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Julia Wedgwood and the Origin of Language 

 

1. Introduction 

 

In Victorian Britain there was a lively debate about the origin of language. Two better-known 

participants were Charles Darwin and the Sanskrit scholar, linguist, and founding figure in 

comparative religion Max Müller. Amongst the now lesser-known participants were the 

philologist Hensleigh Wedgwood – Darwin’s brother-in-law – and Julia Wedgwood – 

Hensleigh’s daughter and Darwin’s niece. I aim here to provide the first detailed modern 

examination of Julia Wedgwood’s interventions into the debate.1 

 Her interventions are worth examining today for several reasons, the first being to 

shake up our preconceptions that Victorian philosophy was an all-male affair. It is often 

assumed that if any women managed to philosophise in this period, they must have either 

used the indirect medium of literature – as with George Eliot and Mrs Humphry Ward – or 

focused on social and political, especially feminist, issues. After all, we assume, this was an 

especially patriarchal period, with women excluded from universities and many learned 

societies and venues, so they must have concentrated their intellectual energies on opposing 

these exclusions or sought indirect means to get around them.2  

There are elements of truth here, but as a whole these assumptions are misleading. 

Women were, of course, largely excluded from universities in the nineteenth century, but 

nonetheless many women (especially better-off ones) could take part in intellectual life, 

because its central location was the rich world of Victorian periodical and book publishing, 

from which they were not excluded. Women contributed at least 13% of all periodical 

content.3 This was facilitated by the fact that anonymity was normal for prose writing in 

British journals until the mid-1860s. Even once signature began to replace anonymity, the use 
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of pseudonyms and initials remained common. These conventions enabled women to 

contribute without incurring criticism that it was gender-inappropriate. Moreover, book and 

periodical culture at the time was generalist rather than specialist, amateur rather than expert; 

academic specialisation only came in from the 1870s onwards.4 The generalist climate meant 

that women’s exclusion from academia did not disqualify them from publishing, since 

academic qualifications or university appointments were not required for making credible 

intellectual interventions. Taking the opportunities thus presented, Victorian women 

published across every area of thought and inquiry, including philosophy.  

Julia Wedgwood is a case in point: she had very wide-ranging philosophical interests. 

By examining her language essays, we can acquaint ourselves with this unjustly forgotten 

figure, who deserves recovery. Her essays shine a light on the wider world of Victorian 

women’s philosophising and the fact that – as in Wedgwood’s case – it encompassed 

metaphysics, ancient philosophy, and philosophy of language. Wedgwood’s essays also 

provide an occasion to revisit the debate about the origins of language, which raised such 

still-relevant questions as whether meanings are entirely conventional and whether language 

divides human beings from animals. Müller thought it did, whereas Julia and Hensleigh 

Wedgwood held that language must have arisen gradually out of still-animal beginnings, just 

as humans have evolved from animals generally. This Victorian debate thus prefigures recent 

debates about whether or not the human capacity for language has evolved gradually and 

continuously from other forms of animal communication and behaviour. As Gregory Radick 

puts it, the problems at stake in the Victorian language debate “remain very much our 

problems”.5 

I begin by introducing Wedgwood, her work, and her language essays (Sec. 2). Then I 

briefly reprise the dispute between Müller and Hensleigh Wedgwood, to which Julia 

responded by defending the imitative theory, of which her father was another leading 
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exponent (Sec. 3). I set out her central defences (Sec. 4), then I evaluate them (Sec. 5). I 

conclude that, although the imitative theory had the merit of emphasising the continuity of 

human language with animal behaviours,6 Julia was wrong to think that this continuity must 

be understood in terms of imitation alone. Nevertheless, her language essays were a 

significant early attempt to think about language in concert with Darwin’s theory of 

evolution. 

 

2. Wedgwood and her Writings 

 

Julia Wedgwood (1833-1913) was once well known for her philosophical and historical 

writings. So high was her standing that after her older friend Frances Power Cobbe retired to 

Wales, Wedgwood was said to have replaced Cobbe as the “thoughtful woman par 

excellence”.7 Sadly, in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries Wedgwood has been largely 

forgotten, usually only remembered as Robert Browning’s second love8 or for her 

correspondence with Darwin. In her time Wedgwood was considered worthy of attention in 

her own right, as Sue Brown’s recent biography of Wedgwood shows.  

 I have already alluded to Julia’s membership of the Darwin–Wedgwood dynasty. Her 

father was renowned in philology; her mother Fanny was a suffragist, advocate of higher 

education for women, salon hostess, and great friend of the polymath Harriet Martineau. Julia 

therefore grew up in a very stimulating, if rather overpowering, milieu. Educated mainly at 

home, she spent a period at a Liverpool school run by Martineau’s sister Rachel, then she 

attended lectures at Queen’s and Bedford Colleges on subjects including political economy, 

Latin, and logic (Bedford College was Britain’s first higher education institution for women). 

