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Rasselas, the Pursuit of Examples, and the Return of the Evacuated Host 
               
     A very prominent feature of Johnson’s writings is the use of examples. His 
applications of the art introduce two modes of exemplification: examples as moral 
exempla or examples as normative instruments. In the moral essays, didactic poems 
and fictional works, he is wont to resort to the device of exemplum; whereas in the 
Dictionary, for instance, he sets a precedent for using textual authorities as norm 
setters for grammar and signification. The use of narrative examples for the 
advancement of moral-philosophical propositions has a long history, dating from the 
revered classical rhetorical traditions. The art of exemplification as a technique of 
argumentation and amplification is recommended, for instance, in the Quintilian 
tradition. An exemplum may serve two uses, the evidential function and the model 
function, as Kristoffel Demon observes (138). Historical deeds or people, materials 
for tragedy, mythology or moral fables, and fictitious events and characters such as 
the materials for comedy, are included to give muscle to an argument. In the first 
place, they are introduced by way of developed narration, mentioning of names or 
token details, or by subtle allusions to provide evidences or edifying (or deterrent) 
models; and next, they provide logical frameworks in terms of which inferences and 
conclusions are drawn. Johnson’s filiation with this tradition is apparent. Not only 
does he practice the art, also his literary criticism propounds a theory of mimesis 
based on the rhetorical operation of examples. In Rambler 4, he argues that domestic 
romances should present the best of examples in fulfilling the pedagogic 
responsibility of fictions. Furthermore, of all genres of writings, he speaks vehemently 
for biography and autobiography. Rambler 60 and Idler 84 , for instance, recommend 
the writing of private lives on the conviction in the testimonial and modeling power of 
examples. Though still keeping an eye on the goal of pedagogy, Johnson collects 
quotations from a selection of authors as collocation patterns and measures of 
semantic subtlety. Textual examples in this case perform the function which in the 
Preface to the Dictionary is highlighted as that of “joining philosophy with 
grammar”(Works 5:37): textual examples are deployed for mapping the norms of 
propriety within which words acquire the power of signification. 

  Setting the logic for ethical ratiocination or delimiting norms of signification for 
words, examples are assigned the responsibility of framing. In carrying out the 
responsibility, an example operates as a sign, which means that it offers itself as a 
model for linking a signifier with a signified, providing a guideline for signification or 
a structure of exemplarity, by which to organize symbolic practices such as 
transforming things into signs, using words to produce meaning, giving significance 
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to experiences, or turning a narrative into a didactic vehicle. When examples function 
as signs, they are subject to the problematic of signification, or the dilemma resulting 
from the inherent structural split between the signifier and the signified. Signification 
is an effect consequent upon a linking; and the split as structural given exposes the 
temporal and circumstantial nature of all links. Linking thus is a work of motivated 
mediation. On the issue of literary generic pigeonholing Jacques Derrida observes that 
the relation of a work as an example of a taxonomic kind is that of participation, 
rather than that of belonging (GLYPH 7:208). What Derrida accentuates is that a link 
or a structure of exemplarity is a provisional expedience, and that the decision of a 
relation of exemplarity is always a positioned preference or a matter of positionality. 
This means that exemplarity is always already an ideological structure. The 
problematic of exemplarity in the use of moral exemplum or that of textual model 
thus is related with the issue of who is setting the model for whom and on what 
grounds. Johnson’s disquisitions on moral themes usually participate in the traditional 
humanistic didactic project. The allegorizing process of its rhetoric tends to obscure 
the privileged subject and the social and political complicity of this subject with the 
traditional power hierarchy. The privileged subject functioning as the universal 
subject facilitates the making of moral generalities. Johnson’s reliance on generalities 
harbors a leaning towards a political conservatism, which endorses subordination as 
institutionalized by the established government and defends established cultural 
authorities in linguistic and literary matters. The dictionary Johnson, however, takes a 
contrary move, which indicates an adherence to the spirit of methodic re-processing 
of knowledge and experience, which characterizes the contemporary enthusiasm for 
social and political reorientation. This means that the two uses of examples which one 
finds in Johnson’s texts enforce two divided structures of exemplarity or two 
conflicting subject positions. 

Rasselas is a text where the dynamics of the rivaling ideological positions enables 
a viable reconstruction of a historical moment, in which the emerging bourgeois 
subject underwent a process of identity negotiation. The narrative of Rasselas consists 
of a number of narrated histories, incidents and reports of scenes and situations. In 
view of the generic signal given by the narrator, these histories, incidents and reports 
are introduced as testimonies of the argument of Vanitas. In this sense, the narrative,
which presents a listing of histories, incidents and reports, stages a pursuit of 
confirming examples. On the one hand, the pursuit witnesses a persistent dedication to 
the humanistic ethical values which have informed Johnson’s earlier writings, for 
instance, The Vanity of Human Wishes, and the moral essays. On the other, the pursuit 
of testimonial examples in Rasselas registers a revival rather than an uninterrupted 
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ideological investment, an effort of recuperation in line with the effort taken, in the 
revised editions of the Dictionary, to reconsolidate the authority of the divines and the 
philosophers, after the symbolic mutilation in the event of methodic processing of the 
textual samples. In other words, Rasselas features an avatar of the humanistic 
universal subject. The endeavor to transform the many large and small narratives that 
constitutes the body of Rasselas into didactic examples, I will argue in the paper, 
introduces a case of what Roland Barthes in “ From Work to Text,” describes as “the 
return of the evacuated host”(79). The return, or the attempt to reinstate the 
humanistic universal subject, is overshadowed by a semiotic awareness, which 
acknowledges the contrived nature of signification and the signifying fluidity of such
sign constructs as words, figures, examples, or genres. This semiotic knowledge, 
which surfaces in the composition of the Dictionary as the function of methodic 
processing effects a reprogramming of signifying structures and a displacement of the 
humanistic universal subject by a new subject informed by the enlightened reason, 
re-emerges in Rasselas that the return produces indeterminacy, rather than confirmed 
presence of the absolute moral-philosophical signified designated in regular 
humanistic discourse. In terms of spatial observation, the argument of a return, as 
proposed in this present paper, places Rasselas and the Dictionary at two poles of an 
ideological tug-of-war, allegiance to the humanistic values and traditional political 
structure versus ambition for cultural and political re-orientation. As praxes, both the 
Dictionary and Rasselas are evidences of historical semiosic phenomena motivated by 
the ideological undecidedness. In Rasselas, the paper will show, the effects of 
semiosis— reprogramming or refunctioning of signs--are not limited to the sign 
production of examples, semiosis also effects a loss of automatic communicability, 
generic virtigines, ambiguity of language, and a postponement of narrative closure.   

  I.  Generic Virtigines
    In Illumination Walter Benjamin remarks on the obsolescence of storytelling as a 
means of communal communication and cultural transmission: “the art of storytelling 
is reaching its end”(87), says Benjamin, “because the communicability of experience 
is decreasing”(86). The communicative function of storytelling as observed by 
Benjamin is operative only in a homogenous community, where stories function as 
public transportation of counsels for real life, and the smooth circulation of practical 
wisdom contributes to the stability of received ethical or semantic models. The 
de-function of storytelling as Benjamin sees it is an example of how the fulfillment of 
the ethical and semantic charge in an exemplary scheme depends on a community of 
identical subjects who process stories within the bounds of a culturally defined 
signifying economy. The rhetorical efficacy of moral exemplum is in fact founded on 



4

the assumed presence of universal subjects and stable cognitive categories. In the 
classical tradition, an exemplum is expected to highlight some microcosm-macrocosm 
analogy or to point to certain general truth. In Vanity of Human Wishes, for instance,
the heavy use of exemplum assumes the automatic presence of a classical 
“communicability of experience.” In the poem narratives of historical personages and 
their deeds observe a patterned structure, the rhetorical function of which reinforces 
the panoptican perspective of the speaker of the poem, who speaks anonymously as 
the figure of universal mankind. In the discursive space shaped by the assumed 
perspective, individual histories enter the larger narrative to serve as proofs and 
evidences. The extended listing of narrative instances, which reiterate the uniformly 
destined pattern of rise and fall, tends, however, to give the impression of tautological 
play. The history of the reception of the poem, which presents more doubts than 
confirmation on the strength of the listing to enforce the expected ethical closure, 
proves the absence of automatic communicability.   

