shdl be more perfkctly 
understood, doth not seem so improbable as many of the present actua) 
discoveries in philosophy must have seemed to al1 men, but a antury ago. 
(302) 
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2. Providentirl History and the Algebn of Tmth 

To understand Priestley's interest in a discredited project more appropriate to the 

previous century than to his own, and to make sense of what is in essence an 

eschatological theory of meaning, it is helpful to consider Priestley's ideas coacerning 

language in the context of some of his other interests, of which there were many. When 

Priestley is remernbered today, it is usually as a scientist. In his own &y, however, he 

was known - and in some cases was notorious - for much else. As one biographer 

observes, " he aspired to be preacher and teacher, linguia and histonan, grammarian and 

flute-player, chemist and theologiann (Hirst xii) and left his mark in a surprising number 

of these areas, with the exception perhaps of flute-playing, for which, we are told, he 

nonetheless "congratulated himself on having no ear, king thus 'more easily pieased*" 

(DM 359). Priestley is best known as the discoverer of oxygen. He is also regarded 

as a founder of the Unitarian Church, and as one of the intellectual sources of Bentham's 

utilitarianism. Underlying these activities, however, and in a sense unifying their 

apparent diversity, was a profound millennialist sensibility: for Priestley, history was 

moving ineluctably by means of its human agents toward the apocalyptic moment when 

the scriptural prophecies of an earthly piiradise would be fulfilled. His complex faith in 

providence, and his conception of its relation to human action, inspireci and framed al1 

of his endeavours: whether Priestley is writing about religion, government, history, 

education, electricity , or language, he dœs so always with one eye reckoaing the distance 

-- historical and conceptuai - to the millennium. 
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But Priestley - or "Gunpowder" Priestley as he was known a k r  an offhand 

remark of his about placing explosives "under the old building of e m r  and superstitionw 

was made public (Drabble 788) - was also a political radical, and his milknnialism is 

of a "distinctly republican" (Fnichtman 31) cast. For example, aithough in his Essuy on 

the Firsr Principes of Govement, first published in 1768, he rnay prophesy that the end 

of history "will be glorious and paradisaical (sic), beyond what Our imaginations can now 

conceive" (a), the timing of this inevitability remains for him a matter of historical 

politics. "The great instrument in the hand of divine providence, of this progress of the 

species towards perfixtion," he writes, "is society ard consequently govenimew" (5-6). 

For this reason, he continues, "that form of govemment will have a just daim to Our 

approbation which favours this progress, and that must be condemned in which it is 

retarded" (8). 

In Priestley's view , the fonn of govement "most conducive to the happiness of 

mankind at present, and most favourable to the increase of his happiness in futurityw (8-9) 

was republicanism. Only a republic promised to safeguard and advance the single most 

important pnrequisite of progress, and thus of the millennium: liberty. Liberty was 

crucial for it was only through the free expression and exchange of ideas that hurnan 

wnsciousness could develop to the point where people could comprehend God's will. 

As Jack Fruchtman explains in his book me Apocaiyptic Politics cf Richurd Price and 

Joseph Pn'estley: 



Only in a pure, uncorrupt form of government. namely the republic, could 
citizens be free to unlock the mywries of the universal and divine 
historical plan. Republican gwement was the d e  political arrangement 
whereby civic man realizeâ his own virtuousness and possessed liberty and 
godliness to develop his comciousaess sufficiently to be prepared for the 
end of time. (49-50) 

And "wnsciousnessw was a key element hem, for in Priestley's view the p w t h  of 

human understanding was coextensive with the progress of human govemment and 

history. As he writes in An Essuy on the First Pn'llctples of Gbvement, "we can never 

expect to see human nature . . . brought to perfection, but in consequence of indulging 

unbounded liberty, and even caprice in conducting it' (44). Only by increasing their 

knowledge could people corne to recognize their role in the divine plan of history and act 

accordingl y. Converse1 y, such a recognition would lead to and reinforce a cornmitment 

to republicanism as the form of govemment which best allowed people the freedom which 

was essential if they were to engage in the sort of open enquiry and debate necessary, in 

Fruchtman's words, 'to develop their spiritual and intellectual capacities to the point, 

known only to God, when they would be prepared for the millenniumw (31). As 

Fruchtman notes 

while a free society opened the way for man's developing consciousness, 
the development of his intellectual and spiritual capabili ties allowed him 
to understand how to organize government so he could achieve the 
common good, which obviously included the saurity and happiness of al1 
citizens. But it also c o n t a i d  man's ultimate interest, namely the 
attainment of the future mille~ium. The wming millennial moment was 
contingent on this dual interwnnected prognss in politics and the mind. 
(85) 



With the millennium, al1 temporal distinctions would be subsumed into an absolute 

present and human understanding would attain a near-divine perspective. 'O We have an 

intimation of the sort of expansive wmprehension such a view affords in the example of 

those "men, of great and superior minds," whom Priestley claims 

enjoy a state of permanent and equable felicity, in a great rneasure 
independent of the uncenain accidents of Me. In such minds the ideas of 
things, that are seen to be the cause and effect of one another, perfectly 
coalesce into one, and present but one common image. Thus dl the ideas 
of evil absolutely vanish, in the idea of the greater good with which it is 
connected, or of which it is productive. (Gbvenmem 2-3) 

But such instances only hint at the consummate knowledge towards which human 

consciousness is advancing. To grasp the scope of the millennial panorama which awaits 

humanity, we must imagine a more celestial vantage point: 

To this wmprehension of rnind, which is extending with the experience of 
every &y, no bounds can be set. Nay, it should seem, that while our 
faculties of perception and action remain in the sune vigour, our progress 
towards perfection mu* be continual 1 y acoelerated; and that nothing but 
a future existence, in advantageous circumstanœs, is requisi te to advance 
a mere man above every thing we can now conceive of excellence and 
perfection. This train of thought rnay, in some measure, enable us to 
conœive wherein consias the superiority of angelic beings, whose sphere 
of comprehension, that is, whose present time, may be of proportionably 
greater extent of their recollection and foresight; and even give us some 
faint idea of the incomprehensible excellence and happiness of the Divine 
Being, in whose view nothing is past or future, but to whom the whole 
wmpass of duration is, to every r d  purpose, without distinction present. 
(Govemrnent 3-4) 

Priestley derives the notion of this imminent harmony between human 

consciousness and divine will frorn David Hartley's Obserylltlionr on Man, his Fromc. his 

Duty, and his Expectotr'onr. In the Observations, onginally published in 1749, but 
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reissued in 1775 under the title Hadey's memy of the M i d  in an edition abridged by 

Priestley, Hartley sought to provide an empirical besis for Christian hope by offenng a 

mechanistic theory of the mariner in which the mind has the mpa~ity to derive spiriaial 

knowledge from sensual experience (Halévy 7-8). Priestley was clearly convinced by the 

materialistic elements in Hartley's argument, proclaiming he had "thrown more useful 

light upon the theory of the mind than Newton did upon the theory of the natural worldw 

(Exmination 2). Central to Hartley's hypothesis was the Doctrine of the Association of 

Ideas which describes the mind's purely physical tendency to link ideas which it bas 

experienced together in such a way that should one of those ideas be experienced later 

by itself, it will automatically evoke "such othen as it has the nearest connexion with, 

and relation tom (Priestley 1775: 185, qtd. in Fruchunan 38). With his notions derived 

from the psychological speculations of Locke and Hume, Hartley added a physiological 

dimension to this pnnciple and extendeâ it into the sphere of morality. He argues that 

the pains and pleasures we associate with particular actions and objects are "transfened 

by Association more and more every Day, upon things that afford neither sensible 

Pleasure nor sensible Pain in themselves, and so beget the intellecd Pleasures and 

Pains" (Hartley 1: 82). Compounded by the mechanical process of association into 

increasingly complex configurations, these intellectuai pleasures and pains pass uirough 

various stages of development, culminating in diat final phase which is "the Sum total of 

al1 the reg, and the ultirnate Result from them" (1:497), the pure spirinial pleasure of the 

" Moral Sense. " Characteriz& by " perfect Sel f-annihilation" (2: 282). Hartley writes, the 
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moral sense "carries us perpetuaily to the pure Love of God, as our highest and ultimate 

Perfection, Our End, Centre, and only Resting-place, to which yet we can never attain" 

(1:497). 

For Priestley, association offered a comprehensive doctrine which allowed 

hurnankind a rneans of uncovering the ultimate truths of d i t y .  Even those "ideas of 

universality and immutability (moral tmth, God's relationship to man, God's plan) were 

al1 knowable through association" (867),  writes Fruchtman. In his introduction to 

Hartley's nieory of the Human MM, Priestley claimed that association 

tends in a very eminent degne to enlarge the comprehension of the mind, 
to give a man a kind of superiority to the world and to himself, so as to 
advance him in the scale of being, and consequently lay a founhtion for 
equable and permanent happiness. (qtd. in Fruchtman II, f. Wo& 3: 184- 
5). 

In short, by distilling spiritual knowledge from the pleasure and pain of Our everyday 

experience, association guaranteed the expansion of hurnan knowledge and with it the 

reduction of al1 "particular facts, and particular laws" until, with the end of history , "one 

great comprehensive law shall be found to govern both the material and intellectuai 

world" (Hartfey 's Theory xxv) . 
Here we find a possible explanation for Priestley's interest in a philosophical 

language: Hartley's associationism offend Priestley a ph y siological and psychological 

h w k  on which to hang the millennialist notions which no doubt also attracted him to the 

superannuated notion of a philowphical language. As this passage suggests, association 

promises precisel y the sort of absolute and uni fied knowledge necessary for the realization 
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of a universal, philosophicai language such as Priestley foresees in his Lectures. We have 

said that such languages were generally modeld after the Adarnic tongue and the perfect 

undemanding of things it was believed to have embodied. A sirnilar recuperative element 

is to be found in the principle of association for, as Hartiey wrote, "Association . . . has 

a Tendency to reduce the Stak of those who have eaten of the Tree of the Knowledge of 

Good and Evil, back again to a paradisiacai onen (1: 83). 

Despite this apparent agreement between the Adarnic and associational doctrines, 

however, Priestley takes some pains to excise certain specifically Adamic elements from 

his own theory of language. There are two main points to the Adamic Doctrine. First, 

as David Katz notes, it is apparent in Genesis that "God created the world by speaking 

the onginal language" (1 32), a language which he imparted to Adam. As we have noted, 

this language was in accordance with Adam's perfect knowledge, and allowed him, in the 

words of the English churchman Robert South, to write "the Nature of things upon their 

names" (qtd. in Katz 133). Secondly, the Docnine contended that Adam's perfect 

language had not been entinly lost with the Fall or even at Babel, but persisted either 

more-or-less intact in a tongue still spoken somewhere on earth (such as Hebnw), or in 

traces in al1 contemporary languages (Aarsieff, LS 282). This residue offered m e r s  

the assurance that their words had once been firmly grounded in those things they 

signi fied and that , at some microscopie etyrnological level , a correspondence between 

words and things surviveci. Aarsleff explains 



Still retaining the divine nature of their common origin, languages were 
in fiindamental accord with nature, indeed àiey were themselves part of 
cnation and nature. They were divine and natural, not human and 
anventional. . . . nie authority of scriptural revelation ensured that 
languages held a nomenclature, that words did name species and essences. 
(LS 25-6) 

Regardless of how diverse and compt languages may have becorne since the catastrophe 

at Babel, Aarsleff writes, "men" were still "tittie Adams and p k e  much greater truth 

than they knew" (26). 

In his Lenrcres on the Theory of longuage, however, Priestley offers a different 

assessrnent of the first language. Far from king the harmonious naming of things 

according to their essences, he argues, in a manner which recdls Rousseau' s account of 

the ongin of language in involuntary utterances, tbat "the first attempts towards speech 

must have been automatic sounds, excited by particular circumstanœs, and little more 

than inarticulate expressions of fear, grief, joy, surprize, &cU (237).11 The "primitive 

language" (288) that Priestley described was an "imperfect" (238). laborious affair, and 

the possibility that it might have been otherwise - bat God may in fact have created the 

consummate tongue with Adam - merits only a footnote in the Lectures: 

Nowithstanding the powers of speech might have been communicated in 
a considerable degree, to the first parents of the human race; yet, since it 
is naturd to suppose it would be only sufficient for the purposes of their 
own condition, we may perhaps wnceive more jualy of the rnanner in 
which language was improvexi, by supposiag rnankinà to have begun from 
so smali a begi~ing as is represented in the lecture. (237-8) 

Priestley accounts for the diversity of languages with a similar disregard for the 

Adamic daim that the first language had not been entirely lost at Babel but persisted in 
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traces in al1 contemporary languages (Aarsleff, LS 282). Even his one concession to the 

Babel myth is qualified by naturalistic considerations: "The race of d n d  having, 

according to the Old Testament history, had one origin, must have spoken one language, 

and this would continue to be spoken without much variation while their numbers would 

permit them to reside near together" (287-8). After this one allowance Priestley is in 

open disagreement with the Biblical account and thus with one of the key scriptural 

sources of the Adamic doctrine. He argues 

The present diversity of languages is generally believed to have taken its 
rise from the building of Babel, and to have been brought about by the 
interposition of the divine being: But it is no impiety to suppose, that this 
(agreeable to most other operations of the deity) might have been brought 
about by natural means. (288) 

In distinguishing his theory of language from the Adamic doctrine in this manner, 

Priestley foregœs the singular reassurance afforded to Adamicists, and even to one such 

as Tooke who looks to etymology for truth, that what was might well be again. In 

turning from the "historical origin, " imagining what will be without the consolation of 

whar war, Priestley seeks to ground meaning in a future which he can only evoke in 

prophecy. Before tuming to this aspect of his text, however, we should also note that 

Priestley's ideas conceniing the Adamic language seem aiso to be in accordance with 

those of John Locke. As outlined in Chapter Two, Bodr III of Locke's Essay 

Concem*ng Hunan Understanding, opeas with an observation that, contrary to the 

Adamic doctrine, God did not bestow a perfea language upon Adam, but d e r  provided 

the first members of the human race with only the capability of speech. Locke writes 



God having designed Man for a sociable Creature, made him not only with 
an inclination, and under a necessity to have fellowship with those of his 
o m  kind; but furnished him also with Language, which was to be the 
great Instrument, and cornmon Tye of Society. Man therefore had by 
Nature his Organs so fashioned, as to be jit to frmne am'culate Sounds, 
which we cal1 Words. But this was not enough to produce Language; for 
Parrots, and several other Birds, will be taught to rnake articulate Sounds 
distinct enough, which yet, by no means, are capable of Language. (III, 
1, 1) 

As Aarsleff has argued, Locke's Essay , and Book III in particular, is aimed at uprooting 

the Adarnic doctrine and its formalization of the "word-thing" habit whereby speakers 

"often suppose their Worrdr to stand also for the realiîy of niings" (III, ii, 5) as if there 

was an essential cognitive idemity between the two (LS 24). For Locke the connection 

between a word and the idea for which it stands is arbitrary, and therefore forged 

voluntarily and privately by the speaker. Words, he writes, "corne to be made use of by 

Men, as the sigm of their Ideas; not by any natural connexion, that there is between 

particular articulate Sounds and certain Ideas, . . . but by a voluntary Imposition, 

whereby such a Word is made arbitrarily the mark of such an Idean (111, ii, 1 ) .  

Lang uage is social and conventional, Locke argues, not divine1 y determined or motivated . 

It is the product of "ignorant and illiterate people, who sorted and denominated things by 

those sensible qualities they found in them" (III, vi, 25). Priestley similarly regards 

language as an "invention of men, and particularly of rude, uncultivateci men" (Language 

115). "Imperfect" (186) f m  the start, it is govemed not by the uniform laws of nature 

but by "the influence of fashion and caprice" (Rucümenfs 58). 
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Despite the resemblances, however, there are important differences between 

Locke's and Priestley's conceptions of language. Most telling is the wntnist in their 

interpretations of the fact of the diversity of languages, a ciifference panicularly 

instructive when considered in the wntext of the Adamic domine and the rnany projects 

for a universal and philosophical language which it inspired in the seventeenth century. 

For the writers of such artificial languages, the divenity of tongues was a curse which 

had befallen humanity at Babel, and against which they invariably oi%ered their projects 

as remedies. Even Wilkins, who had no patience for the esoteric tendencies of rnany of 

those who espoused the Adamic doctrine (Aarsleff, LS U8), presented the advantages of 

a universal language in recuperative terms, extolling "the perfection of such an invention 

as the only way to unite the seventy-two languages of the first confusion" (Mercury 1 10, 

qtd. in Knowlson 10). Although the world's variety of tongues was a chastening 

reminder of hurnanity's remoteness from the paradisiad state of Adam, the possibility 

that such an originary language rnight once have existed offered the hope of a fully- 

rnotivated sign and indeed this became the ideal on which the philosophical languages 

were modelled. Locke's view was decisively the opposite. For him, the diversity of 

tongues was proof only of the basic arbiaary nature of the sign: as he argues, if there 

was a "natural connexion . . . between particular articulate Sounds and certain Ideus, . 
. . there would be but one Languge amongst al1 Menw (III, ii. 1). Priestley agrees with 

Locke on many points, but they part ways hem: for Priestley, the multiplicity of 

languages is not proof of any absolute arbitrariness of the sign. But, importantly , it is 



not a curse either. It is, in fact, a blessing, although a blessing disguised to temporal 

understanding as a curse. Priestley regards the diversity of languages as he dœs al1 

differences - as a "temporary" and "salutary" evil (Languuge 297) which is necessary 

if providence and its human agents are to sort the tme from the false and cmte the 

conditions necessary for the fulfilment of the Biblicai prophecies of the millennium. 

Priestley writes, for example, that 

diversity of languages and divenity of governrnent (the one in a great 
m a u r e  contributing to the other) tended to check the propagation of vice 
and false religion in the early ages of the world. This would help to 
prevent the establishment of any one species of idolatry in the world, 
which might have taken place in consequence of one common language, 
and one empire, or much larger empires, and of longer duration than any 
have actuall y subsisted. Whereas, divided as the state of the world hath 
been, no  superior degree of credit was given to any species of false 
religion more than to another; by which means, their mutual absurdities 
have been more easily exposed, and true religion hath had a fairer 
opportunity of establishing itself. (292) 

Regardless of how inconvenient or evil it may appear at the time, difference always 

serves as a check against any enor which, if unopposed, might monopolize the 

understanding of an individual, a race, or of humanity as whole. Difference allows 

cornparisons to take place in which e m  may cancel error in a son of providential 

algebra which leaves mith as its nmainder. Every tnith and, so to speak, every 

displacement (or "diversion") of the mith, is a brick in the road to the millennium. We 

will retum to the question of diversity and truth in Priestley's texts later in this chapter. 

For now, however, we rnay say that Priestley's ideas on language negotiate 

between the freedom embodied in the radical arbitrariness of the sign as described by 
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Locke and die epistemological and semiotic refuge offered by the residuaily-motivated 

word of the Adamic doctrine. By abandoning the drearn of an originary unity of the sign 

which motivates language in Adamic schemes, and displacing that ground of meaning 

from the beginning of history to its end, Priestley is able to accommodate the "voluntary" 

quality of the Lockean sign to his own millemial framework. The voluntariness of 

signification. in mm, dispels the Adamic doctrine's sense of meaning as a trace fossilized 

in the sediment of contemporary language, and of that language as a corniption of the 

first tongue, and of history as a barrier between the present and the wisdom of that fully- 

motivated speech of the past. As the millemial end displaces the Adamic cause as the 

vanishing point w hich motivates language , contemporary speech is transformed from the 

compt remnant of a pristine origin to the promising source of a final perfection: 

language becomes a passage towards meaning instead of its echo, and meaning is 

identified with consequence, not cause. Priestley thus emphasizes precisely that active 

dimension of language whose disruptive effects we have said that Johnson seeks to limit. 