Supplementing this with her own hard work, Wedgwood emerged extremely well informed. 
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Taking languages as a relevant example, she knew Latin, Greek, French, Italian, and German 

– leading Darwin to enlist her help translating Linnaeus.  

 After leaving Bedford College in 1852, Wedgwood initially tried writing fiction. She 

brought out two novels in the 1850s, encouraged by Elizabeth Gaskell. But the first novel 

discomfited her father, who insisted on screening the second one, only to complain, “I am 

sorry you take such an uncomfortable scheme of novel; it quite gives one a pain in the 

stomach”.9 Wounded, Julia abandoned fiction, concluding that, anyway, analytical work was 

more her forte. So began her prolific and successful non-fiction publishing career, which 

ranged over theology, philosophy, literary criticism, biography, and history, spanning several 

books and more than fifty journal articles.  

Regarding books, Wedgwood’s magnum opus was The Moral Ideal of 1888, an 

ambitious work tracing the stages of historical civilisation from ancient India and Persia, 

through ancient Judaea and classical Greece and Rome, into early Christianity, Western 

Christendom, and on to science and modernity. An updated second edition came out in 1907. 

Her other books were two biographies, the 1894 work The Message of Israel in the Light of 

Modern Criticism, and the 1909 essay collection Nineteenth-Century Teachers.  

As for Wedgwood’s many journal essays, the first three appeared anonymously in 

Macmillan’s Magazine, followed by many more in the Spectator (anonymous, per editorial 

policy) and the Contemporary Review (signed, per editorial policy). She also published in the 

Westminster Review, Cornhill, British Quarterly Review, and National Review. The breadth 

of topics was remarkable: in the Contemporary Review alone, from 1872-97, she published 

“Female Suffrage in its Influence on Married Life”, “Virgil, as a Link between the Ancient 

and the Modern World”, “The Relation of Memory to Will”, “The Moral Influence of George 

Eliot”, “Plutarch and the Unconscious Christianity of the First Two Centuries”, “Aeschylus 

and Shakespeare: The Eumenides and Hamlet”, “Greek Mythology and the Bible”, “Male and 
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Female Created He Them”, and “Ethics and Science” – to name only a few. The 

Contemporary Review, we should note, was probably the most influential and important 

heavyweight journal in late nineteenth-century Britain. To give another sample, in the more 

popular but still influential Spectator her offerings, between 1871 and 1882, included “Mr. 

Darwin’s Descent of Man”, “Christianity and Positivism”, “The Natural and the 

Supernatural”, “The First Opponent of Christianity”, “Doubting Doubt”, “The Majority”, and 

“Biography”.  

 Her two essays on philosophy of language were “The Origin of Language: The 

Imitative Theory and Mr. Max Müller’s Theory of Phonetic Types”, published in 

Macmillan’s Magazine in late 1862, and “The Origin of Language”, published in the 

Westminster Review in mid-1866. The monthly Macmillan’s was one of the key mid-century 

sites for philosophical discussion in Britain, while the radical-liberal Westminster Review was 

one of the most prestigious and longest-running Victorian quarterlies. Wedgwood’s 

interventions were therefore central and not marginalia. 

Since both essays appeared anonymously, how do we know she authored them? 

Regarding the first essay, Darwin wrote to Asa Gray in November 1862: “In the last 

Macmillan there is a little Review on Max Müller, – on the origin of language; (by my 

Brother-in-law, H. Wedgwood & his daughter) which I think is worth looking at”.10 Emma 

Darwin likewise describes it as co-authored in another family letter.11 But that same 

November, Macmillan’s editor, Alexander Macmillan, sent Wedgwood a cheque paying for 

her article in Vol. 6 (October). This must be the language essay, since the authorship of all 

other articles in this issue is known either from signatures or other sources.12 Thus Julia was 

the author, though no doubt Hensleigh had some involvement. 

Authorship of the Westminster article, however, was a mystery until recently. The piece 

has been recognised as important. For instance, Roy Harris included it in his anthology of 



 6 

eleven major interventions in the Victorian language debate, and Gregory Radick discusses it, 

noting that it pursues the same “methodological case” against Müller made in Wedgwood’s 

Macmillan’s article.13 But Wedgwood’s authorship of the Westminster piece was only 

identified in 2022 by Sue Brown, based jointly on correspondence and substantial overlap 

with the Macmillan’s article.14 I now want to provide further detail and evidence of these 

bases and how they establish Wedgwood’s authorship.   

The correspondence is a letter from Julia to her sister of November 1865: 

Today I made Pater let me read him all my contribution and pass it through the sieve of 

his mind, and a deal would not go through. Oh dear how he did clear his throat and 

make such painful efforts to find words! I felt quite cruel, but ‘twas the only way of 

being any use to him. I got so tired of saying “Then you don’t think that relevant? – 

Then you can’t accept that?” – However I think I can do something with the small 

portion of the remaining which he did not reject, which will be of use to him.15 

The letter shows that Wedgwood was working on a prospective journal contribution at the 

end of 1865 – the right timing for this to be the Westminster essay of July 1866. Since 

Wedgwood wanted the essay to “be of use” to her father, it must have concerned language, 

and defended his theory of language, as the Westminster piece indeed does. She would hardly 

have forced him to “sieve” her writings on, say, feminism or religion in the same way.  

