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The Eighteenth Century, vol. 39, no. 1, 1998 

WRITING AT THE NORTH: RHETORIC AND 
DIALECT IN EIGHTEENTH-CENTURY SCOTLAND 

Penny Fielding 

Writing and the Nation 
However the nation is imagined, its continuation depends upon its 

subjects all imagining more or less the same things. After a nation's ex- 
ternal boundaries have been drawn up, or its internal borders obliter- 
ated, there remains the task of making subjects aware of their new 
national identity. The shortest route to this homogenization is the 
standardization of language through the state's systems of education 
by which citizens are prepared for their participation in the labor mar- 
ket or the administration of society. Education offers access to a privi- 
leged discourse while at the same time suppressing the unofficial 
utterances which are now deemed to be dialects. Pierre Bourdieu de- 
scribes this state of affairs: "To induce the holders of dominated lin- 
guistic competences to collaborate in the destruction of their instru- 
ments of expression ... it was necessary for the school system to be 
perceived as the principal (indeed, the only) means of access to ad- 
ministrative positions Z'1 

Bourdieu is writing of nineteenth-century France, but the process is 
just as clearly demonstrated in eighteenth-century Britain, where a 
standard English was rapidly becoming established at the cost of an in- 
creasingly marginalized Scots. A petition for the relief of parish 
schoolmasters circulated among Scottish MPs in 1784 drew attention 
to the role of Scottish education in the formation of Imperial Britain. 
The threat of Anglocentric dominance and the reward of British ad- 
vancement are both held out as the petitioners nudge Scots as colo- 
nized subjects towards a new position of colonizing administrators: 

The common people of North Britain have longed possessed a degree of educa- 
tion, both in morals and in letters, unknown to any other subjects of the same rank 
in the British empire; and hence they have been much employed, and much ap- 
proved, in the active departments of life throughout all Europe. The neighbour- 
ing nations are all ready to confess, that no servants are more faithful, sober, 
honest, and industrious; no sailors more hardy and resolute; no soldiers more pa- 
tient of discipline, or less licentious; and no citizens who know better both to com- 
mand and to obey.2 

25 
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26 THE EIGHTEENTH CENTURY 

Scottish supporters of the Union advertised Scotland's people as an 
educated and unusually literate. Measures of literacy from book own- 
ership to the ability to sign one's name are notoriously difficult to es- 
tablish, but it was nonetheless a commonly held view that eighteenth- 
century Scottish literacy had progressed further than its English 
counterpart, and that this advance was thanks to a distinct Scottish 
education system.3 Although the egalitarian nature of Scottish educa- 
tion was not fully mythologized until the nineteenth century, it was 
commonly believed that education was more widely available in Scot- 
land than in England and that literacy was its measure. 

The acceptance of Scotland as a literate nation is concurrent with a 
time when, following the collapse of militaristic Jacobite nationalism 
at Culloden, Britain was undergoing a period of national consolida- 
tion. But that Scotland is perceived as already distinctively literate be- 
gins to complicate the model with which I opened, where a sense of 
nationhood is inculcated through the implementation of schooling 
through written texts. The linguistic nationalizing of peoples is usu- 
ally underpinned by a narrative of speech and writing stemming from 
Rousseau in which oral dialects are overtaken by the homogenising 
and alienating forces of writing: "Dialects tend to be distinguished by 
oral speech, while writing tends to assimilate and merge them; they all 
tend imperceptibly to correspond to a common pattern. The more a 
people read and learn, the more are its dialects obliterated, and fi- 
nally they remain only as a form of slang among people who read little 
and do not write at all. "4 Among modern writers on the subject, Bene- 
dict Anderson gives many instances of the ways in which "print- 
languages laid the bases for national consciousnesses" and in some re- 
spects Scotland is another such example, as standard English was the 
medium of schoolbooks.5 For the already educated there were books 
containing lists of "Scotticisms" so that the offending words could be 
banished from the reader's vocabulary.6 However, the fact that so 
many Scots could read does not necessarily explain what they did 
read; literacy must also extend to reading without the classroom and 
here written Scots persisted well into the nineteenth century in the 
form of popular chap-books.7 Furthermore, the political climate of 
Britain as a whole was moving towards a position in which Rousseau's 
identification of writing with the enslavement of free oral peoples was 
being overtaken by professional printers (and other writers) like Blake 
and Paine who sited liberty in the demotic force of print dissemina- 
tion. Opposing this is a phonocentric appeal to the unwritten laws of 
nature and man's natural origins such as are developed in Burke's ar- 
guments about the constitution. In Scotland, there is the case of 
Macpherson's construction of Celts who, living in an oral age, appear 
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FIELDING- WRITING AT THE NORTH 27 

to "converse and act in the uncovered simplicity of nature,"8 but who 
turn out to be suspiciously socialized in the values of English commer- 
cial freedom as Macpherson, in Leith Davis's words, seeks "to establish 
'consensual rule' by pleasing everyone involved."9 It is also speech, 
rather than writing, that provides the most potent metonym for na- 
tional identity in the "mother tongue," a construct which Etienne 
Balibar aptly describes as "the ideal of a common origin projected 
back beyond learning processes and specialist forms of usage and 
which, by that very fact, becomes the metaphor for the love fellow na- 
tionals feel for one another."10 