With its promise of imminent meaningfulness, Priestley's teleological theory 

appears to motivate language while at the same time -- because that meaningfulness is 

deferred - preseMng within language, a pocket of undecidability. As such, the true 

connection between words and things is never so immediately intelligible that we could 

say that words possess a determinate, present meaning: a word's meaning is detennined 

by the place it takes in the chah of temporal relations, the final consequence of which 

is the millennium, the only position from which a word's true significance is evident.12 
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Priestley characterizes words as he dœs govemments, as means rather than immediately 

meaningful, their meaning resting ultimately in their role as means to the end. But as 

that role cannot be known in advance, the position by which it is marked in the historical 

chain of speech events is a space of undecidability . As such, words remain highly elusive 

objects of knowledge. Nowhere "pnsentw with meaning intact and thus immediately 

intelligible -- nowhere able to speak for themselves - and connected only by way of their 

illocutionary and perlocutionary effects to the final consequence which will render them 

trul y meaningful, words in Priestley' s Lectures, take on the status of events, mute facts, 

the absolute intelligibility of which is deferred to the distant future and the millennial 

moment in which the cognitive difference between words and things will - it is hoped - 

- vanish.I3 

And yet, precisely because it consists of events and "instruments" with the 

"natural powerw to create effects, Priestley maintains that language is available to 

interrogation in much the same way as the facts which are the subject of scientific 

knowledge. As such, in his Lectuns, Priestley applies the empirid methods of science 

to the study of language. "The art qflanguoge," he maintah, is 

founded upon science; and it is a matter bah of curiosity and usehilness 
to enquire into the natural powers of those sounds and characters which 
are the instruments of it, to consider the modifications they are capable of, 
and their fitness to answer the purposes of a language praper for the 
mutual communication of such beings as we are. (6) 



This method is the only way, he clairns, to develop an understanding of language which 

will advance the overall progress of knowledge and thus expedite the coming of the 

millennium. As he writes, 

It is only from a perfect knowledge of the theory of language in general 
that we can forrn any rationai expectations of what some ingenious persons 
in the republick of leters have conjectural rnay be one of the iast and 
greatest atchievements of human genius, viz. a phiiosophicoul and universal 
longwge, which shall be the most mtural and perfect expression of human 
ideas and sentiments, and much better adapted than any laquage now in 
use, to answer al1 the purposes of human life and science. (7-8) 

The empirical mode of Priestly's Lectures, like the implicitly eschatological argument it 

presents, i s consistent, moreover, with the more general opposition between science and 

art which informs his writings on language. Science, the privileged term of the pair, is 

identified with the unifonnity of nature, and as such is represented as transcending the 

temporal limits which confine the cognitive grasp of the arts, among which Priestley 

locates language. He remarks 

Language partakes much of the nature of an, and but little of the nature 
of science; both because improvements in language have their ne p l u  
ultra,14 and because it is a thing not exempt from the influence of fashion 
and caprice: whereas true science is the suw in al1 places, and in al1 
times, and admits of unbounded improvements. (Rudiments 58) 

Thus, while science is as~ociated with a comprehensive and timeless millennial vision of 

reality which "enlarge[s] the soul, extend[s] the faculties, and give[s) scope to the most 

generous affections" (Rudiments 62), language is identified with a cognitive mode which, 

limi ted by the frag mentary nature of temporal understandi ng , "contracts the faculties, and 

cherishes the meaner and baser passions of Our minds" (62). Language is a matter of 
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convention. Regulated on1 y by the vicissitudes of "dl-goveming custom " (Rudiments 

vii), it is marked by a contingency and inconstancy antithetical to the "simple and 

uniform laws" (Lungwge 115) which Priestley identifies with science and nature. 

But although subordinated to calculation in Priestley' s theory of language, 

conti ngenc y nevertheless retains a monstrous capaci ty to disrup t the toglizations of 

scientific knowledge, including the quasi-sientific descriptions presented in the Lectures. 

It could be said, in fact, that by invoking "science" as a figure of tmth, Priestley is able 

to contain, or at least appeur to contain (ironicall y enough, with a figure of expansion), 

the dislocating effects of the radically random character his theory ascribes to language, 

thus preserving the possibility of a motivated comection between words, ideas, and things 

which that theory has, for the present, eliminated. For, in defemng the possibility of 

such a deteminate cognitive link to the end of history, Priestley's theory foregrounds an 

aspect of language which is productive rather than representational or, in the terminology 

of the English philosopher J. L. Austin, performative rather than constative. 

Austin identifies the performative as a non-representatiod dimension of language 

which philosophers have habituail y overlmkeâ because of their assumption that "the 

business of a 'statement' can only be to 'describe' some state of affairs, or to 'state some 

fact,' which it must do either mily or falselyw (Austin 1). Unlike such "wnstativew 

statements, however, performative language, when uttered under the appropriate 

conditions, achieves something : the utterance itsel f performs an action. S hoshana 

Felman offers several useful examples: "(Wlhen 1 say '1 promise,' '1 swear,' '1 
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apologize, ' 1 am not describing my act but accomplishing it; by speaking, by pronouncing 

these words, I produce the ment that they designate; the very act of promising, swearing, 

apologizing, and so forth" (16). Performative language dœs something, and it is 

precisely this active, productive function which is shadowed forth in the emphasis 

Priestley places on language as a "means" : in his theory, each utterance is an act, and 

a political act at that, which either hastens or delays the arriva1 of the millennial moment 

of consummate meaning. 

In Austin, performance is a subset of one panicular type of speech act which he 

calls "illocutionary." The illocutionary "forcew of a "locutionw (or utterance) is 

determined by the social context in which it occurs. For example, the phrase "I'm going 

to get you," may have the illocutionary force of a promise, a threat, or an assertion, 

depending upon the social context in which it is uttered. Poststnictuialist thought, 

however, which takes as one of its tasks the articulation of the relationship between what 

we have referred to as the " saying" and the " said" of language, exploits Austin's notion 

of performativity scandalously so as to signal not the illocutionary force of an unerance, 

but rather an arch-perfomativity which &tains in the event of utterance itself." 

(Indeed, we might say that three things are important in the poststnicturaiist take on 

performativity: locution! locution! locution!) Where Austin considers locution strictly 

in terrns of its formal propenies, it is for Derrida and de Man an act, although an act 

which must be understd to possess a certain non-subjective and indeed, perhaps, an 

inhuman aspect which necessarily exceeds cognition. It is this sense of the tenn which 
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1 will invoke in my discussion of Priestley. As an aspect of language which is irreducible 

to representation, performance as it has been inflected by de Man and Derrida, 

adumbrates the same infrastnctures of difference and displacement as those variously and 

with different emphases named by such tenns as "rnateriality," "inscription, " the "trace, " 

and so on. As such, the very "perfomiative" dimension of language upon which Priestiey 

props his desire for motivated rneaning is also that which forbids the sort of "laws which 

have no exceptions" (A Coitrse of Lectures on the meory of Longuage and Universal 

G ~ M V M ~  115) which would be the corollary of such a perfect language. 'Any speech 

act produces an excess of cognition, but it can never know the process of its own 

production" (AR 300) writes de Man: the dimension of language marked by the event 

of utterance or "performancew constitutes an unsurpassable horizon of cognition which 

will necessarily exceed Our efforts to know it, and which as such will prohibit the sort 

of final moment of perfectly-realized knowledge which Priestley foretells. As Derrida 

demonstrates in his long debate with John R. Searle over Austin,16 the irreducibly 

perforrnative nature of language makes the exhaustion of its citational wntext impossible - 

- there will always be something left to say, and this excess forbids the sort of closure 

that Priestiey imagines to be imminent. That there will always be something left to say. 

moreover, is a wnsequence not of the size of the field (as Priestley seems to think) but 

rather of the differential nature of the field. As long as language performs - as long as 

it is at root an act - the ends and means of knowledge will never coincide. It is precisely 

this non-coincidence of the non-semantic and semantic aspects of language which 
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Saussure confronts in his inability to determine whether the "words" we read in 

anagrammatic play are the effects of accident or codification. And just as Saussure drew 

back - as if at "a temr glimpsed" (HI 37) - from the disturbingly inconclusive resul ts 

of his research into anagrams, Priestley palliates the unsettling implications of the 

performative dimension of language whose contours he traces by a retreat into scientism. 

3. History and Hegemony 

As de Man notes, Saussure's response to the disruptive implications his 

anagrammatic research held for the possibility that language might be conceived strictly 

in tenns of interpretability, and that experience may be assumed to consist in the 

apprehension of phenomena which present themselves as such to understanding, was one 

of caution. No less circumspect, however, are the rhetorical measures Priestley 

undertakes to preserve Man, Gd, and Reasun from the random violence implicit in the 

performative mode1 of language which his Lectures descri be. The torsion such delimi ting 

gestures entail is apparent in the pcculiar ambivalence which characterizes that 

description. On the one hand, the text valorizes performativity as the element in 

language which, although contingent and meaningless in itself, is essential to the progress 

of human history. On the other hand, the Lectures treats that productive capacity of 

language with some wariness, particularly the possibility that it may, under the right 



conditions, efface its own arbitranness, creating homogeneous effects of meaning which, 

however provisionaily, usurp the status of truth which Priestley reserves for science. 

This disturbing capacity of language to impose effects of tnith autonomously is 

suggested in the same passage from Priestley's firial lecture on language in which he 

discusses the benefits arising h m  the variety of tongues in the world. After considering 

the advantages linguistic diversity offers humanity as a whole, Priestley concentrates on 

its value for the individual: 

The study of different languages hath a most happy influence upon the 
human mind, in freeing it from many prejudices and erron, which arise 
from verbal associations and analogies. We see that persons who have no 
knowledge of more than one language are perpetually confounding the 
ideas of words with the ideas of things; which the cornparison of 
languages, and frequent rendering from one into another, helps to make 
us distinguish. (293) 

Any trace of anxiety apparent in this quotation d œ s  not arise exclusively from an undue 

concem with the arbitrary connection between words and things. Indeed, it is the 

absence of such a determinate link which Priestley offen as the assurance that language 

will transcend the vagaries of "mere customw (226) and progress towards its perfection: 

arbi trariness and the performativity it implies are crucial to providence' s algebraic 

calculation of tnith. 

But so too is difference. Although diversity may appear as an "evil" now, its 

effects are far more salutary when regarded in the wntext of providential history, 

especially if these e f k t s  are compgnd to those which arise from the repression of 

difference, either by accident or design. Diversity is a natural principle which rnanifests 
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itself, Priestley writes, "in every . . . production" (56). In the Rudiments, for example, 

he observes: 

It is not nature that requires a perfect similarity of style in al1 that write 
upon the same subject. The dresses of many persons of the same age, the 
same nation, the same clirnate, and even upon the same masion, may 
have equal propriety, and yet be considerably different. In some things 
a person may innoçentîy consult his own person and taste. (57) 

Priestley juxtaposes this "natural" diversity with the artificial uniformity imposed by the 

"general laws" (57) of any single human authority which seeks to regulate or eradicate 

diversity. Critics, for example, have been panicularly ignorant of the importance of 

diversity in literary matters, attempting to regulate style with prescriptions which serve 

only to inhibit the "native freedom" (58) of wnters to express their individual geniuses. 

Priestley comments: 

This natural foundation for diversity of style, critics seem not to have 
sufficiently attended to, and have, hence been tw hasty in establishing 
general laws of writing from particular instances of successhil 
composition; and have denied and circumscribed the paths to literary 
excellence, in such a manner, that no writer, who pays a rrupulous regard 
to their niles, can ever arrive at it. (57) 

The republican tenor of Priestley's wmplaints is no mere rhetorical extravagance. In his 

Lectures, as we have seen, he argues that the development of any language to its 

"perlection" is related to a people's ability to expand the çcope of their knowledge, a 

function coextensive with the political progress of a nation. Priestley writes: "The 

regular growth of languages proceeds from the necessity of giving names to new & j a s ,  

new ideas, and new combinations of ideas" (169). Such demands, he argues, are best 



satisfied by the arts. The anistic life of any culture, however, is related to various 

political fmton which Priestley evaluates in terms of their ability to foster diversity and 

facilitate contact among differends. Exemplary conditions were embodied, for example, 

in the democracies of Ancient Greece where "a great number of separate communities, 

perpetually vying with each other in power, policy, commerce, and artsw (170) were 

brought together by 

such institutions as games, festivals, &c. which drew a vast concourse of 
people together, and where men distinguished themselves by their talents 
in publick speaking; where not only publick consultations were held for 
the general utility of Grcece, but poems, and even histories, were recited 
in publick. (170-1) 

Under such conditions, Priestley writes, people "could not fail giving particular attention 

to their languagew (171). Most significant of these communities, of course, was Athens, 

"whose constitution was a more perfect democracy, and in other respects afforded more 

scope for the use of language, and where the rewards of literary excellence were more 

certain, and more invitingw (171). 

Language thrives, it seems. when nourished by republican freedom and the 

diversity it encourages. But, when iwlated from difference and confined by the 

mono1 i thic oppression of an autocratie fom of govemment , i t languishes. Priestley' s 

example of the latter is the Hebrews: 

The private life and policy of the Hebrcws, living under an absolute 
monarchy, and whose religion forbad them the use of the arts of painting 
and statuary; and the immediate design of which was to keep them clear 
of al1 connection with neighbouring nations, was too unifonn to afford 



them many apportunities or occasions of enlarging, or embellishing their 
language . (1 69-70) 

Insulated from difference, forbidden the improvements afforded by those arts which 

"exercise the inventive faculties of men" and "augment and diversity their stock of ideas" 

(172), and without "any inducement to exœl in the use of speech" (172), the Hebrews 

remained, Priestley says, "strangers to the arts and sciences; they lived genedly under 

an absolute monarchy , and, in their whole history there occun not one p e n d  in which 

eloquence, or the art of speaking in public, is taken notice of  (269). 

Wielding a power no less threatening to the natural evolutionary processes of 

language than that of an absolute monarch, however, is the grammarian. According to 

Priestley, the vagaries of custom are immanently prefetable to the edicts of "a publick 

Academy, invested with authority to ascertain the use of words" (Rudiments vii). Such 

a body, he writes, is "not only unsuitable to the genius of afree Mtion, but in itself il1 

calculated to reform and fix a languagew (vii). Instead, Priestley maintains. it is best to 

adopt a hissez foire policy towards any particular language, trusting its development to 

the forces of the discursive marketplace. Ali that is required for such growth is a 

diversity of "forms of speech," writes Priestley, insisting that "different forms must 

necessarily be adopted by different persans" (179). With this condition met, the invisible 

hand which guides the development of languages will do its work. Priestley maintains 

that 

We need make no doubt but that the best forms of speech will, in time, 
establish themselves by their own superior excellence: and, in ail 



controversies, it is better to wait the decisions of Tlme, which are slow 
and sure, than to take those of Synodr, which are often hasty and 
injudicious. A m o ~ ~ u r e  for which there is a great demand, and a 
Iongucge that rnany pemns have leisure to read and write, are both sure 
to be brought in time to al1 the perfection of which they are capable. As 
to the little varieties which the interposition of an d m y  might prevent, 
they appear to me very fir from having a disagreeable effect in the style 
of diffennt penons writing upon different subjects. What would 
Acoddes have wntributed to the perfection of the Greek and Lorin 
languages? Or who, in thosefnc states, would have submitted to them? 
(Rudiments vi i -vi ii) 

This is not to say that grammarians and critics have no role to play in bringing a language 

to maturity. Indeed, like Condillac," Priestley maintaias, "the progress of a language 

towards perfection may be considerably accelerated by the labours of perrons who give 

their attention to it" (Longuage 180).18 The fiuits of these laboun, however, must 

"recommend themselves by their own weight" (NO), not on the strength of any critic's 

or grammarian's authority. For when such opinions 

have the sanction of any authority, and forms of speech are adopted 
because recommended by them. and not on account of the reasons that 
might be alledged in their favour, since al1 men, and al1 bodies of men, 
are fallible, the interposition of their authority is in danger of contributing 
to establishing phrases and constructions, which the more mature 
judgement of after ages would see reason to correct: and though the spirit 
of men will assert their liberty, in njecting what they do not approve, 
such undue influence may keep a language much longer in an imperfect 
state tfian it otherwise would have ken. (181) 

To avoid this unnecessary delay, Priestley urges a shift from a normative, prescriptive 

linguistics to a study of language more empirical and descriptive in its analyses -- 

precisely what he offers us in the Lectures. Thus, he continues: 



Al1 the real service that any men, or bodies of men, can do to a 
language. is to analyze it into its parts, to show distinctly what are the 
materials and composition of it, and thereby make the whole mcture of 
it perfectly understood. For when, by the judicious disposition of every 
thing belonging to a language, al1 its analogies are seen at one view , it will 
pnsently appear what is ndundant, deficient, or ambiguous in the words 
or construction of it. 

Before an improvement can be made of any things its present powers 
must be perfectly known. Before we can irnprove upon N a r e ,  by an 
artificial wmbination of its powen, the laws of nature must be 
understood; and they are only to be understood by a cafefid observation 
of what doth in fact take place in consequence of them. A digest of these 
observations makes a system of natural philosoph y. (1 8 1-2) 

If grammarians and critics are to help rather than hinder the progress of a particular 

language, and conceivabl y the advancement towards a universal, philosophical language, 

they must, in other words, conduct their work more like scientists. 

In Priestley's theory progress depends on the presenœ of a range of variations 

within any category of knowledge at a given tirne. This heterogeneity allows room for 

the cornparisons which are necessary to prohibit any "one species" (292) from 

establishing hegemony over the category to which it belongs. thereby impeding the 

providential march towards the one tnie unity to be realized with the millennium. In 

linguistic matters, Priestley writes, "The Study of different languages hath a most happy 

influence upon the human mind" (293) by protecting it fnmi the "prejudices and emrs" 

which may arise from significations generated randomly by "verbal associations and 

dog i e s , "  that is, by accidental convergences occurring at the level of what Priestley 

calls the "merely verbal" (295). In the absence of a second language whose differences 

from the first allows the arbitrariness of the signifjing processes of both to stand forth 



in a way which they cannot when considered in isolation, the effects generated 

contingently by "verbal associations and analogies" may be mistaken for determinate, 

motivated rneanings. In such a situation, however, the "rneaning" of any element is, in 

fact, a product of its "circumstances and adjuncts" (294), that is, of its relation to other 

elements in the system and not of the actual "nature of the idea" which that element 

presents to the rnind (294). Without the possibility of cornparison, these relational 

patterns are constnied as cognitive, reprerntational rneanings. Priestley adopts a 

grammatical exarnple to prove the point: 

We see, in particular, with what difficulty and uncertainty persons who 
have leamed only their native tongue distinguish the parts of speech, for 
want of attending CO the different kinds of ideas which they represent. Let 
the experiment be tried upon a person of good understanding, and it will 
[bel found a considerable time, and in wnsequence of very close thinking, 
that he can leam to distinguish the most obviously distinct parts, as 
substann'ves, odjecn'ves, and verbs: and perhaps he will distinguish them, 
at last, mther by their circumstances and adjuncts, than by an attention to 
the nature of the ideas they present to his mind. For instance, he will 
distinguish an adjective, by its admitting man or thing after it; a 
substantive by its taking guud or bai before it, and a verb by its being 
preceded by the personal pronouns, 1, thuu, he, &. and not by 
considenng that a substantive is a name of a thing: an adjective, a 
property; and a verb, an affirmation. And, as in this, so, for the same 
reason, it is easy to see that, in every other respect, the cornparison of 
different languages must be of infinite service in helping us to disentangle 
and distinguish our ideas. (293-4) 

Difference invites the wmparisons which provide the expanded view of reaiity and tnith 

which Priestley identifies with science. Cornparison among languages, for example, 

throws the potentiall y aleatory chanrier of signification into relief, allowing the aberrant 

cognitive effects of any accidents of meaning to be minimized. Problems arir, however, 
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when the mind has no such recourse to a second language whose differences from the 

first would permit any unmotivated, accidental effects of meaning to be detected and 

challenged. When this is the case, one language gains hegemony over signification, with 

disastrous results for knowledge and progress. In such a situation, the absence of 

difference which an "other" might have provideci renders indiswmible the arbitrariness 

of signification in the prevailing language, thus conferring on its efiects the legitimacy 

and authority of determinate, constative meaning as if they were in fact representations 

of phenornena given to the understanding and not, as they are, impositions of fonn upon 

the accidental. Hegernony naturalizes the arbitrary, effacing the contingent and 

"performative" (what we have elsewhere referred to as the "material") element in the 

production of meaning, creating as it dœs untimely mirages of the unity which Priestley 

identifies stnctly with nature, science, and the millemium. Any anxiety apparent in his 

theory of language stems from the possibility of such a shortcircuiting of knowledge and 

the postponement of apocalypse which results. 

And yet, this possibility arises from precisely the same unruly characteristic of 

language which Priestley identifies as one of humanity's greatest hopes for salvation: the 

arbitrariness of the relation between words and things which gram language the 

dynamically revisionary capacity to propel history towards the millemium. Such 

progress, however, is only possible if that arbitrariness is observable, a condition which 

demands the possibility that languages be compared. If such a contrast is impossible, and 

one language is able to posit its effects of truth without the restraint a second would 
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impose. any meaning generated by that language will seem necessary, given, and fixed 

rather dian contingent, imposed, and provisional. In short, language's staais as an 

undetermiwd histoncal event is, in such circumstanœs, expunged and displaced by a 

monolithic effect of determined calculation. This, Priestley' s text suggeas, is a 

catastrophe which allows e m r  to establish itself as truth, thus retarding the progress of 

history . 

In his Lectures on Language, Priestley seeks to wunteract this aberrantly 

productive aspect of language by describing a range of different tongues in terms of die 

variations they exhibit within a number of traditional grammatical categories. Such a 

comparative survey, he maintains, is essential to the development of the sort of objective 

understanding of language which will enhance the advancement of knowledge. Indeed, 

he writes, "The little light that hath yet been stnick out upon the subject of language in 

general hath resulted from the comparison of the properties of different languages actuaily 

subsisting" (Longwge 2%), a process which his own work will continue. Of his project 

he writes: 

This comparison will enable us to judge which is the most adequate and 
convenient method of expression, will discover what is defective, and what 
is redundant in the structure of any particular language, and direct to the 
most proper method of supplying the defect, or lessening the 
inconvenience arising from the superfluity. (7) 

Although the ultimate g d  of such cornparisons is the redization of a universal, 

philosophical language, this passage suggests that Priestley employs the apparent1 y 

descriptive method he does in order to minimize the possibility that the progress to that 
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end wuld be circurnvented by the fkak totalizing effecu of which the perfomtive 

element of language is capable. We wuld say, in fact, that Priestley's lectures on 

language mark, within the logic of the system they describe, an inaugural atiempt to drive 

that perfonnativity, and with it, its power to posit phenornena, out of language. For. 

although the performative is valorizecl in Priestley's telwlogical mdel of linguistic 

development, in the final analysis it remains a svictly "salutary" evil (297), necessary 

on1 y insofar as it helps language to achieve the g d  of pure constatation as i t would be 

embadied in a philosophical language. Despite its role in bnnging about the perfection 

of language, the performative lies in the long shadow the constative ideal casts from the 

end of history. Moreover, as an indication of the imperfection of the languages now in 

use, and thus of the inadequacy of human knowledge in its current state, the performative 

is a reminder of the remoteness of the millennium from the present, much as the post- 

lapsarian tongues were for Adamic-language theorists an index of the magnitude of 

humanity's fall. 

