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THE WORKS

OF

SIR WILLIAM JONES.

A DISCOURSE ON THE INSTITUTION OF A
SOCIETY,

FOR INQUIRING INTO THE

HISTORY, CIVIL AND NATURAIL, THE ANTIQUITIES, ARTS,
SCIENCES, AND LITERATURE, OF

ASTA.

BY THE PRESIDENT.

GENTLEMEN,

WHEN I was at fea laft Auguft, on my voyage
to this country, which I had long and ardently
defired to vifit, I found one evening, on in-
fpecting the obfervations of the day, that India
lay before us, and Per/ia on our left, whilft a
breeze from Arabia blew nearly on our ftern.
A fituation fo pleafing in itfelf, and to me {o new,
could not fail to awaken a train of refle&tions in
a mind, which had early been accuftomed to
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2 THE PRELIMINARY DISCOURSE.

contemplate with delight the eventful hiftories
and agreeable fi¢tions of this eaftern world. It
gave me inexpreflible pleafure to find myfelf in
the midft of fo noble an amphitheatre, almoft
encircled by the vaft regions of 4/fia, which has
ever been efteemed the nurfe of {ciences, the in-
ventrefs of delightful and ufeful arts, the fcene
of glorious altions, fertile in the productions
of human genius, abounding in natural wonders,
and infinitely diverfified in the forms of religion
and government, in the laws, manners, cuftoms,
and languages, as well as in the features and
complexions, of men. I could net help remark-
ing, how important and extenfive a field was
yet unexplored, and how many folid advantages
unimproved ; and when I confidered, with pain,
that, in this luQuating, imperfect, and limited
condition of life, fuch inquiries and improve-
ments could only be made by the united efforts
of many, who are not eafily brought, without
fome prefling inducement or ftrong impulfe, to
converge in a common point, I confoled myfelf
with a hope, founded on opinions which it
might have the appearance of flattery to mention,
that, if in any country or community, fuch an
union could be effected, it was among my coun-
trymen in Bengal, with fome of whom I already
had, and with moft was defirous of having, the
pleafure of being intimately acquainted.
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THE PRELIMINARY DISCOURSE. 3

You have realized that hope, gentlemen, and
even anticipated a declaration of my withes,
by your alacrity in laying the foundation of a
fociety for inquiring into the hiftory and an-
tiquities, the natural produ@ions, arts, {ciences,
and literature of 4/ia. Imay confidently foretel,
that an inftitution fo likely to afford entertain-
ment, and convey knowledge, to mankind, will
advance to maturity by flow, yet certain, de-
grees; as the Royal Society, which at firft was
only a meeting of a few literary friends at Oxford,
rofe gradually to that fplendid zenith, at which a
Halley was their fecretary, and a Newzon their
prefident.

Although it is my humble opinion, that, in
order to enfure our fuccefs and permanence,
we muit keep a middle courfe between a languid
remiflnefs, and an over zealous activity, and that
the tree, which you have aufpicioufly planted,
will produce fairer blofloms, and more exquifite
fruit, if it be not at firft expofed to too great a
glare of f{unthine, yet I take the liberty of fub-
mitting to your confideration a few general ideas
on the plan of our fociety ; afluring you, that,
whether you reje&t or approve them, your cor-
retion will give me both pleafure and inftruc-
tion, as your flattering attentions have already
conferred on me the higheft honour.

It is your defign, I conceive, to take an ample
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4 THE PRELIMINARY DISCOURSE.

fpace for your learned inveftigations, bounding
them only by the geographical limits of 4/ia ;
fo that, confidering Hinduftan as a centre, and
turning your eyes in idea to the North, you
have on your right, many important kingdoms
in the Eaftern peninfula, the ancient and won-
derful empire of China with all her Tartarian
dependencies, and that of fapan, with the clufter
of precious iflands, in which many fingular cu-
riofities have too long been concealed : before
you lies that prodigious chain of mountains,
which formerly perhaps were a barrier againft
the violence of the fea, and beyond them the
very interefting country of Ti7bez, and the vaft
regions of Tartary, from which, as from the
Trojan horfe of the poets, have iflued fo many
confummate warriors, whofe domain has ex-
tended at leaft from the banks of the I/fus to
the mouths of the Ganges: on your left are the
beautiful and celebrated provinces of Iraz or
Perfia, the unmeafured, and perhaps unmeafur-
able deferts of Arabia, and the once flourifthing
kingdom of Yemen, with the pleafant ifles that
the Arabs have fubdued or colonized; and farther
weftward, the Afiatick dominions of the Turkifb
fultans, whofe moon {eems approaching rapidly
to its wane.—By this great circumference, the
field of your ufeful refearches will be inclofed ;
but, fince Egypt had unqueftionably an old con-