What emerges from this field, then, is not the straightforward pro- 
duction of a conservative national culture through literacy, but a pic- 
ture in which speech and writing are intertwined in complex ways. 
From this field, logocentric versions of the oral and the written can be 
extracted to reinforce a dominant culture: the teaching of British 
norms through writing, or the appeal to an idealized pre-social orality. 
Yet these are shadowed by their less acceptable Doppelgängers: spo- 
ken dialect and popular writing. And, as is the way of doubles, the ide- 
alized forms of speech and writing are constantly troubled by their less 
acceptable and repressed counterparts. In what follows, I explore 
some of ways in which the already conflicting claims on speech and 
writing in eighteenth-century Britain are intensified by the position of 
Scotland in relation to Britain as a whole. 

The Origins of Speech 
Histories of Scotland generally claim that, at least after the failure of 

anti-Union politics in 1746, Scots had to wait for the development of a 
sentimentalized, tartan-clad, Victorian Scotland before any kind of dis- 
crete national identity, however improbable, could be posited. Cer- 
tainly, among all imagined communities, eighteenth-century Scotland 
can seem among the most imaginary: the idea of a Scottish nation (as 
distinct both from a Scottish state and from an English or British na- 
tion) inclusive of all its members and grounded in political and social 

contingencies did not emerge until the twentieth century. The most 

prominent eighteenth-century Scots were those who supported an Act 
of Union described by Tom Nairn as "a peculiarly patrician bargain 
between two ruling classes."11 Aristocratic or professional (sometimes 
both) and seeking advancement in the markets or spheres of political 
influence of the Empire, this was the class who most sought to identify 
themselves as Britons and to participate in British history.12 But from a 
Scottish point of view, the construction of history needed careful man- 

agement; the Scottish teleology whose end lay in Imperial Britain turns 
out to have a very unstable beginning. On the one hand, for British 
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28 THE EIGHTEENTH CENTURY 

Scots pre-Union Scottish history was almost too terrible to contem- 
plate. The London-based Scottish historian John Pinkerton describes 
it in vitriolic terms: 

... a night of Gothic darkness, haunted by the most shocking spectres of frenzy and 
fanaticism, mingling in infernal uproar with still more horrible phantoms of eccle- 
siastic vengeance, bigotted persecution, civil tyranny, slaughter, and slavery.13 
Yet the rejection of a pre-Union past is not quite straightforward. 

Scotland's status within the union as a supplement to England sets 
into play the dynamics of supplementari ty: Scotland is placed as a sec- 
ondary but necessary part of the whole of Britain and thus calls up a 
series of displaced origins. The stigma of unenlightened feudalism 
could best be avoided by identifying the Union itself as Scotland's 
point of origin and England, with its assumed civil liberties and eco- 
nomic progress, as Scotland's parent nation. But politically ambitious 
Scots wanted more than this: in addition to British Scotland's 1707 
emergence, a second, early origin is sought in a mythic past. This past 
is, on the one hand, pre-social and pre-national, yet on the other can 
look strikingly like the ideal of eighteenth-century economic progress 
filtered though Scottish institutions.14 According to this model Scot- 
land, rather than emerging from England in 1707, becomes itself a 
point of origin.15 The double origin informs a history of discontinui- 
ties and lacunae which seeks an impossibly transcendent Scotland ris- 
ing above the signs of its own Scottishness. And as this history seeks to 
superimpose ends on to beginnings, it can also be traced in the con- 
struction of a Scottish orality which attempts to synthesize a pre-social 
origin with the modern institutional forms of Scottish life. 

The oral itself is an unstable phenomenon which both betrays an 
undesirable Scottishness and advances Scotland's claims to be the 
representative source of all civilization. Scotland, with its surviving 
oral societies, might allow access to that imaginary ultimate point of 
origin, pre-socialized human nature itself, a concept rigourously ex- 
ploited by James Macpherson. But the oral in Scotland was a deeply 
ambiguous commodity; most notoriously, it could betray that kind of 
Scottish identity which was equated with provincial status. Even the 
Scot who had studied "Scotticisms" in order to banish them from his 
or her vocabulary could be betrayed by accent. John Home wrote in 
1766 that "Eloquence in the Art of Speaking is more necessary for a 
Scotchman than any body else as he lies under some disadvantages 
which Art must remove."16 The chair of rhetoric at Edinburgh Univer- 
sity was linked in the minds of those campaigning for it, with the proj- 
ect to "correct" speech; the purpose of rhetoric was to counteract 
dialect.17 Rhetoric was an attempt to square the circle of Scottish oral- 
ity in which the rejection of individual utterances can also be seen as 
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FIELDING- WRITING AT THE NORTH 29 

part of the promotion of a deeper cultural grammar. Its most famous 
exponent, Hugh Blair, was as unequivocal in his support of Macpher- 
son's apparent discovery in oral Scotland of the "history of human 
imagination and passion"18 as he was eager to instruct his students in 
the correct forms of polite modern English. The teaching of rhetoric 
in Scottish Universities is the end of a historiography of speech that 
begins in the passionate cries of "primitives," and this history was 
drawn on in many courses of lectures on rhetoric including those of 
Blair and Adam Smith. It is most fully set out, however, in Lord Mon- 
boddo's long, rambling and encyclopaedic treatise Of the Origin and 
Progress of Language. 