Diversity in Priestley's text is ultimately a diversion which palliates the resistance 

which the material dimension of language marked by uttenuice poses to the possibility of 

the son of absolute knowledge (or indeed, phenomenal knowledge) which he prophecies. 

Difference, Priestley wntends, yields objective knowledge, in this case, about language. 

And yet, his text' s emphasis on translation and wmparison suggests that language is not 

simply one object of howledge arnong others: no amount of translation, no amount of 

cornparison, and indeed, no taxonomy of linguistic "abjects" is suffîcient to provide us 
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with the Archimedean perspective from which we rnay take in al1 of language "at one 

view" (Zmngwge 182). Such perfcct knowledge can only be predicted, but prediction, 

as we shall see, is an act which implies the impossibility of the sort of wmprehensivity 

which Priestley foretells. Indeed, if we forget the future philosophical language Priestley 

predicts and consider instead the " material or "perfonnativew dimension of language his 

text emphasizes, language seems to be not a coherent object but rather a disruptive 

movement of radical difference. Nevenheless, in motivating difference by making it a 

precondition of a final, allencompassing knowledge in which difference will be 

"exterminated," Priestley sublimates the threat which that radical difference and the 

material dimension it marks (both of language and history) pose, certainly to the sort of 

totalized future knowledge he predicts, but also to the "partial" knowledge we experience 

in the present. 

The distinction Priestley draws between the imperfect, predominantly performative 

language of the present, and the constative, philosophical language of the future. 

conforms to the opposition between science and art which runs through the Lectures. A 

philosophicd language, for exarnple, is cœxtensive for Priestley with science. Both 

provide unequivocal representations of nature and. as such, are wntinuous with the 

uniformity Priestley attributes to it, and which he identifies with 't~th." Like science, 

a philosophical language is "the same in al1 places, and in al1 times" (Rudiments 59): 

transcending the enor and caprice of everyday discoune, both participate in the 

universality of vuth wbich, "whether geometrical, metaphysical, moral, or theological, 
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is of the same nature, and the evidenœ of it is perceived in a similar manner by the same 

hurnan minds" (Oratory 45). On the other hand, Priestley associates al1 pre-philosophical 

languages with "art. " Ungrounded in nature, and "replated by mere custom" ( L m g u g e  

Z6), language shares none of the homogeneity and universality Priestley identifies with 

science and tnith. Instead, it is marked by the " inconsistencies, " " redundancies, " and 

"defectsW (1 15-6) of convention. 

It is clear then that, while Priestley deems the diversity of languages in the world 

a necessary evil, the fundamental arbitranness which gives rise to those differences 

remains a potential source of disruption in his system. Linguistic arbitrariness is 

concomitant with the incomplete nature of pre-miIlennial human understanding which 

Priestley descri bes in The Domine of Philosophical Necessity Ill~~frated. He writes, 

"We ourselves, complex as the structure of our minds and Our principles of action are, 

are links in a great connected chain, parts of an immense whole, a very little of which 

we are as yet permitted to see" (viii). Even if we may, from this perspective "collect 

evidence enough that the whole system (in which we are at the sarne time both 

instruments and objects) is under an unemng direction, and that the final result will be 

most glorious and happy" (viii), out knowledge of the world, and with it our knowledge 

of language is, for now, imperfect. Not yet inhabiting chat Archimedean point at the end 

of history from which we may "see the whole at one viewu and thus "establish laws that 

have no exception" (Longuage 1 15), we sometimes do wt know what we do not know 

or worse, we do not know thar we do not know. For Priestley, language plays a crucial 
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role in creating the hallucinations of knowledge which disguise Our ignorance and emrs 

from us. Despite this, however, we must still, when it cornes to discourse, "conform to 

established vicious practices, if we would not make ounelves justly ridiculous by Our 

singularity " (Language 1 16). 

There is an important distinction to be made, however, between giving in to 

convention as a matter of expediency, and being taken in by its arbitrary effects of 

meaning. The latter is always a possibility for, without the sort of quasi-scientific 

knowledge an empirical comparison of multilingual grammatical &ta rnight yield. single- 

language users (individuals or cultures) are always in danger of mistaking the random 

patterns of "association and analogy" which occur among the material elements of that 

language for motivated, representational significations. The comparison of languages 

reveals the contingent nature of such effects. If no cornparisons are possible, however, 

those patterns mate a diversion of coherency which effaces the arbitrariness - that is, 

the sheer incommensurability of meaning with the devites which produœ it - of the 

performative gesture which brings them into being, producing an effect of reference and 

thus of a referent and so cognition. When this axurs, contingent events of relation are 

taken for deteminate instances of reference. 

In its cepacity to induœ constative effects without regard to nature or to tnith, 

perfonnativity, if left unchecked, represents an excess of linguistic operation which 

threatens to undo the validity of any daim to knowledge, including those advanced by 

science. If cognition is sometimes an effect of a random imposition of form or pattern 
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upon the materiality of any arbitrary, perfomtive event, who can say that it is not 

aiways so? This is not an ermr, it seems, that we can ever be absolutel y certain we stand 

outside of. 

For Priestley, however, science marks just such an outer limit of e m .  On the 

near side of this absolute cognitive horizon lies the realm of human history, and with it 

the mirages of mth generated by contingency; on the far side, Priestley promises, lie the 

absolute tmths of rientific knowledge. The authority he accords this sublime category 

depends ultimately, however, on the possibility that d l  error rnay be confined to the 

human side of the boundary. This he d e s  by attributing al1 false effects of reference and 

cognition to the partial vision of the world which he associates with the arts, including 

language. Although grounded in "naturd principles" (Language S), the arts are governed 

by convention and thus are subject to the inconsistencies which result from the imperfect 

nature of pre-millennial human knowledge. In the sarne way, Priestley argues, 

languages, "like dl other arts which owe their cultivation, if not their invention, to men, 

which subsist by their use of hem, . . . are daily subject to human capricew (1 68). 

What remains uncertain, however, is whether this capriciousness is properly 

human, or if it in fact embodies something horrible, as its etymology sugge~ts.'~ 

Notions such as "capricew and "fashion" imply a modicum of human agency which, 

however unmly, is not neœssarily cornmensurate with the radically contingent nature of 

the performativity Priestley's theory ascribes to language. "Unconnecteci and abrupt" 

(Frey 132), the arbitrariness of performativity involves more than just convention's 
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random comection of words with ideas and things: it extends to the absdute irrelation 

of the positional gesture by which language comes into king from anything that precedes 

or follows it, and the utter indifference of that event to meaning. In its blank materiality , 

such an occurrence represents nothing but the unrepresentable fact of its own coming into 

king, and this fact, simple but not coherent, is, as de Man bluntly puts it, "the only 

thing we actually get" (HI 42). Furthermore, as the condition of possibility of 

representation and reference, this undecidabl y significative rnaterial elernent of discourse 

exceeds representability and thus blocks any attempt, such as that which Priestley 

proposes, to describe language exhaustively in empirical tenns. In fact, as the 

precondition of any taxonomic representation of the world, the rnaterial and perfonnative 

element of language will surpass dl efforts to circurnscribe its operations within the 

bounds of any single category , including "the human. " The point is homologous to what 

Barbara Johnson calls "de Man's central insight: that language, since it is . . . 
comtitutive of the human, cannot itself be entirely 'human'" (6). She explains: 

As the ground of possibility of expressive intentionality , language cmot  
itrlf be entirely reduced to interpretability. This dœs not mean diat 
language never means, but rather that beyond the apparent meaning, and 
even beyond the suppressed or hidden meanings (unwnrious, poetic, 
ideological, counierdiscursive), there can always be a residue of 
functioning - which produas effects - uiat is not a sign of anything, but 
menly the oumme of linguistic niles, or even of "the absdute 
randomness of language." Not that language is always absolutely random, 
but that we can never be sure that it isn't. (6) 

We can never be certain what language would look like from outside the horizon of its 

effects. As such, we can never be sure "that language is in any sense hurnanw (de Man, 
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7T 87). A " residue of functioning" will always remain, conditioning meaning from the 

far side of intelligibility where it rernains, unnameable and "totally indifferent in relation 

to the human" (96) yet, at the same tirne, capable of perfonnatively disrupting any claim 

to knowledge - including al1 knowledge about "die hurnan" - abruptly and arbitrarily. 

In assimitating this chance element to a certain cognitive whimsicality which he 

locates in the human, Priestley is blinded to the more primordial capriciousness whicb 

adheres in the very performativity his theory of language describes. According to this 

possibility , "the human" - like any cognitive totalization -- is an effect of the effacement 

of the inwherence of the unmotivated event by which language brings itself into king 

or posits itself, thus creating al1 effkcts of phenomenality. To acknowledge the 

fundamental independence of this epi stemolog ical process from the ontological category 

Priestley calls "Nature, " however, is to witness the homr of "the undoing of cognition 

and its replacement by the uncontrollable power of the letter as inscription" (de Man, HI 

37). Language's only brush with the "material," we should recall, occurs in the instant 

in which it mms itself away from the incoherent violence of the event of its own coming 

into being -- its inscription -- and it is to this purposeless opening of a Jpace benveen 

"represented and reprernter," that language can only ever acnially "refer." Because it 

points to the unnameable random event which precipitates refennce' s possibilit y, there 

is no proper, literal ground for this reference. Nonetheless, al1 other effects of referenœ, 

including those of wnstative language, phemmenai intuition, and the intuiting human 

subject, follow from the mistance "felt" in language's inaugural performative gesture, 
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however unmotivated and groundless the fact of that event might be. At the sarne tirne, 

however, the material element inscribed with this event always retains the capacity to 

break up any such totalized figures of kmwledge, based as they are on the provisional 

effacement of the indeterminacy and heterogeneity of die materiality of language. 

In Priestley's theory of language, the Millemiium palliates the disruptive force of 

the performative by grounding its apparent arbitrariness in the necessity of Providence. 

Mi 1 lennialism promi ses that, although language seems imperfect now , i ts capriciousness 

is motivated retroactivel y by the pure1 y constative mode of expression its performative 

processes will yield with the end of history . And yet, this purity is possible on1 y because 

the contingent and arbitrary dimension of language has been l d i z e d  in a vansitory 

hnction of history called "man" and thus contained in a circumscribed area of the 

Providential plot. Without such a teleological structure to arrest its unsettling 

movements, the performative would be free to uni& a capricious force which would 

render the determinacy of any constative claim undecidable. 

Such gestures of containment, however, merely simulate the tropological 

effacement of performativity which produces constative effecu, including those which 

Priestley identifies with science. "nie same in al1 places, and in al1 times" (Rudiments 

58), "true" science subsumes differences and mscends error. It is an objective, 

ahistorical domain of knowledge, immune to contingency and coextensive with mith. 

This identity, however, cm only be figured by way of a diversion of the excess of 
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linguistic functioning which occurs in the historically-specific performative event 

constitutive of any truth daim through the coherent totality of a providential history. 

The stability of Priestley's linguistic, historical, and epistemologicai models depends on 

the diversion - indeed, the sublimation - and thus the pailiation of this surplus which, 

because it is the condition of the possibility of al1 constative effects, is that which will not 

be described and thus that which ultimately defies science's constative imperative. In 

fact, in Priestley's Lectures, science's clah to a universai, mshistorical mode of 

knowledge rests largely on the declaration or, more precisely, theprediaion, of its ability 

to circumxribe and transcend the aberrant efiects of human and linguistic "capricew rather 

than on the actual fulfilment of this promise. The scientific "truths" of Priestley's system 

are thus grounded not in any universally consistent facts of empirical evidence, but rather 

in the erasure of the overdetermined fact - the historicity - of language's rnateriality, 

an effacement which can only be anticipateâ but never realized. In other words, 

whatever success, or apparent success, science achieves in restricting the disruptive 

capacity of perfonnative language is the product of a prediction or prophecy. a gesture 

which is i tself perf~rmative.~~ 

4. Ptophecy rs Event 

nie production of wnstative effects by way of such a wmpounding of 

performatives is particularly apparent in the apocalyptic fiourish with which Priestley 

closes his final lecture. In this moment, the descriptive tone in which he has presented 
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his theory so far is suspended as he declares the possibility of the "extermination" of "the 

diversity of languages, when it [the diversity] hath compleatly answered dl the present 

uses of it" (302). Although apparently at adds with the overall mode of Priestley's 

lectures, such a prediction (whether merely implied as it is in the notion of scientific 

progress or explicitly stated in the sort of millennial terms we have hem) is necessary if 

the descriptive method Priestley employs is to be distinguished €rom the disruptive 

performative element it seeks to displace. The authority of scientific dirourse depends 

on its apparent universality and objectivity, that is, on its transcendence of contingency. 

In Priestley's theory, this overcoming of the accidental is implied in what is in effect the 

promise of a continuous, consequential link between the constative mode of science and 

the establishment of " laws which have no exceptions" (1 15), an eventuali ty identified with 

the absolute knowledge of the millennium and with tmth. But such a relationship can 

never be properly known, it can only be predicted as Priestley d œ s  here. As such, the 

surety of science depends on a prophetic gesture. 

Austin lists "prophecyw among those speech acts such as stating, affirming, 

denying, emphasizing , illustrating , answering (162) which involve "the expounding of 

views, the wnducting of arguments, and the clarifying of usages and references" (161). 

Utterances of this class are notewonhy for the manner in which they link performative 

verbs "with clauses that look like 'statements' , m e  or false" (86). "For example," 

Austin explains, "when I say '1 prophesy that . . . ' , '1 concede that . . . ', '1 postulate 

that . . .', the clause following will nonnally look just like a suitement, but the verbs 
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themselves seem to be pure performatives" (86). Furthemore, although Austin does not 

comment on it, prophecy brings the performative and constative together in a manner 

which vividly demonstrates the sporetic relation obtaining between them. 

In 1736, Joseph Butler wrote, ". . . prophecy is nothing but the history of events 

before they wme to pas" (qtd. in Balfour 126). As Ian Balfour has pointed out, this 

constative notion of prophecy is typical of the late eighteenth and early-nineteenth 

centuries. The conditions constitutive of such an effect of referenœ as we have with 

prophecy, however, actually differ linle from those of any other unerance, despite its 

rnystical aura: the constative effect of prophecy is a product of the erasure of a 

historically specific and undecidably significative performative gesture by a tropological 

reflex which takes the materiality of that event (at the very instant in which it turns away 

from its disarticulating force) "as a guarantee of the phenomenality of expenence" (Chase 

105). TypicalIy, the determinate fonn of the referent is assumed to be "given" to 

perception rather than imposed by a process which, because it is the condition of 

possibility of cognition, is i ~ l f  without determinable shape or purpose and thus 

unavailable as an object of knowledge. The explicitly temporai -- and specificail y future 

- referent of the predicate of prophecy, however, suggests the impossible, paradoxicai 

conditions which would have to be in place for this or any uttenuice to be properly 

constative. Prophetic efficacy depends, like Priestley's "science," on the reification of 

history. There is no room for arbiuariness in the providential plan, whether in the 

programmeci sequence of historical events, or in the determinate relationship of that 
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process to cognition and language: prophecy implies the phenomenality of the historical 

dimension of the world, and with it the eventual intuitability of its processes. If this were 

the case, however, history would be an absolutely self-identical site of sheer calculation 

in which the sort of arbitrary gesture, or accident, which opens the space necessary for 

language to take place and stand forth as such would be impossible. Prophecy, in other 

words, assumes a prograrnrned, determined history which, if it were in fact the case, 

would lave no room for the sort of contingency which is the precondition of al1 linguistic 

acts, including prophecy. For a prophecy to be me, prophecy would have to be 

impossible. 

The impossible erasure of the contingent dimension of prophecy by its positing of 

a rei fed hi storical narrative, suggests the degree to which al1 discourse is historicall y- 

specific and thus ideological. Perhaps more msparently than other utterances, but 

certainly no differently from them, prophecy derives its efficacy from its erasure of its 

own hi storical-ideologicd context. To repeat: prophecy ' s effect of reference to the 

future is possible only by way of a repression of the radical randomness of the 

performative element in such an utterance, and thus the effacement of the 

incommensurability of that event with the sort of uniform history it posits. Prophecy's 

reference to the future diveris attention from the fact - and it is a political fact -- of 

prophecy's taking place, that is, its relation to the moment in which it is performed. 

Such a diversion naturalites and elides the overdetermined undecidability of that moment, 
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effacing its arbiuariness (and with it al1 the possibilities, political and othemise, which 

it implies) by inscribing it in the apparently predetermined history it posits. 

Prophecy thus has as much to do witb the present as it does with the future. And it 

is thoroughly political. As Balfour notes: 

even when pmphecy takes the form of prediction - by no means its only 
form - its function is not so much to provide knowledge of the future as 
to persuade an audience in the present. As Max Weber saw clearly, 
Hebrew prophecy is the earliest form of political literature, the ancestor 
of the modem-day pamphlet. (1 17) 

The poli tical force of Priestley' s Lectures adheres in its inscription of performativit y 

within its representation of language, and the disruption of the coherency of any daim 

to totalized knowledge, including its own, which results. In this, his theory offen a 

simulacmm of the process by which the arbitrariness of the perfonnative element of any 

utterance, including arguments about language and knowledge, is erased by the constative 

effect that that arbitrary event induces. But with one difference. The Lectures promise 

a descriptive analysis of the various properties and permutations of language in the world, 

but the efficacy of this representation depends on the erasure of the arbitrariness of the 

pedormative gesture -- prophec y - which posits the reified providential history , dong 

with its millemial climax of linguistic and cognitive presence, in which those claims are 

grounded. And yet. the erasun of  the perfonnative remains incomplete in Priestley's 

Lectures, as it dœs in al1 praphecies and, less obviously, in al1 utterances. With 

prophecy, a peculiar cognitive lag obtains between utterance and its putative reference. 

This gap will only be closed when the prophecy is realized which, in the case of 
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Priestley's Ledures, is with the end of history. Until then, an excess of noncognitive 

linguistic functioning persists, not totally effaced by the effect of "future history" its 

utterance produces, but foregrounded by the deferral of referential closure (in this case, 

to the millennium) that ihat effect entails. 

The re fore, al though Priestley' s theory cannot properl y descri be the performative , 

material element of language (no theory could), it dœs inscribe it, albeit in the shadow 

of its cenain extermination, as a gap or lag in reference. By displacing the locus of the 

connection between "words and thingsw €rom the past or the present to the funire, 

Priestley's text opens a pocket in language and in history in which meaning is not present 

and determined, but only promised and undecidable. If a word's rneaning is the role it 

plays in either hastening or delaying the apocalypse, "meaning" is something which can 

only be known with any certainty at that apocalyptic moment. For now al1 we get is the 

" fact" of language, a space or position in which meaning is not determined. That space 

is a site of decision, not prescription and, as such, by inscribing it in his theory, Priestley 

foregrounds language as an "event" rather than as a monument. 

Furthermore, in simulating as it does the mechanism of performative inscription 

and fi gu ral effacement constitutive of dl cognitive effects, Priestley ' s Lectures suggests 

the extent to which al1 claims to knowledge seek to establish a hegemony which will 

efface the arbitrarimss of the processes of k i r  production, thus naturalizing those claims 

and creating an effect of truth which legitimizes the authonty of those who posit them. 

By inscribing performativity in his description of language, Priestley opens, however 
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provisiondl y, a Wace for contingency in the necessity of Providential history -- precir 1 y 

that, in other words, which Johnson seeks to exile fmm language. The effect of 

Priestley's radical gesture is to foreground the histoncity of language by locating it in the 

context of a network of historically-specific forces, including political forces, where it 

becomes a locus in a dynamically revisionvy smiggle towards meaning. To offer this 

space to his Warrington students as Priestley did, was to offer them an opportunity to 

contest and revise meaning and witb it, the relations of power and knowledge with which 

language is coextensive, something which no prescriptive, normative grammar could do. 