As Brown surmises, having disappointed her father with her novels, Wedgwood sought 

to appease him by defending his language theory.16 This explains why language was one of 

the first topics Wedgwood turned to after abandoning fiction. It also explains why she moved 

away from language after 1866. Having by then found her feet as a prose writer, she had less 

need of her father’s authorisation and approval.  

Let me now document the overlap between the Westminster and Macmillan’s pieces. 

Both articles quote the very same passage from Müller to represent his views; both articles 
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hold that Müller is a Platonist about language, referring to Plato’s Cratylus, and to the same 

passages within it;17 both articles maintain that whereas Müller distinguishes the “bow-wow” 

and “pooh-pooh” theories they are one and the same, and that one is the “mimetic” or 

“imitative” theory; both claim that only the imitative theory is truly scientific; both propose 

that a person artificially isolated from society would try to communicate with others by 

imitating the things they wanted to designate; both adduce the German Kuh as an imitative 

word and suggest that the ancient Greek word for sheep, μηλον (or mehlon), imitated its baa-

ing sound; both claim that babies imitate the sounds made to them by their mothers and 

fathers; and both argue that Müller rejects the mimetic theory above all because that theory 

denies any radical separation of human beings from animals.  

There is even some near-paraphrase, for instance: 

Our science occupies, at this day, the position of geology forty years ago. Those among 

us … may remember the smile of derision with which we heard that Scrope and Lyell 

were accounting for the formation of continents …18 

Precisely analogous to the contempt with which people now receive the hypothesis of 

the Mimetic School is that which was poured upon the doctrines of Scrope and Lyell 

when they first began to explain the present condition of the earth’s surface …19 

The Westminster piece overlaps with other writings of Wedgwood’s too. For example, 

it criticises Plato for presuming that Greek is the only language that discloses reality, a 

criticism repeated in Wedgwood’s book The Moral Ideal.20 Positivism and Christianity are 

contrasted in identical terms in Westminster and in “Christianity and Positivism”: both state 

that whereas positivism believes in an unbroken chain of cause and effect, Christians hope 

and pray for divine intercession into this chain.21 Another clue is the appeal to Lucretius to 

refute conventionalism.22 Lucretius was a favourite author of Wedgwood’s, often invoked 

and whom she later called “the only great speculative genius of Rome”.23 Arguing that he 
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anticipated Darwin, she translated Lucretius in a way that indeed made him sound proto-

Darwinian: 

We see that many conditions are necessary in order that a race should be perpetuated, 

and among all the animals which have existed … [some] have perished from being 

unprovided with any peculiar advantage in this struggle for existence.24 

In The Moral Ideal, she portrayed Lucretius as a positivist avant la lettre, who banished 

divine agency from the world and replaced it with impersonal law.25 No surprise, then, that 

she should appeal to him in an article explicitly adopting a positivist, evolutionary, and 

naturalistic account of language as the Westminster piece did.  

Finally and perhaps most tellingly of all, the latter contains a unique and striking 

image – that science advances along a “zig-zag line”,26 which is an organising premise of 

Wedgwood’s Moral Ideal: “The progress of science is the result of oscillation between 

opposites. We make our way up the mountain of truth, as up every other mountain, by a 

perpetual zig-zag”.27 I hope this settles the case for Wedgwood’s authorship of the 

Westminster article.  

 

3. Bow-Wow versus Ding-Dong 

 

Wedgwood defended her father’s imitative theory of language in both essays, above all 

against Müller. So I must briefly summarise the Müller/Hensleigh Wedgwood dispute – 

though only briefly, both to leave plenty of room for Julia, and because the dispute has been 

closely scrutinised elsewhere.28 

 Hensleigh forwarded his imitative theory in the Introduction to his 1859 Dictionary of 

English Etymology, later expanding his case into the 1866 On the Origin of Language – a title 

modelled, imitatively, on Origin of Species. By then, Origin of Language would have been 
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informed by his conversations with Julia. Still, it usefully draws out his earlier views, so I 

draw on both texts here. 

 The problem of the origin of language is “how to convey meaning by the intervention 

of signs without previous agreement as to the sense in which the signs are to be 

understood”.29 Onomatopoeia provides the answer, because anyone can perceive that an 

onomatopoeic utterance resembles the thing whose sound it copies.30 Onomatopoeic words 

are usually thought to be exceptional, but “the principle of imitation has a wider range than 

we are at first inclined to suppose”,31 for the first words must have been imitations of sounds. 

