


Economic acts

‘There is nothing which so generally strikes the imagination, and
engages the affections of mankind, as the right of property.’ So declares
William Blackstone, the first Vinerian Professor of English Law at the
University of Oxford, in his magisterial Commentaries (–). Prop-
erty, he goes on to say, is ‘that sole and despotic dominion which one
man claims and exercises over the external things of the world, in total
exclusion of the right of any other individual in the universe’.¹ Having
gone so far, he is moved to open the Bible, citing Genesis : , which he
calls ‘the only true and solid foundation of man’s dominion over exter-
nal things’.² It is rare to find Blackstone evoking the imagination or
expressing such a sense of awe. And yet it is understandable here: for he
is confronting the ground and abyss of his great theme. The laws of
England, as gathered and ordered by him, are at heart an affirmation
and elaboration of the right to property.³
That property is a natural right, established at the level of the

individual rather than the State, is the burden of John Locke’s eloquent
remarks on the subject in his Two Treatises of Government (). To say
that his theory of property was influential would be a tepid under-
statement; it formed a horizon for all discussions of law and society in
eighteenth-century Britain, including Blackstone’s lectures.⁴No student
of the age can be unaware of Locke’s bold central contention: ‘Though
the Earth, and all inferior Creatures be common to all Men, yet every
Man has a Property in his own Person. This no Body has any Right to but
himself. The Labour of his Body, and theWork of his Hands, we may say,
are properly his. Whatsoever then he removes out of the State that
Nature hath provided, and left it in, he hath mixed his Labour with, and
joyned to it something that is his own, and thereby makes it his Property.’⁵
Thus Locke; and the tradition of liberalism – or, if you prefer, possessive
individualism – that largely derives from himwill add as a coda that only
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a natural right, underwritten by God, can truly serve as an absolute
ground for regulating social life.⁶
Fiercely protected by the law, property in turn kept watch over the

world of political power in eighteenth-century England.Only thosemen
who held land with a taxable value of at least s per annum were
eligible to vote in parliamentary elections. And only thosemen who held
considerable tracts of landed property could seek to contest a seat or
borough. This latter measure came onto the books in  when, after
many delays, the Commons finally passed an ‘Act for Securing the
Freedom of Parliaments’,  Annæ c. , which required an elected
candidate to own land yielding at least £ above reprizes per annum
for a country seat and £ above reprizes per annum for a city
borough.⁷ The Tories had been calling for such a measure for some
time, and their reasons for doing so were perfectly cogent. In the
decades following the Glorious Revolution, the country gentlemen had
been forced to accommodate themselves to a new political order.
Whatever their attachments may have been to the divine right of kings
and indefeasible hereditary succession, let alone to James II or, later, the
Old Pretender, they had little choice but to endorseWilliam III as King
de facto and to protect their interests as best they could. The Tories’
‘ideology of order’, as H. T. Dickinson calls it, was under threat from the
men of the City who, if circumstances allowed, could upset the old
hierarchies with the power bought by their new-found wealth. It was
necessary to prevent them from gaining a quick admittance to the third
estate.⁸
Only those men of substantial property would have the commitment

to the country required to govern wisely, the Tories argued, and only
those men would have the leisure to attend conscientiously to the work
of legislature. It was as though they were quoting directly from James
Harrington’s Oceana ():

For dominion personal or in money, it may now and then stir up a Melius or a
Manlius, which, if the commonwealth be not provided with some kind of
dictatorian power, may be dangerous, though it have been seldom or never
successful; because unto property producing empire, it is required that it should
have some certain root or foothold, which, except in land, it cannot have, being
otherwise as it were upon the wing.⁹

Speculators, traders and small squires would have to be excluded from
government. When one thinks of the many financiers who made and
lost fortunes over the course of the century, let alone the calamities
consequent on the bursting of the South Sea Bubble in , the
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concerns of the Tories come into sharp focus. Yet from the viewpoint of
those with no or little land, including those whose family estates had
been heavily mortgaged in the recent war to pay land tax, it must have
seemed as though the Glorious Revolution had never happened. In
terms of parliamentary representation, at least, one might have been
forgiven for thinking that one ‘sole and despotic dominion’ had replaced
another.¹⁰
This thought should encourage us to disentangle questions of par-