Chapter Seven 

History as Diversion: 

John Home Toke and the Politics of Differcnce 

Works such as Hans Aarsleff's nie Study of Langccage in England 17&0-1860 

granted new respectability to an area of intellectual history which he later described was 

"much like an orphan, an embarrassrnent nobody wanted to get to know" when he found 

it in the late 1950s. In addition to this, they stimulated fresh curiosity in a number of 

eighteenth-century linguistic theorists whose apparent blunders subsequent generations had 

done their best to forget. Of these, none is more remarkable than John Home Tooke, the 

English radical whose empirical study of language, EPM IVEROENTA, or the Diversions 

of Purley, published between 1786 and 1805, was the most influential linguistic m t i s e  

of its day in Britain. Based on a materialist conception of mind, and filled with over 

2,000 often incredible etymologicai proofs, T d e ' s  work remained popular until the 

1 830s when the " new philology , " against which Aarsleff says the Diversions had served 

as a bulwark, began to make its first incursions h m  the Continent. Thus displacecl from 

its dominant position, the Diversions becarne an object of scom, sliding into an obscurity 

from which it would probably not have escaped for some time had AarsIeff not 

challenged the positivistic mode of linguistic historiography which he says prevailed in 

342 
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the late 1950's when he began researching his book (vi). Teleologicai notions of 

linguistic history "as a record of steady progress toward increasingly legitimate 

scientificness" (vi) left no place for such apparently Quixotic purveyors of error as 

Tooke. But Aarsleff, as we have said, wasn't concerned with which linguistic ideas 

hindsight judged as right or wrong: he was interested in the socio-cultural context of al1 

of those ideas. Only by taking in the big picture, he maintained, wodd it be possible to 

produce "a coherent history with the sort of explanatory and enlightening quality we seek 

in history, even if the goal is rarely fully achieved" (vi). 

Although superfiuous to a positivistic history of linguistic thought, any figure who 

commanded the attention of his day like Tooke did his was indispensable to a contextual 

approach such as Aarsleff' S. And yet, the integration of the Diversions into such a 

history is not without its problems. Tooke's work makes evident the son of tensions 

which arise when historians of the study of language attempt to assign to any text a place 

in a "coherent history with the son of explanatory and enlightening quality we seek in 

history " (vi). Complicated by its focus on language, linguistic historiography invariabl y 

makes evident pressures perhaps more easily overlooked in other sorts of historical 

wnting. We have so far seen these pressures exert their disfiguring force in our readings 

of Locke, Johnson, and Priestley. In The Diversions of P u e  what becornes apparent 

is the fact that the sort of historical coherency Aarsleff desires can only emerge by way 

of an historiographical exclusion of a radically incoherent dimension of the source text. 
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Aarsleff s Stdy, is bcised in part on a recognition that the apparent coherency of 

the positivists' histories of language was the result of a frarne of reference which 

excluded as extenial to its own unity the intellectual, cultural and institutionai wntexts 

of the various linguistic theones it reprernted (vi). The recognition of such a h e  

dissolves the hallucination of historical coherency, which can then only be restored by 

calling that particula. representation of events "not history" or, as Aarsleff dœs, too 

"intemal" (vi), and then widening the fhme to include that which had previously been 

lefi out. Aarsleff's response to the positivists, for example, is to take a "radically 

different course by including . . . extemal and extra-linguistic factors" (vi). In 

considering these elements, he is able to place Tooke's efforts to demonstrate that the 

operations attributed in his day to the mind, were in fact "merely the operations of 

Language" (i, 51) within the context of the general preoccupation in eighteenth-century 

Britain with the philosophical question of the relationship of the mind and language. 

A more recent book, however, which includes a substantial reconsideration of 

Taoke's ideas, suggests that, even with its inclusion of certain "extra-linguistic factors," 

Aarsleff's work is itself marked by a peculiar sort of blindwss and exclusivity which 

compromises its coherency and explanatory force. In ï k  Pdilcs of ofngwgc 1 791- 

1819, Olivia Smith argues that "late eighteenth-century theones of language werr 

centrally and explicitly concerned with class division and that they cannot be entirely 

understood without their politicai component king taken into account" (viii) . Tooke ' s 

work is no exception to this rule; in fact, Smith writes, "[tlhe Divenions loses fullness 



345 

and range when its political component is not taken into acxount" (1 16). Aarsleff s 

discussion of Tooke, however, is free of any sustained consideration of such matters, a 

curious omission, as curious perhaps as the positivist historians' elision of e m r  in their 

efforts to "create the vision of nearly unobstructed progressw (Aarsleff vi). Even if one 

was unaware of a few facts of Tooke' s biograph y - his association with Wilkes, his trial 

for sedition in 1777 and year's confinement in the king's bench prison, bis arrest without 

charge in 1794 and subsequent seven months of imprisonment after which he was tried 

and found not guilty on a charge of high treason -- it is difficult to overlook the many 

explicitly political statements made throughout Tïze Diversions of Purley. Smith certainly 

was not the first to notice these. Coleridge, for example, commenting on Tooke's 

tendency to mix politics and etymology. wrote that it took "a base and unpoetical mind 

to conven so beautiful, so divine a subject as language, into the vehicle or make weight 

of political squibsw (qtd. in Yarborough 117-18). But for Smith, the coherency not only 

of her history of late eighteenth-century theories of language, but also of Tooke's work, 

depends on a consideration of precisely those squibs elided by Aarsleff and othen. As 

she notes, "the political impetus and content of the Divenions grants it cdiesiveness and 

direction" (1 39). 

Cohesiveness, it should be clear , cornes on1 y by excluding that which might render 

any text or argument incdierent. And incdierence, as poststructuralist theory has 

demonstrated. is most likely to manifest itself in the rhetoric of a text. Any coherency 

therefore which either Aarsleff or Smith may daim for Todre's work or for their own 
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panicular histories is necessarily based, in part, on the elision in both of their arguments 

of any significant examination of the rhetoric. complexity of the Diveniom. Such an 

omission is particularly strange because it amounts to a refusal to discuss the language 

employed in a work explicitly about language.' 

The rhetoric of the Diversions, in fact, follows a pattern which, if it were 

acknowledged by these historians, would undermine any grounds from which they might 

be able to daim an unproblematized histoncal coherency for Tooke's work or for their 

own. The notion of "historical coherency," with its suggestion of a unified object, gives 

temporality the sort of dead weight which the Divenions resists at every tum. The site 

of this tesistance is the rhetoric of Tooke's work, which restlessly displaces the figures 

of identity necessary for a determinate conception of history and language, with figures 

of historical discontinuity and linguistic difference. In order to place The Diversions of 

Purky within a history conceived as a coherency, the historia must overlook these 

rhetorical disturbances, dong with their suggestion that " historical coherency " i s an effect 

made possible only by means of a suppression of difference. 

The aversion to figures of identity is never articulated in the positive form of a 

thesis in the Diversions. Rather, it exem its disfiguring force in the diversionary 

relationship between history and language that Tooke's work implicitly describes. This 

relationship is characterized by diversion in two senrs: first, as a re-routing or a detour 

of history through language and of language through history; and second, as a 



347 

manoeuvre, simultaneous with the first, which distracts attention from the fact that any 

such re-routing takes place. 

First then, Tmke's work suggests that neither history nor language possesses a 

determinate, coherent character: each is constituted by its interaction with, or more 

precisely, by its diversion through. the other. Tooke, for example. distllpts the identity 

between the word and the thing or idea it represents, common to the atomistic 

conceptions of meaning current in his day, by ineroducing the element of history into 

signification. This he does by way of his notion of abbreviation. Although Tooke claims 

that al1 words are ultimately the names of simple sense impressions received by a passive 

mind, he divides words imo two groups according to whether their signification is direct 

or indirect. Nouns and verbs refer directly to simple ideas, but abbreviations - al1 of 

those other parts of speech which Locke lumped together as "particles" - refer to nouns 

or to verbs and, only by way of them. to simple ideas. As Tilottama Rajan notes 

(Supplemerzt 2 1 ), such a strategy may allow Tooke to ground meaning in a mental 

referent, but the distinction he makes between direct and indirect modes of signification 

raises the possibility that meaning is, at least partly, a product not of the reference of 

word to thing or idea, and therefore positive, but of word to word, and therefore 

relational. As Jacques Derrida has argued ("Diffi?rance 1-27). the notion of relational 

meaning bears with it not only the Saussurean idea that signification is a product of 

di fference, but al so introduces the element of deferral into signification. Accordingl y, 

we find that with his idea of abbreviation, Tooke intempts the immediacy of reference 
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from word to thing or idea with the delay imposed by an intervening reference from the 

abbreviation to the noun or verb for which it stands. Meaning is deferred, however, in 

an even more disniptive manner in Todre's system, by the fact that the relationship 

between the abbreviation and the noun or verb to which it refers is a historicai one, based 

on the corruption of the latter in the interests of greater "dispatch" in communication (i, 

27). Abbreviation is a sort of shorthand which, through a process of elision and 

condensation, substitutes one word for several nouns or verbs, and thus f m s  speakers 

from the labourious process of having to aiticulate the sequence of words which stand 

directly for the simple ideas they wish to express and so adds "such wings to their 

conversation as might enable it, if possible to keep Pace in some measure with their 

minds" (i, 29). As Tmke says in the Diversions, "Words have been called winged: and 

they well deserve tbat m e ,  when their abbreviations are compared with the progress 

which speech could make without these inventions" (i, 28). What is gained in dispatch, 

however, is lost in "intelligibility" (i, 399). In order to determine the "tnie" meaning of 

a word, one rnust be able to trace the abbreviation back to the noun or verb of which it 

is a corruption: the simple idea for which that noun or verb stands will be the meaning 

of the abbreviation. The need for this process suggests an absence of "present meaning" 

which even Tooke's thousands of etymologies can do littie to allay. 

But just as Tooke interrupts the possibility of any soit of simple and immediate 

identification between signifier and signified with a historical deferral, he also disrupts 

the idea of a historical coherency between past and present by suggesting the linguistic 
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or, more specifically, the rhetorical nature of any model which posits the likelihood of 

continuous, transtemporal identity. In the Divemiow, where etymology is paradigrnatic 

of history, Todre's awareness of the shaping d e  of figurative language in any 

conception of history is apparent in his criticism of the metaphors which control the word 

histones of other etymologists who, he says, have never yet: 

ventured to ask themselves, what they mean; when they say that any word 
cornes from, is denved fkm, pduced from, ofigiMtes from, or gives 
binh to, any other word. 'ïheir ignorance and idleness make them 
contented with this vague and misapplied metaphorka1 language: and if 
we should beg them to consider that words have no loco-motive faculty, 
that they do notflow like rivers, nor vegetote like plants, nor spicuiate like 
salts, nor are generaed like animals; they would say, we quibbled with 
them. (i, 259-60) 

As we shall see, this rejection of a genetic conception of etymology is coextensive with 

the displacement in the Diversions of an organic notion of history such as we find in 

Johnson with a model marked by difference and contingency. 

In suggesting that signification is diverted through history, and that our 

understanding of history is diverted through language, Tooke's text hints at the absence 

of any essential self-identity in either language or history. The supplementary detour 

through alterity, however, is also that which creates the effect of presence and identity 

which allows us to conceive of historid coherency or positive meaning. This effect , 

Tooke's work demonstrates, is a diversion of the second sort, that is, of a manœuvre 

which tums our attention from something else, in this case, h m  the absence of any self- 
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identical essence in either history or language, and from the diversionary chiasmus 

constitutive of both. 

The Divenimu, however, is further rnarked by an awareness that this absence, 

which the ruses of presence may prohibit us h m  viewing, is also a locus of power. To 

control this space, to efface this void is to regulate through various discursive acts of 

inclusion and exclusion the definition of "truth" (posing as a discovery of truth), or 

"reality" which, in mm, is the diversion which diverts our attention away from the 

absence which is the precondition for the positing of any such truth. 

Tooke's work resists and disrupts this closed system of "truth" and the exercise 

of power it disguises by displacing the models of identity, wntinuity, and coherency on 

which it depends with those of difference. It is difference, after dl, and the diversionary 

relations between history and language, which are suppressed by any tmtb claim that 

posits history or language as an autonomous, self-sufficient object of knowledge; 

furthermore, such objectifications diven attention from the web of supplementary 

relations which are the precondition of the "truths" they apparently repreant. 

There are various points at which Twke's text displaces the "present," but the 

strategy is invariably similar. The displacement is broached by the creation of a space 

from which history, power, or language is apparently excluded. This exclusion, 

however, is only a denial of history, power, or language in a positive fom and as such 

it mirrors the suppression of diffennce constitutive of any cdierent truth claim. Where 

the determinate presence of positive tnith clairns diverts attention from the suppression 
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of difference which is their possibility, the exclusion of the identicai at various points in 

Tooke's text allows for the manifestation of difference: it is hard to create a diversion 

with a ghost. What we note, however, is the manner in which that cancelled presence 

continues to haunt the space from which it has been excluded, exerting the pressure of 

its absence on those othen - like moumen of presence - left behind, through which the 

traces of its own revoked identity are necessarily diverted, and whose identities are 

similarly routed through that of the one lost. For this is no simple reversal: in 

exchanging the exclusion of difference, and the diversionary tactics of presence for the 

exclusion of identity and the haunted detours of absence, Tooke's text creates a space of 

resistance which ultimately undermines the integrality of the elements in such binary 

oppositions as i nside/outside and presencdabsence on which any conception of history 

or language as deteminate objects of knowledge is grounded. And, in so doing, Tooke's 

work displaces a diversionary politics of presence - that is, a politics based on the 

legerdemuin of "identity" -- with a politics alen to the workings of difference and its 

reality effects - a politics of supplementarity. 

The Diversions provides an allegory of this process in its opening pages. There 

we meet the three participants who will take part in the first volume of the dialogue: Dr. 

Richard Beadon (B.), a friend of Tooke's from Cambridge who, at the time of the 

Diversionr, was Master of Jesus Colkge; William T d e  p.), a political supporter and 

friend of the author at whose country seat, Purley Lodge, the "diversionsw take place; and 

the author (H.), who would adopt William Tooke's suniame in 1783.' Fint to speak is 



B. who, apparently having just discovered H. at Purley, daims he now understands the 

Teason for his friend's attraction to the estate. B. says to their host: 

-The mystery is at last unravelled. 1 shall no more wonder now that you 
engross his company at Purley, whilst his other fkiends uui scarce get a 
sight of him. This, you say. was President Bradshaw's seat. That is the 
secret of his attachment to the place. You hold him by the best security, 
his political prejudices and enthusiasm. But do not let his veneration for 
the memory of the antient possessor pass upon you for affection to the 
present. (i, 1) 

B.'s reasoning seems plausible: John Bradshaw, who had occupied Purley a century 

before, had been a lawyer, a profession for which Todre showed great interest and 

aptitude, although his applications for admission to the bar were repeatedly rejected. 

Bradshaw, however, was also the presiding judge who pronounced the death sentence on 

Charles 1 in 1649, a qualification sure to be of some interest to the author for, as Minnie 

Yarborough notes in her biography of Tmke, "though he was never a republican as 

Milton was . . . vooke] was at one with the poet in his attitude toward Charles 1" (7). 

But, given the opportunity to identify with such an historic enemy of tyranny as 

Bradshaw, the radical Tooke, after a brief outburst in defence of his own political 

principles, denies any such bais  for his attraction to Purley. Instead, he maintains that 

the appeal of William Todre's country seat lies simply in the p l e u t  diversions of the 

moment which it offers. H. says: 

But are you really forcd to go above a hundred years back to account for 
my amchment to Purley? Without considering the many strong public and 
private ties by which 1 am bound to its present possessor, uui you find 
nothing in the beautifid prospect from these windows? nothing in the 
entertainment every one leceives in this house? nothing in the delightful 
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and easy kindness of its owner, to make a rational man pariid to this 
habitation? (i, 2-3) 

The sense that Purley represents a ntreat from such temporal matters as the killing of 

kings is confirmed by the host, who says to B., concemhg Ho's remarks: 

Sir, you are making him transgress Our only standing niles. Politics and 
compliments are strangers here. We always put them off when we put on 
Our boots; and lave them behind us in their proper atmosphere, the smoke 
of London (i, 3). 

But this is a srnoke screen: in forbidding the historical identification of H. with the 

regicide Bradshaw, and prohibiting the consideration of political topics, Tooke's text 

creates a space from w hich both hi story and pol itics are apparent1 y rendered " strangers. " 

This gesture, however, excludes only a particular, positive conception of history and 

power: it is the suppression of a supra-individual idea of history that would allow the 

sort of simple typological identification of a seventeenth-century regicide with an 

eighteenth-century radical liberal, and it is the exclusion of a determinate notion of power 

that would lead one to believe that one could escape its workings as easily as one might 

quit "the smoke of London." The exclusion of such notions of power and history, 

however, clears a space in which we may wnsider them differentially: unlike the ploys 

of presence which pose as wherent tniths but conceal the absence of mith, the diversions 

of Purley - or at least the diversion to which we are witness, the dialogue - draws 

attention to the marner in which the excluded presences of history and politics continue 

to inform and preoccupy the text, despite the explicit interdiction of the host. 
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Undoubtedly, readers familiar with Tmke's life would have responded to T.'s 

prohibition against the political with no Iess incredulity than B., who proclaims: 

1s it possible! Can either of you - Englishmen and patriots! - abstain for 
four and twenty hours together from politics? You canna be always on 
horseback or at piquet. What, in the m e  of wonder, your favounte 
topic excluded, can be the subject of your so fnquent convenations? (i,3). 

The subject, of course, is language. But in Tooke's work this is hardly an inviolate, 

apolitical space. For example, he makes no effort to nstrict his political comments to 

the non-dialogid portions of the text, such as the footnotes and "advertisements" where 

they frequently appear: H. presents his theory to his interlocutors bristling with political 

invective and innuendo. Indeed, as Yarborough points out, even his etymologicd proofs 

combine linguistic with political instruction (1 18). H., for example, uses his explanation 

of the relationship between the pteposition "beneath" and the noun "nether" as a pretext 

for urging parliamentary reform. He comments: 

The word Nether is indeed at present fallen into great wntempt, and is 
rarely used but in ridicule and with scorn: and this may possibly have 
&sen from its former application to the house of commons. anciently 
called (by Henry 8) "nie NETHER buse ofparliament." That the word 
should dius have fallen into disgraoe is nothing wondemil: for in truth 
this Nethet end of Our parliament has for a long time past been a mere 
sham and mockery of representation, but is now becorne an impudent and 
barefaced usurpation of the rights of the peuple (i. 406-7). 

Such comments, although provocative, serve ultimately to divert attention from 

the more general political agenda which informs the text. Olivia Smith has done much 

to point out that the Diversiom is paradigrnatic of a general awareness among the English 

radicals of the 1790s that a redefinition of language was crucial to social change. 
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Tooke's text represented a challenge to the authority of a classically-Bducated elite who 

propagated rationalist linguistic theories which, in claiming language-use to be a reflection 

of mental ability, led to the definition of "the vu1ga.r as a gmup whose mentality was 

inferior to those who were allegedly civilited" (Smith la), and thus legitimized 

"language as a means of class division" (113). Smith writes, "By disrupting the 

ideological construct of language's relation to the mind and 'civilization', Tooke refuted 

the major philosophical justification of class division in the last half of the century, and 

the myriad ideas which depended on it" (130). The purported exclusion of politics from 

William Tooke' s estate, and thus from John Home Tooke' s discussion of language, opens 

a space beyond the diversions created by power, language, or history conceived positively 

as "politics," "sign," or "event," and permits the descriptive tracing of the web of 

supplementary relations which circulate arnong the thtee. Moreover, just as the 

exclusion of "politics" from Purley will allow for a recognition of the relational nature 

of power, Tooke's refusal to identiQ with the historical figure of Bradshaw arnounts to 

an unwillingness to embrace history as a continuum of related but isolatable events and 

personages. Tooke rather considen history as a weave of differential relations in which 

each such "event " is overdetermined and thus beyond coherent representation. As 

Michael Ryan has noted, "to isolate a single event in history . . . is to a artain extent 

to overlook history" (24). 

Just as Tooke's text clean the way for a different conception of power and history 

through the apparent exclusion of both from Purley, the Divetsiom gœs some way 



towards opening a space h m  which the distracting prernces induced by positivistic 

conceptions of signification may be resisted. Again, this Wace is opened by way of a 

series of exclusions, one of which is prcxluced by the a prion system of mind and 

meaning which H. claims he was cornpelleci to devise. In the invoductory chapter, he 

tells his interlocutors: 

I very early found it, or thought 1 found it, impossible to make rnany steps 
in the search after truth and the nature of hman understanding, of good 
and evil, of n'ght and wrong, without well considering the nature of 
language, which appeared to me to be inseparably connecteci with them. 
1 own therefore I long sinœ formed to myself a kind of system, which 
seemed to me of singular use in the very small extent of my younger 
studies to keep my mind from confusion and the imposition of words. (i, 
12- 13) 

Tooke' s system of language is thus createci to provide a sanctuary from language, or more 

specificall y, from the power of words silentl y to divert and confound understanding. The 

need for such a system is based on a Lockean assumption that misconceptions in 

philosophical and other matters are often the result of linguistic confusion. For Locke, 

such confusion arises from the imperfkct nature of the acts constitutive of language. 

Because the relation between a word and the idea for which it stands is arbitrary, we must 

assign words to our ideas "voluntarily." But beaiuse our ideas are "invisible and hidden 

from others, nor can of themselves be made to appear" (405). the ideas with which an 

individual associates a particular word remain lacked in an unbreachable subjectivity. 

Thus we have no assurances that we understand one another when we communicate. For 

Locke, these imperfections of language are the cause of misconceptions in understanding 
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and knowledge. For Tooke, however, it is not the imperfections of language, but rather 

"the perfections of Language, not praperly understood [which] have been one of the chief 

causes of the imperfections of Our philosophy" (i, 37). This misunderstanding of 

language is one point in a cycle of error. pexpetuated by the claims of philosophers in al1 

areas of "Metaphysics," by which Tooke tells us he means "al1 general reasoning, al1 

Politics, Law, Morality and Divinity" (ii, 121). These claims, in mm, substantiate the 

mistaken notions of language on which they are based, creating a logic of the same in 

which error corroborates error. 

