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Summary

An Analytical Reconstruction of the Thought of Samuel Johnson
—On Hope——

Yoshihiro Ishii

Johnson’s descriptions of hope provide important subjects in following his
ideas on happiness and his moral thought. There are two sources of hope
traceable in his analyses of its features. One is ‘comparing our actual with our
possible state’ (III. 354,) and the other is having ‘consolations in futurity (V.
291). Those sources are affected in many ways by psychological factors.

The comparison gives rise to desires, argues Johnson, and the imagination
longs for more than we are really in need of. So as soon as we are supplied
with necessities, ‘we sit down to contrive artificial appetites’ (IL. 92), and ‘begin
to feel wants in consequence of our wishes’ (III. 264). Accordingly, Johnson
concludes, ‘the great business of life is to create wants as fast as they are
satisfied’ (II. 462).

The notion of future consolations is drawn from a unique theory, the swift-
ness of time. As the present passes swift before we can recognize it, we
cannot fill our imagination or desire with immediate enjoyment. And ‘we are
forced to supply its deficiencies by recollection or anticipation’ (V.291). How-
ever, we tend to anticipate future happiness. So Johnson suggests, ‘It seems
to be the fate of man to seek all his consolations in futurity’ (V.291).

His striking features of hope, such as repetition, procrastination, having too
many wishes, daydreaming, and seeking changes, are éxplainable as arising
from the combination of those artificial appetites, future consolations, and
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psychological factors involved in them.

The time theory of Johnson provides the framework to consider his views on
happiness within. The swiftness of time implies that the present is a blank
totally unrecognizable and unworkable. Presumably this causes him to feel

that the presentis misery. Though artificial appetites are curable by knowing
how much we escape misfortune, for ‘the good of our present state is merely
comparative’ (V. 36), and though he considers that hope is ‘perhaps the chief
happiness which this world affords’ (Letters, Oxford, 1.203), yet his comment
on happiness is somewhat clouded by that sensation. He writes, ‘yet the
utmost felicity which we can ever attain, will be little better than alleviation of
misery’ (V. 111); ‘We are unhappy, at least less happy than our nature seems to
admit’ (ITI. 336). When he says that ‘so scanty is our present allowance of
happiness, that in many situations life could scarcely be supported, if hope
were not allowed to relieve the present hour by pleasures borrowed from
futurity’ (II. 394), we have reason to imagine that his intense feeling of the
present misery is much reflected in his descriptions of hope.

However, Boswell records a very interesting remark that Johnson made
about the understanding of time, which can take us to a reconsideration of the
time theory. Johnson says, ‘We must not divide objects of our attention into
minute parts, and think separately of each part. Itis by contemplating a large
mass of human existence, that a man, while he sets a just value on his own life,
does not think of his death as annihilating all that is great and pleasing in the
world’ (Life, Oxford, 849). This remark leads us to think that Johnson has
two different ways of recognizing time. One is based on his immediate, in-
stinctive sensation, which has quite likely provided him with the grounds for
the theory of the swiftness of time, and the other, the rational and comprehen-
sive understanding of time, by which he tries to take human existence collec-
tively.
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Logically, the second recognition can only be formed on the negation of the
first. But, in fact, both are valid, because as long as Johnson actually feels the
present misery, the first theory never stops asserting itself in his mind; yet his
actual feeling of the present misery will never cease to require a different time
theory to get over the misery. His discourse on happines must, therefore,
include a doctrine concerning time that is convincing enough to subsume and
contradict the first theory.

The first time theory will be attended with moral problems. Johnson
argues that the future is in the province of fancy, and the present, reason, by
saying that a wise man ‘never consider(s] things not yet existing as the proper
objects of his attention’ (IIl. 160). As the future is the time that God has not
yet given us, and as God has given us reason to regulate life, fancy must be
subordinated to reason. Otherwise, it is likely to allow us to have future
dreams and idle hopes, and gradually to sink into moral corruptions. One of
the reason’s roles that we can find is to make us face the present in control of
fancy.

The different time theory of Johnson involves reason and the present as its
central subjects. Itimplies that the accumulation of the present actions makes
the past experience, which can potentially direct the present course of
action. However, this does not mean determinism. On the contrary, it makes
the present new actions vitally important, providing the grounds for the maxim
that virtue is the consequence of choice (Sermon. 5). Johnson’s assertion is
that when we judge of the present to decide the course of action, we need to
consult our past experience, because ‘To judge rightly of the present we must
oppose it to the past; for all judgment is comparative, and of the future nothing
can be known’ (XVI,112). Nothing can be known about the future. However,
we cannot possibly do without having some future consolations. Therefore,
the emphases placed in Johnson’s time theory are on the right judgment from
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reviewing the past, present good action, and sound hope towards the future.
More attention need be paid to the roles of reason, because in his essays

there are quite a few remarks on its limited functions (IV. 160, V. 110-1),

which can be defined as ‘the power by which man deduces one proposition

from another, or proceeds from premises to consequences’ (Dictionary).

Reason is often described as the discursive power that advises but does not
force. And with desires it is often powerless. Johnson’s argument is, there-
fore, on how to awake the mind to have the rational understanding of life.

We are always deceived about ourselves by self-love, and the delusions very
often drown out the calls of reason. Johnson considers that the awareness of
the limited genius and the uncertainty of life, which eventually is equivalent to
the awareness of death, can shake off those delusions and make the mind pay
attention to what reason has to say. The greatest role of reason found in
Johnson’s moral essays is to make us look at life in view of death, advising
industry and virtue. He writes, “The uncertainty of our duration ought at
once to set bounds to our designs, and add incitements to our industry’ (III.
97); ‘The great incentive to virtue is the reflection that we must die’ (IV. 50).

Johnson is not only aware that idle hopes may invite moral corruptions, but
also that we cannot do without hope. So he encourages us to have the sound
and rational hope, for ‘Hope is the chief blessing of man, and that hope only is
rational, of which we are certain that it cannot deceive us’ (V. 295).

We have to say with Johnson, however, that although the rational hope is the
greatest joy we can have in life, the result of it may be rather modest, because
we need to remember that happiness is always clouded by the shadow of the
present misery. But Johnson emphatically argues that, in spite of all this, the
present must not be wasted indulging in idle hopes, because it does affect the
future happiness; and we should endeavour to have the rational hope, because
idle hopes will never be realized, and no other hope can provide real pleasure.