liamentary representation from questions of landed property. By the
middle decades of the eighteenth century business men, minor gentry
and political radicals were all muttering against the current system of
parliamentary representation. In the s London merchants com-
plained they were subject to a disproportionately high amount of land
tax: their interests would be better served, they thought, by eliminating
rotten boroughs and creating new seats in London and other commer-
cial centres.¹¹ Twenty years later the same group found themselves
disadvantaged by government restrictions on trade with the American
colonies. The brief period of living in harmony with the ministry, under
the leadership of William Pitt, must have seemed like a pleasant dream.
Now things were very different, but there were few opportunities for
effective displays of discontent. One came in the crisis of – when
John Wilkes repeatedly attempted to represent first London then Mid-
dlesex in the Commons. He received vigorous support from disgruntled
merchants; and when, after the third by-election, he was declared
unable to be elected, the government was beleaguered with grievances
from craftsmen and tradesmen.¹²
The commercial classes gave little or no encouragement to the

radicals, however, and it is easy to see why. By and large the political
radicals distrusted the new world of floating debt, international trade
and paper credit. Consider Thomas Hollis (–), for instance. James
Boswell called him a ‘strenuous Whig’, thinking no doubt of his repub-
licanism.¹³ To be sure, Hollis was an extremist in advocating the
dissolution of the monarchy of Great Britain, but the right to property
was never in question for him: he looked to the powerful landowners for
national leadership. Had he lived a further twenty years, Hollis would
certainly not have enjoyed all of Edmund Burke’s Reflections on the
Revolution in France (). In particular, the vision of the dauphiness at
Versailles in all her beauty and glory would have repulsed him. Yet he
would not have disagreed completely with the sentiments of a passage
like this one:
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Nothing is a due and adequate representation of a state, that does not represent
its ability, as well as its property. But as ability is a vigorous and active principle,
and as property is sluggish, inert, and timid, it never can be safe from the
invasions of ability, unless it be, out of all proportion, predominant in the
representation. It must be represented too in greatmasses of accumulation, or it
is not rightly protected. The characteristic essence of property, formed out of
the combined principles of its acquisition and conservation, is to be unequal.¹⁴

Hollis and Burke: the conjunction reminds us that in eighteenth-century
Britain even people from distant parts of the political spectrum could
agree on the importance of landed property for the continued health of
the nation.
As the century wore on, two developments aided the financiers and

merchants rather more than the radicals. There had been members of
the Commons with family backgrounds in commerce as early as
George I’s first parliament, and over the years the proportion of non-
élite parliamentarians increased.¹⁵ Bankers and merchants purchased
and entailed landed property to secure their futures and those of their
descendants; and one consequence was that, by the last decade of the
century, the old-style country gentlemen were a minority in the
House.¹⁶ At the same time, the British economy was growing; and as
the country’s wealth became increasingly tied to credit and commerce,
political power began to respond to personal as well as real property.
The inevitable reference point is Adam Smith’s The Wealth of Nations
(). His definition of property may have been more narrow than
Locke’s which extended to ‘life, liberty and estate’, but if one steps back
far enough one can make out the philosopher standing behind the
economist.
Another tireless advocate of merchants, Daniel Defoe, would have

been pleased by what had happened in the decades after the Review; but
it must be remembered that not even he doubted that stable govern-
ment of the realm ultimately depended on freeholders of property:

The Freeholders are the proper Owners of the Country: It is their own, and the
other Inhabitants are but Sojourners, like Lodgers in a House, and ought to be
subject to such Laws as the Freeholders impose upon them, or else they must
remove; because the Freeholders having a Right to the Land, the others have
no Right to live there but upon Suffrance . . . And I make no Question but
Property of Land is the best Title to Government in the World . . .¹⁷

We think of Defoe as a supporter of liberty, and so he was. If we ask what
the word meant to him, though, we learn something important about
what the old rallying cry ‘Liberty and Property!’ oftenmeant in practice.
‘Pray, what is Liberty – But a Freedom to possess Property, a Liberty to
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enjoy it, and a Right to defend it – And this is so much the Priviledge of
an EnglishMan, that no Human Power can, without a Crime to forfeit it,
or a Consent to yield it, divest him of it – If it can, ye may wipe your
Mouths withMagna Charta, Claim of Right, and all the Laws hitherto to
defend them.’¹⁸
Defend the English man’s right to property the Laws certainly did.