Monboddo sets out to investigate the Rousseauist question, "Which 
was most necessary, language for the institution of society, or society 
for the institution of language?"19 His account coincides in many ways 
with Rousseau's remarks on language origins in the first part of the 
Discourse on Inequality Equality , identifying an origin in "the natural 
cries of men, by which they signified their wants and desires to one an- 
other"^, 325). Monboddo also anticipates some of Rousseau's more 
detailed observations in the posthumously published Essay on the Ori- 
gin of Languages about the grammatical expansion of language and 
the relation of linguistic changes to geography. But on the question of 
the order of priority of language and society, Monboddo finds himself 
at odds with Rousseau: Rousseau, Monboddo alleges, may believe so- 
ciety to be necessary for the "invention" of language, "but he seems to 
think that language was as necessary for the constitution of society" (I, 
279) . As a counter to Rousseau's promotion of the idea of a pre-social 
origin in language, Monboddo argues that animals have societies 
without language and his argumentative strategy draws on an animal 
kingdom modeled on Scottish Enlightenment ideals of a cooperative 
civil society. Beavers, for instance, are "political," they "work together 
in concert in all their public works" and thus form a "community." 
The orang outang (according to the point on which Monboddo's mod- 
ern celebrity now rests) is so well developed socially it might even be 
counted as human.20 Monboddo uses the complex organization of his 
animal society to disprove Rousseau's mysterious point of origin in 
which language marks an unidentifiable transition between nature 
and society where, Rousseau asserts, "speech, being the first social in- 
stitution, owes its form to natural causes alone."21 For Monboddo, na- 
ture is already socialized at a position far advanced from this; in fact 
Monboddo posits as an origin in that very point of origin which in 
Rousseau's social history marks the descent into the evils of political 
institutions. In Monboddo's history, language is not natural but is 
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30 THE EIGHTEENTH CENTURY 

artificially invented and its acquisition is coextensive with the forma- 
tion of political structures. He concludes: 

... I have endeavoured to shew, That no part of language, neither matter nor form, 
is natural to man, but the effect of acquired habit: - That this habit could not have 
been acquired, except by men living in political society; but that neither is the po- 
litical life natural to man ... (I, 490) 
Yet Monboddo is never fully able to cage the chicken of language 

with the egg of society in a fixed and stable chronology. His argument 
follows a strange pattern pulled out of shape by the conflicting de- 
mands of culture and nature: society must precede language because 
animals live in societies, but unlike animals, man does not "naturally" 
take to political life. As Monboddo cannot avoid setting up the cul- 
ture/nature opposition, man must be "naturally" natural, just as Rous- 
seau had claimed. But this is the opposite conclusion to the one which 
Monboddo had set out to establish and for which he had brought in 
the animal precedent. Such a collapsing of beginnings and ends into 
each other marks the history of Scottish orality which seeks to offer at 
once a source in universal nature and a socially organized modernity. 
Again, two points of origin are needed: one in which speech is called 
into being, or rather "invented" as an artificial language in a developed 
political society, and the other in which spoken language has a real 
origin in the pre-social needs of individuals. As a consequence, the 
history of language is thrown out of any evolutionary course as its de- 
velopment, it seems, can go backwards as well as forwards. Gothic, the 
root of English, Scots, and Gaelic, "was a language of much greater art 
than any of its descendants" (IV, 18) . Sometimes language goes in both 
directions at the same time. Like Rousseau, Monboddo looks long- 
ingly back to a language of pure sound represented in vowels and re- 
grets that "the want of such tones is but a modern corruption of 
language" (I, 314-15) yet simultaneously he argues that the develop- 
ment of articulation in language is the sign of its gradual perfection. 
Greek, for example, is described as the only language which contains 
all known consonants and which, "in this respect, as well as in every 
other, is the most perfect language" (I, 335) with which Monboddo is 
acquainted. 