     The condition of automatic communicability being the effect of ideological 
management dissolves when there is an uncertainty of subject position. The uncertain 
presence of automatic communicability poses difficulties for reading Rasselas as a 
moral tale as projected by the narrator in his ceremonial commencement. First of all, 
the identity of the audience being addressed remains ambiguous. The anonymity 
becomes problematic upon the question of who is setting a moral pattern for whom. 
Exemplification operates, says Johnson in Life of Addison, by a mention of “another 
like consequence from a like cause, or a like performance by a like agency”(Lives
2:130). The anonymity of the assumed audience leaves the reader at a loss on how to 
formalize the narrative so as to form parallels or mirroring effects between the 
assumed audience and the characters in the narrative. The narrator does mark out 
Rasselas and his history as the point of reference for forming the anticipated 
correspondence. As the narrative wears on, however, Rasselas holds on to his 
separateness. For instance, resisting the generalizing force delegated to the voice of 
Imlac, which says that “every man is placed in his present condition by causes which 
acted without foresight, and with which he did not always willingly co-operate,” 
Rasselas responds, “I am pleased to think that my birth has given me at least one 
advantage over others, by enabling me to determine for myself”(Yale 16:68). Birth 
and privilege set Rasselas apart from the rest in Rasselas, though traveling out of the
Happy Valley Rasselas is indeed made to change his outfit, to divest of his royal 
manners, and to look for life models in a medley of various experience, occupation, 
rank, gender, race and age. At the close of the history, Rasselas remains very much his 
old self, drenched as usual in the dream of being an observing monarch. Furthermore, 
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his wandering out of the Happy Valley does not readily suggest a waste of time, for 
the contour of his monarchial dream does get better clarified and further reinforced. 
Hence the history of Rasselas does have considerable strength as a positive example 
of coming into self-knowledge through experience. In fact, W. Jackson Bate suggests 
bildungsroman as one of the generic choices for reading Rasselas (339). A positive 
reading of Rasselas’s history would then compromise the narrator’s rhetorical project 
to hold it up as a mirror of the common folly of listening “with credulity to the 
whispers of fancy, and pursue with eagerness the phantom of hope”(Yale 16:7).
Details such as the awareness of his birth, the orientation of his imagination, his 
privileged mobility and his aloof survey of activities and relationships do not readily 
harmonize with the generic production of a moral tale for generalized readership. The 
anonymity of the addressed audience and the unyielding particularity of Rasselas 
impedes the generic project of moral instruction by the instrumental force of universal 
correspondence.

     Rasselas can very well go into the genre of the pedagogy of the prince, which 
features historical or fictional incidents and lives as rhetorical instruments for 
educating the ruler about the ethical responsibility of power. As much frequent a 
feature in this genre is an adventure out of the royal dominion, which affords a chance 
for introducing experiences and conducts beyond the royal abodes. The role of the 
preceptor or the companion is called for in such an adventure to behave as the adviser 
or the interpreter of situations and events. The role advances the pedagogic 
responsibility of the genre in enforcing the function of processing random occurrences 
into edifying exempla. The pairing of Rasselas and Imlac in the journey down the 
Nile out of the Happy Valley is an appropriation of the central rhetorical machinery of 
this genre. Yet, this rhetorical machinery is baffled by another order of embarrassment. 
To begin with, the history of Imlac is brought forth to establish the qualification of 
Imlac as Rasselas’s mentor in the adventure. After Imlac’s self-representation, 
Rasselas makes this request: “thou shalt be the companion of my flight, the guide of 
my rambles, the partner of my fortune, and my sole director in the choice of life”(Yale 
16:56). Considering his royal lineage, what is of relevance to Rasselas does not 
involve the choice of where to settle down, what career to pursue, or where to look for 
social advancement. His inquiry concerns mainly with how to produce meaning or 
what to consider as meaning. In Rasselas the inquiry is said to be motivated by a sort 
of dullness, which Rasselas experiences amidst affluence and comforts, that is, a state 
of mental vacancy. The topic on vacuity recurs in the narrative. For instance, in Cairo 
Rasselas sees merriment and kindness everywhere yet doubts the truth of his sight: “I 
see them perpetually and unalterably cheerful, but feels my own mind restless and 
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uneasy”(Yale 16:65). On the gay enjoyments of young men he comments: “their 
pleasures were gross and sensual, in which the mind had no part”(Yale 16:68). 
Nakayah and Pekuah also echo the theme of vacuity when commenting on the petty 
vanities and trivial skirmishes among women in common homes or in the household 
of the nomadic Arab. Imlac’s history relates an escape from vacuity by the alchemy of 
learning and poetry. The history reports Imlac’s escape from a way of life, of which 
his father has set himself as the very example, and which he deplores as being of 
“mean sentiments and narrow comprehension”(Yale 16:31). In humanistic scholarship, 
it is shown, that Imlac comes into grip with the intellectual apparatus by which he 
turns his father’s money and his ramblings into something valuable. His success in 
lifting himself from “mean sentiments and narrow comprehension” is highlighted as 
the qualification of his role as the mentor of Prince Rasselas.

     On closer examination, however, Imlac’s apparatus tends to produce dividing 
sets of values. Firstly Imlac is after a traditional humanistic project, which privileges 
learning in humanities as a means to self-fulfillment and social advancement in a 
traditional political hierarchy. Secondly, he is caught up with an Enlightenment 
agenda in considering that poetry leads to a “re-writing” of moral, social and political 
rules: 

           He must write as the interpreter of nature, and the legislator of 

mankind, and consider himself as presiding over the thoughts 

and manners of future generations; as a being superior to time 

and place. (Yale 16:45)

The first set of values is informed by the social and political presuppositions of the 
genre at issue. The second set works for a social and political scheme which goes 
against the patriarchal and monarchial politics of the genre. Moreover, according to 
Imlac’s own account, his learning succeeds only in gaining but casual attention of 
kings and princes, and with all his intellectual and poetic acquisition the top social tier 
in his native place refuses to think him more than the merchant’s son. The decision to
become a willing resident in the closed confines of the Happy Valley is more a 
self-abandonment than a wise resignation. These failures question the qualification of 
Imlac as the voice of the ethical program of the genre. The history of Imlac in fact 
makes a version of the prodigal son who squanders his patrimony— riches and 
talent— in pursuit of an empty dream. In this reading the history may finally pave the 
way for reading the history of Rasselas as another instance of rebellious youth 
running away, in chase of “the phantoms of hope”, from a son’s duty to his father. The 
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genre, while highlighting parallels in terms of patriarchal moral generalities, raises 
questions about the different forms of Imlac’s and Rasselas’ patrimony. The question 
of forms of property, inheritance, authority finally sets Imlac and Rasselas in separate 
social classes. The enforcement of the genre of prodigal son, it seems, produces issues 
that upset the narrator’s assumption of a congenial communication community.