From the Restoration to the death of George III about  capital
offences were added to the books, most of which concerned crimes
against property.¹⁹ We can read these figures as the grim record of a
society violently protecting the rights of its élite, often with cruelty, and
to a large extent we are obliged to do so. Yet these figures also tell us that
the notion of property was in flux, expanding in several directions at the
same time. Ronald Paulson is right to point out that property is not to be
accommodated by any single or simple polarity. It is variously con-
trasted with the human, liberty and ability; and these shadings have
different intensities in different contexts.²⁰ And Peter Linebaugh is also
correct to argue that in the eighteenth century the concept of property
changes in four distinguishable though hardly distinct ways: how it is
produced, how it is used, how it is valued, and how the laws pertain to
it.²¹ To take just one example, although a very important one, all these
changes in the notion of property are caught up in the long and often
heated debate that finally resulted in the modern understanding of
intellectual property.
Three events are of particular significance in this debate. In 

Parliament passed the ‘Act for the Encouragement of Learning’, 
Annæ, c. , often known as the Statute of Anne, which ended the
free-for-all in the book trade that had been unleashed since the Licen-
sing Act had been allowed to lapse in . It was now clearly affirmed
that literary works were the personal property of the author or booksel-
ler, and a term of copyright was set at twenty-one years for books
already in print, and at fourteen years for new titles (extendable to
twenty-eight years, if the author was alive at the end of the first term).
Less than clear, however, was whether the Statute of Anne merely
bolstered a common law understanding of literary property, in which
case copyright would be perpetual, or whether it was by itself the whole
law, in which case copyright would be limited. The matter remained
unresolved until the case ofMillar v. Taylor (), when the Court of the
King’s Bench affirmed that copyright was perpetual. The decision was
in effect for just five years. For in the landmark case of Donaldson v. Becket
(), the House of Lords voted in favour of limited copyright.With this
decision authors, rather than booksellers, became the owners of
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copyright. It was the beginning of what people were beginning to call
the ‘Golden Age of Authors’.

In late seventeenth- and early eighteenth-century Britain, then, we see
the emergence and consolidation of a rich and diverse culture of
property. It is not my intention to describe or explore it further.
Historians of British economics, literature and politics have already
done so in illuminating detail, especially in recent years, and I will be
drawing on their work in the chapters that follow.²²My concern is with
one man who participated in this culture and in some respects has come
to stand for it: Samuel Johnson. That he wrote with strength and
originality on many of its features – agriculture, economics, forgery,
land, law and literary property – may not be as well known as it deserves
to be, and these writings will be of interest to me. But they are not my
main focus, which is given in the title of this introduction. In coining the
expression ‘economic acts’ I have not wished to signal a sympathy with
economic reductionism or an attempt to draw parallels between lan-
guage and money.²³Rather, I would like the expression to identify those
actions in which something is appropriated and/or expropriated: econ-
omic logic, not economism, is the issue.²⁴ Sometimes these acts concern
real, personal or literary property. Sometimes they do not: for as
Blackstone and others before him knew, the right to appropriation is
distinct from the right to property. Whether it is historically or logically
distinct is a matter that divides Marxists from non-Marxists, and I do
not propose to debate the question here. Suffice it to say, though, that
sometimes these acts straddle the line dividing the two kinds of right.
In each chapter Samuel Johnson is linked in one way or another to

James Boswell, and in explaining why I do this I can also give a better
idea of my concern. Certainly some explanation is necessary, for schol-
ars of eighteenth-century British writing are far more cautious now
about associating these two writers than we were even a generation ago.
In  Bertrand H. Bronson expressed what many had felt, that
Boswell’s ‘Flemish portrait’ of Johnson had fundamentally affected the
ways in which we respond to him. ‘Johnson has come down to us in a
double tradition’, he suggested. ‘Like any other author, he exists for us
in his works. But he exists also like a character in one of our older novels,
and on the same level of objectivity and familiarity.’²⁵ Johnson had
become a split figure, writer and talker, with Boswell ultimately respon-
sible for the scission. More than that, Boswell divides Johnson only to
appropriate his idiom: after all, the proper name ‘Boswell’ has come to
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stand for the Life of Johnson, and therefore for Johnson the talker. A
writer’s idiom, usually a mark of singularity, is here taken by another,
made proper and profitable to him. So much so that the biographer is
raised by many readers above his subject: the annex becomes larger
(and certainly more comfortable) than the original house. The move-
ment is a familiar one: what seems secondary and supplemental can
displace the primary figure; the excessive becomes successive. And
equally customary is the irritation such movements cause among the
votaries of the primary figure. For some Johnsonians it is well nigh
impossible to mention Boswell without a certain sharpness of tone.
Given Bronson’s assumptions, it would seem that the best way to

