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SAMUEL JOHNSON
ON
EDUCATION
AND THE
ENGLISH CLASS STRUCTURE
Chester Chapin

amuel Johnson, according to Mrs. Thrale, "loved the
poor as I never yet saw any one else do, with an
earnest desire to make them happy." But in The False
Alarm (1770) Johnson includes the poor among those whom he abuses
as "the rabble," a "despicable faction" which supports John Wilkes
against the government. Such people must be told "that submission is
the duty of the ignorant, and content the virtue of the poor."'
While Johnson admits that the Wilkes "madness has spread
through all ranks and through both sexes" (324), his anger is directed
primarily against the attempt of the Wilkite leadership to enlist "the
vulgar" or "the common people" (synonymous terms in Johnson's
Dictionary)^ in a struggle which is properly the concern only of the
' Hester Lynch Piozzi, Anecdotes of the Late Samuel Johnson (London, 1786), 84; Johnson,
Political Writing,ed. Donald Greene (New Haven: Yale University Press,1977), 339-41. Page
numbers in the text to Johnson's political pamphlets are to this edition.
^ Quotations fromJohnson's Dictionary ofthe English Language (1755) are to thefacs. rep. (New
York: AMS, 1967). The italicized words within each quotation indicate where it may befound.
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upper classes. The point is emphasized by Johnson's reference to the
peasant uprisings of Wat Tyler or Robert Kett in England and to that
of the Jacquerie in France. Referring to the former, Johnson remarks
that "as we once had a rebellion of the clowns, we have now an
opposition of the pedlars." In the latter case, the knights of England
and France wisely suspended hostilities long enough to "chastise" the
rebellious French peasantry (341). Again, in The Patriot (1774) Johnson
accuses anti-government politicians of unjustifiably "disseminating
discontent." To instigate "the populace with rage beyond the provoca
tion, is to suspend public happiness, if not to destroy it...few faults of
government can justify an appeal to the rabble; who ought not to judge
of what they cannot understand, and whose opinions are not propa
gated by reason, but caught by contagion" (391). "Rabble" inJohnson's
Dictionary is "a tumultuous crowd; an assembly of low people."
Johnson thought he had strong empirical evidence that "publick
peace and order" could not be preserved if ignorant men were endowed
with ecclesiastical or political authority. The great example for Johnson
was the Puritan revolution of the seventeenth century. In his January
30'*' sermon on the martyrdom of King Charles I, Johnson describes the
English Civil War as prompted by a rage "disproportionate to the
provocation received." It was "a war of the rabble against their superiours; a war, in which the lowest and basest of the people were encour
aged by men a little higher than themselves, to lift their hands against
their ecclesiastical and civil governours." The result was a period of
near anarchy in which "the people felt nothing from their masters but
alternatives of oppression, and heard nothing from their teachers but
varieties of errour." As John A. Vance has said, this era was for
Johnson "a symbol of all that could go wrong in a society."' The
experience of the Civil War and Interregnum had shown that the
common people, however morally upright in their private lives, were
unable because of their ignorance to act responsibly as political or

Explanatory words in brackets derive from Johnson's Dictionary definitions.
'Johnson argues in 1773that "every society has a right to preserve publick peace and order, and
therefore has a good right to prohibit the propagation of opinions which have a dangerous
tendency" (James Boswell, Life of Samuel Johnson, ed. G. B. Hill and L. F. Powell [Oxford:
Clarendon, 1934-50], 2:249). Hereafter Li/e. Johnson, Sermons, ed. JeanHagstrum and James
Gray (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1978), 246-47; Vance, Samuel Johnson and the Sense
of History (Athens: University of Georgia Press, 1984), 61.
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ecclesiastical leaders. One of the most frequently cited "teachers of
truth" in Johnson's Dictionary is the eminent Anglican theologian,
Richard Hooker. Johnson, I believe, would have endorsed Hooker's
opinion that, although the "vulgar sort" can grasp basic moral
truths—"love thy neighbor, honor thy parents, eschew murder, and so
forth"—they had "neither the knowledge nor the deliberative skill to
adapt such general principles to specific cases and historical contexts;
hence 'men of common capacity...are not able (for how should they?)
to discern what things are fittest for each kind of regiment;' it follows
that 'none but wise men be admitted...to devise laws.'" For Johnson,
what Hooker had asserted in the sixteenth century was proved true by
seventeenth-century events. "What can be concluded of the lower
classes of the people," exclaims Johnson in the Life of Butler, "when in
one of the parliaments summoned by Cromwell it was seriously
proposed that all records in the Tower should be burnt, that all
memory of things past should be effaced, and that the whole system of
life should begin anew?""*
Having "no skill in the art of government, nor any interest in the
dissentions of the great" {False Alarm 339), the common people should
refrain from pohtics, or, if directly involved in the political process as
voters,' they should heed the advice of those in the higher ranks of
society. In The Patriot Johnson,seems to allow for attempts to influence
the political attitudes of those among the common people who are
"wise," "temperate," and "virtuous." But he prefers that the true patriot
should not appeal to the common people at all. Rather, he should
endeavor "to infuse right opinions into the higher ranks, and by their
influence to regulate the lower" (394). If Johnson has little faith in the
pohtical skills of the masses, he has even less faith in their ability to
decide for themselves in matters of religion. It was his "usual remark"
that "the State has a right to regulate the religion of the people, who are