We see this most clearly with the sounds of animals: early human beings must have had a 

“natural tendency to name an animal … from any marked peculiarity of cry”.32 From words 

naming animals (e.g., crow, koka, kâka, ghâk, quaki, kaha, from caw) Hensleigh proceeds to 

words for other sounds (e.g., rataplan, tantan, parapatapan, tapatan, for drumming) and then 

words that imitate the sounds made in spontaneous human interjections such as sighs, 

chortles, groans, shrieks, etc. (e.g., puh, puf, pu, fu, fi, pouah, foei, fec’h, faugh, which imitate 

emissions of disgust).  

Between Hensleigh’s Dictionary and Origin of Language, Max Müller slighted the 

imitative theory as the “bow-wow theory” in his Lectures on the Science of Language.33 

Delivered at the Royal Institution in London in 1861 and 1863, these were very well 

attended, even by Queen Victoria herself. Ensuing press coverage gave the debate an even 

wider airing. Müller objected that the imitative theory works for only a few words; that even 

many apparently onomatopoeic words are not really so; and those that truly are (like cuckoo) 

do not derive from any primordial “roots” and thus fall outside the main body of language.34 

Müller understood these “roots” as follows. Thought – the rational organisation of 

experience under general categories – is uniquely human, and thought directly expresses 

itself in words because, as he later put it in the Science of Thought, “concepts without words 
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are impossible”.35 Words are not arbitrary, but are “always reasonable and intelligible signs 

of concepts”.36 Words only seem arbitrary because of the profusion of modern languages, but 

we can trace this profusion back to roots common to each language family – e.g., name, 

nōmen, nâman all descend from the root NÂ, originally GNÂ, “to know”.37 As in this case, 

our most primordial and universal categories immediately expressed themselves in “phonetic 

types”, the roots that formed the building-blocks of ancestral languages which have since 

dispersed into their descendants. Over time, Indo-European languages, like languages of 

other families, have flowed down from these beginnings, and different belief systems with 

them, given the interdependence of language and thought. 

Müller’s critics responded by calling his theory the “ding-dong” theory, because he 

compared the human mind to a metal that rings out when struck, just as our minds when 

struck by a concept must voice it.38 More seriously, Hensleigh replied that the “bow-wow” 

theory had a wider scope than Müller allowed, because it could account for how we came to 

name “things which do not appeal to the sense of hearing”.39 Words imitative of sounds are 

carried over to other things by analogy. For instance, we use an abruptly broken sound to 

imitate an abruptly broken movement (e.g. jog, jig, dig, stagger, stab, rug, tug), and small 

things are described using words imitative of short, little sounds (e.g. tot, tit, yielding totter, 

titter, tozzo, titlark, tittle). 

However, through this very process of extending the application of imitative words, 

“the imitative power of words is gradually obscured by figurative use”,40 before being 

obscured still further by grammatical regularisation. Language’s imitative origins end up 

largely hidden and they remain visible only in a few cases. Even so, “imitation is the only 

intelligible origin of language”,41 so all words must have had imitative beginnings even 

though we cannot trace them all yet. 
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Hensleigh also objected that Müller took “our first parents” to have been 

“supernaturally endowed with the power of speaking”42 – i.e., Müller imposed a supernatural 

break between humans and animals. Instead, Hensleigh insists, language must be treated as a 

natural phenomenon and explained scientifically, thus as having arisen from still-animal 

behaviour “by exceedingly slow degrees”.43 After all, human beings are the products of 

evolution, not of divine creation; this includes human beings qua speakers of language.  

This was a crucial divide between the Wedgwoods and Müller. For Müller, the 

imitative theory failed to appreciate how fundamentally categories structure human 

experience and culture, setting us worlds apart from even the most developed animals. He 

declared: 

The one great barrier between the brute and man is Language. Man speaks, and no 

brute has ever uttered a word. Language is our Rubicon, and no brute will ever dare 

cross it. This is our matter-of-fact answer to those who speak of development, who 

think they discover the rudiments at least of all human faculties in apes.44 

Animals cannot speak, for Müller, because they cannot think. Animals may vocalise, but 

without concepts behind them, such vocalisations are radically different from human speech. 

Therefore, no gradual evolution of language from animal behaviour is possible, and a 

Rubicon parts the two.  

To complicate matters, though, Michela Piattelli argues that Hensleigh actually 

agreed with Müller that language distinguishes humankind from animals.45 This is true; but 

for Hensleigh how we have acquired this distinct capacity must be explained based on 

behaviour – specifically, imitation – which we share with (other) animals, though only 

humans have gradually developed it into language.46 Yet, as Piattelli also points out, this 

gradualism seems contradicted by Hensleigh’s claim that we must explain how “language 

might have come to a being in all respects like ourselves”,47 treating “primitive man” as 
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being no different from people today. This claim can be reconciled with his gradualism, 

though, if he believed not that the most primitive hominid already had all the mental powers 

of a civilised modern person, but rather that the same imitative instincts are found in 

ourselves and our ancestors, as he indeed says.48 Ontogeny repeats phylogeny (to use the 

later phrase) – hence his view that infants acquire language, as primitive people did, by 

imitation.49 Having said all this, though we can render Hensleigh’s position consistent, there 

was evidently some tension amongst his formulations. 