                     II. A Pursuit of Testimonies 
      The generic vertigines in Rasselas tells of a taxonomic exuberance, which 
Derrida describes in “The Law of Genre” as the dynamic effect of “the law of the law 
of genre,” or “ the law of impurity”(GLYPH 7:208). In Rasselas impurity and excess 
is experienced, on the one hand, as signifying inadequacy, which is a failure to 
transform parts or whole of the narrative into examples or functioning signifiers; and 
on the other hand as an undecidibility of grounds or terms by which genres or 
generalizations can be erected. Regarding a wide range of optional levels, aspects, 
domains involved in generic taxonomy, Derrida comments:

          The question of the literary genre is not a formal one: it covers the 

motif of the law in general, of generation in the natural and 

symbolic senses, of birth in the natural and symbolic senses, of the 

generation difference, sexual difference between the feminine and 

masculine genre/gender. (GLYPH 7:221)

The relevance of Derrida’s observation in the present context lies in the emphasis on 
the ideology of form. To say that the question of literary genre, or for that matter the 
issue of signifying closure, involves various ideological specifics, is to accentuate that 
exemplarity is non other than an ideological structure. In light of this semiotic 
awareness, generic undecibility in Rasselas is symptomatic of an ideological 
ambiguity related with the as yet indeterminate bourgeois subject.1

      The issue of ideological vagueness becomes obvious, when one compares 
Rasselas with Votaire’s Candide. In Votaire’s story, the narrative begins with Candide 
enjoying every bit of life in the Castle in Westphalia, and as the narrative progresses, 
he gets kicked out of his aristocratic paradise, goes through numerous ordeals, and 
arrives at the point of enlightenment, where he finally discards the infatuation with the 

                                                
1 My observation here echoes arguments such as that by John Guillory in Cultural Capital— the 
Problem of Literary Canon Formation (Chicago: U of Chicago P, 1993). He remarks that “ English 
society of the mid-Century is characterized structurally by a gradient of middle classes who identify 
themselves in a variety of conflicting and mutually exclusive ways (by economic, professional, 
political, religious affiliation) but not yet as a bourgeoisie” (117).
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aristocratic order of things. In the process of the narrative, all persons from or related 
with the old regime are either killed, mutilated, disfigured, enslaved or reformed so as 
to be relocated in the new political and economical order of Candide’s garden. The 
narrative is unmistakably dedicated to the construction of the emerging bourgeois 
subject, who defines himself in terms of self-reliance, self-improvement and 
self-independence. Moreover, the narrative brings forth a New World utopia in El 
Dorado, which is distinguished in its enlightened attitude in religion, government, 
commerce, science and technology. One may say that Voltaire’s story carries out a 
ritual enactment of the leveling of the aristocracy and its power structure, and at the 
same time a celebration of the emergence of a new social organization, and the new 
subject of the new society. In contrast, in Rasselas, ritual aggression works the other 
way round and imagination of a new order is demonized. Rasselas finds the Happy 
Valley insipid and dull. His travel does not effect significant political transformation, 
and Imlac behaving as the official translator, turns whatever comes into their common 
observation into one standard text, in accordance with the ideological position, which 
favors the alliance of traditional humanists with the aristocratic power hierarchy. Yet 
complication accrues, when Imlac, in spite of his official charge as the keeper of 
political correctness, gives himself away in his spasmodic enthusiasm for poetic and 
epistemological innovations. This latent doubleness in fact is accountable, to a 
considerable extent, for the ideological ambiguity and interpretive embarrassment in 
Rasselas.

     Imlac’s reverie, in his autobiographic account, of re-enacting the “scene of 
writing” with himself as the one who wipes out the sediments of traditional truths and 
values to create a blank page, on which he can then impress a new text, provides an 
illustration of the aspiration of the emerging middling classes to write themselves into 
power and history. In the eighteenth century, one of the forms this aspiration assumed 
was the enthusiasm for a universal language, such as Leibniz’ idea of a neutral 
symbolic system. Either the will to re-write or the device of a universal language is in 
semiotic terms the pursuit of semantic transparency or the search for signifying 
adequacy. In light of this semiotic understanding, Rasselas’s daydream of a perfect 
kingdom in which “he might administer justice in his own person, and see all the parts 
of government with his own eyes”(Yale 16:175) shares the same spirit. The 
enthusiasm indeed pervades the fictional world of Rasselas. The mechanist in the
Happy Valley is said to be fired by a similar passion, which assumes the form of an 
interest in getting a comprehensive view of the earth and the world as they unfold 
before his eyes. The hermit too reports to have an interest in the new empirical 
knowledge, and to have passed his days on examining plants, minerals and rocks. The 
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Astronomer and Pekuak’s kidnapper have learned astronomy, which is a new 
“language” by which one is to read the heavens with greater regularity.

     The various manifestations of the passion for a new order of things and a 
precise articulation of the new order signal an as yet submerged political unconsicous 
for a social and political power reshuffle. The hidden desire emerges in consciousness, 
as instanced by Rasselas’s experience, as an Oedipal aggression: 

          This thought produced innumerable schemes of reformation, and 

dictated many useful regulations and salutary edicts. This has been 

the sport and sometimes the labour of my solitude; and I start when I 

think with how little anguish I once supposed the death of my father 

and my brothers. (Yale 16:153)

But Rasselas comes into a bad conscience only when he assumes the perspective of 
Imlac‘s pro-establishment moral judgment, which sees in the fantasy a hidden crime 
of power usurpation. Imlac, the official interpreter, relegates all thoughts of power
change to “the dangers of solitude” (Yale 16:153), and warns against secret indulgence 
or serious investment in “visionary schemes”(Yale 16:153). The guideline and the 
process of Imlac’s interpreting performance parallel those at work at the agency of the
Universal Register in Rambler 105. This Universal Register is :

          A place where every exuberance may be discharged, and every 

deficiency supplied, where every lawful passion may find its 

gratifications, and every honest curiosity receive satisfaction, 

where the stock of a nation, pecuniary and intellectual, may be 

brought together and where all conditions of humanity may hope 

to find relief, pleasure, and accommodation, must equally 

deserve the attention of the merchant and philosopher, of him 

who mingles in the tulmult of business, and him who only lives 

to amuse himself with the various employments and pursuits of 

others. (Yale 4:195)

The register here is a prototype of many present-day regional or international 
institutions, such as placement center, real estate agency, investment broker, 
rendezvous service, social welfare office, charity funds, world trade organization, 
United Nations and a lot more. The idea of addressing situations of “superfluities and 
wants”(Yale 4:195) by management and redistribution is in line with the pursuit of 
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adequacy. While the present-day management structures pursue the goal by targeting 
specific area or aspect of unevenness, the Universal Register attempts to enforce 
regulation solely in ethical terms. At the agency, Justice and Truth hold the hearing of 
applications of various concerns. The imposition of the exclusive terms results in over 
reduction on the one hand, and rejection of wants and superfluities on diverse grounds. 
For instance, the proposal for a new art of education which emphasizes the concept of 
play and enjoyment fails to engage serious consideration, the situation of unequal 
demand for professors and students are taken simply as a case of general greed for 
riches, honors and dividends.  