recover the true Johnson, the challenging writer, is to read what he
wrote and what his contemporaries wrote about him. Certainly we have
more information about Johnson, his early years in particular, than was
available to Boswell.²⁶ We have a fine edition of his letters, a growing
complete edition of his works, and a better sense of his canon; we have
Frances Burney’s journal and letters, along with other memoirs; there is
all the genealogical research of Aleyn Llyll Reade, diverse biographies,
and all the many contributions that explore aspects of Johnson’s reading
and writing.²⁷When we take all this into account we see that Boswell’s
perspective on Johnson was not the only one, or perhaps always the
most telling one. It is also true that, with the recovery of his journals and
letters, we know far more about Boswell than could have been imagined
a century ago. When the research edition of the journals is complete we
will know even more. Marshall Waingrow’s edition of the original
manuscript of the Life of Johnson already gives invaluable insights into
Boswell’s writing habits.²⁸ In reading these documents and editions
along with his books we can identify several layers of Boswell’s self-
mythologising, one copious seam of which consists of his relationship
with Johnson.
So Johnson and Boswell were far less hand in glove than was once

thought. If this gives Johnsonians a tonic satisfaction, it also causes them
a flicker of anxiety now and then. For Johnson has been extricated only
at the cost of revealing a Boswell who competes for our attention. This
revelation occurs in two main stages. First, there is a change of sym-
pathy: Macaulay vilifies Boswell in his famous review of J. W. Croker’s
 edition of the Life, but the biographer is rehabilitated by the
editions of Birkbeck Hill, Chauncey B. Tinker and Frederick A. Pottle.²⁹
Second, there is a change of genre: the great biographer takes a step to
the side, allowing the supreme diarist to stand in the spotlight. The
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transformation of Boswell is not without problems: high claims for his
drama of the self do not persuade those who were not in the first place
charmed by that self in the Life. Reading the journals we repeatedly see
an elastic conscience being stretched to its limits then suddenly snapping
back, bringing terrible remorse. One might wonder whether this makes
for art of a high order, as Frederick Pottle contends, or merely a record
of ‘self-absorption and mediocrity of mind’, as Claude Rawson judges.³⁰
Yet it is a debate about Boswell, and for once ‘Boswell’ does not stand
for ‘Johnson’. The new-found independence of both writers means that
their relationship must be rethought, both in itself and as received in
literary history. In part this project requires us to examine Boswell’s
diverse appropriations of Johnson, and in part it invites us to study the
desire to expropriate Boswell from the reading of Johnson. Both acts
mark ‘Samuel Johnson’ as a particular kind of property.
To regard Boswell’s writings on Johnson as ‘economic acts’ is to

acknowledge complex acts of appropriation and expropriation that are
managed there. Also, though, it is to attend to Boswell’s biographical
style: his promised frugality – ‘to explain, connect, and supply’ – as set
against his many excesses. Boswell positions himself to be as passive as
possible with respect to Johnson: not to speak after his subject’s death, as
other biographers do, but to let his subject present himself in his own
words. Inevitably, this passivity becomes a mastery: the Life preserves a
memory of Johnson and programmes it for future generations, so
effectively in fact that it is often taken to be the memory of Johnson. If
various meanings may be drawn from the word ‘economic’ at different
moments of this study, the same is true of ‘acts’. Usually the word
denotes simply a deed or an exploit. On occasion, though, its legal sense
is brought into the foreground; while at other times, the word evokes the
theatre. It is not irrelevant that Boswell the lawyer was also Boswell the
theatre goer and mimic.
Samuel Johnson and the Culture of Property begins by pondering how

Boswell makes Johnson into a monument, a piece of public property,
and ends by meditating on what escapes all monumentalisation, that
cluster of repetitive appropriations we call ‘everyday life’. In between I
examine how the decades in which Johnson lived have come to be
economised in his name, forming an ‘Age of Johnson’, and how Bos-
well’s Life becomes a kind of property in nineteenth- and twentieth-
century arguments about biography and editing. Boswell’s second ma-
jor Johnsonian work, the Journal of a Tour to the Hebrides, becomes the
focus in two chapters. In the first I analyse the play of subordination and
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exchange in Johnson’s transit of Caledonia, paying attention to how a
politics of money engages a politics of land. And in the second I turn to
examine Ossian and Johnson as competing forms of cultural property.