'Preface toJohnson's Dictionary, 1:[10]; Debora Shuger, "'Society Supernatural': The Imagined
Community of Hooker's Laws," in Religion and Culture in Renaissance England, ed. Claire
McEachern and Debora Shuger (Cambridge: Cambridge UniversityPress, 1997), 125; Hooker,
Ofthe Laws of Ecclesiastical Polity,\.i0.7',]oh.moa,LivesoftheEnglishPoets, ed. G. B.Hill (1905;
rep. New York: Oaagon, 1967), 1:215.
^ As David Cannadine points out in The Riseand Fall of Class in Britain (New York: Columbia
University Press, 1999), 48, many eighteenth-century people who had the vote were, by various
criteria, "working class."
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the children of the State" {Life 4:12). Arguing against "liberty of
teaching" in 1773, Johnson is reminded of Puritan era excess. The state
cannot allow parents to teach their children "community of goods" or
the belief that people "should run naked in the streets" {Life 2:251). It
was common knowledge that some of the early Quakers "fancied," as
David Hume said, "that the renovation of all things had commenced,
and that cloaths were to be rejected with other superfluities." Other
religious radicals had taught that "true Communion amongst men" was
"to have all things in common, and to call nothing one hath, ones
own."^
Although Johnson's fear of the lower classes as potential disturbers
of the peace was undoubtedly confirmed by the turbulent events of
George Ill's reign, the attitudes expressed in the political pamphlets of
the 1770s and in the Life of Butler had been formed long before 1760.
The illustrative quotations in Johnson's Dictionary (1755) are the best
evidence of this. As James Clifford has said, "Johnson's own strong
opinions are reflected everywhere" in these quotations. Several writers
esteemed by Johnson hold attitudes toward the common people similar
to those found in Johnson's later writings, and Johnson gives extensive
expression to these attitudes through quotation. He would hardly have
done so had he found such attitudes uncongenial when he began work
on the Diaionary in 1746. It is true that Johnson quotes extensively
from one major writer with whom he strongly disagreed, but his
quotations from Milton are largely from Paradise Lost, for Johnson an
orthodox poem, and "almost never" from Milton's "republican" prose.'
As I hope to show, Johnson's reading provided him with strong
parallels between the events of the Puritan era and those of the 1760s
and '70s.
One author often quoted in the Dictionary is the Earl of Claren
don, whom Johnson cites as early as 1740 in his life of Blake. As
Johnson's favorite historian. Clarendon comes as close as anyone to
being, for Johnson, an authority on the Puritan era. Clarendon

'David Hume, History ofEngland (Indianapolis: Liberty Classics, 1983), 6:145; Abiezer Coppe,
A Second Fiery Flying Roule (1649; Rota facs. rep. Exeter, England: University of Exeter, 973),
21.
' CMtioid, DictionaryJohnson: SamuelJohnson's Middle Years (New York: McGraw-Hill, 1979),
147; Allen Reddick, The Making of Johnson's Dictionary 1746-1773 (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1990), 130.
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describes how the credulity of the masses made them a formidable
threat to "publick peace and order." The "Rabble" is described as being
encouraged by the Puritan leadership to declaim against the Church,
and "the Violent Party" among that leadership is described as stirring up
the people "to Rise as one Man against their Soveraign."*
Johnson is thought to have referred to the "barebones" parliament
of 1653 in his remark about the proposed burning of the records in the
Tower, and while no such proposal appears to have been made.
Clarendon would have confirmed Johnson in the belief that most
members of this parliament were totally unfit for the responsibilities
they had assumed. Although admitting that some members were "of
the Quality and Degree of Gentlemen, and who had Estates," Claren
don says that "much the Major part of them consisted of inferior
Persons, of no Quahty, or Name, Artificers of the meanest Trades,
known only by their gifts in Praying and Preaching; which was now
practiced by all degrees of Men, but Scholars, throughout the King
dom." Instead of entering upon "grave and serious Debate," they
"generally expressed great sharpness and animosity against the Clergy,
and against all Learning, out of which they thought the Clergy had
grown, and still would grow."'
But the Dictionary cites a writer who would be for Johnson in
some ways a higher authority on seventeenth-century events than
Clarendon. Johnson's many references to Eikon Basilike are signed
"King Charles," an indication that Johnson, like most Tories, never
doubted that the King was indeed the author of this work. In chapter
four, "Upon the Insolency of the Tumults," the King condemns the
hostile London mobs of 1641-42. Many of Johnson's twenty-five
illustrative quotations from this brief chapter refer in one way or
another to the '^madness of the people."'® The tumults are likened to