For example, Tooke says that those who have previously thought about language 

have been wrong in taicing its sole purpose to be communication. This misconception Ied 

thinkers initiaily to reason that words are simply the signs of things and that therefore 

there must be "as many words, or parts of speech, as there are sorts of things" (i, 18). 

In equating words and things, inquiren were led into al1 manner of squabbles as they 

tried to determine the number of sorts of things there were, and thus the number of pans 

of speech, or vice versa. For Tooke, the more ment notion that words are the signs of 

ideas did nothing to alter this wild-goose chase. As he says: 

Gramdans have since purwed just the same method with mind, as had 
before been done with things. The different operations of the mind, are 
to account now for what the different things were to account before: and 
when they are not found sufficiently numerous for the purpose; it is only 
supposing an imaginary operation or two, and the dificulties are for the 
time shuffled over. So that the very same game has been played over 
again with ideas, which was before played with things. (i, 23-4) 
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The mistaken notion that language's only purpose is the communication of thoughts thus 

led philorophers to the ratiodist conclusion that die different parts of speech reflect the 

various operations of the mind. For Tooke, this is one more example of the way in 

which a linguistic misconception may be productive of errors of knowledge. The cycle 

may be broken, however, by re-examining the ideas about language on which such claims 

to knowledge are based. Such a reconsideration permits Tmke to ncognize that, 

although the first aim of language is certainly to wmmunicate thoughts, the second is to 

do so "with dispatch" (i, 27). As we have seen, the agent of this purpose of language 

is abbreviation. Thus, Tooke States: 

the errors of Grammarians have arisen from supposing al1 words to be 
immediclteiy either the signs of things or the signs of ideas: whereas in fact 
many words are merely abbreviotm employeâ for dispatch, and are the 
signs of other words. And that these are the artificial wings of Mercury, 
by means of which the Argus eyes of philowphy have been cheated. (i, 
26-7) 

Tooke's re-evaluation of language also implies a reevaluation of the nature of mind 

which allows him to challenge the rationalist claim that language and the mind exist in 

a structural1 y reflective relationship. Abbreviations add dispatch to communication by 

means of substitutions, elisions, and abstractions, operations analogous to those which 

philosophea and grammarians, misled by thinking laquage's only purpose was 

communication, amibuted to the mind. Furthennon, if al1 words stand, either directly 

or indirectly, for simple ideas, the mind may be wnceived as a passive teceptoc of simple 



ideas and what the rationalists take to be its operations are no more than the operations 

of language. Tmke writes: 

The business of the rnind, as far as it concems Language, a p m s  to me 
to be very simple. It extends no fanher than to n a i v e  Impressions, that 
is, to have Sensations or Feelings. What are called its aperations, are 
merely the operations of Language. A consideration of Idem, or of the 
M M ,  or of 7Xngs (relative to the Parts of Speech) will lead us no farther 
than to N o m :  Le. the signs of those impressions, or names of ideas. The 
other Part of Speech, the Verb, must be accounted for from the necessary 
use of it in communication. (i, 5 1) 

It is this system of passive mind and active language, the key to the perfection of 

which is abbreviation, which Tooke offers as protection against the "imposition" of 

words. Like "metaphysical" error, such deception results from a basic misunderstanding 

of the nature and workings of language. This ignorance may lead us to use words 

without realizing that we do not know their correct meanings: any meaning such a word 

may seem to possess is merely, Tooke would have it, a diversionary effect which 

disguises its absence of "vue" meaning. But such imposition, ungrounded in "true" 

meaning, wi only be a consequence of a semantifally purposeless accident which, 

nonetheless, has the power to divert attention frorn its own lack of meaning, creating an 

effect of tmth. 

By suggesting one may gain access to the "me" meanings of words by tracing 

the paths which lead frorn abbreviations, via the nouns or verbs to which they refer, to 

the simple ideas for which both abbreviation and noun or verb stand, Todre's system 

seems to be an attempt to eliminate the hallucinatory effects of wntingency from 
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language. On closer inspection, however, this strategy dœs not merely exclude the 

contingently-generated effects of meaning, but also any notion of meaning which provides 

language with the sort of positive charaner which would allow it to obtnide so absolutely 

on "tme" meaning: regardless of whether we claim meaning to be fully present, or 

absent but perfectly hidden by a diversion. we are relying on a conception of language 

as something possessing a determinate identity. By implicitly prohibiting any such 

conception of language from its system, Tooke's text opens a space in which the 

workings of difference may be demonstrated, thus challenging the notion that the effects 

of contingency and linguistic "imposture" are somehow "other" than those of the 

processes productive of "true" meaning and suggesting, moreover, that "truth" and 

"meaning" are themselves effects of the suppression of difference. 

Tooke' s text never expiicitly opem this space of difference and contingency for 

us: in fact, as we have noted, the Diversions seems committed to motivating language 

by excluding the disruptive effects of contingency and by grounding meaning in simple 

sense impressions. Nonetheless, as we have also seen, the theory of abbreviation. 

necessary for Tooke to posit the mind as the passive receptor of those impressions, raises 

the possibility that meaning is a product of difference: as Rajan has pointed out, Tooke's 

need to palliate the defemng effects of abbreviation betrays "a deep anxiety about the 

slipperiness of these words that refer only to other words. and that therefore make 

language a system of relational rather than positive terms" (2 1). 
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A comparable anxiety is apparent in the great lengths to which Tooke gœs in 

order to stress the independence of his "system" from that which proves it: namely, 

etyrnology. He claims, for example, "my notions of language were fomed before 1 

could account etymologically for any one of the words in question" (i, 122). This strikes 

one as odd, for it would seem that the relationship between abbnviation and nouns or 

verbs which Tooke's system describes is necessarily historical and therefore etymological. 

A reason for the strict insulation of theory from proof is suggested, however, when B. 

raises the possibility that, in some of his proofs, H. may have "been misled by a fanciful 

etymology" (i, 128). H. replies: 

If 1 have been misled, it most certainly is not by Etymology: of which 1 
confess myself to have been shamefully ignorant at the time when these 
my notions of language were first fomed. . . . [I]t was general ruwning 
a priori, that led me to the particular instances; not particular instances to 
the general reasoning. This Etymology, againa whose fascination you 
would have me guard myself, did not occur to me till many years afkr my 
system was senleâ. (i. 130-1) 

Etymology, it seems, has precisely the same almost magical capacity to confuse meaning 

and diven attention as do the words against whose imposition Tmke wnceived his system 

as a shield. If, then, T d e  &es every effort to establish the separateness of his theory 

and its proof, it is because the evidence which proves his theory is based on the very sort 

of contingent signification against which his theory is apparently devised as a hedge. In 

other words, that which proves his system is the same as that which his system seeks to 

exclude. 
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Tooke's system, however, is based on another, related, exclusion. We have noted 

his criticism of the metaphors employed by other etymologists in their models of 

linguistic change. T d e  insists: "until they can get rid of these metaphon from their 

minds, they will not themselves be fit for etymology, nor hrnish any etymology fit for 

reasonable menw (i, 260). This is not to suggea, however, that Tooke's own system is 

any less figurative than those of the etymologists he ridicules: it is indeed no more a 

rejection of figurality than his earlier refusal to identify with Bradshaw was a rejection 

of historicity. Here, as there and elsewhere, the text repeats the exciusionary gesture 

whereby a figure of identity and diversion -in this case, metaphor - is displaced by a 

figure which calls our attention to difference -- here, metonymy. "The inference of 

identity and totality" which we have said Paul de Man noted "is constitutive of metaphor" 

(AR 14) and which is apparent in the etymological moàels of which Tooke is critical, is 

displaced, in other words, by "the purely relational metonymic contact" (14) which 

characterizes Tmke's own model of linguistic change. 

In this it should be noted that, because etymology is the site of the mutually 

supplementing relationship between language and history, the displacement of one 

etymological model by another - in this case, the metaphoric by the metonymic - 

necessari 1 y involves a reconwp tion of both history and language. Consequentl y, models 

of historical continuity and cohere~lce such as those suggested by the genetic metaphors 

of the etymologists Tooke criticizes are coextensive with a positive conception of 

signification which excludes, or diverts attention from, the workings of linguistic 
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difference. By the sarne token, a metonymic mode1 of linguistic change, constituted by 

relationships of contiguity rather than analogy, and chance rather than necessity (AR 14), 

mincides with an emphasis on linguistic difference and historical contingency . 

Language and history converge in Tooke's system in the metonymic operations 

of abbreviation. Although abbreviations bear a relationship to the nouns or verbs they 

signify, that relationship is not one of identity: Tooke rnakes it clear that abbreviations 

are "merely substitutes" (i, 48) for nouns and verbs, the only words he deems nally 

"necessary" (i, 48) to satisfy the main aim of language, communication. Furthemore, 

abbreviations are described as "anificiai" appendages (i, 27), added to the presumably 

more substantial body of nouns and verbs as the wings of Mercury are tied to his heels 

(the frontispiece of Volume 1 shows a seated Mercury in the process of removing, or 

perhaps donning, these wings). Thus B., having grasped the essence of Tookefs 

argument, urges him to strip Mercury of his wings: 

They seem easy erough to be taken off: for it strikes me now. after what 
you have said, that they are indeed put on in a peculiar rnanner, and do 
not, like those of other winged deities, make a part of his body. You have 
only to loose the strings from his feet, and take off his cap. Corne - Let 
us see what son of figure he will make without them. (i, 27) 

But what is the relationship between these artificial supplements and the "necessary" 

words for which they substitute? As Tookefs overwhelrning emphasis on etymology 

makes clear, and despi te his criticism of the organic metaphors of other etymologists, the 

relationship is a historical one charactenzed by "corruption." Despite this metaphor and 

its suggestion of a supra-historical identity mttered by time, Taoke's madel of 
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abbreviation, as exemplified by his notion of abstraction, relies on a metonymic, and 

therefore contiguous, relation between an etymon and its "derivative. " Accordhg to 

T d e ,  such abstractions as fate, destiny, luck, heaven, hell, accident, just, right, wrong, 

or tnith "are al1 merely Participles poeticaily embodied, and substantiated by those who 

use themu (ii, 19). They are the result of the nification of a quality or circumstance 

attributed to or associated with a particular phenomena: this quality or circumstance, he 

says, is the "causew of its current abstract signification and, as such, is its meaning. The 

recuperation of an abstract word's "true" meaning therefore consists of the etymological 

determination of that circumstance or quality which has been reified in the abstract term. 

Tooke regards with contempt those mere "uanslationsw which others disguise as 

etymologies, and claims "It is a trifling etyrnology that barely refers us to some word in 

another language, either the sarne or sirnilar; unless the meaning of the word and ause 

of its imposition can be discovered by such referencen (ii, 397). 

The process by which a quality or circumstance comes to serve as a substitute for 

a phenornenon with which it is associated is apparent in Tmke's explmation of the 

manner in which the Anglo-saxons narned the winds. He says: "Our winds are named 

by their distinguishing qualities. And, for that purpose, Our ancestors (who, unlike their 

l d  descendants, knew the meaning of words they employed in discourse) applied to 

them the past participles of four of their common words in their own language" (ii, 397- 

8). Thus east, for the uncomipted linguistic understanding of the Anglo-saxons, was 

" [aliquid enraged, angry " : Our own word "east" comes from the past participle of the 
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Angl~Saxon verb for "to grow angry" (ii, 398). Similarly, "westw cornes from the past 

participle of the verb meaning " to wet, " "nonhW from the past participle of the verb " to 

confine," and "south" from "to seethew (ii, 39û-9). The same holds true with our names 

for colours. Tooke says, "al1 colours in dl languages must have their denomination from 

some common object, or from some circurnstances which produce those colours" (ii, 

166). "Yellow". for example, is the past participle of the Anglo-saxon verb for "to set 

alight" (ii, 166). 

In thus determi ning that abstractions signify circurnstances or qualities not identical 

with. but merely attending the referent for which they actuaily substitute, Tooke describes 

a metonymic process of language change. Metonymy is further suggested in the fact that 

abstraction consists of the substitution of an effect (the abstract terni) for a cause (the 

ci rcumstance or quality associated with a phenomenon, which is the effaced " meaning " 

of the abstraction). As such. the relationship between etyrnon and "derivative" in 

Tooke's theory may be said to be one of contiguity and contingency rather than one of 

identity. 

In employing a metonymic mode1 of etymology, Tooke's text suggests a 

discontinuous scheme for both history and signification. Not only dœs the deferral of 

meaning from word to word in abbreviation frustrate the immediacy of signification, but 

the fact that signification must ultimately be cobbled together from a history of contingent 

relations rather than traced through a wntinuous, organic evolution, prohibits the 

possibility of aanstemporai sernantic identity or historical wherency and wntinuity. 



nius, as with the other "sirangen" in Tooke's text, we find that contingency, which 

Tooke's system sought to exclude in order to establish "me" meaning, is in fkct essential 

to the mode1 of linguistic change necessary to validate that system. 

As we might expect, Tooke's evidenœ is no less rhetorical than the metonyrnic 

sy stem of linguistic change it seeks to prove. Although his etymological method gives the 

Diversions the appearance of empiricai fact, one has ody to scratch most such 

etymological " factsw to find out they are reall y figurative. Jean Paulhan pointed this out 

in 1953 in his work La Preuve par l'étymologie, where, as Derek Attridge explains: 

having banished etymology from the realms of logic and science, he 
[Paulhan] welcomes it instead in a different realm (and one which pe-s 
subsumes thor of logic and science): the d m  of rhetoric, where it has 
a subtle and scintillating role to play. Its rhetorical partner, from which 
it's sometimes indistinguishable, is the cafembour or pammmasia, the 
play on words. In both devices, the same process occurs: two similar- 
sounding but distinct signifiers are brought together, and the surface 
relationship between them invested with meani ng through the inventiveness 
and rhetorical ski11 of the writer. If that meaning is in the form of a 
postulated connection between present and past, what we have is 
etymology; if it's in the form of a postulated connection within the 
present, the rewlt is word-play. (193) 

Etymologies, then, are puns in time. Puns, however, in suggesting a similarity of 

signification between two words on the basis of a similuity of their signifiers, would 

seem to represent exactly the son of purposeless "impositionw which Toolre's system is 

ostensibly designed to exclude and protect against. Puns may indeed exen a "fascination" 

and diverting force like that H. feels he is king wmed to guard himself against for, as 

Jonathan Culler bas obsrved, puns pose the threat "that instead of permitting direct 
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contemplation of thought, linguistic signs might arrest the gaze and, by interposing their 

material fonn, affect or infect thought" (On Deco-on 91). Furthemore, puns 

create such divening effects because "an 'accidental' or external relationship between 

signifiers is treated as a conceptual relationship" (91). This seems to be the case with 

Tooke' s etymologies. But, because they are etymologies, the Diversions treats 

morphologicall y simi lar signi fien as not merel y conceptual1 y related, but also as signs 

of a perhaps compted but nonetheless recoverable and coherent conceptual identity 

extending through time. This idea is coextensive with a conception of history as a 

continuous unity of self-present moments, untraced by past or future, and thus static: in 

other words, "not history. " 

Tooke' s system derives its tmth value and his proofs establish their simulation of 

fact from an imposition similar to that which the same system and proofs seek to 

eliminate: that of the "truth which conceals that there is none" (Baudrillard 1). While 

Tooke fears that "the imposition of words" rnay create an effect of rneaning where there 

is only an absence of such, his attempt to motivate language through etymology offers 

prwf of nothing but his own ski11 as an arthl manipulator of the mincidental or, at best, 

unprovable relations between signifiers separated b y time. Furthemore, Twke' s system , 

despite his fervent protests to the contrary, relies on these etymologies for its own claims 

to tnith. These claims, however, and the truths they "prove," are effécts, as we've seen, 

of rhetorical devices such as pun and rnetonymy. The possibility that truth and fact may 

be constituted rhetoridly, draws attention to the absence of either, except as effects of 
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rhetoric. Indeed, in Tooke' s work, it is this absence of truth as a determinate pnsence 

which permits the effects of rhetoric to offer the diversion of "truth " his system requires 

if it is to oppose the confusion and imposition of words of which he seems to be so wary. 

In short, truth and fact are diversions created by the denial of the rhetorical nature of 

rhetorical effects, the possibility of which is the absence of tmth conceiveâ as presence. 

Tooke draws on the impositional force of this diversionary logic in order to eliminate 

precisely the absence of meaning and of tmth which is its possibility. 

As we have seen, however, absence continues to exen its pressure throughout the 

work. It's "there," for example, in the diversions of history and fanguage which suggest 

that neither possess a deteminate character, but rather both are constituted by virtue of 

their supplementary relationship with each other. This absence leaves history and 

language silent: neither is able to speak for itself, or to offer any explanation of its 

workings. 

Tooke' s text suggests, however, that this silence is a locus of power. The 

wnservative intellechial elite, for example, against whorn Olivia Smith says Todte directs 

his argument, controlled this vaux in the late eighteenth-century, and from it spoke on 

behalf of language and history. Moreover, as Smith shows, this elite also spoke on 

behalf of their own interests, and characterized language with die intent of ensuring the 

hegemony of their class. It was a strategy whose effects were consdidatecl by the 

corroboration of linguistic by "metaphysical" enor, even as Tmke describes. Because 

language can not speak for itself, the deployment of such e m r  divened attention fkom 
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the absence of tmth which the simulation of tmth concealeci. Although philosopher and 

commonalty alike were the dupes of its effects, only the former profited by them. 

Our attention rnay be diverted from absence by the "tmth effects" which issue 

from it, al1 of which seek to deny that absence. But because of the absence of a ground 

for these truths, that space is also a site of contention and resisouice: whatever truth 

value any claims issued from this spafe may possess arises solely from the fact that such 

claims efface the absence which is their possibility. By the same token, however, such 

claims are necessarily free-floating and thus subject to challenge and transformation: they 

can do nothing more than create the effect of a wherent mth and thus conceai the 

absence of tmth. 

Tooke's text resists the diversions of such "mith effects" by mimicking the process 

which creates them. For example, in denying history and language any self-identical 

character, the Diversions si mulates the absence which such positive conceptions conceal. 

But while this space provides an apportunity to glimpse the supplementary relationship 

of language and history, it also allows Tooke to posit a " tnith" which may displace that 

of the dominant discourse. To have any political efficacy, such a truth mus appear to 

have been "discovered, " rather than fabricated, and, indeed, this is the claim Tooke 

inakes for his system. For example, while declaring the independence of his system from 

his proofs, he states that etymology offered him a means "either of disabusing myself 

from error (which 1 greatl y feared); or of obtaining a confirmation sufficientl y strong to 

encourage me to believe (what every man knowing any thing of human nature will always 
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be very backward in believing of himself) that 1 had really made a dirovery" (i, 132). 

And yet, as we have seen, his "discovery" is quite literally "made": its tnrths are not the 

products of empirical investigation, but rather the effects of rhetorical ingenuity. In this 

way, Tooke's method simulates the process of simulation constitutive of "tnith." In so 

doing, it draws attention to the diversions such "tniths" necessarily create in order to 

conceai the absence of truth. 

For Tooke, Our flawed understanding of language, and thus of Our own meanings 

when we speak, is the result of a tradition of error imposed by an intellectual elite; this 

fact irnplies that there is a danger, perhaps even an inevitable danger, that truth may be 

prerriptively irnposed rather than descriptively discovered. While this seems to be 

another source of anxiety for Tooke, leading him to ground meaning in simple sense 

impressions, it also offers the possibility, of which he takes advantage, that one may alter 

an object of knowledge such as language, merely by talking about it. One way in which 

language may be so modified is by making certain claims for its history . Derek Amidge, 

for example, describes the phenomenon of "folk etymology," in which the meanings of 

two words (he gives the example of the words "rage" and "outrage") "have in fkct been 

modified by the false (and unconscious) etymological theorising of native speakers, who 

assume connections between signifiers on the ground of their sirnilarity in soundn (196). 

This seems a fair approximation of Tooke' s strategy: drawing on language' s nsources 

of contingency and arbitrariness, he creates effects of historical truth and meaning with 

which he may then disrupt the synchronic order, and with it presumably the power of the 



intellectuai and political elite which controls it. Attridge calls this phenomenon 

"feedback," which he describes as: "a shortcircuit. whereby history is reinscribed in the 

present - notas a series of 'real events' (which having passed, can no longer intmde) but 

as the only way in which history con intentene in the present, as a theory or story of the 

past" (198). T d e ,  in other words, disrupts synchronie meaning witb a theory or 

representation of diachronie meani ng . This representation of meaning , however , does 

more than merely supplant one determinate signification with another; rather, in 

simulating the processes by which "uuths" are established, it draws attention to the 

diversions which conceal the relativity of al1 such truths and the absence which inhabits 

them. This i s nowhere more apparent than in T d e '  s derivation of "truth" from the past 

participle of the Anglo-saxon verb "to think, to believe firmly, to be thoroughly 

persuaded of, To Trav" (ii, 402). He says: 

TRUE, as we now write it; o r  TREW, as it was fonnerly written; means 
simply and merely -- That which is TROWED. And, instead of its k i n g  
a rare commodity upon earth; except only in words, there is nothing but 
TRUTH in the world. 