Orality in the Institution 

However problematic the beginnings of Scottish orality, the ideal 
end was in the social and linguistic education offered by the teaching 
of rhetoric in universities. Not only does rhetoric seek to correct 
speech, it offers itself as the epitome of ideal orality. Although a uni- 
versity course of lectures would lead to the improving study of polite 
reading matter, it was grounded in the orality of its own transmission: 
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FIELDING- WRITING AT THE NORTH 31 

an ideal speech which guarantees not only the authenticity of origins, 
but also the authority of face-to-face delivery. Before getting to the 
"Belles Lettres" section of his lectures, Hugh Blair, first occupant of 
the specially created chair of Rhetoric and Belles Lettres at Edinburgh 
University from 1762 to 1783, gives an account of the origins of speech 
and thus of language itself. Speech is, as might be expected, logocen- 
trically positioned as more powerful and meaningful than writing: 

... we must not forget to observe, that spoken Language has a great superiority 
overwritten Language, in point of energy or force. The voice of the living Speaker, 
makes an impression on the mind, much stronger than can be made by the perusal 
of any Writing.22 

This epitome of oral rhetoric Blair calls "Eloquence." It unites per- 
formance, or the physical presence of the speaker, with perspicuity of 
language, and its integrity is guarded by bodily sensation as Blair 
warns: "We must take care never to counterfeit warmth without feel- 
ing it" (II, 55). 23 

Blair's history of speech follows the same path as Monboddo's with 
one origin in Rousseauist nature and another in an already developed 
society. The source of language is to be discovered in "cries of passion, 
accompanied with such motions and gestures as were farther expres- 
sive of passion. For these are the only signs which nature teaches all 
men, and are understood by all" (I, 101). However, we soon find that 
this language of nature is best exemplified in the forms of a modern 
economic society. Blair combines the vocabulary of spontaneous gen- 
eration with that of the commercial world when he asserts of the Athe- 
nian republic that "Eloquence there sprung, native and vigorous, 
from amidst the contentions of faction and freedom, of public busi- 
ness, and of active life" (II, 13). Like Rousseau, Blair equates orality 
with liberty, yet for Blair this seems to be the liberty of the free market 
rather than of pre-social human passion: 

High, manly, and forcible Eloquence is, indeed, to be looked for only, or chiefly, in 
the regions of freedom. Under arbitrary governments . . . the art of speaking can- 
not be such an instrument of ambition, business, and power, as it is in more demo- 
cratical states. (II, 9) 
More specifically, Blair wants to guide the natural history of speech 

into the institutions of Scotland. Following the Union, Scotland was 
left with independent forms of those institutions which usually go into 
the construction of nationhood - the church, the law and the educa- 
tion system. Tom Nairn points out that the very continuation of such 
institutions after the Union, reduced pressure for further independ- 
ence and provided a passport for their members into Imperial Britain. 
Yet despite, or perhaps because of this, all three social structures pro- 
vide a potent myth of Scottish identity, and Blair capitalizes on this 
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32 THE EIGHTEENTH CENTURY 

myth to promote Scottish institutions not as correctives to a deviant 
Scottish speech, but as the best guarantors of the expression of a com- 
mon human nature. 

Rousseau's insistence that natural language is corrupted through 
pedagogy is swept away by Blair who (somewhat disingenuously) re- 
marks that eloquence is "no invention of the schools. Nature teaches 
every man to be eloquent" (II, 4) and proceeds to instruct his own stu- 
dents as to how it might be achieved in the Scottish University. His 
audience prepared for professional participation in British society 
not so much by the imposition of writing on orality as by the extraction 
of one construction of speech from another. This kind of oral is pro- 
moted by Blair as a distinctively Scottish phenomenon; Britain as a 
whole seems to have been less successful than North Britain in the 
pursuit of eloquence. Blair is surprised to discover that 

Great Britain should not have made a more conspicuous figure in Eloquence than 
it has hitherto attained; when we consider the enlightened, and, at the same time, 
the free and bold genius of the country, which seems not a little to favour Oratory, 
and when we consider that, of all the polite nations, it alone possesses a popular 
government, or admits into the legislature, such numerous assemblies as can be 
supposed to lie under the dominion of Eloquence. (II, 38) 

Thus the epitome of political Britishness - its difference from pre- 
Union Scottish feudalism - is thrown into question: how can the lib- 
erty of the individual flourish when it has such a poor means of expres- 
sion in its elected representatives? 

The apparently uninterrupted transition from the natural origin of 
the passions to the social institutions of the modern state is no longer 
quite so seamless, but Scotland can be brought to the rescue. Blair has 
no control over London-based Parliamentary eloquence, but he can 
do something about the state of rhetorical delivery in the independ- 
ently Scottish institutions: the pulpit and the bar. The stated aim of 
the lecture on "Rhetoric of the Pulpit" is to reform "British" preach- 
ing, but Blair's attack on low contemporary standards is directed spe- 
cifically against "English" habits of reading out their sermons: "that 
argumentative manner, bordering on the dry and unpersuasive, 
which is too generally the character of English sermons" (II, 123). 
Blair's audience had the opportunity of following a Scottish model of 
preaching and Richard Sher's documentation of eighteenth-century 
Scottish preaching indicates that they took it.24 Eloquence, or oral 
rhetoric, is best exemplified in the Scottish institutions, but Blair's 
criticism of "unpersuasive" English preaching also bears the signs of a 
political agenda. "Persuasion," according to Rousseau is the indicator 
of democracy: "In ancient time, when persuasion played the role of 
public force, eloquence was necessary. Of what use would it be today, 
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FIELDING- WRITING AT THE NORTH 33 

when public force has replaced persuasion."25 Scottish orality, it 
seems is a better guarantor of British civil liberty that English writing. 