' History of the Rebellion and Civil Wars in England, 6 vols. (Oxford, 1707), 2:337-38, 3:324.
In Life 2:79Johnson indicates his trust in "charaaers we find in history...when they are drawn
by those who knew the persons; as those, for instance, by Sallust and by Lord Clarendon." He
told Dr. Thomas Campbell in 1775 that Robertson "used pretty words, but he liked Hume
better, and neither of them would he allow to be more to Clarendon than a rat to a Cat" (Dr.
Campbell's Diary of a Visit to England in 177i, ed. James Clifford [Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1947], 74).
'' Lives of the English Poets,1:215 n.l; Clarendon,/fistojy, 6:482, 484.
Eikon Basilike, ed. Philip A. Knachel (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1966), 14-19. Philip
Mahone Griffith in "Samuel Johnson and King Charles the Martyr: Veneration in the
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"an earthquake, shaking the very foundations of all," to "a quotidian
fever, always increasing to higher inflammation," and to "the malignity^
of a "far-spread disease." In one of the most interesting quotations the
King condemns"demagogues and patrons of tumults" who "flatter and
embolden" the discontented. The OED cites this passage as the first use
of "demagogue" in a bad sense. Johnson must have been aware of
Milton's charge in Ikonoklastes (1649) that this derogatory use of the
term was a false coinage of the King—and must have enjoyed giving his
sanction to the King's "royalist" definition! A passage in chapter four
describing Charles's difficulties is strikingly similar to Johnson's
account in The False Alarm of the difficulties faced by George III. There
is nothing more to be feared, writes the King, than "those tumultuary
confluxes of meane and rude people, who are taught first to petition,
then to protest, then to dictate, at last to command and overawe the
Parliament" (14-15).
In the case of "demagogue" the bad sense has prevailed. The case
is nearly opposite with "popularity" and its variants. Although
Johnson's definition of "popularity" is neutral—"the state of being
favoured by the people"—his illustrations from Bacon, Dryden, Pope,
and Swift indicate that desire of "the mob's applause" is at best
weakness, at worst demagoguery. It is the latter aspect which Jeremy
Collier emphasizes in his essay "Of Popularity." Collier defines the
word as "a courting the Favour of the People by undue Practices, or for
unwarrantable Ends." Johnson's quotations from this essay illustrate
the despicable arts of Collier's "Popular" man, who curries favor with
the people by "a treat" [an entertainment given], who avoids "harangu
ing against circumvention" [fraud], and who is guilty of "cross-biting
[deceiving] a country evidence, and frighting him out of his senses."
Collier accuses his "Popular" man of arguing that "the People are the
Original of Power: That Government is always convey'd with an
Implication of Trust, and Reservation: That Governours are only the
Executors and Administrators of the Peoples

Dictionary," Age of Johnson 2 (1989), 252-60, counts 352 illustrative quotations from Eikon
Basilike in Johnson's Dictionary (1755). My count of 25 quotations from Eikon ch. 4 is taken
from Griffith's list, where each word is keyed to a page number in Knachel.
" Essays upon Several Moral Subjects, Part II, S"*" ed. (London, 1702), 71-76.
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This was of course the opinion of many revolutionists during the
Puritan era. A resolution of the House of Commons of 4January 1649,
a few weeks prior to the execution of King Charles, declared that "the
people are, under God, the original of all just power." Collier makes no
mention of Whig or Tory, but eighteenth-century readers would
immediately recognize such principles as similar to those of radical
Whiggism, the kind of Whiggism expressed, for instance, in a famous
pamphlet of 1709 entitled Vox Populi Vox Dei: or True Maxims of
Government. Defending resistance to "unconstitutional" rulers like
King Charles, the author of Vox Populi argues that ultimate power lies
with the people.'^
What Johnson thought of the Vox Populi Vox Dei principle may be
gathered from his use in the Dictionary of the Vulgar Errors (1646) of Sir
Thomas Browne, an author esteemed by Johnson as "a great scholar"
and "zealous adherent to the faith of Christ."" After two chapters
treating "the common infirmity of Human Nature" occasioned by the
Fall, Browne devotes chapter three to "the second cause of Popular
Errors, the erroneous disposition of the People." By "People" Browne
means the common people, "the most deceptable part of Mankind,"
ready "with open armes to receive the encroachments of Error" (24-25).
Citing examples of popular delusions from Egyptian, Biblical, and
classical history, Browne's chapter three is a slashing attack upon the
"Aphorism," "the voice of the people" is "the voice of God" (29).
Commenting on Browne's third chapter, Basil Willey remarks that
"the culture of the Renaissance was essentially aristocratic, and Browne
wishes to preserve it from the contamination of the vulgar, who are
taken in by 'saltimbancoes,' 'quacksalvers,' and charlatans of every
description." I would add that for a staunch royalist like Browne, the
events of 1641-42 could only have deepened his aversion to "the
vulgar," many of whom had become "a formidable instrument in the
hands of the radical group in the House of Conunons.""