That every man, in his communication with others. should speak that 
which he TROWETH, is of so great importance to mankind: that it ought 
not to surprize us, if we find the most extravagant and exaggerated praises 
bestowed upon TRUTH. But TRUTH supposes mankind: for whom and 
by whom alone the word is formed, and to whom on1 y it is applicable. If 
no man, no TRUTH. There is therefore no such thing as e t e d ,  
immutable, everlasting TRUTH; unless rnankind, such us they ore ut 
present, be also e t e d  , immutable, and everlasting (ii , 403-4). 



Throughout this thesis, 1 have sought to demonstrate that linguistic historiography 

as it is currently practiced is conducted in the service of an impoverished notion of 

language. Derived, as we have seen, from the historiography of science, linguistic 

historiography conceives the object proper to its study in a way that reduces language to 

the stahis of one more "objective fact" of our world. It is strange, but the coherence of 

these histones depends on language possessing the very empirical stability which the tex ts 

which comprise those histones are often, as we have seen, at great pains to substantiate. 

But what would a history of language study be if "language" were something other than 

a determinate phenornenon? 

As 1 have sought to demonstrate in my readings, such a history would consist, at 

least in part, of an anal ysis of the relationships and ideological conflicts gathered together 

and obscured by the pmper narne of "language." Such a history would ask not what 

language is, but rather, how language functions in a given context. Such a question 

would , perhaps lead to new questions, necessi tate new categories to undentand language. 

"Discoum, " is perhaps a good example of one such category. Indeed, language seems 

ultimately to stand in the works at which I looked hem as a sign for an unnameable, 



373 

prephenomenal abyss which must be effaced in order for any determinate phenornena, in 

order for any meaning, to emerge. 

As such, "language" is a site traversed by al1 concepts we might wish to consider. 

The interrogation of such a space has an obviously disintegrating effect on the sort of 

coherent history which Aarsleff pnvileges: no longer dœs language stand still long 

enough for successive generations to describe its workings. Rather, "language," as a 

concept, is bound to the moment, its identity shifting always in response to those, like 

such as Johnson who would speak for it, or others, such as Home Tmke, who would 

simulate the process by which language is made to speak for the interests of certain 

powemil groups. 

Because of its imbrication with other concepts such as history and community, 

language is, in a sense, everywhere and nowhere: although its effects are everywhere in 

evidence, the actual borders of language are difficult to pin down. This explains in pan 

the different emphasis which is apparent in each of my chapters. Each of my chapten 

attracts its own emphasis. While each may illustrate the problem of the relationship of 

language and history front its own particular angle, however, none could be said to 

contribute to the son of consistent image of an age which Aarsleff seeks in his own 

historiographical practice. At the m e  time, however, the coherence of such histories, 

like the coherence of al1 texts, is necessarily based on patterns of elision and diversions 

al1 of which are invariably bound up in the ideological construction of meaning. In 
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asking not what language is but rather, how language functions, and how it is that we can 

taik about language, it seems we are addressing a necessary counterpart of the sort of 

history currently king written by Aarsleff and other linguistic historiographers. 



NOTES 

Introduction. Towards o Non-Phenomenai History of Language Study 

1. For a concise description of these categories and a list of several works which fall into 

each, see Vivien Law, "Language and its Students: The History of Linguistics." 

2. Throughout thi s thesis, references to quotations from works by Paul de Man will be 

cited using the following abbreviations: HI: "Hypogram and Inscription," RE "The 

Resistance to Theory, " m. "The Task of the Translater, " RH: "Reading and History, " 

al1 in The Resistance to k r y ;  SD: "Shelley Disfigured, " WV: "Wordsworth and the 

Victorians," A n :  " Anthropomorphism and Trope in the Lyric" in nie Rhetoric of 

Romanticisrn ; L H W :  " Literary History and Literary Modernity , " RB: "The Rhetoric 

of Blindness" ; Temporality : "The Rhetoric of Temporalit y, " al1 in Biindness and Ilcst'sht: 

Essays in the Rhetoric of Contmpomry Criticism; and AR: Allegones of Reading. 

3. Jonathan Culler describes the "the phenomenaiity of language" as "the assurnption that 

linguistic structures are given as perceivable and intelligible" ("Reading Lyricn 105). The 

notion that "there is given to perception a body of sensible signifiers which stand in a 

representational relation to conceptual signifieds that are given to the understanding," he 

says, "is crucial to the notion of nliable cognition" (104). 1 take the phrase "non- 
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phenomenai linguistics" from de Man's essay "The Resistance to Theory." In that essay, 

he notes that, because "mimesis" or repce~entation is only one aspect of linguistic 

functioning, language will always be inadequate as a figure for understanding, despite its 

traditionai "authority as a mode1 for natural or phenomenal cognition. " " h is not a pifor,! 

certain," de Man continues, "that language functions according to principles which are 

those, or which are Like those, of the phenomenal world" (RT 11). 

4. It is impossible to achieve an Archimedean perspective on language from within 

language and this impossibility is constitutive for Heidegger of king human: 

In order to be who we are, we human beings remain committed to and 
within the king  of language, and can never step out of it and look at it 
from somewhere else. Thus we always see the nature of language only to 
the extent to which language itself has us in view, has appropriated us to 
itself. That we cannot know language -- know it according to the 
traditional concept of knowledge defined in ternis of cognition as 
representation - is not a defect, however, but rather an advantage by 
which we are favoured with a special realrn, that realm where we. who are 
needed and used to speak language, dwell as mortals. (On The Woy 134) 

5. In Being and lime, Heidegger refers to the sign ["Riss"] not in the phenomenal form 

of "lines on a surface" [Riss in her W u 4  but as a "rift" [der Riss] which "stmctures and 

prevails throughout the open, unlocked freedom of language" (12 1, qtd. in Burns 1 18). 

6. References to quotations from works by Jacques Demi& will be cited using the 

following abbreviations: SR 'Speech and Phenomem ' and Orher Essays on Husserl's 

Theory of Signr; D: Dissenùnan*ion; FL: "Force of Law: The 'Mystical Foundation of 

Authori ty ; ' " OG: Of Gr~vnooLogy; OS: Of Spirit; SEC "Signature Event Contex t. " 
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7. Derrida dixusses the trace in Speech Md Phemrnenu as a primordial movement of 

reference and differentiation whose effacement is the condition of possibility of effects 

of presence. As such 

The trace is not a presence but is rather the simulacm of a presence that 
dislacates, displaces, and refen beyond itself. The trace has, properly 
spealung, no place, for effaament belongs to the very structure of the 
trace. . . . (SP 142) 

8. In a similar spirit, Demda, discussing the necessary accession to language which 

precedes any utterance or what he calls the "fore-coming [préverne] address [Zuspmch] 

of language," wntes "Language must already be speaking for us -- it must, so to speak, 

be already spoken and addressed to us" (OS 129 n.5). Cf. Agamben, p. 87. 

9. My remarks here conceming the "figure of fact" are derived from "Language, 

History, and the 'Romance of Fact, ' " David L. Clark's introduction to a special issue of 

Recherches Sémiotiques / Semiotic I t q u i ~ .  Clark himsel f takes the phrase "the romance 

of fact" from Ti lottoma Rajan' s "The Erasu re of Narrative in Post-S tructurd i st 

Representations of Wordsworth. " 

10. We will examine Amleff's work in greater detail in Chapter One. 

11. Societies and organizations dedicated to the history of language study include: the 

International Confennœ on the History of the Language Sciences, the Societé d'Histoire 

et d' Episthologe des Sciences du Langage, both established in 1978. Since 1979, the 

latter has published the journal Himire?  épistémologie^ Langage; in Britain there is the 
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Henry Sweet Society for the History of Linguistic Ideas (since 1984) and, since 1987, the 

North American Association for the History of the Language Sciences. Since 1974, the 

periodical Historiogroplta iinguistca, founded and edited by the University of Ottawa's 

Konrad Koemer, has been the flagship journal for the field. For brief sumrnaries of the 

linguistic historiography see R.H. Robins, "Preface to third edition." A Shon History of 

Linguistics; Giul io Lepsch y, " Introduction. " Hisrory of Linguistics; and Julie Tete1 

Andresen, "Why do we do linguistic historiography?" p. 370, M. 1,2; as well as pages 

1 1 to 14 in the introductory essay to her book Lànguistics in Amenca, 1769-1924. 

12. Although it is a position of which he is critical, Murray Cohen rnakes a similar 

observation in hi s remarkable book Sensible W&: Linguistic Prdce in E n g W  1640 

17B. Cohen notes that "most intellectual historians think that the choice of an idea is 

obvious and that the explanation of that idea proves their worth" (xi). 

13. Hans Aarsleff argues a similar point in me S W y  of Longuage in Engianà 1780- 

1860, noting 

The task of gaining the proper depth of historical perspective within a 
given perioâ can only be satisfied by =king to recapture al1 relevant 
contemporary knowledge without reference to or misguidance by the later 
accumulation of ~hoiariy opinion and assignment of influences, which are 
far too often and too easily accorded the status of unquestioned doctrine. 
(10) 

14. The same comparative apprwh infoms Joseph Priestley's various lectures on 

language which are the subject of Chapter Six of this dissertation. 
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15. Andresen makes a similar point in Linguistics in Ametka 1769-1924: 

Since linguistic histonographers are identifying and investigating those 
texts and practices from the past that fa11 under some category we are 
presently calling 'language study,' it foilows that linguistic 
historiographers apprwh the history of linguistics with some personal 
vision (cal1 it a theory) of what language stuây is. In challenging previous 
assumptions about the history of linguistics, linguistic historiographers aim 
at an enriched vision of what language and language study must be by 
enhancing the sources of Our prernt study. (1 7) 

16. See for exarnple Jererny Campbell, Granmatical Man: I@orm~~*on, Entropy, 

Language, and Life and Jones, Steve. The Language of the Genes. 

17. A similar indifference towards theory, no less curious, is apparent in the works of 

those examining literature from a primarily philosophicd perspective. Gary Wihl 

examines this phenornena and some of its alternatives in The Contingenq of Theory: 

Pragman'sm, Erpressivism and Decomtmction. 

18. In Locke's Essq, for example, language fails because of the capricious manner in 

which words and ideas are linked in the minds of speakers. And yet, as 1 shall suggest 

in Chapter Three, there is an aspect of this linking which exceeds and evades explanation 

in terms of the categories of subject, intention. and meaning. 

19. The pertinence of this distinction to the hentext of Andresen's phrase "to think 

linguistically" was suggested by the opening pages of the "Prefatory Postscript" to 

Wanninski ' s Readings in Interpretaîion. See p. xxvii . 
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20. Gasché notes that Demda employs "syntax" in the sarne radically expanded manner 

as he dœs "writing" in its relation to speech: 

Derrida's use of the concept of syntax . . . is rot simply a reference to the 
fonnal praperties of language insofar as these are traditiondly considerd 
to refer to the articulation of the signifieds. Indeed form is just another 
name for pnseiw, Derrida notes. His use of syntax does not imply the 
vaditional subjection of syntax to semantics. In distinction h m  the 
grammatical opposition of the syntactic and the semantic, of form and 
content, and so on, Demda's use of synta  is intended to undo these 
oppositions systemmtically. Syntax is wnceived by Derrida as king 
i rreducibl y in excess of the semantic, and consequentl y as disequilibriating 
that traditional grammatical and philosophical distinction. (Tàîrz 242-3) 

In its asymmetrical relation with meaning, Derridean syntux, bears a cenain homology 

to de Man's imbricated notions of inscription and the materiality of Ianguage. 

2 1. See, for example, Julie Tetel Andresen, "From Condillac to Condorcet: The Algebra 

of Hi story . " 

22. See "Signature Event Context" and "Limited Inc a b c . . . " collected in Demda, 

Jacques. Limited Inc. 

Chapter One. The History of Whpt Language is Not: Linguistic Historiography 

and Non-Phenomed Linguistics 

1 . Aarsleff, for example, cites a letter from Locke to Mol yneux dated Dec. 26, 1 692 in 

which he States, "1 find none so fit, nor so fair judges, as those whose minds the study 

of mathematics has opened and dis-entangled from the chat of wordsa (LS 70 n. 2). 
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References to quotations from works by Aarsleff will be cited using the following 

abbreviations: Study: The Study oflonguuge in England, 2 78W860; LS: From Locke 

to Saussure. 

2. Aarsleffs scholarship is nowhere more penetraUng than in his analysis of the various 

institutional influences which have shaped, fostered, and nstrained various ideas 

conceming language since the Renaissance. 

3. Aarsleff's own work, as we shall see, is continuous in ways which his text does not 

explicitly acknowledge with the "main tradition" of linguistic thought which it derribes. 

In this regard, his historiographical project could be said to be no less "retroactive" (to 

use a word which Derek Attridge employs in his description of Aarsleff's work 1210 n. 

441) than those against which he mounts his challenge. 

4. The Adarnic doctrine was most rife in works in the mystical and cabbalistic tradition 

such as those of Jacob Boehme and Robert Fludd. Et a h ,  however, exerted some 

pressure on less esoteric texts. Aarsleff detects the Adarnic strain in John Webster's 

Academianun ExMien (1654) and notes that Robert South, a former school-mate of 

Locke, in a sermon preached in St. Paul's in 1662, claimed that Adam "came into the 

world a philosopher, which sufficientiy appeared by his wnting the nature of things upon 

their names" (qtd. in LS 59). Aarsleff also finds trace!s of the Adamic theory in the work 

of Leibniz for whom, he says, "language in the process of time shows a descent from 

wisdom to a low point that occurred before the 'discover' of this relationship between 
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language and creation, a discovery that in Germany had coincided with the Reformationw 

(59)- 

5. As Aarsleff explains, the story of the Lockean tradition's development is hardly that 

of uncontested progress over time. Its history is rnarked by diversions and conflicts, one 

of which Aarsleff describes in me Sm& o f h n g u a g e  in Engiunà, l7Wl860. During 

the period of Aadeff's study, Lockean linguistic thought, distilled and modified through 

the Essai sur l'origine des conmissances humaines (Essay on the Origin of Humun 

Undetstanding) by the philosopher Etienne Bonnot, Abbé de Condillac, and exerting its 

influence in Tooke's Diversionr of Puriey, was on a collision course with the "new 

philologyw then emerging from the Continent. Historical and comparative, the mode of 

study of the new philology was agreeable to the temper of an early nineteenth-century 

audience hungry for the objectivity of science and anxious to refute the "delusion and 

emr" (LS 32) of eighteenth-century thought in general. "Factual, descriptive, 

classificatory, ernpirical, and comparative, the new philology appeared to satisfy every 

article of rientific -- or rather academic - faith in objectivity and disengagement from 

ideology" (32). writes Aarsleff. The loser in this shift, however. was the Lackean 

tradition. the decisive mm coming with the Philolqical Society of London's adoption of 

the methods of the new philology in its plans for the dictionary which would eventually 

be known as the Oxford Engksh Didonaly (Study 4). The curious thing in al1 of this, 

Aarsleff points out, was the fact that the new philology was not quite as new as it 
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seemed. Not only did it not (as Gennan schoiars insist) spnng ex nihilo from the pen of 

Friedrich Schlegel , it actuail y echoed a previous philological tradition, whose concem 

with "the early vemacular and . . . the philosophical exploration of the nature and 

function of language and wordsn (Study 5) had been driven from prominenœ by the 

eighteenth-century pceoccupation with universal grarnrnar and the origin of language. 

More curious still, however, is Aanleff s observation that the ntwn to philology 

was accompanied by a return to the essentialist and irmatist principles of the Adamic 

doctrine (LS 32). The new philology's scientism, Aarsleff says, was modelled on the 

work in comparative anatomy by George Cuvier, whose insistence on the fixity of species 

(34) over time, "reintroduced essentialism dong with final causes, the very idea that 

Mersenne and Locke had disrnissed as incompatible with the aims and method of the 

study of nature" (34). The impact of these ideas on language study is apparent, for 

example, in the work of William Whewell who, in his PlUIaophy 4 the Inductive 

Sciences (1840), wrote "We take for granted that each kind of thing has a special 

character which may be expressed by a Definition" (qtd. in LS 35). Under Whewell ' s 

mastership, Trinity Coliege became what Aarsleff calls "the home of the linguistic turn 

against Locke and Condillac" (35). The resurgence of the Adamic doctrine of which this 

aphorism is indicative, was perhaps most apparent in the writings of the nineteenth- 

century figure whom Aarsleff cails the "European linguistic sage." Citing the research 

of John Holloway, Aarsleff notes that Coleridge, Carlyle, Emerson, and others wrote in 

a style which 



replaced ratiocinative discourse with the evocation of the true meanings of 
words, pointing to the meanings they hold deeper dian their common 
significations, on the premir, of course, that this deeper meaning is 
somehow namrally available to al1 thoughtfbl readers. (37) 

Also in this group we will find Richard Chenevix Trench who claimed that God had set 

"such a seal of tmth upon language, that men are cominually unering deeper things than 

they know" (qtd. in St@ x). 

Aarsleff notes that, when the proto-faxist founder of the Ultramontanist 

movement, French philosopher Joseph de Maistre wrote "wntempt for Locke is the 

beginning of wisdom -- le cornencement de lo sagesse" (qtd. in Study , xi), he expressed 

a view that was current not only in nineteenthcentury France, but also in England and 

New England. Locke was condemned in the nineteenth century for much the same reason 

as he had been in his own day: for denying that Adam had enjoyed the use of a language 

in which there was a motivated relationship between words and things. For Aarsleff, 

"the close linkage of themes two hundred years apart suggests the persistence of linguistic 

thought" (Srudy xi), that is, the almost typological recurrence of certain linguistic notions 

(such as that of the Adarnic docmne in the nineteenth-cenniry) years after their vogue has 

apparent1 y passed. 

Despite the authority which linguistic histories have accorda it, however, the 

academic philological tradition remains for Aanleff "a closed period, . . . an aberrationw 

(LS 32) which, its significant contributions to knowledge notwithstanding, has obscured 



what for him is the "main tradition" (19) in the hiaory of language study over the p s t  

three hundred y m .  

6. R.H. Robins offers a similar definition of the object of linguistic study in A Short 

In order not to impose the standards of linguistics today on the decision on 
what to admit as linguistic work from the past, we rnay agree to 
understand as part of the history of linguistics any systematic study 
directed towards some aspect or aspects of language envisaged as an 
interesting and wonhy object of such study in its own right. (4) 

7. In evoking the figure of language "crossing a thnshold" as 1 do in this passage, 1 do 

not intend to assen either the self-identity of language or the deterrninateness of historical 

processes. Throughout this thesis 1 am compelled, as are al1 who engage in 

metaiinguistic discourse, to employ narratological figures to derribe what, 1 maintain, 

is, in fact, the play of narratological disruption and recuperation constitutive of al1 notions 

of language or history as coherent, determinate phenornena. 

8. 1 derive this formulation from the following passage in de Man's essay "Literary 

History and Literary Modemityw : 

It is generally admitted that a positivistic history of literahire, treating it 
as if it were a collection of empirical data, can only be a history of what 
literature is not. At best , it would be a preliminary classification opening 
the way for actual literary study, and at wont, an obstacle in the way of 
literary understanding. On the other hand, the intrinsic interpretation of 
literature daims to be anti- or a-historical , but often presupposes a notion 
of history of which the critic is not himself aware. (162-3) 
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It is a cardinal principle of this thesis that de Man's observation is no less applicable to 

linguistic historiography than it is to literature. 

9. In F m  Locke to Su~(ssurr, for example, Aarsleff refen favourabi y to the work of 

the historians of science Paul Oskar Kristeler and Alexander Koyré and recalls how , when 

writing the Sm&, his "own thoughts were developing dong parallel lines with those that 

were king traced in the history of science, revealed with éclat in Thomas Kuhn's 

Structure of Scientric Rew1ution.s" (8). Since the Stildy, he says he has "kept in touch 

with botb the history of science and the sociology of sciencem (8) and points out that two 

of the essays in From Locke to Saussure were first published in the Dictiomry of 

Scierztiïpc BBiography dong with seven other of his essays. "Science and language have 

aiways kept close relations" (8), he maintains. Although this statement may be accurate 

if we look at figures such as Bacon, Wilkins, Sprat, and others, one cannot help but 

wonder whether the alliance between science and language is not just one more phase in 

the history of linguistic thought, one more fruitful "error" in a history which seems 

ultimately to have no dl-encompassing theme but that of error. Aarsleff's 

historiographical method is, moreover, infuseci with the empirical spirit of Bacon and 

Locke. In this regard, the coherence of his history seems a function of the fact that those 

texts which comprise its subject matter are also its methodological fountainhead. 