However, having entered into the speech/writing opposition, Blair 
is forced to defend rhetoric against habits of speech not always in cor- 
respondence with the metaphysical destiny pronounced upon them 
byjacques Derrida. Speech, in its varying social contexts, can seem to 
encourage a plurality which escapes from the confines of writing 
when writing is co-opted into the service of the single-authored text. 
In order to preserve the conclusions of his oral lectures, Blair is 
obliged to depend on a control which only writing seems able to sup- 
ply when he publishes them twenty-four years after he began to deliver 
them orally. Blair now finds that his bodily presence cannot after all 
guarantee the presence of his intended meaning; in the book's pref- 
ace, he admits that he is publishing his rhetoric lectures because they 
are already circulating in note form and have been "exposed to public 
sale": "When the Author saw them circulate so currently as even to be 
quoted in print, and found himself often threatened with surrepti- 
tious publications of them, he judged it to be high time that they 
should proceed from his own hand, rather than come into public view 
under some very defective and erroneous form" (I, iii). 

The lectures have drifted into an indeterminate world in which 
speech and writing are no longer clearly distinguished and upon which 
new social judgments must be imposed. The "good" orality of rhetori- 
cal delivery has been overtaken by a "bad" writing with the characteris- 
tics of another kind of oral dissemination: short life-span, rapid 
circulation, multiple versions. Like pamphlets or broadside ballads, 
the lectures have passed into an unauthorized mode of transmission 
in which the features of speech and writing are not easily separable. 
With their original meaning thus disrupted, Blair has to rescue his lec- 
tures with "good" writing in order to make them safe for official public 
consumption. This move draws our attention to the instability of 
phonocentrism in a text when it engages that text's mode of transmis- 
sion, but Blair has already found his championing of the oral socially 
problematic within the lectures themselves. He makes a distinction 
between two kinds of orality, one socially authorized and the other un- 
official and dangerous. The class-based division of orality into rheto- 
ric and dialect seems no longer secure as rhetoric is invaded by a 
popular orality whose bearers mimic true rhetoric in sinister ways. 
Blair warns against "public and promiscuous Societies, in which multi- 
tudes are brought together, who are often of low stations and occupa- 
tions" and adds darkly: 

They are in great hazard of proving seminaries of licentiousness, petulance, fac- 
tion, and folly. They mislead those who, in their own callings, might be useful 
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34 THE EIGHTEENTH CENTURY 

members of society, into fantastic plans of making a figure on subjects, which di- 
vert their attention from their proper business, and are widely remote from their 
sphere in life. (II, 240-1) 

Writing Dialect 

Speech and writing are provisional categories, depending on their 
social context for their significance. When the pure speech of rhetoric 
calls upon official writing to defend it from the corruption of a socially 
debased orality, it leaves dialect in a curious position. Dialect, seem- 
ingly a threat to cohesive British identity as speech, turns out to be 
much easier to contain in orality than in writing: written dialect can be 
more subversive than spoken. Dialect in Scotland is as vulnerable as is 
rhetoric to the entanglements of anteriority that cannot easily be re- 
solved into a coherent social evolution; the supplementari ty at work in 
Scotland's relationship to England brings about an exchange of lin- 
guistic national origins. On the one hand, Scots is situated as an off- 
shoot of English, which has latterly pursued a temporary diversion but 
which will, under the guidance of the Scottish intelligentsia return to 
its original course and become once again identical with English, its 
parent language. A reviewer of Pinkerton's Ancient Scotish Poems takes 
issue with Pinkerton's naming Scots a "sister language" of English: 
"We think that the Scottish is a branch from the English stem; and the 
daughter rather than the sister. "2б This is also where Blair positions dia- 
lect: "The Language spoken in the low countries of Scotland, is now, 
and has been for many centuries, no other than a dialect of the Eng- 
lish" (1,171). English is here anterior to Scots, but in another perspec- 
tive, Scots and English change places and the perceived dialect turns 
out to contain the origins of the mainstream language. John Sinclair, 
compiler of the first statistical account of Scotland, observes that "the 
two languages originally were so nearly the same, that the principal 
differences at present between them, are owing to the Scotch having 
maintained many words and phrases which have fallen into disuse 
among the English."27 