" The Stuart Constitution 1603-1688, ed. J. P. Kenyon (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 1966), 324; J. P. Kenyon, Revolution Principles: The Politics of Party 1689-1720
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1977), 123-24.
" Johnson, "Life of Browne," Works (Oxford, 1825), 6:491,503; Browne, Works, ed. Geoffrey
Keynes (London: Faber and Gwyer, 1928), vol. 2. Page numbers in the text are to this edition.
" The Seventeenth Century Background(London: ChattoandWindus,1949), 52; Robert Ashton,
The English Civil War: Conservatism and Revolution 1603-1649 (New York: W. W. Norton,
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There are at least twenty-five citations from this short chapter in
Johnson's Dictionary, many of them emphasizing the ignorance or
gullibility of the masses.'' The common people, "being uncapable of
operable [practicable] circumstances, or rightly to judge the prudentiality of affairs, they only gaze upon the visible success, and, therefore,
condemn or cry up the whole progression" (26). One is reminded of
Hooker's comment, cited above, that men of common capacity are not
able "to discern what things are fittest for each kind and state of
regiment." Browne concludes this chapter with a condemnation of all
those who succumb to popular error:
whosoever shall resign their reasons, either from the
Root of deceit in themselves, or inability to resist such trivial
deceptions from others, although their condition and fortunes
may place them Spheres above the multitude, yet are they
still within the line of Vulgarity, and Democratical enemies
of truth (31).
Johnson quotes the last half of this under "Democratical" and "Vulgar
ity." Again, under "Vulgarity," he quotes a passage from Browne's
third chapter emphasizing the gullibility of the masses: "true it is, and
I hope I shall not offend their vulgarities, if I say they are daily mocked
into error by devisors" (29).
Johnson's love and fear of the poor are sides of the same coin. He
had narrowly escaped poverty himself. He understood, as many
eighteenth century intellectuals did not, that poverty was a truly
wretched, pitiable state, something to escape from, not something to be
patiently endured. Hence, as Donald Greene remarks, it is unusual "to
find Johnson preaching to the poor the virtue of contentment with

1978), 149.
I list those not mentioned in the text with page numbers in parentheses:
deducible (25)
discerners (25)
derogatory (25)
syllogism (26)
deuteroscopy (26)
aberrancies (27)
aggregation (27)

farraginous (27)
longanimity (28)
adorement (28)
advenient (29)
ariolation (29)
inscrutable (29)
seminality (29)

indigitate (30)
charlatans (30)
incantory [sic] (30)
legionary (30)
incantations (31)
tutelary (31)
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their lot." There is, however, no inconsistency. The poor should be
given every chance to rise in the social and economic scale, but they
should not pretend to be what they are not. This is what the poor in
The False Alarm are doing—becoming Wilkites, they pretend to a
knowledge of politics and government which they do not have. They
are in effect pretending to be members of the gentry, that is, members
of a class "who have leisure for enquiry" into "the general principles of
government, and the particular customs of the House of Commons."'^
"Gentry" is defined by Johnson as a "class of people above the vulgar;
those between the vulgar and the nobility."
Johnson's belief that the individual ought to be able to move up in
the social and economic scale is most notably expressed in his review
(1757) of Soame Jenyns's FreeEnguiry into the Nature and Origin of Evil.
According to Jenyns, education would unfit the poor for the "dmdgeries of life" to which their poverty had consigned them. Against this
common opinion, Johnson argues that since "rotation of property"
must be the policy of a commercial nation, no Englishman is born to
poverty: "those, who communicate literature [learning; skill in letters]
to the son of a poor man consider him, as one not born to poverty, but
to the necessity of deriving a better fortune from himself." In this
attempt "many fail and many succeed," but there is no doubt in
Johnson's mind that every effort should be made to extend the
"privileges of education" to the laboring classes.'^
The importance Johnson attached to education is evident in the
many quotations from Locke's Some Thoughts on Education in his
Dictionary, from his preface to Robert Dodsley's Preceptor, from his
cautionary tale. The Vision of Theodore, which he thought the best thing
he had ever written (Life 1:92), and from such remarks as his comment
that if he had had children, he would have lived on bread and water that
they might learn."