                

     In Rasselas, the narrative evokes a world, where everyday problems and the 
complexity of experience and relationship, like the problem of uneven distribution 
which Rambler 105 points out, can not be adequately described and understood, 
solely in terms of the humanistic ethical categories. Imlac in the function of the 
universal register in fact performs a sort of ritual exorcism, as he inculcates in his 
companion a sense of guilt, crime, deviation, or absurdity, and holds seclusion, 
solitude, or abstract speculation as the origin of these mental and moral aberration. 
His representation of the Astronomer, for instance, presents a pathological case, the 
symptoms of which are attributed to some displaced sense of responsibility. The 
history of the Astronomer, like the history of Imlac, is related from Imlac’s point of 
view. In both cases the history presents a model humanist scholar, who holds on to the 
humanistic pursuit of knowledge and dedicated to the ethical ideal of integrity and 
benevolence. The two histories are produced by the framing effect of Imlac’s 
universal register, which encourages self-improvement of the middling classes within 
the limits allowed by the traditional social and political hierarchy. The imposition of 
the frame effects exclusion of transgressive ambitions. In the history of Imlac, power 
ambition, displaced as the perfecting of the art of invention and figuration, is 
re-inserted into the valorized humanist program on rhetorical adroitness and literary 
grace. The skill of containment represses the ambition to use letters as a power 
instrument, the scriptural function of which historically contributed to the foundation 
of the bourgeois political and cultural authority.2 The will and enthusiasm to re-write
is treated as a frenzied outburst, a momentary loss of disciplined poise. In the history 
of the Astronomer, the Astronomer is reported to be suffering a case of delusive 
obsession, because of which he appoints himself to a divine office, in the faculty of 
which he is endowed with an absolute power over the distribution of rain and 
sunshine on the earth. In Imlac’s narrative the obsessed Astronomer appears 

                                                
2 My argument is based on Michel de Certeau’s observation in “Scriptural Economy,” The Practice of 
Everyday Life, trans. Steven Rendall (Berkeley: U of California P, 1984) 131-153.  
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ridiculous and pathetic, and it pleas for sympathy on the Astronomer’s behalf. 
Presenting the Astronomer in light of involuntary obsession reduces the latter to a 
pathetic victim. Imlac’s textual production affords an example of what Mary Douglas 
calls “pollution behavior,”3 which generates categories of dirt, sickness, or impurity 
by the enforcement of given norms. Imlac’s “pollution behavior” preserves the dignity 
of the learned and benevolent scholar and outlaws the re-writing dynamic of 
imagination. 

       III. Pollution Behaviour
     When imagination is engaged in mimetic activities, it maintains the sign 
economy necessary for the reproduction of established hierarchy, identity, and values. 
Imlac, for instance, adheres to the mimetic function of his poetic imagination in his 
relation concerning how he ranges “mountains and deserts for images and 
resemblances”(Yale 16:42). “Whatever is beautiful, and whatever is dreadful, must be 
familiar to his imagination,” says Imlac, 

          for every idea is useful for the enforcement of decoration of 

moral or religious truth; and he who knows most will have most 

power of diversifying his scenes, and of gratifying his reader 

with remote allusions and unexpected instruction. (Yale 16:42)

Poetic imagination is here conceived as operating to help along with the defense of 
moral and religious truths, on the one hand; and to increase the rhetorical 
effectiveness of the given cause by the art of amplification, on the other. In line with 
the classical tradition, which emphasizes the ethical responsibility of the use of 
rhetoric, or in a wider sense, of the use of letters, Imlac presents his poetic career as 
guided by the right principle. On the issue of symbolic and hermeneutic economy, 
Imlac does echo Johnson’s attitude. In Preface to A Dictionary, for instance, 
Johnson’s pollution behavior points at wanton metaphorization and unguarded 
translation as the sources of corruption of the national tongue. Praises or 
condemnations of the outputs of imagination can best be understood when the 

                                                
3 In Purity and Danger: An Analysis of the Concepts of Pollution and Taboo ( Ark Paperbacks, 1966), 
chapter 2, Secular Defilement, Mary Douglas makes a formal analysis of pollution behaviour, that is, 
the definition of dirt and the avoidance of dirt. Before the emergency of contemporary European ideas 
of dirt avoidance as a matter of hygiene or aesthetics, dirt is defined as “matter out of place”(35). Her 
observation points to two conditions of pollution behaviour: “a set of ordered relations and a 
contravention of that order” ( 35). Dirt then includes all the rejected elements of ordered systems. 
Douglas’ Structuralist approach to the generation of “dirt” serves as an account of the effect of 
exclusion resulting from given framing in narrative, epistemology, and other symbolic structures.   
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function of imagination is situated in the larger scene of cultural semiosis. A cultural 
community assumes a sense of temporal totality when sign activities on various levels 
and domains are more or less grounded on a common metaphysical or ideological 
foundation. Imagination has been an umbrella term in referring to the extension of the 
dimension or domain of sign activities: what imagination does is to open up a virtual 
space. It extends sign activities in the virtual space by playing with familiar 
signs— ideas and images, or by introducing the wild games such as graft, free 
association, fragmentation, or combination. Its games can be played with analytical 
signs such as mathematic symbols and other coded systems. Before the discovery of 
the cyberspace, which is a virtual space informed by technology and digital signs, the 
games imagination plays have been translated into poetry, painting, architecture and 
other cultural artifacts. In light of moral psychology, they are also translated into 
social behaviors. Hence regulation of the sign-behavior of imagination is related with 
the management of norms of morality and social relations. Mimeticism as a 
regulatory idea emphasizes the refunction of signifying mechanism in accordance 
with the principle of similitude, and outlaws the production of difference. The virtual 
spaces of imagination, which in a way are colonies of the social world created by 
means of signs, are in fact part of the larger semiosic network. Hence, vigilance and
management of the virtual spaces are conducted as they are in the real space.
Accordingly, while validating the transformation of nature into signs and signs into 
rhetorical figures for the reinforcement of moral and religious pedagogy, Imlac warns 
against sign activities in the virtual space of imagination that lead to deformation and 
transformation of such symbolic systems as personal identity, political hierarchy, 
social institution, or religious order. In fact he subjects such decontructive potentials 
to moral judgment, and his denouncement is voiced in a language loaded with figures 
of power usurpation. For instance, the wanton signifying activities of the imagination 
are thought to have opened up a virtual space or a mock playground, where “the mind 
dances from scene to scene, …  riots in delights which nature and fortune, with all 
their bounty, cannot bestow”(Yale 16:152), and by degrees “the reign of fancy is 
confirmed”(Yale 16:152). The figurative language here emphasizes the legitimacy of 
hierarchy and restriction based on blood and birth, and the mock transgression 
enacted in the virtual space is then taken as a prelude to real crimes, or a symptom of 
mental derangement.