10. The question of the proper approach to the study of language is a vexed one with 

a long history. The dichotomy of opinion which emerges, however, breaks down 
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according to whether emphasis is to be placed on theory or practice. Robins traces the 

controversy to differences between the philosophical orientation of the Stoic rhool's 

philosophical treatrnent of language in the third antury B.C. and the observational 

method of the widely-studied Techne grcunmatrike ("AH ofGrammarn) of the Alexandrian 

Dionysis Thrax (c. 100 B.C.). Widely read and wmmented upon, Thrax's systernatic 

description of Greek grammar remained a standard work as late as thirteen hundred years 

after is composition. With its empirical approach to language study, it offered an 

alternative to the concems of the Stoics. Plato and Aristotle, formalizing a dispute which , 

Robins wntes, nmains 

very active still today, between (a) those who see linguistics as essentially 
the accurate recording and the meticulous analysis of languages as they are 
revealed in the speech and writing of native speakers and (b) those who 
lodc more deeply for a theory of language able to explain and to justify 
the very existence of grammars, and to account for the capacity of human 
beings for the acquisition and use of their native language, and to reveal 
in part the nature and the working of the human mind or brain. (36-7) 

I l .  By the same token. however, Crowley adds, "it is true that the science of linguistics 

has particular problems with its object and it would not be too much to daim that it is 

the principal aim of the Coune to nsolve such problems" (28). 

12. For reading as a confrontation with the conditions which make decision possible, see 

13. Such criticism arises with particular urgency in feminist theory. Although critical 

of cultural feminists such as Mary Daly and Adrienne Rich for what is often vieweâ as 
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their selfdefeating essentialism, feminists an no less wary of what is frequently seen as 

the category-dissolving mire of poststructuralist nominalism. An interesting anicle in this 

regard is Li nda Alcoff s "Cultural Feminism Versus Post-Stnicturalism: The Identity 

Crisis in Feminist Tbeory. " Although Alcoff endorses the poststructuralist emphasis on 

"social explanations of individual practiœs and experiences" (306), she rejects what she 

calls its totalizing and "neodeterministic" denial of "the subject's ability to reflect on the 

social discourse and challenge its determinationsn (307). Poststructuralism, she writes, 

lads to a nominalist conception of " woman" as a fictional, arbitrary category - a mere 

narne. As objects of such a discourse, women have little hope of resisting its coercive 

power to position them unless they reject al1 efforts to conceptualize them and practice 

a "wholl y negative feminism" (308) which, in Alcoff' s view, paradoxicall y "eliminates 

al1 possibility for the defeat of logocentrism and its oppressive power" (307). In fact, 

Alcoff argues, the nominalism of poststructuralism is such that it could "wipe out 

ferninism itselF (309). This seems a strange assertion, however, given the fact that 

femini sm is itself a category whose central concept, woman, Alcoff has already stated " is 

impossible to formulate precisely" (295), that is, in any but a provisional way. From a 

poststructuralist perspective then, " feminis mu wuld be said to be always already "wiped 

out, " or under erasure - crossed out so as to signify, at once, both its highly provisionai 

status but also its practical necessity as a concept. Ultimately AlcofT is unwilling to aade 

the political efficacy of the concept against a future which, from the perspective of 

deconstruction, Demda writes, "breaks absolutely with constituted nonnality and can only 



be proclaimed, presented, as a s a  of monstrosity" (OG 5). Alwff's own concept of 

"positionality" suggests a stable category crossed with provisional and dynamic 

conceptions of "woman" which then serves as a non-essential point of departure for 

immediate political action. Alcoff thus shows a desire to motivate (in the linguistic sense) 

the concepts of feminism and wornan and with them their agents of political action 

without fixing the narnes to a static, determinate signifier. 

14. Saussure's anagrammatic research is described in Jean StarObinski ' s Les mots sous 

les mots ( 1  gï l ) ,  published in English as Wotdr upon Words: the A m g r m  of Ferdinund 

de Saussure. 

15. Good discussions of the trace are to be found in Demda's essay "Différance" as well 

as in "Semiology and Grammatology," an interview benveen Derrida and Julia Kristeva 

(pp. 15-36 in Positions). There Derrida remarks: 

The play of differences supposes, in effect, syntheses and referrals which 
forbid at any moment, or in any sense, that a simple element be present 
in and of itself, referring only to itself. Whether in the order of spdren 
or written discourse, no element can function as a sign without refemng 
to another element which itself is not simply present. This interweaving 
results in each "element" - phoneme or grapheme - king constituted on 
the basis of the trace within it of the other elements of the chain or 
system. This interweaving, this textile, is the text produced only in the 
transformation of another text. Nothing, neither among the elements nor 
within the system, is anywhere ever simply present or absent. There are 
only, everywhere, differences and traces of traces. (26) 

16. Silence is not the only figure which marks (or, more precirly, which reveals in 

concealing) the matenality of language. In Johnson's Diciz*onary, for example, we find 
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the same space marked by figures of sickness and death, appropriate as we shall see in 

Chapter Four berause of the relationship between death and the material dimension of 

language . 

17. In de Man's work, literature is a form of language use di stinguished from others by 

the degree to which it "is not blindw to its own "rhetoricity" (RB 136), that is, what 

Culler nicely summarizes as the "gap between sign and meaning, between meaning and 

intent, between performative and constative or cognitive functions of language, and 

between rhetoric as persuasion and rhetoric as trope" ("Resisting Theory" 1578). In "The 

Rhetoric of Blindness," de Man explains that, in its fullest sense, the term "literary." 

applies to "any text that implicitly or explicitly signifies its own rhetorical mode and 

prefigures its own misunderstanding as the correlative of its rhetoricai nature; that is, of 

its 'rhetoricity'" (136). For this reason, those gaps and tensions elided and effaced in 

more discursive forms of wriang, are foregrounded and exposed in the literary text. The 

designation "literary," however, is not restncted to works of Merature. In an important 

footnote, de Man notes, "The cnterion of literary specificity dœs not depend on the 

greater or lesser discursiveness of the mode but on the degree of consistent 'rhetoricity' 

of the language" (RB 1367 n.48). Unrestricted to literature, "rhetoricity" and 

" li terariness" are synechdochic refennces to language ' s inorganic, material dimension. 

In "Literary History and Literary Modemity," de Man describes the differenœ 

characteristic of literature as a privileged sort of self-knowledge. Literature, he writes, 
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is "a form of language that knows itself to be mere repetition, rnere fiction and allegory, 

forever unable to participate in the spontaneity of action or rnodernity" (161). 

18. De Man notes that "Modemw can be used in opposition to "traditional" (LHLM 144). 

19. The remarks which follow this passage are applicable not on1 y to literary history but 

also to the history of linguistic study as it has been written to date. De Man comrnents: 

"A positivistic history that sees literature only as what it is not (as an objective fact, an 

empirical psyche, or a communication that transcends the literary text as text) is, 

therefore, necessaril y inadequate" (1 64). Similarly, a linguistic historiography which 

regards hguage as that which it is not (Le. as an "objective fact, " etc.) as well as its 

study (i.e. the study of that which language "is not,") raises a host of theoretical 

problems which we will explore in these pages. 

20. 1 take the phrase "nothing to do with temporality" from the transcription of the tape 

of "Kant and Schiller, " the fifth Messenger lecture which de Man delivered at Cornell 

University on March 3, 1983. De Man makes a sirnilar point conceming the a- 

temporality of the anirnating structures of history, and their reiationship to language, in 

"Conclusions: Walter Benjamin's "The Task of the Translator, ' " the sixth lecture in the 

Messenger series. De Man says: 

mhis errancy of language which never reaches the mark, which is aiways 
displaceci in relation to what it meant to reach, it is this errancy of 
language, this illusion of a life that is only an afterlife, the Benjamin calls 
history. As such, history is not human, because it pertaius stictly to the 
order of language; it is not natural, for the same nason; it is not 
phenomenal, in the sense that no cognition, no knowledge about man, can 



be derived from a history which as such is purely a linguistic 
complication; and it is not really temporal either, because the structure that 
animates it is not a temporal structure. Those disjunctions in language do 
get expressed by temporal metaphors, but they are only metaphors (92). 

2 1. This errant surplus, momver, betrays the integrity of every text, not merely those 

"traditional" accounts which, in their uncritical disregard of the rhetorid dimension of 

either their own discourse or that of the texu they study and seek to represent, we rnight 

consider "recuperative" : to the extent that al1 texts - even those which deny meaning, 

value, and tmth -- are "ensembles of meaning effects" (Redfield 59). al1 are characterized 

by their effacement of the blankness of the materiality of the letter through a process of 

figuration. Even nihilism, for which deconstruction is fkquently taken and in whose 

name it is often condemned, is merel y recuperation at a distance. Nihilism cannot control 

the operations which are the condition of possibility of its own denials: its negative 

knowledge has no privileged claim to the maieriality of the processes by which its denials 

are made possible. 

22. Like Levinas' "trace, " history "is a presence of that which properly speaking has 

never been there, of what is always past" ("The Trace of the Other," 358) or, in de 

Man's terms, "pure anteriority" (Tmporafizy 207). 

23. This is in no way to deny "history." It is rather to acknowledge that historical 

knowledge is always mediated by figures. To read these figures as "fact" is to efface the 

aperture in al1 concepts through which ideology performs its naturalizing work. 
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Chapter Two. 'Sometbing, he knew not what": John Lacke and the Fiction of 

History 

1. As Aarsleff notes, the social aspect of language which Locke declares in III, 1, i is 

implied throughout the Euay. Aarsleff comments "Lacke and Condillac certainly held 

that language is a social institution, but they never used the term" (LS 20). In 

commentary on the Essay, however, this aspect of Locke's linguistics tends to be 

overshadowed by an emphasis on the relation of language to thought. For a reading 

which seeks to redress this imbalance by dexribing the importance Locke assigns to 

"the public provenance of meaning" (414) and the prominent place he accords civil 

conversation in his linguistic theory , see Peter Waimsley ' s "Prince Maurice's Rational 

Parrot: Civil Discourse in Locke's Essay." 

2. Harris and Taylor remark that this passage was "one of those most frequently quoted 

from Book III in the 18th century" (1 18). In its suggestion that "the histoncal expansion 

of a vocabulary, from a con of names for simple ideas of sensation, gœs hand in hand 

with the expansion of the mind's store of ideas" this passage, they say, formed the basis 

for the Romantic notion that the language of a community of speakers reflected their 

intellectual character (1 18-9). 

3. The influence of language upon a people's " mannets" is not automatic, however. To 

his formulation of the reciprocally-conditioning relationship between language and social 



identity , Condillac adds the stipulation that language will on1 y shape "manners" once "its 

rules" have been "ascertainecl by celebrated wnters" (299, 5 162). 

4. The relation between this differential dimension of concepts and bcke's notion of the 

association of ideas is suggested by a pasmge from Hugh Blair's Edinburgh Lecture on 

Language (1 785). Blair says: 

Every object which makes any impression of the human mind, is 
constantly accompanied with cenain circumstances and relations that strike 
us at the sarne time. It never pnrnts  itself to Our view. isolé, as the 
French express it; that is, independent on, and separated from. every other 
thing; but always occun as somehow related to other objects; going before 
hem, or following them, their effect or their cause; resembling them. or 
opposed to them; distinguished by certain qualities, or surrounded with 
certain circumstances. By this means every idea or object carries in its 
train other ideas. (1. p. 354) 

5. As de Man notes, "the sequential, diachronic structure of the process stems from the 

nature of literary language as an entity, not as an event" ( L W  163). 

6. As Aarsleff points out, Locke's rejection of innate ideas did not entail a repudiation 

of innate "faculties." Aarsleff remarks 

Neither Locke nor Condillac ever assumed that reason and its 
manifestation in reflection were not innate; in line with the new science 
and Newton, they were not intensted in the w@ but in the h m .  As 
Locke said, "Man is by nature [i.e. innately] rational". and "God 
commands what reason does". . . . To Locke, everything that man could 
ever know, he owed to the light of nature, by which he rneant the two 
indienable, powerful. inme creative faculties of sense-experience and 
reason. (LS 108) 
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7. Anstotle's view of language had lead him to a similar conclusion. In De 

Intepretdone 1, for example, he says that, despite the diversity of languages, "the 

mental affections themselves, of which these words are pnmarily signs, are the same for 

the whole of mankind, as are also the objeca of which those affections are 

representations, or likenesses, images, copiesw (qtd. in Harris and Taylor 21). 

8. The overlap between empincism and rationahm in Locke's work has been well 

established. Aarsleff, for ewnple, argues that Locke was a rationalkt like Descartes, 

but was made into an empincist by his later readers. The opposition between empiricism 

and rationalism , Aarsleff maintains, is 

a nineteenth-century invention, advanced in the context of a conservative 
reaction against contemporary philosophical doctrines, in the i nterest of a 
characteristic Victonan ideology. Further, this view did not remain 
unopposed during the nineteenth centucy; Coleridge, who was no mean 
judge, said that Locke and Descartes held "precisely the sarne opinions 
about the original sources of our ideas. " (283-4) 

9. Locke's hesitant gestures in the direction of a fully diacritical representation of 

language become apparent when placed alongside the thought of Saussure. For Saussure, 

the arbitrariness of the sign and its differential character are thoroughly caught up in each 

other. Locke ' s arbitrary sign, however, (and impossibl y) retains the sel f-identity and 

autonomy which the sign exhibits in the Adamic docrine Rom which Locke seeks to 

distinguish his own thwry of language. In this chapter, 1 attempt to describe some of the 

tensions which arise as a result of Locke's Janus-faced vision of the sign. 
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10. In his "Preface" to the Diaiorury, Johnson describes his own confrontation with a 

similar limit in particularly vivid terms. Recalling his original desire to "leave neither 

words nor things unexamineci" (par. 72), he m t e s  that "to pursue perfection, was, like 

the first inhabitants of Arcadia, to chace the Sun, which, when they had reached the hill 

where he seerned to rest, was still beheld at the same distance from them" (par. 72). 

Like Locke, Johnson represents his confrontation with the limit by way of the figure of 

1 1. In explaining his suddenly-recognized need to include language in his discussion of 

understanding, Locke makes it clear that the relation between the two is a negative one. 

U nderstanding and words are related , he say s, because know ledge, "being conversant 

about Truth, had constantly to do with Propositions." But although it may be necessary 

to knowledge, Locke describes the work of language as almost unequivocall y corrupting 

and obfuscating . Words, he declares, 

interpose themselves so much between Our Understandings and the Truth, 
which it would contemplate and apprehend, that like the Medium through 
which visible Objects pas, their Oôrurity and Disorder does rot seldom 
cast a mist before Our Eyes, and impose upon our Understandings. (III, ix, 
21) 

12. As E.J. Lowe explains: 

The scholastic approach (though this is mildly to caricature it) was to 
suppose that the explanation of why a thing behaves as it dœs - why a 
Stone falls or why (to use Molières facetious exarnple) opium sends one to 
sleep - is to be found in an account of the thing ' s "essence", or "nature", 
or "substantial form". But this only seems to tell us that a thing behaves 
in the way it dœs because it is a thing of a kind such that it behaves in 



that way - ùiat opium sends us to sleep because it is the kind of stuff that 
makes us sleepy (it has a "donnitive virtuew). This is neither very 
enlightening nor very useful in enabling us to predict the behaviour of 
things not already familiar to us. (70-1) 

And yet, in maintaining that the nominal essence of something (i.e. al1 we can know 

&ut it) is that by which something is said to be known, Locke niterates a similar logic. 

The main difference between the two appioaches is Locke's rooting of nominal essences 

in the stable ground of real essences. 

13. In his apocalyptic theory of language Priestley will predict such perfectly realized 

knowledge as the culmination of history. See Chapter Six. 

14. Here it is important to note the distinction between quality and idea, something about 

which Locke admits he is often less rrupulous than is necessary. He differentiates the 

two in the following passage: 

Whatsoever the Mind perceives in it self, or is the immediate object of 
Perception, Thought, or Understanding, that 1 cal1 uleo; and the Power to 
produce any Idea in Our mind, 1 cal1 QuzLity of the Subject wherein that 
power is. Thus a Snow-bal1 having the power to produce in us the ldeus 
of W t e ,  Col4 and Round, the Powers to produce those ideus in us, as 
they are in the Snow-ball, 1 cal1 Quolities; and as they are Sensations, or 
Perceptions, in Our Understandings, 1 cal1 them Ideus; which Idem, if 1 
speak of sometimes, as in the things themrlves, 1 would be understood to 
mean those Qualities in the O b j a  which produce them in us. (II, viii, 8) 

15. What 1 here dl the "telegraphic" mode1 of understanding is the epistemological 

counterpan of Locke's telementational mode1 of linguistic communication. For more on 

this, see Chapter Two of Talbot J. Taylor, MutuoI Misunderstanding: Sceptiicim und the 

Tlreonùng of Langutage and Interpretation. 
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16. The notion of the "fittedness" of mind to the qualities of things is crucial to Locke's 

theory of knowledge. In Book Two, he writes: 

Thus the first Capacity of Humane Intellect, is, niat the mind is fitted to 
receive the Impressions made on it; either. through the Senses, by outward 
Objects; or by its own Operations, when it nfects on them. This is the 
fint step a man &es towards the Discovery of any thing, and the 
Groundwork whereon to build al1 those Notions, which ever he shall have 
naturally in this World. (II, i, 24) 

17. The arbitrariness of Locke's assumption of the positivity of that "something, we know 

not what" in which the qualities of phenornena subsist is suggested by the syntactical 

similarity between one passage from the Essay in which he describes substance and 

another from the introduction to a recent volume in which Sanford Budick and Wofgang 

Iser seek to do the sarne for negativity. Locke writes, "of Substance, we have no Idea 

of what it is, but only a confused obscure one of what it does" (II, xiii, 19); Budick and 

Iser: "in order to evoke the multifariousness of negativity and to suggest how it can 

allow the unsayable to speak, negativity can only be described in terms of iu operations 

and not by any means in tenns of a graspable entity" (xii-xiii). In both cases, the object 

itself is available to cognition only in terms of its effects or operations. 

Chapter Three. ' Empty Sounds' 

1. There are no page numbers in the Dicîiomry. Refennces to passages from the 

"Preface," therefore, will be identifid by the paragraph in which they appear. 

Definitions or examples quoted from specific definitions will be cited by the name of the 



headword under which that quotation appears (eg. Lnicography). References to 

Johnson's Plon of a Dicn'o~ry of the Engüsh Longuage will be identified by page 

number. 

2. To be sure, Johnson had much about which to fa1 oppressecl by the time he was 

bringing the D i c n o ~ t y  to completion, foremost among which was doubtiess the death 

of his wife Tetty in 1752. The deep sense of loss and loneliness which Johnson 

experienced in her absence is evident not only in the "Preface" but in his Prayen and 

Meditutions as well . 

3. Derrida's comments on the fate of a secret code are relevant to the problematic specific 

to a dead language: 

Imagine a writing whose code would be so idiomatic as to be established 
and known, as secret cipher, by only two 'subjects. ' Could we maintain 
that, following the death of the receiver, or even of both partnen, the 
mark left by one of them is still writing? Yes, to the extent that, 
organized by a code, even an unknown and nonlinguistic one, it is 
constituted in its identity as mark by its iterability, in the absence of such 
and such a person, and hence ultimately of every empirically detennined 
'subject. ' This implies that there is no such thing as a code -- organon 
of iterability - which wuld be strucniraliy secret. The possibility of 
repeating and thus of identifying the marks is implicit in every code, 
making it into a network [wc grille] that is communicable, tnuismittable, 
decipherable, iterable for a third, and hence for every possible user in 
general. To be what it is, al1 writing must, thenfore. be capable of 
fûnctioning in the radical absence of every empiricall y determined 
receiver in general. (SEC 7-8) 

4. Derrida continues: 

What holds for the receiver holds also, for the sarne reasons, for 
the sender or the produœr. To write is to produce a mark that will 



wnstitute a sort of machine which is productive in mm, and which 
my future disappearance will not, in principle, hinder in its 
functioning. offering things and itself to be read and to be 
rewritten. (SEC 8) 

5.  Johnson's predicament recalls Derrida's description of the two ways of conceiving the 

" limi t of totalization" : the classical/empiricai and the nonclassical. In the former (which 

Johnson articulates in his "drearn of a poet") the field is inexhaustible because of its 

magnitude: "there is tm much, more than one can say" (SSP 289). Demda argues, and 

Johnson' s "awakening " to the reality of lexicograph y suggests, however, that 

"nontotalization" may also arise "not because the infiniteness of a field cmot be covered 

by a finite glance [here, we may think of Priestley's occasional references to the 

possibility of taking in entire subjects "at a glance"] or a finite dixourse, but because the 

nature of the field . . . excludes totalization" (289). The field, in other words, is 

inexhaustible not because there is "too much" but because there is not enough. This 

fundamental lack (of identity, or, as Derrida says, "of a centre or originw [289]) 

constitutes a structural limit to totalization which no empiricai endeavour can master: 

every a m p t  to saturate that lack and complete the system produces a surplus which 

necessarily exceeds the system, l d n g  the object of knowledge hovering like the 

Arcadian ' s elusive Sun, out of reach, always "at the sarne distance h m  them" (par. 72). 