These reversals complicate the order of precedence between 
speech and writing by pushing the oral out of its position as origina- 
tor: dialect in Scotland, far from preceding writing according to Rous- 
seau's model, is seen to succeed it. The official history of Scots is that 
"Since the dying out of the great literature of Middle Scots, there has 
been no standard form for the Scots language: it has existed only as a 
group of dialects. "28 Thus Scots ceases to be a language and becomes a 
dialect only when it begins to lose its medieval common written form 
but continues to proliferate in oral versions. Orality becomes a dis- 
comforting and unstable interim, best dealt with by the imposition of 
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FIELDING- WRITING AT THE NORTH 35 

a carefully controlled and class-based writing. The obvious solution is 
a mass conversion to English, but Scots wishing to preserve "dialect" as 
a Scottish language acceptable within Britain have another strategy 
available. John Pinkerton's project for wiping out Scots among the 
stubborn lower classes exploits the social politics of speech and writ- 
ing. Pinkerton is troubled by the literacy of lower-class Scots whose 
reading appears to be uncontrolled, and invents a scheme to make 
reading more difficult for them. He draws a distinction between "the 
Scotish colloquial dialect" which deserves to be extinguished, and the 
much more desirable "Scotish dialect in poetry" which might be pre- 
served by taking Scots "out of the hands of the vulgar." The way for- 
ward with this project, argues Pinkerton, is "a rigid preservation of the 
old spelling"29 (that is, of medieval writing) which would discourage 
some Scottish readers from attempting to read their own language 
leaving written Scots in the hands of an educated minority. Because of 
the extremely unstable identities of speech and writing in eighteenth- 
century Scotland, anyone formulating a theory of them must care- 
fully adapt them according to socio-political inclination. In Pinker- 
ton's model, pre-Union writing is frozen and contained in a fixed 
form: a writing that shows the signs of social evolution is to be prohib- 
ited from the majority of Scottish people. A modern written Scots is 
then a radical idiom because it is a popular socialized language rather 
than an idealized one. Education, which was supposed to fix and unify 
standards in language, has also had an opposite effect: Scotland's ad- 
vances in literacy are seen to have produced a market for written dia- 
lect. Pinkerton's irritation at this phenomenon confuses his own 
chronology. He complains that as there are "books to be found in 
modern spelling at this day in almost every cottage in Scotland, their 
old dialect will maintain it's ground."30 Yet it is not the "old" dialect 
that threatens Pinkerton's scheme, but dialect's ability to find mod- 
ern written forms which do not conform to his social prescription. 

Once again, the oral must be formulated so that it can offer a so- 
cially acceptable opposition to the dangerous commodity of aberrant 
writing. Pinkerton's cottage-dwelling readers, who have not been ex- 
posed to University rhetoric, can nevertheless be made into the bear- 
ers of another kind of legitimate orality: song. Song is incorporated 
into rhetoric by Blair, who once again manages to draw on a Rous- 
seauist origin and simultaneously to transpose it to suit his own argu- 
ment. Song is where Rousseau's history of language begins: 

At first there was no music but melody and no other melody than the varied sounds 
of speech. Accents constituted singing, quantity constituted measure, and one 
spoke as much by natural sounds and rhythm as by articulations and words. 
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For Blair, music is the destination of a speech perfected over time (or, 
by implication, through a course of lectures of rhetoric): 

For those inflexions of voice which, in the infancy of Language, were no more than 
harsh or dissonant cries, must, as Language gradually polishes, pass into more 
smooth and musical sounds: and hence is formed, what we call the prosody of a 
Language. (I, 108) 

Song, like rhetoric, seemed to offer a kind of orality that was at once 
universal and localized. William Tytler, for example, remarked that 
"The old Scottish songs have always been admired for the wild pathetic 
sweetness which distinguishes them from the music of every other 
country."32 Yet Scottish song was also fashionable throughout the 
whole of eighteenth-century Britain; numerous collections were 
printed in London as well as in Scotland, and many numbers entered 
into the repertoire of visiting Italian star singers.33 William Tytler, re- 
futing the popular myth that Scottish music had been single-handedly 
reformed by David Rizzio at the court of Mary Queen of Scots, argues 
that it was in fact Scottish song that had influenced Italian music. 34 Jo- 
seph Ritson defines "national song" as an utterance whose geographi- 
cal borders are blurred by natural transmission. Song may be regionally 
"peculiar," but it is also "genuine," "natural," and conveniently re- 
moved from the social actuality of writing: "The genuine and peculiar 
natural song of Scotland, is to be sought ... in the productions of ob- 
scure or anonymous authors, of shepherds and milk maids, who actu- 
ally felt the sensations they describe; of those, in short, who were desti- 
tute of all the advantages of science and education, and perhaps inca- 
pable of committing the purest inspirations of nature to writing."35 