    In line with this moralizing and psychologizing, the Astronomer is introduced as 
a psychotic, suffering from false dedication to an imagined commission. On closer 
examination, one finds strong parallels between the content of the Astronomer’s 
imagination and Rasselas’ Oedipal fantasy. Being the fourth son, Rasselas is barred 
from the right to the throne by Nature and Fortune, and in imagination he acts out the 
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hidden desire to supplant the sitting power. A similar mock Oedipal enactment takes 
place in the Astronomer’s visionary government, where he reigns as an enlightened 
monarch, on the principle of benevolence, adequacy and fairness, as Rasselas 
imagines of himself. The Astronomer experiences a heavy sense of guilt, Imlac 
remarks, from a trepidation over imagined negligence. The Oedipal content of the 
recurrent imagination would seem to tell of a sort of displaced subversive agitation 
and a muffled disquiet resulting from long subjection to the traditional moral and 
institutional management. Furthermore, the Astronomer’s imagination rehearses a 
will to write as “the legislator of mankind” (Yale 16:45), or to effect a re-distribution 
of resources and power via a symbolic system. While Imlac dreams of re-structuring 
the world by means of linguistic signs, the Astronomer favors the operation of 
astronomical signs for a similar universalizing project. On a pro-letter position, Imlac 
does not recognize the “writing” power of science. In his narrative he does not allow 
the Astronomer to pursue his universalizing program in terms of science and 
technology. Instead, the Astronomer is forced by the given plot line into the role of a 
traditional scholar, misdirected by a superstition in esoteric access to supernatural 
secrets. In other words, the Astronomer appears in the role of a deluded magus, a 
Prospero in a deserted island, rather than that of a frenzied scientist in his laboratory. 
The deliberate framing which Imlac’s narrative adopts does not only produce a 
pathological case, but also represses alternative forms of power, writing, and identity.                                              

IV. Defining Words

In Preface to the English Dictionary Johnson touched upon the problematic of 
joining philosophy with grammar, that is, the issue of exemplarity, in terms of 
uncertainty of terms and commixture of ideas. The problematic is firstly attributed to 
an uneven distribution between words and ideas: “names…  have often many ideas, 
but few ideas have many names” (Works 5:36). Then it is situated in the entanglement 
of ideas which are “so little different, that no words can express the 
dissimilitude”(Works 5:36). Furthermore, the exuberance of signification which many 
words have obtained from metaphorical acceptations exacerbates the issue. Here 
Johnson explains the structural gap between signifier and signified or between type 
and token in terms of multiplicity of sense, confusion of thoughts and unrestricted 
borrowing or transference, which are considered to have contributed to a situation of 
semantic chaos and opacity of linguistic signs. Johnson’s lexicographical discourse in 
Preface adopts two important rhetorical strategies. Firstly, he dramatizes the general 
pragmatic dilemma resulting from the structural split of signs, and turns it into a 
scene of imminent historical crisis, where drastic linguistic reform is in urgent 
demand. Secondly, he situates himself on the scene as a suffering redeemer, dedicated 
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to a general salvation from the sin of the Tower of Babel. Due to the success of these 
strategies, the Preface persuades with powerful affective and discursive cogency. 
More important still, they work to justify lexicographer Sam’s role on the historical 
scene. It is historical in the sense that the Dictionary has functioned “as an event 
around which cultural discourse formed or was reconfigured into new paradigms,” as 
Martin Wechselblatt observes (381). The new paradigms relevant to the subject of the 
present discussion, in which the Dictionary has appeared as an exemplar, includes a 
high cultural recognition of a Mr. Nobody on the strength of his professional 
performance, “modern authorship’s professional independence from delegated 
authority” (381), and a new authority on the “linguistic genealogy of nationhood”
(391). The Dictionary literally and symbolically opens up a space for educated 
persons among the middling classes, such as Johnson, to make a name, to exert 
influence and to write or re-write history. The making of Dr. Johnson, in this sense, 
fulfills what the narrative of Rasselas denies of Imlac.     

     Rhetoric, however, is not the vital instrument by which lexicographer Johnson 
opens the door to a new social role in a new social order. Relying solely on classical 
textual culture and rhetorical discipline, Johnson would not have a better chance than 
Imlac for making a passage to a new order of things. In Johnson’s Dictionary and the 
Language of Learning, Robert DeMaria, Jr. makes an impressive effort to uncover in 
the Dictionary “the seventeenth century English heritage” and the filiation with “the 
older European humanistic culture”(37). This and other similar projects to recover the 
intellectual roots of the Dictionary assume that the roots have been obscured from the 
eyes of readers in succeeding ages, as the Dictionary has been taken more as a search 
instrument than a dissertation on specific topics. The assumption tends to consider the 
value of the Dictionary as a rare storage of valuable texts, and ignore that as a learned 
collection of quotations of a wide circle of authors it is at best one more 
commonplace books in the learned tradition. The Dictionary is exemplary of the print 
form of the pragmatic device, the computerized improvement of which is the 
hypertext, for it has a vast databank and, most important of all, an interactive retrieval 
device. In fact, the retrieval device, the serialized display or the methodic 
classification, rather than the collection of data, is what sets the Dictionary apart from 
commonplace books kept by traditional scholars. Commonplace books usually 
organize the collected items under such headings as “hope,” “pleasure,” “happiness,” 
“ignorance,” “folly,” “imagination,” “madness,”  “mundus,” “God,” and other topics 
in moral philosophy. These are the very topics in terms of which Imlac makes 
observations, and in terms of which Johnson plans the narrative line of Rasselas. It is 
likely, observes DeMaria, “that Johnson thought of the field of knowledge in this 
topical way” (35), and according to Boswell, Johnson has a remarkable capacity to
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“tear out the heart of [what he reads]”(3:285), that is, to extract from his reading 
things on a standard humanistic topic. However, in producing the Dictionary, Johnson 
subjects the kind of humanistic textual storage to a process of re-ordering:

          When the time called upon me to range this accumulation of 

elegance and wisdom into alphabetical series, I . . . was forced to 

depart from my scheme of including all that was pleasing or useful 

in English literature, and reduce my transcripts very often to 

clusters of words in which scarcely any meaning is retained: thus 

to the weariness of copying, I was condemned to add the vexation 

of expunging. (Works 5:38)

The affective language of this passage dramatizes a scene of the mutilation of a 
cultural body, which recalls the figurative mutilation of the aristocratic body and the 
body of its supporting institutions and practices in Voltaire’s Candide. Alphabetical 
serialization is an exemplary function of a general cultural re-writing at the 
emergence of the bourgeois subject, which performs the job of fragmenting the 
familiar categories such as elegance, wisdom, virtue, vice and etc., on the one hand; 
and that of putting up alternative ordering systems to enable the incorporation of new 
sciences and new experiences, on the other. 

      The double function as implied in cited passage involves an enforcement of 
method and order, by which to effect a re-opening of the structural split, a disjoining 
of philosophy and grammar, or a collapse of the established structure of exemplarity. 
The work of deconstruction as performed on the collected apothegms of wisdom and 
truth, effecting a sort of emptying out of the moral and philosophical content: “the 
divine may desert his tenets, or the philosopher his system”(Works 5:39). The 
de-contextual processing consequently enables lexicographer Johnson to recycle the 
collected quotations in new contexts. Among them two are most telling of the 
significance of Johnson’s recycling project. First, quotations are introduced as proofs 
of eligibility or grammatical correctness: “many quotations serve no other purpose 
than that of proving the bare existence of words”(Works 5:39), and providing an 
example for teaching their structures and relations. Second, the examples are used as 
measurements in a spatial display of semantic differentiation. The quotations are 
selected for the purpose of exhibiting “diversities of signification or, at least, afford 
different shades of the same meaning”(Works 5:41). In the first case, the quotations 
are neutralized and thus ready to serve as illustrations of recommended lexical norms. 
In the second place, they serve, on the one hand, as instruments for reordering and 
extending the use of words; and, on the other, as illustrations of how words 
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participate in the on-going process of semiosis---the temporal function of recycling 
linguistic or other signs. Highlighting the formal and the semiosic aspects of words, 
these two categories of operation result in decentralizing the edifying value of those 
quotations which have been collected for moral or religious exemplification. The 
decentralization, in fact, liberates these quotations from the confines of a mimetic 
signifying economy: they are thus free to participate in alternative signifying projects 
and obtain exemplary position on alternative grounds. In Johnson’s Dictionary, 
alphabetization enforces a methodic processing of not only words but also the 
quotations to highlight their functional status as signifying structures, and by so doing 
it prepares them for further re-processing, or for the extension of the capacity of 
linguistic signs to process new information and new experiences. Before the advent of 
digitization, alphabetization serves as the instrument of storage, interface, and 
dissemination. In retrospect Johnson’s lexicographical labor, contrary to his 
expectation, facilitates the dissemination, rather than transmission, of the humanistic 
textual and pedagogic traditions. 