For more on this crucial Demdean notion, see Baîachandra Rajan's ?ne Fum of the 

Unfinished, pp. 102-3. 
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6. Howard D. Weinbrot, for example, claims that with the "Preface" Johnson "ovenly 

rejected much of the Piun" (79). The rejection, however, is not be as oven or as clear- 

cut as he claims. To his credit, two of the three points in the P r e b  to which Weinbrot 

refers do actually comment on the Plan: first, Johnson's disenchanunent with the idea 

that "every quotation should be usehl to some other end than that illustration of a word" 

(par. 57; qtd. in Weinbrot 79); and second, his recognition of the impossibility of ever 

absolutely fixing the language (par. 84). in both cases, however, by reading the Phn 

through the "Preface," Weinbrot ignores the provisional manner in which Johnson 

advances both of these propositions. Conceniing the first, for example, the Johnson of 

the Plan is far less categorical in his desire that quotations should "be useful to some 

other end than the illustration of a word" (79) than either Weinbrot, or the later Johnson 

suggest. In the Plan we read that, although he will select such sentences which "as 

besides their immediate use, may give pleasun or instruction by conveying some elegance 

of language, or some precept of prudence, or piety," he will do so, he wntes, only 

"when it uui be conveniently done" (31). Regarding the second, rnoreover, while 

Johnson cenainly does maintain that "one great end of this undenaking is to fix the 

English language" (1 1). it is not an end which, even in the Plon, he demonstrates much 

confidence of ever satisfactorily achieving. As he also writes in the Phn, "though art 

may sometimes prolong" the duration of words, "it will rare1 y give them perpetuity, and 

their changes will be almost always informing us, that language is the work of man, of 

a king from whom permanence and stability m o t  be achieved" (1 8). 
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Beyond these points, however, Weinbrot also cites as evidence of Johnson's overt 

rejection of the Plan a desire for which there is no evidence in that work but which 

appears only in the "Preface" and then as an abandoned dream. This is Johnson's 

arnbitious hope to produce an encyclopedic dictionary. There is nothing of this in the 

Plon. It therefore seems clear that to agree with Weinbrot's argument that, with the 

"Preface" Johnson "admits" that "major parts of the PIon dedicated to Chesterfield . . . 
were excessive in their demands on the lexicographer, the products of pride and self- 

flattery, recordings of a dream, and indulgenses of the irrational and na[i]vem (79) is to 

read the Plon uncritically through the lens of the "Preface" and thus efface the manner 

in which the Plan inscribes failure as intrinsic to the project. The relation of the two 

texts is a complex one. To impose a thematics of vanity upon the trajectory fomed 

between them as dœs Weinbrot is to ignore a rhetoric of failure which appears in both 

texts and thus impovensh the subtle confrontation with language which those texts 

illuminate. 

7. In his superb article "Promises, Promises: Social and Other Contracts in the English 

Jacobins (Godwin/Inchbald), " lan Balfour makes reference to J e ~ m  y Bentham' s 

definition of a contract as "a pair or promises." Such a notion of the contract, Balfour 

argues, emphasizes the "status of the promise as the linguistic mode of that contract" (7). 

Balfour's teferences to Bentham are from "The Fiction of an Original Contract," in C.K. 

Ogden, Bentham's Theory ofFMons, p. 123. 
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8. "Uttered in a moment," Balfour writes, "enacting itself in a moment, whether or not 

it corresponds to the integrity of an intention or a will, the promise is oriented towards 

an unknown future that has already been changed by its very utterancew (7). We will 

examine pedormativity, particularly in its relation to prophecy, in Chapter Six. 

9. In "Shelley Disfigured," de Man w r i ~ s ,  "language posits and language means (since 

it articulates) but language cannot posit meaning ; it can only reiterate (or reflect) it in its 

reconfirmed falsehood" ( 1 17-8). 

10. But what would a complete and perfect dictionary be? Absolutely ~omprehensive, 

it would, paradoxically, be coextensive, perhaps indistinguishable, from language itself. 

Such a possibility raises the problem which Demda discusses in "Structure, Sign, and 

Playw: the perfect mapping of a dictionary ont0 its object of knowledge, requires the 

totalizing vision of the "engineer" who could somehow mate the dictionary from outside 

of language and not, like the bricoleur, from "the means at handw (285). What tools 

might the lexicographical engineer employ to construct a perfect image of a language? 

Unlike a bridge or even a book, a dictionary is put together from the very stuff it seeks 

to represent. As such, the lexicographer is necessarily a bricoleur. 

11. Desire has two faces. The near face is that of a wish for totality; the far face the 

jack which this wish necessarily marks. Desire, we might say, wnsists in the oscillation 

between these two faces. 
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12. Paul de Man neatly summarizes the complex relationship between the tems language 

and death and the unrepresentable dimension of which they are figures in his often-cited 

formulation, "death is a displaceci figure for a linguistic predicament" (AD 81). The 

predicament lies in the fact that language occurs only by vinue of the effacement of the 

space of difference which inaugurates signification, an opening which is beyond the r e a ~ h  

of language to represent and for which the word "language" can only serve as a futile sort 

of figure in the same way that "death" i s  only a figure for that senselessness for which 

we take ii to stand -- that is, a figure which ultimately reveals nothing but the 

impossibility of knowing that which the word apparently identifies. 

13. Among the critics whose examinations of Johnson's D i c t i o ~ r y  might be examined 

in this light are Elizabeth Hedrick, "Locke's Theory of Language and Johnson's 

Dicîiowry" ; Robert DeMaria, "The Theory of Language in Johnson's D i a i ~ ~ I y " ;  and 

James H. Sledd and Gwin J. Kolb's comments on the subject in Dr. Johnron's 

Dictionary: Essays in the Biogruphy of a Book. 

14. Hednck, for example, claims that the Dic t i o~ t y  demonstrates the desire which 

Johnson shared with Locke " to render the process of definition technically exact, large1 y 

in the hope of clarifjing cantemporary speech and writing, but also in the hope of 

reducing, if not eradicating. confusions in meaning in the future" (424). Similarly, 

DeMaria claims that Johnson's extensive use of quotation. his seleaion of sources, and 
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the subject matter of many of the quotations he uses indicate a "fundamentally Lockean" 

(159) view of language. 

15. Reddick notes "It is clear . . . that at the urging of [the bookseller Robert] Dodsley, 

Johnson recognized the advantages which wuld accrue from having the public figure of 

Chesterfield, with his perceived authority onlinguistic matten (or at least polite usage) 

associated with the projectw (19). For accounts of the vexed relationship between 

Johnson and Chesterfield and reflections concerning its impact on the Pùzn and 

Dicfionury, see Sledd and Kolb, pp. 85-105, Weinbrot. and Reddick, pp. 17-20. 

16. As we shall see, this use of history as a means of motivating language will be 

deployed in a millennialist context by Joseph Priestley. The history which both Johnson 

and Priestley invoke, however, is one in which al1 traces of historicity's disniptive 

dimension (de Man's "modemity") have been effaced. In this regard, a passage from 

Georges Van Den Abbeele's Introduction to the -nt volume Comniuniry ut Loose Ends 

is most pertinent. Discussing notions of immanence which underlie Christian, Manist, 

and liberal notions of community and the determinate notion of history crucial to each, 

Van Den Abbeele wmments 

The providentialism of such a discourse clearly Mies the daim to 
historicism since, thwretically speaking and as Hegel understood so well 
in the preface to the Phe~naerwiogy, history is already necessarily over 
if its end has been determined and if what remains before the end is but 
the imssential epiphenomenon of a time that can henceforth only be 
marked as dead. (xiii) 
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Chppter Four. Curing the Body of Language 

1. More recently, Derrida has written, "but a context, always, remains open, thus 

fallible and insuficient" (Specten of Mua xvii) . 

2. See the passage from Frey's essay "SpumeW quoted here, p. S. 

3. See Chapter Two, pp. 130-2. 

4. The remark is consistent with a comment Johnson makes earlier in the "Preface" in 

which he compares the English language to a garden which, for lack of proper care, has 

"spread under the direction of chance, into wild exuberance, resigned to the tyranny of 

time and fashion, and exposed to the corruptions of ignorance, and caprices of 

innovation" (par. 3). 

5. As Derrida notes in Positions, to attribue such presence to difference, the trace, or 

spacing, is to ascribe to it a transcendental status, something which he is scrupulously 

careful to avoid. "Spacing," writes Derrida, "oertainly operates in al1 fields, but 

precisely as different fields. And its operation is different each time, articulated 

othenivise" (Positions 82). 

6. To be more accurate, we might say that the limit circulates through al1 that is de- 

sigmted with a narne, that is, through al1 that withdraws itself with the imposition of the 

proper narne. 
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7. See the opening chapters of this dissertation, Chapter Two in particular as well as the 

Chapters on Joseph Priestley and John Home Tooke. For more conceniing the 

relationship of kwwledge and language in the Eniightenment disfourse on language, see 

the discussion of Condillac in Ham Aatsleff s nie Sncdy of longwge  in England 178@ 

1860. 8. See John Locke, T w  Tremkes of Govenunent and Jean-Jacques Rousseau, ïhe 

Social Contract. 

9. See p. 47. 

10. See Maurice Blanchot, The Unavowuble Commun@, Georges Bataille, Oeuvres 

Complète. ; Jean-Luc Nancy, The Inoperative Communiry. See also Miami Theory 

Collective, Communiry at Loose Enàs. 

11. "To be is to be incomplete, unfulfilled," writes George Steiner in his book on 

Heidegger (104). 

12. As Christopher Fynsk points out in his introduction to the English translation of 

Nancy's The Inoperutive Communiity, "the experience of death cannot be thought solely 

as the experience of the dead other" (xvi). 

13. It is necessary to put this passage in the context of paragraph 71 in which Johnson 

makes the blanket statement: "Many terms appropriami to particular occupations. though 

necessary and Ygnificant, are undoubtedly omitted. " Johnson's original design for the 

Dictionary was, however, much more inclusive. Indeed, the decisions he describes in 

the "PrefaceW seems at odds with the necessity he had described earlier in the Phn: 



It seems necessary to the wmpletion of a dictionary design'd not merely 
for critics but for popular use, that it should comprise, in some degree, the 
peculiar words of every profession; that the terms of war and navigation 
should be insened so f'ar as diey can be requind by teaders of travels, and 
of history; and those of law, merchandise and mechanid trades, so far as 
they can be supposeci useful in the occurrences of common life. (3 

14. For a thorough account of Johnson's relationship with his arnanuenrs and their 

contribution to the Didowry, see Allen Rddick, nie Moking of Johnson 's Dicn*omry 

1 746-1 773. 

15. The arbitrariness of this logic, dong with its great political eficacy, is apparent in 

the manner in which the exclusion of the language of a particular group from the 

Dictionury further erodes the basis for any claim to legitimacy or authonty members of 

that group whose discourse is deemed "unworthy" might make. A tautology is at the 

centre of it, however: because the language of the "mercantile and laborious" classes is 

"mutable, " it is "unworthy of preservation. " Clearly, however, that which is "durable" 

stands in no need of preservation. It is in such contradictions as this that the ideological 

dimension of Johnson's Dictio~ry is most readily apparent. 

Chapter Five. The Inscription of Labour 

1. In a note added to fmtnote 16 of the Founh Mition of Volume One of Capital, 

Engels comments, "The English language has the advantage of possessing different words 

for the two aspects of labour here wnsidered. The labour which cnates Use-Value, and 
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counts qualitative1 y i s Work, as distinguished fiom Labour; that which creates Value and 

counts quantitatively , is W u r  as distinguished from Work" (47). 

2. The appeai of feudal hierarchy and the stability with which it was associated is 

apparent in Johnson in the respect he maintained for the principle of social subordination. 

As Thomas Woodman has noted, Johnson's approval of subordination was based on a 

belief that the rich and powerful have a repnsibility to care for those below them in the 

social ladder. Although Johnson elsewhere endorses the possibility of social mobility, 

justice for al1 members of society is best served, he held, within a hierarchical social 

structure. Confronted with the apparent contradiction in his thought, Johnson responded, 

"Why Sir, I reconcile my principles very well, because rnankind are happier in a suite 

of inequality and subordination" (Boswell II, 21). 

3. See also Louis Althusser, Lenin und Philosophy und ûther Essays. Althusser regards 

Man's labour theory of value in terms of valorization. The theory, he write, is 

"intelligible on1 y as a special case of a theory which Marx and Engels calleci the 'lm of 

value' or the law of the distribution of the available labour power between the various 

branches of production, a distribution indispensable to the repmductl'on of the conditions 

of productionw (91). 

4. Marx also notes in me Gennan Ideology that, "As individuals express their life, so 

they are. What they are, thenfore coincides with their production, both with what they 

produce and with how they produce (qtd in Elson 123). 



5. Elson notes: 

Distribution of social labour is not an adequate metaphor for this process 
of determination, b u s e  such distribution always begins fiom some pre- 
given, fixed, determinate structure, which is placed outside the process of 
social determination. What is required is a wnceptualisation of a process 
of social detemination that proceeds fiom the indeterminate to the 
determinate; fiom the potential to the actual; from the fonnless to the 
formed. Copit.  is an attempt to provide just that. (1 29-30} 

6. Elson bases her rernark on Manr: 

. . . We can see at a glance that in our capitalist society a given portion 
of labour is supplied altematively in the form of tailoring and in the form 
of weaving, in accordance with changes in the direction of the dernand for 
labour. This change in the form of labour may well not take place without 
friction, but it mua take place. (Capital, 1, 314; qtd. in Elson 128-29) 

7. Among the other causes Johnson cites for the "transformation of language" (par. 86) 

are conquests and migration ("now very rare"), but also international commerce, the rise 

of the sciences, fashion, and translation. 

Chapter Six. The Rhetoric of Consequence: Joseph Priestley and the Apodypse 

1. As James Sambmk notes: 

Priestley shaped and was shaped by the farnous Warrington Academy, the 
cradle of Unitarianism and a centre of radical politics, scientific progreu, 
and academic excellence, which for its brief life from 1757 to 1786 
challenged the intellectual leadership of Oxford and Cambridge. (35) 



Priestley taught at Warrington h m  1761 to 1767. See H. Mckhlan, H., Wanington 

Academy: Histury and Ifluence. 

2. As we have seen, Locke observes that, "Because Men would not be thought to talk 

hrely of their own Imaginations, but of Things as really they are; . . . they crfrn 

suppose their Wordr to stand also for the realïty tf -su (407). 

3. This, of course, was one of Locke's preoccupations, a point which we have seen 

Aarsleff take up in his observation that 

Locke said that speakers habihially believe that words are as good as 
things, "as if the name carried with it the knowledge of the species or the 
essence of it," thus assuming that language is a safe and simple 
nomenclature to the inventory of the world. This belief is a serious 
mistake. however. Words are about ideas, not about things; but the 
mistake is tenacious, "for without this double confonnrbty of their ideas, 
they find they should both think miss of things themselves, and talk of 
hem unintelligibly to others." (LS 24) 

4. We should be careful to distinguish prophecy and apocalypse as two different but 

related things. While derived from prophecy, apocalyptic writing mains a specid 

character and orientation. As Alice Pmeleee explains 

Pmphecy summons people to righteous living; an apocalypse encourages 
people to endure their present suffenng by showing them that their reward 
and delivenuice is at hand. Pmphecy has its feet on the ground. An 
apocalypse is in the clouds. The prophets s t d  up and spoke their own 
message. The authors of the apocalypses wrote anonymously and 
anributeci their work to the distant p s t .  (77-8) 
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5. This alchernid association is almost literally the case with Thomas Urquhart's 

outrageous Ekskutrakizuron (1652), the title of which h g e  says "is supposai to be an 

abbreviated Greek phrase meaning gold h m  a dung hill" (19). 

6. Wilkins' work should be distinguished from that of the more esoteric proponents of 

the Adamic doctrine such as Jacob Boehme and, panicularly, Robert Fludd. Wilkins was 

a sientist and, as such, ridiculed such mystical notions as that of an Adamic language. 

Despite such objections, however, Wilkins "ml character" is based on certain 

assumptions concerning language (for example, that language is a nomenclature) implicit 

in the Adamic model. 

7. Priestley's Lectures actually refer to a philosophical language developed by Dr. Wallis, 

presumably Dr. John Wallis, a founding member of the Royd Society. This is most 

certainiy an error. Although Wallis's Grcunmutica Lingue Angüca~e  (1653) is 

considered "one of the landmarks in the history of linguistics in England" (Alston, N. 

pag.), it is primarily a work of grarnmar, not a universal, philosophical language. 

Priestley's intended refennœ is probably Dr. John Wilkins, another founder of the Royal 

Society. This possibility is suggested by three things. Fim, Priestley's description of 

the philosophical language he attributes to Wallis matches that of Wilkins' An essuy 

Tavrirds a reai chrmer  (1668), generally considered to be one of the "most intensting 

and most fully developed" (Large 27) of the seventeenth-century universal language 

projects. Secondly , Wallis' text is not listed arnong Priestley's "Referenoes, " aithough 
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"Wilkins's Essay is; and thirdiy, the table of contents to Priestley's Lecfures cites the 

page on which the reference to Wallis occun as providing "A Sketch of that 

Iphilosophical language] of Dr. Wilkins" (312). 

8. In his book Sensible Wonlr, Murray Cohen suggests Priestley held out little hope for 

the prospect of a universal language (89). Such an assertion, however, seems to 

contradict the rhetorical grain of Priestley's works on language as it dœs his providential 

conception of history. 

9. Andrew Large notes that by the time Priestley was writing, "The great seventeenth- 

century language projectors were scarcely remembered at dl." He gives the example of 

James Burnet, Lord Monbddo, who 

Following a fairly detailed account of John Wilkins's scheme in his book, 
the origin and progress of language (1774). . . . apologetically 

explained that "1 know many of my readers will think that 1 have given a 
fûller account . . . than was necessary or proper; but [the Esscry] is little 
known. " (56-7) 

10. This notion stems from Priestley's argument that, the greater "the progress he has 

made in intellect, and his advancement above mere animal nature" (Governent 2 ) ,  the 

greater is man' s ability to contemplate and comprehend past and future, that is, the more 

the past (mernory) and the fûture (expectation) penneate man's wnsciousness in the 

prernt. See Peter N. Miller's Introduction to An Ersay on the Fim Princples cf 
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11. For Rousseau's theories on the origin of language see his Discoume on the ongin of 

inequoüty among men (1755) and the posthumously published Essay on the Origin of 

Languages (1781). 

12. Priestley, no leu than Locke, wntends that words are related to ideas: recall, for 

example, his observation that speakers confuse "the ideas of words with the ideas of 

things" (293). Unlike Locke, however, Priestley's vision of the relationship of words and 

ideas occurs in a rnillennialist framework. As such, meanings are motivated by the 

promise of a perfect knowledge in which our ideas dong with the words which signify 

them, will reflect the true nature of the things for which those words and ideas stand. 

13. If prior to its millennial perfection language is significant primarily as an event, it is 

not surprising that in some of his later works, Prie~ley descri bes certain historical events, 

notably ones of either Christian or republican interest, in terms comparable to those 

which would characterize a universal, philosophical language. For example, in a passage 

from his Essay on the One Great End of the Life and Deah of Christ, Priestley attributes 

a transparent intelligibility to those facts of the life of Christ which rernain when al1 the 

different interpretations of those facts have cancelled one another out. He refers to this 

self-articulating residue "the language of the naked fam" and notes diat they "cannot but 

be understood wherever they are known" (205). In his Lmen to the Right Hmuruble 

Ednud Burke (1791), Priestley discusses the signifiicance of the events of the French 

Revolution in similar tems: "Such events as these teach the doctrine of liberty, civil and 



415 

religious with infinitely greater clearness and force than a thousand treatises on the 

abject. They speak a language intelligible to al1 the world, and preach a datrine 

congenial to every human heart" (qtd. in Passmore 251). 

14. Here we should be careh1 to note that such limits apply only to specific languages 

and not to the final universal, philosophical langwge. 

15. Ian Balfour explores the material dimension of speech acts in works by Elizabeth 

lnchbald and William Godwin in "Promises, Promises: Social and Other Contracts in the 

English Jacobins (Godwin/Inchbald)." See also "Promises" and "Excuses," the 

concluding chaptenof Paul de Man'sAllegoriesofReading. For a comptent discussion 

of the poststructuralist encounter with Speech Act Theory, see Sandy Petrey's Speech Acts 

and Literary nieory. 

16. See the essays and other materiai collect in the Northwestem University Press volume 

enti tled Limited Inc. 

17. See Chapter Two, note 3. 

18. Priestley here seems to engage in an attempt to valonze his own labour, a tendency 

which, as we haw said in Part Two, also characterizes Johnson's Didowry. 

19. The OED notes that "caprice" is derived from the Italian "capriccio, or "sudden 

star&." Originally, however, it meant "horror." 
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20. By the sarne token. Priestley is only able to consider the performative element at 

work in language by imagining its imminent destruction, almg with the extermination of 

relativity, difference, and contingency which attends it, and which will be d i z e d  with 

the final triumph of science. 

Chapter Sevea. History as Diversion: John Home Tooke and the Politics of 

1. Smith does acknowledge certain difficulties in the work, but amibutes them either to 

factors involved in the production of the text or to the work's method. For example, she 

writes, that the fact the work was written over three decades and remained unfinished: 

raises difficulties in discussing 'the work' as if it were a single and 
compact entity. In some respects the volumes differ from each other, as 
one might expect of ideas fonulated over a period of thiny years. 
Moreover, b y concentrathg on disproving others' theories, Tooke fai 1 s to 
produce a coherent theory of his own. The discrepancies and omissions 
are not brought under wntrd in a definitive statement of his own theory 
of language. (1 17) 

At no point, however, dœs Smith suggest that these discrepancies, and this inderence 

arise for any rrason other than a failure on the part of Home Tmke. 

2. In the second volume, only H. and Sir Francis Burdett (F.), another fnend of Horne 

Tmke's, take part in the conversation. 
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