The eighteenth-century fashion for Scottish songs marks another ap- 
propriation of Rousseauist philosophy for conservative and class-based 
ends. Rousseau's oral realm of natural freedom becomes an immobi- 
lized world in which the bearers of Scottish orality are excluded from 
participation in their own history. In such a climate, writing, far from 
denoting the evils inherent in political representation, can become 
the only means of representation for users of dialect. As the oral is ap- 
propriated by song, it loses its Rousseauist and ideal status as the me- 
dium of natural liberty. When Rousseau asks "what do chords have in 
common with our passions?"36 he believes the encroachment of har- 
mony into the melodic line of music to be symptomatic of the enslave- 
ment of commonly available nature by fashionable artifice. But the 
vogue for Scottish song uses these very terms to commandeer the oral 
for middle-class tastes. Scottish song offers a natural (and national) as- 
set which is continually endangered by being written down when 
melodies are harmonized. Joseph Ritson asserted that "the Scotish 
tunes are pure melody, which is not unfrequently injured by the bases, 
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which have been set to them by strangers: the only kind of harmony 
known to the original composers consisting perhaps in the unisonant 
drone of the bag-pipe."37 What stands out here is not so much Rous- 
seau's campaign against part-writing as its annexation by an ideology 
that can acclaim Scottish song as long as its Scottish origins are con- 
veniently anonymous. As with rhetoric, in which a bourgeois "Scot- 
tishness" can be sanctioned by a myth of universal origins, song offers 
a myth of origins which excludes lower-class performers of language. 

Writing at the North 

The construction of Scottish song raises some interesting questions 
about the position of Burns, famous as the "Scotch Bard" who could 
draw on the traditions of socially sanctioned orality, but also a writer of 
"dialect" who refused to confine himself to the reproduction of Mid- 
dle Scots in Pinkerton's politely poetic vein. Burns, celebrated for his 
songs, was happy to exploit the popularization of song authenticated 
by passion. The customary sentiments of his poetic persona tend to 
be: "Gie me ae spark o' Nature's fire, /That's a' the learning I de- 
sire."38 Nowadays, however, we are more used to reading a Burns 
whose carefully cultivated "natural" persona is continually inter- 
rupted by the breakdown of a unified self into multiple voices.39 This 
is also a Burns who resists the eighteenth-century metaphysics of song 
with its conservative ideologies. Even as he acknowledges music as the 
true language of nature, Burns is aware of an interesting dislocation 
between music and words: "As music is the language of nature: and po- 
etry, particularly songs, are always less or more localised (if I may be al- 
lowed the verb) by some of the modifications of time and place, this is 
the reason why so many of our Scots airs have outlived their original, 
and perhaps many subsequent sets of verses."40 This marks a diver- 
gence from the popular opinion that "the words and melody of a Sco- 
tish song should be ever inseparable."41 Writing here becomes 
provisional. Rather than being fixed in music which authorizes them 
as natural and sanctions them socially, words are subject to context 
and to "the modifications of time and place." Burns describes speech 
and writing as modes which have become disengaged from each other 
and which cancel out each other's origins. In one sense music pre- 
cedes words, as new words can be set to old music. Simultaneously, 
however, verbal language is described as the "original" of music, but 
again it is an original which can go missing, leaving both music and 
writing deracinated. 

As he draws away from natural origins, Burns's uses of Rousseau be- 
come complex and various. Many of his poems embrace a Rousseauist 
discourse of natural freedom based on equality and sensibility, and this 
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is often expressed in a nationalist context which mixesjacobin politics 
with Jacobite sympathies.42 But in relation to Rousseau's philosophy 
of language as it had already been appropriated and modified both by 
the pro-Union Scottish intelligentsia and by the promoters of Scottish 
song, Burns is ambivalent. In the strange little "Elegy on the Death of 
Robert Ruisseaux," Burns questions the possibility of the emanation 
of language from the passions of individuals. The bodily integrity of 
language is at once challenged by the title: over whose body is this el- 
egy to be pronounced? "Robert Ruisseaux" is both Rousseau and 
Burns and neither is dead at the time of writing. Furthermore the 
Scots pun on Burns's name indicates that dialect, far from directly ex- 
pressing a single meaning, is as capable as any language of entering 
into puns and provisional readings. The poem, which was originally 
intended to conclude Burns's first published collection, celebrates 
writing. It lays to rest the spontaneous generation of song (Ruisseaux 
will "gabble rhyme, nor sing пае more") in favour of the political sig- 
nificance and multiplicity of writing. The poem ends: "But tell him, he 
was learn'd and dark, /Ye roos'd [praised] him then!" (I, 322). As 
Burns continues punning on his own name, "Ruisseaux" turns aurally 
towards "Rousseau," but with the suggestion that book-learning and 
writing are to be desired. And this deflection of Rousseauist orality to- 
wards writing is a characteristic of Burns's own texts. 

Rousseau famously argues that speech moves closer to the condi- 
tion of writing the further north it moves. As the abundance of South- 
ern climes is replaced by Northern scarcity, so speakers become 
competitive, socialized language users. This is also a narrative that un- 
derpins rhetoric. Blair agrees that the Northern inclination of lan- 
guage distances it from its origins in passion: 

Our plain manner of speaking, in these northern countries, expresses the passions 
with sufficient energy, to move those who are not accustomed to any more vehe- 
ment manner. But, undoubtedly, more varied tones, and more animated motions, 
carry a natural expression of warmer feelings. (I, 111)43 

Burns enters happily into the premise that writing is at the North. In 
1786 he decided to remain in Scotland and write rather than to go 
South: on the verge of emigrating to Jamaica, he had his first publish- 
ing success with Poems , Chiefly in the Scottish Dialect published in Kilmar- 
nock. As the edition was prepared for publication, Burns took all 
possible opportunities to experiment with written annotations and 
embellished the copy-text - as he did his letters - with Shandyesque 
asterisks, flourishes and various kinds of emphases. Throughout his 
career Burns experimented with writing as writing, producing a series 
of verse epistles in which the aspiration to engage in face-to face com- 
munication is continually obstructed by the behavior of written texts. 