    In “Des Tours de Babel” Derrida redefines transmission in terms of 
dissemination, by a shift of conceptual paradigm from the model of correspondence 
to that of supplementarity. Commenting on Benjamin’s idea that “translation is a 
mode”(Illuminations 70), Derrida remarks that translation performs the task of 
transmission as it effects a de-formation as well as a transformation of the target text, 
rather than reproduces a copy of it in another language. Dissemination thus negotiates 
for the target text a form of survival in another sign system. Johnson’s Dictionary 
performs this very task of negotiation, which bargains for a relocation of the classical 
traditions in the new science of knowledge, a validation of “common” appropriation 
of the humanistic and the aristocratic textual properties, and an opening to 
self-independence and social distinction by means of professional skills. These highly 
political bargains re-enact themselves in the process of collecting, truncating and 
positioning textual quotations, or in that matter in the pursuit of examples. The setting 
of an illustrative example for a specific sense of a specific word in the Dictionary
symbolically rehearses an acting-out of such political unconscious. In contrast to the 
methodic processing of examples in the Dictionary, in Rasselas Imlac’s universal 
register and its parallel framing devices pursue moral exempla in accordance with a 
mimetic figurative scheme. Both the narrator and Imlac carry on a pursuit of moral 
exempla on a humanistic rhetorical project. As it goes on, it insists on the principle of 
universal correspondence. In this sense, Rasselas’ journey out of the Happy Valley,
being a repetition of encounters with the Same, is figuratively speaking a ritual 
adventure in a maze of mirrors, which means that wherever he goes he sees nothing 
but figures shaped in the confines of reflecting mirrors. The persistent dependence on 
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the universal register leads to an open-ended tautological production of pedantic 
illustrations. In the case of Rasselas, the listing of things heard and seen can 
practically go on forever, as monotonously as it does in Vanity of Human Wishes. In 
the latter religion steps in to put an end to the tiresome listing, and in the former the 
inundation of the Nile is staged to put a halt on Rasselas’ repetitious observation. The 
resort to devices of “deus ex machina,” as Fred Parker remarks on the forced ending 
of Vanity of Human Wishes, “supports, rather than puts an end to, 
indeterminacy”(137).
    
    Fred Parker uses the familiar expression, skepticism, to describe indeterminacy 
as such, which in fact is a case of aporia— a situation where the exuberance and the 
diversity of things can not be adapted to the regular figuration, classification or 
symbolization. In Preface to A Dictionary, aporia configures various asymmetrical 
relations between the signifier and the signified, which in the Dictionary Johnson 
deals with by means of methodic re-processing. In Rasselas indeterminacy or 
asymmetry testifies to the inadequacy of the figurative scheme which operates on the 
basis of the humanistic moral-philosophical categories to strengthen a mimetic 
signifying economy. Instead of making a radical epistemic break, as suggested by 
Foucault who in The Order of Things adopts a semiotic account of the historical 
phenomena of aporia in the wake of modernity,4 in Rasselas Johnson holds onto the 
Renaissance humanistic rhetorical models which handle cases of signifying 
inadequacy by means of paradoxes. Paradox is a figure, which poses a stance of doubt 
or deliberation. It operates by questioning the pragmatic adequacy of commonplace or 
familiar generalities, and by weighing the generalities on a scale of dialectic 
oppositions and placing the scale in pragmatic circumstances, it arrives, at long last, at 
the point of re-confirmation, in the extended horizons, of the validity of the truths 
under investigation. For instance, in The Praise of Folly, Erasmus produces examples 
that can be read in one context as illustrations of foolishness and in another context as 
wisdom. Setting up a mobile scale of relativity as the tool of deliberation, Erasmus 
shapes a perspective, which views folly and wisdom as two sides of one all-embracing 
truth. In The Prince, Machiavelli employs the same rhetorical scheme to advance 
arguments such as to be liberal is to be cruel, and re-establishes liberality and cruelty 
as complementary categories in discourses on princes and princedoms. These two 

                                                
4 Michel Foucault, “Representing,” The Order of Things (New York: Vintage Books,1973) 46-77. In 
this particular chapter of the book, Foucault explains modernity in terms of a shift of the mode of 
sign-production, which effected a phenomenon of what he calls epistemic rupture. A rupture occurs as 
the strong presence of a new logic or new form of processing things, facts, and experiences, which 
substitutes the previously predominant mode for producing knowledge. In contrast to Foucault’s 
archaeological approach which sees history as discontinuous periods, Rasselas adheres to the model of 
continuity perpetuated in the humanistic tradition. 
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classic Renaissance rhetorical performances illustrate how the deployment of 
paradoxes, which defend the guarded metaphysical boundaries by means of dialectic 
oppositions, reinforces the patterned operation of generalization, for that matter
classification and signification, maintained on the given metaphysical grounds. In 
Rasselas, dialectic oppositions such as youth/age, retirement/joviality, and 
celibacy/marriage are framed on a neither-nor scale. For instance, the inquiry on 
private life leads to the comment that “marriage has many pains, but celibacy has no 
pleasures” ( Yale 16: 99). The hermit deserts society for quiet seclusion only to come 
to the resolution of returning into the world, and the reversal of his decision is 
anticipated by a sage of an assembly of learned men that “the hermit would, in a few 
years, go back to his retreat, and perhaps, if shame did not restrain, or death intercept 
him, return once more from his retreat into the world”(Yale 16:85). Happiness is thus 
shown available neither in celibacy nor marriage, or neither in nor out of the world. 
The neither-nor scale, as does the either-or scale, functions to defend the privileged 
moral-philosophical grounds, for neither-nor and either-or mark the four available 
positions on one semiotic square, the field of signifying possibilities of a sign, which 
as Shoshana Felman points out is a structure of ideology (144). Skepticism or the 
game of paradoxes in Rasselas tells of a witty juggling with the embarrassment of 
signifying inadequacy: it does not question the ideological grounding of the semiotic 
square. In contrast to the aggressive politics which informs the Dictionary, the 
reliance on figurative performance in Rasselas is politically conservative. It juggles 
with binaries, playing with inconsistencies, contradictions and variations, and remain 
loyal to the hegemony of the cultural and political alliance of humanistic learning and 
the hereditary hierarchy.