I began formulating the questions that now shape this study when
lecturing on eighteenth-century English literature at the University of
Melbourne in , and over the years many people have helped me in
a variety of ways.
This book came to life slowly and inmany places. Different sections of

the first chapter were given as papers in theDepartment of English at the
University of Melbourne and at the American Society for Eighteenth-
Century Studies, East-Central Division, held at Georgetown University
inWashington, DC in . One part of the second chapter was read at
the colloquium of the Department of English, the University of Sydney,
and another part at the colloquium of the Department of English,
Northwestern University, Evanston, in . A portion of the third
chapter was presented to meetings of the Departments of English at
Monash University, Melbourne, and Case Western Reserve University
in Cleveland. A draft of chapter four was read at a staff seminar of the
Department of English at the AustralianNational University, Canberra,
and a slightly different version of this paper, which included material
from chapter five, was presented at the eighth David Nichol Smith
Seminar, held at Monash University in . One part of the fifth
chapter was read at the colloquium of the Department of English, La
Trobe University, Melbourne, and another part was presented at the
staff–postgraduate seminar of the Centre for Comparative Literature
and Cultural Studies at Monash University in . Finally, pages from
chapters one and three were presented at the  and  Annual
Meetings of the Johnson Society of Australia, both held in Melbourne. I
am grateful to all those who contributed to the discussion of these papers
and, in several cases, offered useful suggestions.
A truncated version of the first chapter appeared as ‘Johnson as

Monument’ in The Critical Review,  () and a highly compressed
statement of chapters four and five was published as ‘Economic Acts:
Johnson in Scotland’ in a special number ofEighteenth-Century Life, , ns 
().My thanks to the editors of both journals: Richard Lansdown and
Clive Probyn respectively.
I would like to thank theAustralianResearchCouncil for a large grant

which enabled me to consult books and manuscripts in libraries in
England and the United States. It is a pleasure to acknowledge the help

Economic acts

© Cambridge University Press www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press
0521651824 - Samuel Johnson and the Culture of Property
Kevin Hart
Excerpt
More information

http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org/0521651824


given to me by librarians over the last decade. In Australia: Deakin
University Library, and Monash University Library. Particular thanks
are due to Richard Overell of the Rare Books Room at the Monash
University Library. In Britain: the British Library in London, and the
Johnson Birthplace Museum in Lichfield. In the United States: the
Bieneke and Stirling Libraries of Yale Univesity, the Widener and
Houghton Libraries of Harvard University, the Howard W. Gunlocke
Rare Book and Special Collections Room of the Lauinger Library of
Georgetown University, the New York Public Library, the Special
Collections Room of the Vassar College Library, and the Law Library
Reading Room and the Rare Books and Special Collections Room of
the Library of Congress, Washington, DC. I am grateful to the Univer-
sity of Nottingham library for granting me permission to quote from
William Burke’s letter of  July  to the Duke of Portland (Pw F
). Most of this study was written while on study leave fromMonash
University in the first semester of  and in my term as a Visiting
Professor at Georgetown University in –. I am obliged to friends
and colleagues at Monash for letting me go and at Georgetown for
letting me come.
When I started to outline this study first Megan Collins and then

Bridget Bainbridge served as research assistants, and their dedication
and skill saved me much time and many pains. Harold Bloom, Ian
Donaldson, Paul Kane, Paul Tankard and Stephanie Trigg each read
portions of the typescript and offered valuable advice and encourage-
ment. John W. Byrne, Robert Crawford, David Matthews, Robert
DeMaria, Alvaro Ribeiro, SJ, Stuart Sherman and Gordon Turnbull
kindly found information or material that I could not otherwise obtain,
and Rachel McClellan of the ‘Boswell Factory’ in the Stirling Library at
Yale gave me every assistance when I was investigating uncollected
works by James Boswell. Michael Suarez, SJ read the entire manuscript
andmademany useful comments. It is pleasant to remember that, when
I taught at the University of Melbourne, Robin Grove first invited me to
lecture on eighteenth-century literature and, in doing so, allowed me to
develop the ideas elaborated in this book. My thanks to all.
My largest debt is to my wife, Rita Hart, who tolerated me spending

an excessive amount of time at home and away reading and writing on
Johnson. The book is dedicated to my daughters, Sarah and Claire, who
were born while this study was in progress and have had to live with it in
one or more rooms of the house, almost as another member of the
family.
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