His key difference from Müller, though, was clear enough, so that “in Müller’s 

sonorous speech, language became … a shield against the Darwinians”.50 Consequently, 

Darwin sided with Hensleigh (1871: vol. 1: 56). Müller later conceded that imitation and 

interjection must have preceded the formation of phonetic roots – but he still held that only 

the latter introduced language proper, as the expression of conceptual thought (Müller 1873). 

The debate continued and various other figures had their say, amongst them Julia; let us turn 

to her. 

 

4. Julia Wedgwood’s Arguments 

 

Hensleigh based his positive case for the imitative theory primarily on long lists of 

etymological derivations. In contrast, Julia’s arguments for the imitative theory are primarily 

philosophical. Let’s work through them, those in Macmillan’s first.51 

“Is the word a mere accidental label stuck on to the thing? Or is there any inherent 

connexion between sounds and things?” Julia Wedgwood asks.52 Müller, Hensleigh, and 

Julia all agree that words are not mere accidental labels. Julia rejects conventionalism 

because she thinks philology has to explain why we use the words we do. To say that cat 

picks out cats merely by convention does not explain why cat and not dog is the word used. 
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To explain such facts, we must study language scientifically, since the scientific method has 

already revolutionised our knowledge of countless other fields. That method is to gather 

observations then infer to the best explanation of the facts observed: “Hypotheses on the 

Origin of Language rest on precisely the same basis as any other theory in physical sciences – 

on observations upon accomplished facts, and reasoning from effects to causes”. To apply 

this method to language, we begin with words in use today – observed facts – and trace them 

back to their “fountainhead”, reasoning from these effects to what must have been their 

causes.53  

That we must explain why we have the words we do by tracing them back to their 

origins, Müller and imitativists agree. Beyond that, as we have seen, Müller disparaged 

Hensleigh’s “bow-wow” theory, along with the “pooh-pooh” – interjectional – theory.54 

Wedgwood resumes their essentials. On the bow-wow theory, all words were originally 

onomatopoeic, copying the sound of the thing named. On the pooh-pooh theory, words 

originated from primitive interjections, such as cries of fear and pain. Wedgwood argues that 

the two theories are really one, and that one is the “imitative theory”. In the former case, 

people copy the sounds made by other things; in the latter, they copy the spontaneous 

utterances that people make themselves. Thus words arising from interjections are a subset of 

onomatopoeic words and all language, originally, was onomatopoeic.55  

Wedgwood furnishes some examples – aside from the paradigm, cuckoo. Cow comes 

from Kuh, which is identical with Sanskrit gau, connected with Icelandic gauli, linked in turn 

to gaula or baula, to bellow, “a word obviously imitative”. Turtle as in “turtle-dove” 

descends from the Latin turtur, which recalls the dove’s coo. Hog links to Breton hocha, to 

grunt. In similar ways, we can either trace (apparently) non-onomatopoeic modern words 

back to earlier onomatopoeic predecessors, or connect them with words in other languages 

that have retained their onomatopoeic origins, or both.56  
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Perhaps this only works for the names of animals, which make imitable sounds? No, 

the same applies more generally: murmur is the word for all confused sound, based in 

imitation of the sound of running water, also yielding the related barbarous, linked to French 

balbutier, to stammer. Lullaby descends from la la, the softest and most easily imitable sound 

presented to an infant, along with na na, source of niño and, in Italian, ninnare, to lull or 

rock. Words such as sip, tip, kip, trip imitate the sound of something light and small.57 

Wedgwood admits that nowadays onomatopoeic origins are only “discernible here 

and there, like the half-obliterated writing on a palimpsest”. But: 

That portion of the vast growth of language which can be traced to a directly mimetic 

root may remain a small fraction of the whole; but, if it be the only portion whose 

structure is intelligible to us, … the working of this principle is limited by our 

ignorance, and not by its own nature.58 

That is, though language today is only directly onomatopoeic in a few cases, these supply the 

clue for how to approach the rest of language. Consider that someone abroad, amongst people 

with whom they share no common language, will imitate sounds to make themselves 

understood. She takes up the widely-used example of the time which gave the “bow-wow” 

theory its name: an “Englishman in China … condenses the question to his servant – ‘Is this 

duck on my plate?’ – into the syllables, ‘quack-quack?’ while the Chinaman makes himself 

perfectly intelligible by the answer ‘Bow-wow’”.59 This example shows how people must 

have proceeded originally.  