              V.  The Return of the Evacuated Host  
     Matin Wechselblatt ‘s essay on the Dictionary situates a discussion on 
Johnson’s cultural and linguistic authority in the space where the internal structural
split of linguistic signs, such as words and illustrative examples, re-opens in the 
process of revision. The work of revision performs a re-negotiation of terms for 
joining philosophy with grammar. The occasion thus exposes the temporal and the 
ideological shape of a privileged form of exemplarity. Inconsistencies and 
contradictions observable in the resetting of definitions and quotations, in 
Wechselblatt’s discussion, are symptoms of ideological split. Following Elizabeth 
Hedrick’s observation on Johnson’s first draft of the Plan (55:423-43), in which she 
points out that Johnson’s linguistic reformism shown in the finished Plan does not 
emerge as the impact of the introduction of Chesterfield’s patronage to the project, 
Wechselblatt argues that Johnson’s divided attitude reflects the cultural climate of the 
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times. “Johnson,” observes Wechselblatt, “worked from a position split between, and 
internalizing, two antithetical views of language and cultural authority”(395). 
Wechselblatt’s argument in fact throws light on the politics of exemplarity in 
Johnson’s texts. Accommodating the instrumental operation of alphabetical series, 
Johnson accedes to the re-writing ambition of the bourgeois cultural politics. The 
rejection of linguistic positivism made obvious in the emphasis on method and use, in 
the Preface, is toned down by a confessional rhetoric of a humanist scholar, which 
evokes pathos for a balked resistance against the dwindling of truth, in the event of 
textual and cultural re-structuring. Reviewing the fourth edition of the Dictionary, 
Allen Reddick observes, “Johnson seems to have relied upon the technique of 
rhetorical or lyrical (as opposed to “encyclopedic”) excess more frequently in the 
fourth edition than the first”(167). Reddick’s observation detects an avatar of the 
humanistic didactic project in Johnson’s production of rhetorical excess: “ Johnson 
frequently added a quotation under a definition, which neither clearly illustrates the 
usage nor refines the meaning of the word but serves purely didactic (and specifically 
religious) purpose” (165). The rhetorical excess testifies to a renewed dedication to 
the apparatus of humanistic cultural and textual production, and to the social and 
political institutions with which it has a symbiotic relation. The return of the 
rhetorical “excess,” as it negotiates a relocation of the divines and philosophers who 
have been pressured to evacuate their guarded semantic foundation by the methodic 
aggression, suspends the quotations on an uneasy balance between two signifying 
economies— the ethical-philosophical economy and that of the science of 
lexicography, or between the function of moral maxims and that of analytical 
instrument of difference. About this dangling in-between Wechselblatt remarks that it 
stages “a simultaneous identification with and resistance to the received authority of 
examples,” or to “the exemplary stability of delegated authority, modeled on 
aristocratic succession”(395). The power rivalry between the two signifying 
economies or between two structures of exemplarity, in light of Wechselblatt’s 
observation, is related with an ideological ambiguity which underscores Johnson’s 
theory of language.  

     The reactivation of the humanistic rhetoric in the revised editions of the 
Dictionary gives a sign of what Barthes terms “the return of the evacuated host as the 
guest,”— the speaking subject returns as one of the participants, rather than the 
exclusive authority, after the event of symbolic expulsion as exemplified by the 
enforcement of alphabetic series. Rasselas, a work in 1759, features another instance 
of the return as such. The dispossessed returns to assert his authority and legitimacy,
only to find that in the reshaped discursive economy his words do not speak what he 
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means. The return takes place in the event of valorizing a humanistic 
moral-philosophical register, by which to enforce the signifying closure of figures, 
genres, characters, or narratives. In other words, it brings back the standard 
exemplarity in the old tradition for the production of such signifying units as figures, 
genres, characters and narratives. However, it falls short of the entrusted allegorical 
responsibility, as it fails to achieve integrated signifying units on the several levels. It 
is so, for the evacuated master returns to find himself speaking with a forked tongue. 
Imlac’s account of his poetic career, for instance, shows how language confounds 
with its confounding self-dividedness. It begins with a narration of how he has 
endeavored to augment the figurative storage for the decoration of moral or religious 
truths by a collection of images of objects and scenes in nature. The impression of a
tulip in the field, for instance, proposes a fresh poetic figure for moral or religious 
discourses. The transformation of sensory data into figures for such purpose goes 
through a process of allegorical formalization, which has less to do with the particular 
details of the factual presence of things themselves, and more with the individual’s 
familiarity with the conventionalized rhetorical formulae. To search for allegorical 
figures in nature thus means staging a figurative transformation of the materiality of 
objects and scenes, and to exclude raw sensual experiences of them. In an effort to 
aggrandize his enterprise, Imlac unawaredly resorts to the language of natural history: 

The business of a poet is to examine, not the individual, but the 

species; to remark general properties and large appearances: he does 

not number the streaks of the tulip, or describe the different shades in 

the verdure of the forest. (Yale 16: 43)   

The taxonomy of nature in terms of genres, species, properties or traits is a scheme of 
analytical differentiation. In borrowing the language of natural history, Imlac may 
intend to redeem his poetic figures from the barren confines of rhetorical tradition, 
and at the same time to revitalize the moral or religious causes by fresh embodiments 
in a language of empirical positivism. It however introduces new complications, for 
the new language operates on a different form of exemplarity, the semantic content 
shaped in terms of which is brought in to increase the opacity of Imlac’s utterance. In 
fact, the language of natural science, which outlaws aesthetic taste— different shades 
in the verdure of the forest, for instance— and allegorical signification — the tulip as 
an allegorical figure in moral or religious discourse, for instance, questions rather 
than gives credence to Imlac’s poetic enterprise.

Imlac loses control of his speech in much the same way on the topic of making 
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inquiries of local manners and modes of life. The survey is said to carry out a 
programme of collecting local manifestations of “the power of all the passions in all 
their combinations”(Yale 16:44), and by the examples collected to justify the 
proposition of moral-rational government of passions. As the account goes on, Imlac
gets carried away by the logic of methodic or analytical reasoning:

He must consider right and wrong in their abstracted and invariable 

state; he must disregard present laws and opinions, and rise to

general and transcendental truth, which will always be the same. 

(Yale 16:44)

Samples of local manners and conducts are to be collected so as to be materials for 
abstract analysis, which then is expected to arrive at invariable laws or objective 
universals. Unknowingly Imlac is speaking for an enlightenment from the constraints 
of tradition, authority and establishments: the enlightened poet is in his feverish 
language accorded with a commanding position as “the legislator of mankind,” who 
is to preside “over the thoughts and manners of future generations”(Yale 16:45). The 
quest which starts out as a project of moral or religious testimony by live examples is 
in Imlac’s representation turned into a puzzling of the grounds of the project itself. 
The confused return as instanced by Imlac’s account of his own poetic career effects 
an ironic reversal: the effort at consolidating orthodoxy generates dissenting voices 
and introduces a sense of shakiness of what it upholds . Formally the return as such is 
the temporal re-enacting of the general paradox of sign, which features the voicing of 
the other enabled by the attempt at a resolute closure. Any attempt as such indeed 
produces a temporal content of the unconscious of words. Signification is an 
enforcement of a specific form of exemplarity, and an enforcement as such effects 
repression. A refunction of the signifying machine, or the substitution of an 
alternative exemplarity, gives opportunity for the surfacing of the repressed. The 
re-enacting of the paradox of sign thus provides an occasion for the staging of the 
historically specific drama of authority or identity (re)negotiation. The voicing of the 
excluded other in Imlac’s utterance is on the one hand an example of the radical 
opacity of language, and on the other the surfacing of the submerged on-going 
negotiation for a functioning identity structure of the emerging bourgeois subject. The 
surfacing as such in Imlac’s account reactivates the demonized energy for 
epistemological innovation and social re-orientation: the emerging bourgeois subject 
voices the repressed demand for the power to rewrite culture and redefine the rules of 
how to make sense of the material world. In the “enlightened” state of things, 
presumably the Mechanist would not seem absurd and the Astronomer would not be 
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thought as losing his wits. The former would endeavor to improve his engineering 
technology and the latter would perhaps come up with some viable version of a brave 
new world. And Imlac would have a chance to fame as Johnson did by his literary 
merits.