© in this web service Cambridge University Press www.cambridge.org



http://www.cambridge.org/9781108055703
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press

978-1-108-05570-3 - The Works of Sir William Jones: Volume 3
Edited by Lord Teignmouth

Excerpt

More information

THE PRELIMINARY DISCOURSE. 5

ne&tion with this country, if not with China, {ince
the language and literature of the Abyffinians
bear a manifeft affinity to thofe of Ajfia, fince
the Arabian arms prevailed along the African
coaft of the Mediterranean, and even erefted a
powerful dynafty on the continent of Lurope,
you may not be difpleafed occafionally to follow
the ftreams of Afiatick learning a little beyond
its natural boundary ; and, if it be neceflary or
convenient, that a fhort name or epithet be given
to our fociety, in order to diftinguifh it in the
world, that of 4fiatick appears both claffical and
proper, whether we confider the place or the
obje& of the inftitution, and preferable to Ori-
ental, which is in truth a word merely relative,
and, though commonly ufed in Eurgpe, con-
veys no very diftinét idea.

If now it be afked, what are the intended ob-
je€ts of our inquiries within thefe {pacious limits,
we anfwer, MAN and NATURE; whatever
is performed by the one, or produced by the
other. Human knowledge has been elegantly
analyfed according to the three great faculties of
the mind, memory, reafon, and imagination, which
we conftantly find employed in arranging and re-
taining, comparing and diftinguifhing, combining
and diverfifying, the ideas, which we receive
through our fenfes, or acquire by refle&tion ;
hence the three main branches of learning are
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6 THE PRELIMINARY DISCOURSE.

hiftory, fcience, and art: the firft comprehends
either an account of natural produétions, or the
genuine records of empires and ftates ; the fe-
cond embraces the whole circle of pure and mix-
ed mathematicks, together with ethicks and law,
as far as they depend on the reafoning faculty ;
and the third includes all the beauties of imagery
and the charms of invention, difplayed in modu-
lated language, or reprefented by colour, figure,
or found.

Agreeably to this analyfis, you will inveftigate
whatever is rare in the ftupendous fabrick of na-
ture, will corre@ the geography of Afia by new
obfervations and difcoveries; will trace the an-
nals, and even traditions, of thofe nations, who
from time to time have peopled or defolated it ;
and will bring to light their various forms of
government, with their inftitutions civil and re-
ligious; you will examine their improvements
and methods in arithmetick and geometry, in
trigonometry, menfuration, mechanicks, opticks,
aftronomy, and general phyficks; their {yftems
of morality, grammar, rhetorick, and dialec-
tick; their fkill in chirurgery and medicine,
and their advancement, whatever it may be,
in anatomy and chymiftry. To this you
will add refearches into their agriculture,
manufattures, trade; and, whilft you inquire
with pleafure into their mufick, architeCture,
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THE PRELIMINARY DISCOURSE. 7

painting, and poetry, will not neglet thofe ina
ferior arts, by which the comforts and even ele~
gances of focial life are fupplied or improved.
You may obferve, that I have omitted their lan~
guages, the diverfity and difficulty of which are
a fad obftacle to the progrefs of ufeful know=
ledge ; but I have ever confidered languages as
the mere inftruments of real learning, and think
them improperly confounded with learning
itfelf : the attainment of them is, however, in-
difpenfably neceffary; and if to the Perfian,
Armenian, Turkifb, and Arabick, could be added
not only the Sanfcrit, the treafures of which we
may now hope to fee unlocked, but even the
Chinefe, Tartarian, fapanefe, and the various
infular diale&s, an immenfe mine would then
be open, in which we might labour with equal
delight and advantage.