In sum, we must hypothesise that all language was onomatopoeic at first and that, 

therefore, if little of it remains manifestly onomatopoeic today that is only because words 

have gradually drifted away from their origins. Approaching the variety of languages on this 

hypothesis, we can detect amongst their drifts and mutations various residues of their 

onomatopoeic origins. If we cannot yet pick out many of these origins, that is only because 
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the science of language is still in its infancy. The more we study words on the imitative 

hypothesis, the more of their imitative beginnings we will find.60  

In closing, Wedgwood acknowledges that people may think that the differences 

between animal imitations and modern language, as between civilised modern human beings 

and their “primitive” forebears, are so great that there must be a discontinuity, a break in the 

evolutionary chain. But in fact: 

The laws which preserve are separated by no generic interval from those which 

produce. Nor had the young race powers different in kind from those it possesses 

now. The eye or the ear of a Londoner is hardly the same instrument … as that of a 

North American Indian … but the interval is one of degree alone.61 

The Westminster article enlarges considerably on these arguments, concentrating even 

more squarely on methodological and philosophical considerations. Wedgwood aligns herself 

with science, not metaphysics. Because philology is now becoming a science, it is 

undergoing the same struggle between metaphysical (Müller’s) and scientific (Hensleigh’s) 

approaches62 which is codified in “Comte’s law” of the three stages – theological, 

metaphysical, positive – a law that “shall commend itself as true to every thinker”.63 The 

theological view that language is divinely created has languished, but in its place the 

metaphysical stage, intermediate between theology and science, is alive and well in Müller’s 

work.64 His “mere empty abstractions … satisfy the mind with a convenient formulized 

statement of ignorance which it mistakes for cause”.65 

In particular, Müller traces the immense variety of words back to a few hundred 

shared roots – phonetic types expressing our rational conceptions of the essences named. 

This, Wedgwood alleges, rehashes Plato’s metaphysical theory of language in the Cratylus,66 

from which she translates a substantial excerpt,67 covering much of lines 422e-428b. She 

takes Socrates to be endorsing the view that words are built from elementary letters and 
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syllables that unveil essences. For instance, R expresses movement, L a smooth glide. By 

combining these elements into words, we can represent the essences of individual objects of 

all kinds. 

Wedgwood diverges from most subsequent interpreters of the Cratylus, who have 

taken this part of the dialogue to be satirical.68 After all, Socrates says (in her rendition) “My 

own notions respecting the elementary words seem to me absurd and audacious”.69 In 

Wedgwood’s time, the pre-eminent classicist Benjamin Jowett maintained that Plato’s 

intention was at least partly to satirise.70 Wedgwood knew Jowett, and was quite prepared to 

disagree with him.71 But clearly she interpreted Plato so as to liken him to Müller, 

reciprocally treating Müller as more of a Platonic realist and less of a Kantian idealist than he 

was – i.e., as believing that we intuit essences, rather than create categories. (Her 

interpretation of Müller is understandable, since he downplayed his Kantianism in the 1860s 

lectures.)72  

As Wedgwood sees it, then, the metaphysical view of language is that certain sounds 

are inherently suited to express certain natures of things. In Müller’s version, phonetic roots, 

like Plato’s letters, express our inherent grasp of essences. He maintains that we are 

inherently rational, which leads us to express essences in roots – but, Wedgwood objects, this 

has not actually explained anything. Phonetic types seem to explain, but really the concept is 

vacuous: “They intervene to fill a gap in the chain of cause and effect, and we know no more 

of them. Their operation is confined to strictly metaphysical ground”.73  

In contrast, the “positive hypothesis” is that language originated just as it would now 

had someone been isolated from others and re-entered society. He would make himself 

understood by designating things, e.g. a sheep, by imitating their sounds – not by voicing a 

sound corresponding to the inner essence of a sheep.74 Some root-words are even admitted by 
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Müllerians to be imitative, such as pat (fall, related to English path). “If this word springs 

from a mimetic root, why should not all others do the like?”.75 

Admittedly, few words are manifestly imitative. Generally words today have no 

inherent connection with the objects they refer to; they are merely remote descendants of 

words that originally imitated sounds. But this should not lead us to adopt conventionalism. 

Wedgwood states “we despise the meagre conventional theory”, long since refuted by 

Lucretius.76 The passage from Lucretius is: 

The hypothesis that in those early times someone assigned names to things, and that 

people learned their first words from him, is preposterous. …. If others had not also 

used words among themselves, how was the conception of their utility implanted in 

him … and it is by no means easy to tell and teach the deaf what needs to be done.77 

Lucretius continues: animals utter sounds to express their reactions; so do humans; we start to 

use these utterances to communicate and mark off distinct things.78 His argument, then, is 

that if the link between words and things were conventional, or artificial, someone would first 

have to establish it. But because ex hypothesi language does not yet exist, no-one else could 

understand this person and the convention could never get started. Conversely, if others could 

understand that person, the links being made must rest on a natural basis already familiar to 

everyone, making conventions redundant. For Lucretius that natural basis is spontaneous 

expressions of emotional reactions – i.e., interjections or ejaculations; for Wedgwood, the 

natural basis is imitation; but their reasons for rejecting conventionalism are the same. 