" Greene, The Politics ofSamuel Johnson, 2nd ed. (Athens: University of Georgia Press, 1990),
209; Johnson, Political Writings, 338.
"Johnson, Works,6:54-57.
" Thraliana: The Diary of Mrs. Hester Lynch Thrale, ed. Katharine C. Balderston, 2nd ed.
(Oxford: Clarendon, 1951), 178. Hereafter Tlira/tana. "Locke on Education" was in Johnson's
undergraduate library. See Aleyn Lyell Reade, Johnsonian Gleanings (1928; rep. New York:
Octagon, 1968), 5:218.
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"Of all the Men we meet with," wrote Locke at the beginning of
his treatise on education, "nine Parts of Ten are what they are. Good or
Evil, useful or not, by their Education. 'Tis that which makes the great
Difference in Mankind."" Johnson agreed. He admitted "some original
difference in minds" but thought it "nothing in comparison of what is
formed by education" {Life 2:436). It was generally agreed that
education involved moral as well as intellectual training. Defining
"education" in his Dictionary as the "formation of manners [general way
of life; morals; habits] in youth," Johnson quotes Hooker and Swift:
Education and instruction are the means, the one by use, the
other by precept, to make our natural faculty of reason both
the better and the sooner to judge rightly between truth and
error, good and evil.
All nations have agreed in the necessity of a strict education,
which consisted in the observance of moral duties.
Accordingly, in The Vision of Theodore, it is Education which enables
the young student to overcome the bad habits and passions which
constantly beset him in his arduous journey towards the regions of
Reason and Religion.^® One understands why Johnson argues in The
Patriot that the opinions of the mob "are not propagated by reason, but
caught by contagion." The "rabble" are too easily instigated with rage
against the government because Education has not brought their
passions under the control of Reason. There is thus for Johnson a great
gulf fixed between the learned and the unlearned. We are told that "he
used to quote, with great warmth" the supposed saying of Aristotle that
"there was the same difference between one learned and unlearned, as
between the living and the dead" {Life 4:13).
The question hereis one of intellectual deprivation. The condition
of the poor was the more to be pitied because Johnson believed the
desire for knowledge endemic to humanity. Yet thousands through no

" The Educational Writinp of John Locke, ed. James L. Axtell (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1968), 114. Hereafter Axtell.
" Johnson, Rasselas and other Tales, ed. Gwin J. Kolb (New Haven: Yale University Press,
1990), 199-204.
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fa\ilt of their own were doomed to have this "natural desire"
frustrated.^' Condemned to lives of unremitting labor, they had no
leisure for the acquisition of knowledge. Hence, although Johnson
believes in rank and the privileges of rank, he prefers the fluidity of the
class structure of conunercial England to the rigid class structure of the
agricultural Hebrides. In the Hebrides, until recently, one rank did not
"encroach" upon another since "where there is no commerce nor
manufacture, he that is born poor can scarcely become rich."^^ No one
who has read Johnson's Rambler essays will accuse him of minimizing
the social evils which arise from the love of money, but these evils are
not to be cured by reverting to the feudal system which "is formed for
a nation employed in agriculture, and has never long kept its hold
where gold and silver have become common" {Journey 113). There is no
gentry, no middle class in the Hebrides. There are only the rulers and
the ruled: the lairds, tacksmen, and ministers, who are the only
"gentlemen," and the common people who are small farmers, agricul
tural laborers, or domestic servants. "Such is the system of insular
subordination," concludes Johnson, "which, having little variety,
cannot afford much delight in the view, nor long detain the mind in
contemplation" {Journey 88-89).
Responding to talk in the Hebrides of doing away with the
tacksman, the upper class middleman between the laird and his tenants,
Johnson remarks that "as the mind must govern the hands, so in every
society the man of intelligence must direct the man of labour. If the
tacksmen be taken away, the Hebrides must in their present state be
given up to grossness and ignorance; the tenant for want of instmction
will be unskillful, and for want of admonition will be negligent"
{Journey SB). "Intelligence" in Johnson's Dictionary is "commerce of
information," the acquisition of knowledge, not "mental ability."
Johnson would argue that the latter is useless without the former,
although since one man may have "more mind" than another {Life 5:35),
Johnson would no doubt agree that the laboring man with superior
mental ability was more likely to acquire the knowledge necessary to