   In the general narrative of Rasselas the return of the evacuated host effects 
another semiosic phenomenon— the reprogramming of the signifying power of money. 
In accordance with the professed didactic intent of the narrator, money has been 
subdued to serve the allegorizing intent of the moral-philosophical project. In light of 
the allegorical scheme, money means riches, and possession of riches is measured on 
moral or doctrinal grounds. Money is thought to circulate as a visible sign of positive 
values such as honor, power, and rank, or as pejorative signs of corruption, avarice 
and vulgarity. According to the line of reasoning, money is the material marker of 
valuable forms of social capital, and the ethics of money consists of who merits the 
ownership. Money thus serves as an indicator of the virtues of the possessor, such as 
justice, benevolence, propriety, integrity, or prudence. Thus in Rasselas the Happy 
Valley stands as an emblem of prudent and tactful management of the reserve of these 
capitals. Incalculable treasures are said to have been concealed in hidden recesses of 
the palace and made secure behind the formidable iron gates at the entrance of the 
Valley. The secret reserve, which is said to be available to the heir of the throne only, 
gives symbolic justification to the monarchical power. At the same time, the care and 
ability in maintaining proper ownership of riches serve as the moral index of the 
political performance of the monarch. The pyramids and the catacombs, other 
corresponding forms of royal ownership of valuable capitals, are considered 
deplorable, for the owners have turned riches into signs that exceed the sign economy 
advocated by the allegorical scheme. Hence both indicate moral as well as mental 
deviation of the owners. Bribe and fraud are evils of improper possession of money. 
Riches from commerce is not corrupt, nevertheless it compromises the owner’s social 
respectability. Imlac’s expectation to perform an alchemic change on his father’s 
fortune made in business, and to produce from the metal of commercial money the 
gold of honor and respect attests to the underlying ideology of riches as an indicator 
of essence and merit. 

 The narrative of Rasselas, in the manner of Oriental tales, is situated in the 
historical and geographical zones outside the familiar experiences of its author and 
immediate readers. The remoteness of the scenes facilitates the task of the allegorical 
reduction or the moral-philosophical framing. As the narrative progresses, it 
unguardedly brings back excluded historical reality of trade, market and money to 
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upset the allegorical scheme. The resurfacing of the repressed historical material 
introduces, for instance, a concept of money as a medium of commerce and other 
forms of trading. Imlac, who reports that in his former tours he sometimes played a 
trader as a disguise, is in fact a trader par excellence. A trade is a pursuit; a trader 
pursues opportunities for buying and selling; and the pursuit performs a 
transformation of material and immaterial things into commodities, or objects of 
vanity, desire, need, convenience or comfort. As a conventional trader, Imlac buys 
and sells commodities created by the marketplace; and as a traveling scholar, he 
“sells” to kings, princes and the like “commodities” created by the culture 
manipulated by the ruling order. Money and language are the very media of his trade, 
and his first instruction to Rasselas in the world outside the Happy Valley includes 
learning the local language and the use of money. Money, as much as language, 
serves as a tool by which Rasselas, and Nakayah gain access to private domains and 
advance their pursuits. The introduction of money as a medium signals the adoption 
of an alternative mode of sign mediation. The world in which the new mode of sign 
production is functioning is a society where “commerce is here honorable” (Yale 16: 
63), as Imlac tells Rasselas. This world pretty much reflects the reality in Johnson’s 
times. In The Life of Samuel Johnson, Boswell makes this remark on the social 
ascendency of the Thrale family: “In this great commercial country it is natural that a 
situation which produces much wealth should be considered as very respectable; and, 
no doubt, honest industry is entitled to esteem”(1:490). Yet being a landed gentry, 

Boswell has reservation about the social eminence of new money. “But, perhaps,” he 
adds, “the too rapid advance of men of low extraction tends to lessen the value of that 
distinction by birth and gentility, which has ever been found beneficial to the grand 
scheme of subordination”(1:490). In Virtue, Commerce and History, J.G.A.Pocock
discusses the polemics current in the eighteenth century, which was then fired by the 
conflict and tension between the landed interest and that of commerce. The 
metalanguage he uses— “real estate” versus “mobile property” 5— is descriptive of 
the semiosic shift of money, which was in fact what threatens a reorientation of life, 
knowledge and power.

 The trip that leads Rasselas and his band from the Happy Valley to the world 

                                                
5 J.G. A. Pocock, Virtue, Commerce, and History: essays on political thought and history, chiefly in the 
eighteenth century (New York: Cambridge UP, 1985). In this book Pocock uses the categories of “real 
estate” and “mobile property” for the analyses of the involved antagonism between sectors with various 
investments in land and those with interests in commerce and paper credit. The two terms are useful in 
the context of the present paper on two particular grounds. First, they describe the ideological 
differences that split the collective identity of the bourgeois subject. Second, they afford a discussion of 
the split in terms of theory of signs or modes of rationality.  
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outside in this sense amounts to a crossing over the sign economy of “real estate” to 
that of “mobile property.” The logic of the former informs the definition of virtue as 
the possession of constant values; and it defends forms of signification which are 
conducive to the reproduction of the valorized form of values as the essence of value. 
The latter favors the logic of semiosis, which is to allow transformation or 
reformation of “value” to take place, as value circulates as a “form” of constituting 
value. The logic applied in the social world encourages social mobility and the 
creation of new forms of mobile property: hierarchy and property are but forms by 
which meaningful order is shaped. Rasselas’s inquiry of the right choice of life is 
conceived in terms of the logic of the former, and Imlac as a wise sage guides him on 
the road in the corresponding perspective. The Astronomer whose astronomic 
language does not have an accountable solid ground is by the judgment made a case 
of madness. And Imlac’s reverie is comical for the inflated ambition exposes a lack of 
real capital. The enforcement of the reproductive mode to defend moral-philosophical 
truths corresponds with the rhetorical production of excess which Reddick has 
observed. The return of the ideological defense as such is baffled, as the narrative 
unwittingly brings in the social world where Rasselas has to speak a different tongue 
and participate in social exchanges by the mediation of money. The situation where 
things have different names by different tongues and money circulates as mediating 
tokens rather than as value itself is a situation where translation and love of metaphor 
and other rhetoric sophistications have activated the dynamics of différance. The 
lexicographer Johnson acknowledges the inevitability of such semiosic phenomena as 
he remarks that “words are the daughters of earth” (Works 5:27). Consequently the 
lexicographer has an intimation that his undertaking to restore the precision and 
transparency of words is a Quixotic pursuit, “an illusory chase of the first inhabitants 
of Arcadia of the sun, which, when they had reached the hill where he seemed to rest, 
was still beheld at the same distance from them” (Works 5:43). The lexicographer’s  
insight to the phenomena of semiosis predicts, with impressive logical coherence,  
the conclusion of Rasselas, in which it is said “nothing is concluded” (Yale 16:175). 
The inconclusive conclusion is no doubt a Johnsonian rhetorical display, a play at the 
art of paradox. Nonetheless, it arrives as the logical consequence from seeing 
conclusions as provisional or strategic closures in defining words, figures, narrative 
genres or other symbolic structures. It follows that in forcing the arrival of a strong, 
though optional, closure of a narrative, the narrator has to stand up for a defined 
subject position. For instance, Candide ends a quest for model bourgeois subject in 
Candide’s garden, which provides a positive symbol of a new society based on work 
and merits. The narrative of Don Quixote, after subjecting the knight to repeated 
physical abuses, forces the knight to convert and resolutely kills him off before it 
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concludes. The strong closure in this case endorses the rise of a new subject and its 
symbolic replacement of the cultural values and moral ideals which justified the 
political authority of the feudal lords. The suspension at the end of Rasselas suggests 
an uneasy resignation or a holding-back from a resolute commitment to either the 
conservative politics or the cause of innovation and change.
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