 However, she continues, we should also reject the Platonic opposite extreme. The 

link between words and things is neither absolute (Plato, Müller) nor arbitrary but motivated 

– and by imitation.79 Even though most words have drifted from this original motivation over 

time, for at least some words the imitative hypothesis offers a genuine explanation. This puts 

it qualitatively ahead of Müller’s hypothesis, which is but “a fine name for our ignorance”.80 
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Only the mimetic theory “suggests any rational explanation of the connection of sound and 

sense”.81 So, though we cannot yet fathom the mimetic origin of many words, the imitative 

hypothesis remains strongest: “Where, as in the present case, the rival cause [imitation] is one 

which is only known as a cause, the very lightest amount of positive evidence is enough to 

weigh down the … scale”.82  

Müller’s view, in contrast, only seems explanatory because it draws on several 

intuitive prejudices. Words and things are so closely linked in our experience that certain 

words appear “correct”, rational and irreplaceable83 – e.g., we know donation, donner, 

donum, so DÂ seems the only possible expression of the concept gift. Phenomenologically, 

too, sounds heard appear “subjective” and interior – more so than sights seen or surfaces 

touched. Sounds seem peculiarly non-natural and spiritual, as if a thing’s sound was already 

half-way to its inner meaning.84 And this shows how Müller’s theory, like Plato’s, stems 

from a distortion of the imitative truth. We naturally imitate the sounds of things around us, 

but because sounds appear peculiarly “spiritual” we then misunderstand our imitative 

behaviour as our inner grasping of things’ spiritual essences. Müller’s theory is thus a 

mistake to which our imitative instincts lead us: imitation explains both the truth and the 

appeal of the false.85 

But most of all, Müller trades on our prejudices about our inherent superiority to 

animals. The mimetic view undermines these prejudices, just like its natural companion, 

Darwin’s theory of evolution. On both the imitative and Darwinian hypotheses, humanity is 

continuous with other animals and has only gradually evolved from a still-animal condition:  

We cannot go back in thought to a period when our ancestors communicated with 

each other by mimetic cries and gestures without going back a little further, and ask 

ourselves whether such creatures could, properly speaking, be called human. This, we 
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believe, is the real stumbling block to the mimetic theory. Logic does its work in vain: 

a mightier adversary holds the passage to belief …86 

Animals instinctively imitate one another, and likewise imitation is instinctive in us: “There 

is an instinct which leads us to imitation quite apart from any meaning to be conveyed in 

it”.87 Because we are naturally imitative, imitations are available to become vehicles of 

meaning. People may “shrink with abhorrence”88 from this picture of humanity “slowly 

emerging from a state scarcely distinguished from that of the brutes”, but such views 

“harmonize with every particle of evidence”.89 Like it or not, Wedgwood insists, we must 

drop the belief in a sharp human/animal divide and “recognise the force of the universe as 

One”.90  

  

5.  Evaluation 

 

What value is there, now, in Wedgwood’s interventions into this forgotten debate? Some 

might think: very little. Hans Aarsleff, for instance, found speculation about language origins 

pointless, saying of Hensleigh’s theory only that “if he erred, he did at least, unlike Müller, 

stay this side of absurdity and nonsense”.91 Julia’s efforts to shore up an “error” may 

therefore seem to bear witness to her ingenuity but not much more. But that would be too 

hasty. For one thing, as I suggested earlier, her essays shake up our preconceptions about 

Victorian philosophy and the scope of women’s participation in it, and they show that Julia 

contributed more substantially to the Victorian debate about the origin of language than has 

previously been appreciated. Moreover, as I have also mentioned, the essential divide 

between Müller and the Wedgwoods – whether or not the development of language can be 

accounted for in gradualist and evolutionary terms – is still a matter of live debate. This 

makes it worth probing further into some pros and cons of Julia’s arguments.  
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Nouns. Wedgwood speaks of the origin of language, but her focus is primarily nouns, 

and secondarily verbs and adjectives. What about pronouns, conjunctions, prepositions? 

Wedgwood would not want to concede that the imitative theory only really applies to nouns, 

given her view that the universe is one. She would surely instead say that all words were 

originally imitative and that nouns only make this most apparent. But this does not help us to 

see how “and”, “that”, “if”, etc., can possibly be mimetic when they figure in so many 

sentences referring to such widely varying things.  

Animals. Even within nouns, Wedgwood’s argument works best for words for animals, 

since they make characteristic sounds. Müller objected that the theory worked “for cackling 

hens and quacking ducks, but round that poultry yard there is a dead wall … and behind that 

wall language really begins”.92 Like Hensleigh, Julia attempts to extend the hypothesis 

beyond animals – first to other sounds, then other sensory qualities – but animals clearly 

remain the paradigm. Her defence is that we must start with the part of language that we can 

explain – imitatively – and, having reached that (imitative) explanation, gradually work out 

how it applies to remoter cases. But it does not follow that because we can explain a from b, 

b must also explain c, d, e, f, etc. Explanation b may work only for one class of words while 

the others require different explanations. This need not violate the unity of nature as long as 

all the explanatory factors remain natural. 