" Rasselas and other Tales, 49.
'^Johnson, A Journey to the Western Islands of Scotland, ed. Mary Lascelles (New Haven: Yale
University Press, 1971), 85. Hereafter Journey.
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rise in the social and economic scale. But those who remained ignorant
must "submit themselves to the learned" {Life 2:14).
When Johnson says that in every society the man of intelligence
must direct the man of labor, he has in mind a distinct conception of
the kind of education the man of intelligence must have if he is to fulfill
his civic responsibilities. This was, ideally, a humanistic education
based upon a knowledge of Latin and Greek, the kind of education
Johnson and many others had received in grammar schools all over
England, a "grammar school" being, in Johnson's Dictionary,"a school
in which the learned languages are grammatically taught." Entering
school at the age of six or seven, boys who completed their grammar
school education would have spent seven or eight years in the intensive
study of the learned languages, especially Latin. It was only through a
mastery of Latin grammar that a boy could approach "the riches of
learning and wisdom contained in Latin literature, pagan and Chris
tian," a mastery which, for many a classically trained schoolmaster,
brought "intellectual and spiritual redemption" (Axtell 22). At the
Stourbridge grammar school which Johnson attended for several
months in 1726, there was a specific rule that "no boy was to be
admitted only to learn writing and accounts." As James Clifford has
said, "the governors did not want theirs to become a vocational school
fitting boys merely for a useful trade."^^
Believing that Milton had over-emphasized science in his essay Of
Education, Johnson makes clear his own priorities. In every plan of
education, "the first requisite" is
the religious and moral knowledge of right and wrong; the
next is an acquaintance with the history of mankind, and
with those examples which may be said to embody truth and
prove by events the reasonableness of opinions. Prudence
and Justice are virtues and excellences of all times and of all
places; we are perpetually moralists, but we are geometricians
only by chance.

"James Clifford, Young Sam Johnson (New York: McGraw-Hill, 1955), i
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So far as classical literature is concerned, these requisites are best served
by an acquaintance with the works of "poets, orators, and historians"
in preference to works of science such as "astronomical treatises."^''
To be sure, when Johnson says that "a desire of knowledge is the
natural feeling of mankind" {Life 1:458), he means knowledge of every
sort. He was optimistic about the growth of literacy among the lower
classes. Literacy would not make people less industrious: "there are no
people whatever more industrious, none who work more, than our
manufacturers [workmen, artificers]; yet they have all learnt to read and
write" (Life 2:188). "When General Paoli maintained that a general
diffusion of knowledge "made the vulgar rise above their humble
sphere," Johnson denied the fact. Reading and writing have now
become "general" among the common people but they "keep their
stations" {fife 3:37).
Indeed, Dodsley's Preceptor is intended for that wider audience
which the increase in literacy had made possible. It was published, says
Johnson, at a time when "every Age, Sex, and Profession, is invited to
an Acquaintance with those Studies which were formerly supposed
accessible only to such as had devoted themselves to literary Leisure,
and dedicated their Powers to philosophical Inquiries." As such, the
Preceptor is an elementary work designed especially for less privileged
boys who did not attend grammar school but "were forced to earn their
education at home." The intention was "not to deck the Mind with
Ornaments," but "to supply it with Necessaries." Although the bulk
of the subjects taught were intended for the students "merely as they are
Men," the final two sections, on trade and commerce and on laws and
government, were added as "particularly adapted" to Englishmen—first
as citizens of a country where commerce is important, and secondly as
citizens who actively participate in the lawmaking process through their
representatives in parliament.^'
Yet the respect Johnson pays to trade and commerce in the
Preceptor and elsewhere^' should not obscure the fact that he viewed the

^'Johnson, "Life of Milton," Lives of the English Poets, 1:99-100.
"The Preceptor, O""" ed. (London, 1775), l;ix, xv, xxviii; for the remark about less privileged boys.
The Correspon^ceofRobertDodsley,ed.James E. Tierney (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 1988), 8.
See John H. Middendorf, "Johnson on Wealth and Commerce,' Johnson, Boswell, and their
Circle (Oxford: Clarendon, 1965), 47-64.
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trading classes as often unsuited by education for positions of leadership
in the state. Although believing that a commercial society does much
to mitigate ignorance by affording opportunities for the poor man to
better his condition, Johnson thought this had an unfortunate side
effect. In a society where "money confounds subordination, by
overpowering the distinctions of rank and birth" {Journey 113), the
liberal humanistic education that ou^t to accompany entry into the
higher ranks of society is too often lacking. The skillful trader or
merchant may be raised by his wealth to a position of social or political
power, but the narrowness of his education may prevent him from
exercising that power in a responsible manner. "A merchant's desire,"
wrote Johnson in Taxation No Tyranny (1775), "is not of glory, but of
gain; not of publick wealth, but of private emolument; he is therefore
rarely to be consulted about war and peace, or any designs of wide
extent and distant consequence" (415).
Henry Fielding comments in 1752 on "the great Number of
People, who are daily raised by Trade to the Rank of Gentry, without
having had any Education at all; or, to use no improper Phrase,
Without having served an Apprenticeship to this Calling."^^ For
Johnson as for Fielding the skills acquired by apprenticeship to a trade
do not constitute the liberal education which gentlemen, that is to say,
members of the gentry, should have. In one place Johnson says trade
requires no great abilities;^® in another, that "getting money" requires
"vigorous parts," although employed "in a narrow sphere" {Life 3:382).
He is consistent, however, in the belief that "getting money" by trade
does not require or promote the "enlarged mind" that a liberal
education is designed to produce. The wealthy trader may "get above"
the liberally educated man because of his "opulence," but there are "no
qualities in trade that entitle a man to superiority." A merchant like
Addison's Sir Andrew Freeport "may, perhaps, be a man of an enlarged
mind; but there is nothing in trade connected with an enlarged mind"
{Life 5:327-28).