Having fubmitted to you thefe imperfet
thoughts on the limits and objeéts of our future
fociety, I requeft your permiffion to add a few
hints on the condué? of it in its prefent imma-
ture ftate.

Lucian begins one of his fatirical pieces
againft hiftorians, with declaring that the only
true propofition in his work was, that it fhould
contain nothing true ; and perhaps it may be ad-
vifable at firft, in order to prevent any difference
of fentiment on particular points not immediately
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8 THE PRELIMINARY DISCOURSE.

before us, to eftablith but one rule, namely, to
have no rules at all. This only I mean, that,
in the infancy of any fociety, there ought to be
no confinement, no trouble, no expenfe, no un-
neceflary formality. Let us, if you pleafe, for
the prefent, have weekly evening meetings in
this hall, for the purpofe of hearing original
papers read on fuch fubjeéts, as fall within the
circle of our inquiries. Let all curious and
learned men be invited to fend their tralts to
our fecretary, for which they ought immediately
to receive our thanks; and if, towards the end
of each year, we fhould be fupplied with a
fufficiency of valuable materials to fill a volume,
let us prefent our Afiatick mifcellany to the lite-
rary world, who have derived fo much pleafure
and information from the agreeable work of
Kawmpfer, than which we can fcarce propofe a
better model, that they will accept with eager-
nefs any frefh entertainment of the fame kind.
You will not perhaps be difpofed to admit mere
tranflations of confiderable length, except of fuch
unpublithed effays or treatifes as may be tran{-
mitted to us by native authors; but, whether
you will enrol as members any number of learn-
ed natives, you will hereafter decide, with many
other queftions as they happen to arife; and you
will think, I prefume, that all queftions fhould
be decided on a ballot, by a majority of two
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THE PRELIMINARY DISCOURSE. 9

thirds, and that nine members fhould be re-
quifite to conftitute a board for fuch decifions.
Thefe points, however, and all others I fubmit
entirely, gentlemen, to your determination, hav-
ing neither wifh nor pretenfion to claim any
more than my f{ingle right of fuffrage. One
thing only, as eflential to your dignity, I re-
commend with earneftnefs, on no account to
admit a new member, who has not exprefled a
voluntary defire to become fo; and in that cafe,
you will not require, I fuppofe, any other qua-
lification than a love of knowledge, and a zeal
for the promotion of it.

Your inftitution, I am perfuaded, will ripen of
itfelf, and your meetings will be amply fup-
plied with interefting and amufing papers, as
{oon as the object of your inquiries fhall be
generally known. There are, it may not be de-
licate to name them, but there are many, from
whofe important ftudies I cannot but conceive
high expeftations; and, as far as mere labour
will avail, I fincerely promife, that, if in my
allotted fphere of jurifprudence, or in any intel-
leCtual excurfion, that I may have leifure to
make, I fhould be fo fortunate as to collet, by
accident, either fruits or flowers, which may
feem valuable or pleafing, I thall offer my humble
Nezr to your fociety with as much refpectful zeal
as to the greateft potentate on earth.
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THE SECOND
ANNIVERSARY DISCOURSE,

DELIVERED 2¢ FEBRUARY, 1785,

BY

THE PRESIDENT.

GENTLEMEN,

IF the Deity of the Hindus, by whom all their
Juft requefts are believed to be granted with fins
gular indulgence, had propofed laft year to gra-
tify my warmeft wifhes, I could have defired
nothing more ardently than the fuccefs of your
inftitution ; becaufe I can defire nothing in pre-
ference to the general good, which your plan
feems calculated to promote, by bringing to
light many ufeful and interefting tralts, which,
being too fhort for feparate publication, might
lie many years concealed, or, perhaps, irrecover-
ably perith: my withes are accomplithed, with-
out an invocation to CAMADHE'NU ; and your
Society, having already pafled its infant ftate,
is advancing to maturity with every mark of a
healthy and robuft conftitution. When I'refle&,
indeed, on the variety of {ubjefts, which have
been difcufled before you, concerning the hif-
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