This content downloaded from 187.121.40.54 on Fri, 17 May 2013 11:27:33 AM
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions

http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp


FIELDING- WRITING AT THE NORTH 39 

The eighteenth-century Scottish verse epistle has a different his- 
tory and social function from the more overtly public discourse of its 
English counterpart. Its early form in the first half of the century was 
established in exchanges between Alan Ramsay and William Hamil- 
ton of Gilbertsfield and marked a conscious attempt to perpetuate the 
surviving vocabulary of Middle Scots in a contemporary colloquial 
discourse. Not surprisingly, Ramsay's interest in the modernized lan- 
guage of Henryson and Dunbar incurred the disapproval of Pinker- 
ton; the verse epistle represents a modern written Scots which draws 
on the social evolution of Scottish language.44 The Scottish verse epis- 
tle is then a kind of dialect which refuses to be normalized into song, 
but in Burns's epistles, dialect as Scottish writing challenges assump- 
tions about song on another level. Burns knows as well as Derrida that 
Rousseau's theory of language tries unsuccessfully to disguise all evi- 
dence that "The becoming-writing of language is the becoming- 
language of language."45 The epistles dramatize what should be inter- 
personal relationships inspired by the spontaneous impulses of mu- 
tual friendship, but these can never be contained within writing.46 In 
the "Epistle to James Smith," for example, Burns keeps trying unsuc- 
cessfully to escape from writing in order to go off and enjoy life with 
his friend Smith. Half way through the poem, he states impulsively 
"My pen I here fling to the door," which serves only to remind the 
reader of Burns's dependence on writing for the very existence of the 
poem. Letters, even if they reach their destination, may change dur- 
ing their delivery. Burns's epistles are often a record of the alterity 
that is brought about in the exchange of written texts in letters. In the 
epistle "To Gentleman Who Had Sent Him a Newspaper," the poem/ 
letter offers itself as an alternative version of the text sent by the Gen- 
tleman, transposed into dialect and into Burns's radically satirical in- 
terpretation of Britain's military ambitions in Europe and the 
Empire. The epistle ends: "So gratefu', back your news I send you" (II, 
506) , but of course this cannot be the same news that was originally 
sent to Burns. 

Much as they pursue interpersonal relations, the epistles never 
seem quite to catch up with their addressees. In the first epistle to 
John Lapraik for example, all Burns's protestations of the warmth of 
his feelings towards a fellow "Scotch Bard" serve to emphasize that La- 
praik is not present. Burns remains the " unknown frien" of the open- 
ing stanza who, after describing all the occasions when he and Lapraik 
might meet, has to resort to a plea for "Twa lines" from his correspon- 
dent (1, 85, 89) . Writing cannot summon up the presence of either the 
author or the recipient but can only generate more writing. In any 
case, face-to-face communication does not seem any more reliable 
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than the written variety. In an epistle "To Dr Blacklock," Burns has been 
let down by an oral promise from a friend to deliver a written letter 
even though "He taldmysel, byword о 

' mouth, /He'd tak my letter" (I, 
490) . Thomas Blacklock instigated the theory that human language 
originated from birdsong, a possibility that had attracted Monboddo 
before he rejected it as too implausible.47 The poem plays on the idea 
of the unreliability of the language of birds as the friend who fails to 
deliver the letter is called Robert Heron. The language of nature itself 
has here gone astray. 

In the "Epistle to Hugh Parker," Burns is even more explicit about 
the failure of writing accurately to transmit his thoughts. He ends his 
letter: 

How can I write what ye can read? - 
Tarbolton, twenty-fourth o' June, 
Ye'll find me in a better tune; 
But till we meet and weet our whistle, 
Так this excuse for пае epistle. (I, 413) 

Burns knows that what he can write is not identical with what Parker 
can read because, as in the letter "To a Gentleman," writing has ush- 
ered in alterity. And this writing is profoundly ambiguous, subverting 
both potential readings and the form of the written epistle itself. Does 
the last line mean "take this (letter ) as an excuse for not writing ear- 
lier" or "do not take this excuse to be a letter"? Apologetically, Burns 
gestures towards the language world of song and especially melody, 
but this "better tune" remains elsewhere and in some other time, 
while the poem itself must remain as writing. In the epistles, Burns's 
written dialect, far from occupying a subsidiary position to standard 
English, exploits that supplementarity which moves dialect to a posi- 
tion of anteriority. Writing at the North resists the oralities of rhetoric 
or song which sought to subsume Scotland into Britain. 
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