" Henry Fielding, The Covent-Garden Journal, ed. Bertrand A. Golgar (Middletown, Conn.:
Wesleyan University Press, 1988), 306.
^'Johnson to Mrs. Thrale, 16 November 1779, Letters of Samuel Johnson, ed. Bruce Bedford
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1992), 3:217.
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Yet Johnson's "dear Friend" Henry Thrale was not only a wealthy
brewer but a Member of Parliament for the borough of Southward,
whom Johnson was happy to assist at election time, Thrale being a
steady supporter of government against the Wilkites. But unlike many
businessmen, Thrale had received a classical education at Oxford,
acquiring "a scholarly appreciation of good literature" and, according
to his intimate friend Arthur Murphy, "the habits of a gentleman."
Even so, Boswell and Mrs. Thrale's father looked down upon him
because he was "in trade" and because his grandfather had been a poor
cottager.^'
With Johnson's relationship to Thrale in mind, Boswell implies
that Johnson thought an English merchant "a new species of Gentle
man," and goes out of his way to proclaim his own opposition to this
"new system of gentility" {Life 1:491-92 and n3). For Boswell, no one
is a gentleman unless he is, according to Johnson's first definition of the
term "a man of birth; a man of extraction, though not noble." But
Johnson and Thrale qualify as gentlemen according to Johnson's second
definition: "a man raised above the vulgar by his character or post
[place; employment; office]." Sir John Hawkins was surely right when
he said Johnson thought "the scholar's, like the christian life, leveled all
distinctions of rank and worldly pre-eminence." Neither Thrale nor
Johnson were in the least ashamed of their forebears. It did not bother
Johnson that he could hardly tell who his grandfather was {Life 2:261),
and Mrs. Thrale's mother found it astonishing that Thrale was not
ashamed to admit that his grandfather had been a cottager.^® Johnson,
I suggest, found Thrale a kindred spirit in part because both, although
of low birth, had received the liberal education appropriate to the
gentry as a class.
There was general agreement that a knowledge of Latin was
essential for what Isaac Watts called "the learned professions, that is,
divinity, law, or physic." Watts, often cited in Johnson's Dictionary,
acknowledges that "it is the custom to educate the children of noblemen
and the eldest sons of the gentry to no proper business or profession.
" Johnson, Diaries, Prayers, and Annals ed. E. L. McAdam Jr. with Donald and Mary Hyde
(New Haven: Yale University Press, 1958), 304; James Clifford, Hester Lynch Piozzi (Mrs.
Thrale), 2nd ed. (Oxford: Clarendon, 1952), 35; Arthur Murphy, Life of Johnson (1792)
Gainesville: Scholars' Facsimiles and Reprints, 1968), 376; Thraliana 302.
Hawkins, Life of Johnson (London, 1787), 18; Thraliana 299.
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but only to an acquaintance with some of the ornaments and accom
plishments of life." Among these ornaments and accomplishments
would be some acquaintance with the classical languages, but Watts
wonders whether it would not be "happier for some families" if their
sons were also taught "some trade or traffic, artifice or manufacture"
and "kept to the practice of it," thereby avoiding "the pernicious
inconveniences of a sauntering and idle life."" As a dissenter, many of
whom were "in trade," Watts tends to emphasize the importance of
what we would now call vocational training. But most of the Anglican
gentry would probably have agreed with Locke that the education of
gentlemen should be altogether humanistic, not at all vocational.
Remarking that a knowledge of Latin is "absolutely necessary to a
Gentleman" (Axtell 268), Locke contends that although "he who would
be universally knowing must acquaint himself with the objects of all
sciences...this is not necessary to a gentleman, whose proper calling is
the service of his country, and so is most properly concerned with
moral and political knowledge." Accordingly, in his Some Thoughts
Concerning Reading and Study for a Gentleman, Locke recommends a
formidable reading list of English and Latin works which "immediately
belong" to the gentleman's calling because they treat of "virtues and
vices, of civil society and the arts of government" as well as "law and
history" (Axtell 398-404).
It is this kind of education, I suggest, which is important to
Johnson, not the question of Thrale's occupation or ancestry. Johnson
wished to think of Thrale as having learning sufficient to judge as MP
of questions involving "the general principles of government, and the
particular customs of the House of Commons." "To sit in Parliament
for Southwark," Johnson wrote Mrs. Thrale, was "the highest honour"
that Thrale's station in life permitted him to attain, and no expense
should be spared in seeking to elect so honest a man when "honest votes
are so much wanted." Indeed, Thrale's money was "made for such
purposes as this." Michael Lort's translation of Johnson's Latin epitaph
on Thrale indicates the value Johnson placed on his friend's activity as
a "senator":"in the senate steadily attentive to the true interests / of his
king and country, / He looked down with contempt on the clamours/

" The Improvement of the Mind, Second Part
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of the multitude. Hence the vehemence with which Johnson insists
to Boswell that Thrale's "literary attainments" are superior to those of
his wife: "he has ten times her learning: he is a regular scholar; but her
learning is that of a school-boy in one of the lower forms" (Life 1:494)
Johnson, like almost everyone else of his time, recognized John
Locke's "pre-eminence as an educational philosopher."^' It is thus a
measure of Johnson's devotion to the humanistic ideal that, although
agreeing with Locke on most matters educational, he believed Locke
underestimated the value of the classical languages as traditionally
taught. Protesting against the emphasis on grammar, Locke preferred
"to trouble the Child with no Grammar at all," but to have him learn
Latin as he learned English by having "some Body always to talk to him
in this Language" (Axtell 269). In the Dictionary under "granunar
school" Johnson gives space to Locke's negative view: "the ordinary
way of learning Latin in a grammar school I cannot encourage . Locke."
But, as we shall see, Johnson cherished what he called a "nice critical
skill in languages," a skill hardly to be attained unless the language were
"grammatically taught." Elsewhere Johnson remarks that Locke's plan
of education "is very imperfect; it gives too much to one side, and too
little to the other; it gives too little to literature" (fife 3:358).
Locke sharply ridiculed the practice of teaching Latin and Greek
to boys intended for "Trade and Commerce." Tradesmen and farmers
waste their money and their sons' times by sending them to grammar
school when they have "neither Intention nor Ability to make them
Scholars" (Axtell 268). Johnson realized that circumstances would
prevent many boys from receiving a thorough grounding in the classical
languages. Speaking to Boswell of his friend the Scottish schoolmaster
James Elphinston, Johnson said he would not send a boy to Elphinston's school whom he intended "for a man of learning" because "you
in Scotland do not attain that nice critical skill in languages, which we
get in our schools in England." But "for the sons of citizens, who are
to learn a little, get good morals, and then go to trade," Elphinston
"may do very well" (fife 2:171). Relevant here is Johnson's second

'^Johnson to Mrs. Thrale, 25May 1780, Letters y.262-,Anecdotes ofthe Late SamuelJohnson 134;
Thraliana 629 n.2. For Thrale's political career, see Lee Morgan, Dr. Johnson's "Own Dear
Master": The Life of Henry Thrale (Lanham: University Press of America, 1998).
" Robert DeMaria Jr., Life of Samuel Johnson (Oxford: Blackwell, 1993), 7.
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definition of "citizen": "a townsman; a man of trade; not a gentleman."
The boy intended "for a man of learning" would proceedfrom grammar
school to one of the universities where a good knowledge of Latin was,
in theory at least, essential; the boy intended for trade would ordinarily
proceed from Elphinston's school to an apprenticeship; that is, to a
course of vocational training where, as Locke said, Latin would hardly
be "of Use or Service" (Axtell 269).
But Johnson believes some exposure to Latin is by no means a
waste of time for boys who "go to trade." Since the "enlarged mind"
that classical learning helped to produce was a good in itself, Johnson
believed such learning valuable for everyone. When Boswell asked
whether Greek and Latin were "requisite to a good education," Johnson
replied: "Most certainly. Sir; for those who know them have a very
great advantage over those who do not. Nay, Sir, it is wonderful what
a difference learning makes upon people even in the common inter
course of life, which does not appear much connected with it" {Life
1:457-58).
Johnson was happy to instruct Queeney Thrale and Fanny Burney
in Latin, a course of instruction which Thrale thought "better to each
of them than a Thousand Pounds added to their Fortune" (Thraliana
393). Johnson sent his black servant Francis Barber to grammar school
for five years, and he was instrumental in securing a university
education for young George Strahan who, although apprenticed by his
father to a bookseller, developed a strong aversion to trade, being
seized, wrote Johnson, "with a very strong inclination for
Scholarship."'"*
Johnson, I believe, would agree with Locke that "the business of
education" is not to make people "perfect in any one of the sciences, but
so to open and dispose their minds as may best make them capable of
any, when they shall apply themselves to it" (Axtell 58). Johnson and
Locke would agree that the education appropriate to a gentleman, that
is to say, a classically-based humanistic education, best fulfills this goal.
But Johnson would add, as many eighteenth-century intellectuals would
not, that, circumstances permitting, it is never a waste of time and
money to bestow such an education upon those willing to learn,
whatever their gender, race, or class.
"Johnson to Henry Bright, 12 October 1762, Letters 1:209.