Linguistic diversity and convention. Wedgwood objects that Plato and Müller cannot 

accommodate diverse languages: Socrates assumes that the Greek language alone speaks 

truth; Müller reduces diverse languages to shared roots.93 Yet on the mimetic theory, too, 

diverse languages must descend from a common base of imitative originals. Perhaps 

Wedgwood could accept that, even originally, words were imitative in diverse ways. But then 

if (e.g.) we can imitate a dog’s bark in diverse ways, convention already factors into what a 

particular group counts as imitating that sound. After all, in different languages dogs say 
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“woof, woof”, ھو ھو  or “hu, hu” (Arabic), 汪汪 or “wāngwāng” (Chinese), and so on. Indeed, 

in the example of the Englishman caught out eating dog in China, presumably the two 

speakers can communicate using “bow-wow” only because the Chinese speaker knows the 

English convention for what counts as resembling a dog’s bark. Rather than convention 

presupposing imitation, imitation seems to presuppose convention.  

Hensleigh has a reply to this problem. Our original utterances, he says, were not yet so 

precise as “bow-wow” but were “mere modulations in the tone of the voice without articulate 

utterance”.94 Nicer distinctions come in later, carrying us from mere inarticulate sounds to 

“bow-wow” by degrees. Yet even these original “mere modulations” must have had enough 

shape to be recognised as imitating a dog’s bark, not, say, a wolf’s howl or a seal’s bark. And 

the modulation must copy some particular type of dog’s bark – a yelp, growl, whine, playful 

yap, loud howl, etc. So convention still comes into what “modulations” count as resembling a 

dog’s bark, both qua bark and qua the sound of a dog – and in these imitations being taken to 

designate the dog rather than the bark. The idea of original imitations of animal noises, then, 

tacitly presupposes the involvement of convention. This need not return us to the fiction of 

“some genius of the pristine world conceiving the advantages of a better means of 

communicating with his fellows, and elaborating a system of vocal signs”.95 As long as an 

imitative utterance has a degree of resemblance to something perceptible, there is a basis on 

which a convention can form about what the imitation designates. Even so, convention must 

co-operate with imitation all along, rather than intervening only when language migrates 

away from its mimetic beginnings.  

Migration away from imitative origins. Regarding this migration, as we saw earlier, 

Hensleigh explains that it occurs as conventions harden, grammatical rules are imposed, and 

– above all – originally imitative words are extended to cover non-auditory qualities and 
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objects by analogy. We see small objects, for instance, as analogous to short little sounds, so 

words imitative of those sounds become applied to these objects.  

However, this seems to presuppose that we have an independent impulse to find 

analogies and patterns between things – e.g., to map visual qualities onto aural ones – and 

capture these analogies in words. This point guided Jowett’s response to “recent speculations 

about the origin and nature of language”, with which he introduced his Cratylus translation.96 

In his initial 1875 response (reproduced in the 1892 edition) he objected that, although the 

“scientific philologist” assumes an unbroken causal chain from animals to human language-

users, the “intermediate organism which stands between man and nature” remained in fact 

unknown and existed merely hypothetically, not as a positive fact.97 This seems a clear 

riposte to Julia Wedgwood’s positivist case for imitativism. In 1892, though, Jowett conceded 

that language arose out of imitation and interjections, so that for thousands of years “the 

vocal utterance of man was intermediate between what we now call language and the cry of a 

bird or animal”.98 But, he continued, that was only the starting-point, into which people 

introduced order and fixed “definite sounds recognized by custom as the expressions of 

things”.99 People imposed order, he argued, using a principle of analogy – being led by 

reason to organise words by putting like together with like, while separating unlike from 

unlike. In this way language was refined, rebuilt, and systematised until it was far removed 

from its imitative beginnings. In this way Jowett combined Wedgwoodian imitativism with 

Müller’s view that our minds rationally impose order on the manifold. 

Perhaps Julia would reply: what is analogy, but an elaboration of imitation? In imitating 

the sound of a dog, a human being effects an analogy between two sets of sounds and so 

between the (imitative) sound and the thing. Analogy only extends imitation, and so imitation 

can explain not only language’s origin but also its refinement – consonant with her remark 

that we see “in the tools which the patient architect uses to alter the edifice we inhabit, the 
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very same by which it was erected”.100 But it is equally plausible to say that imitative 

behaviour presupposes, all along, a propensity to seek analogies. Wedgwood would probably 

disagree, seeing here an appeal to some higher human power of analogical reasoning which 

violates the unity of nature. But if instead our propensity to seek patterns and analogies is 

natural, and shared with many other animals – as when, say, sheep and cows recognise the 

faces of other herd members, bees recognise different kinds of flowers, and birds recognise 

the patterns of eggs – then Wedgwood’s worry about supernaturalism falls away. We can 

accept that, like convention, the search for analogy co-operates with imitation. 

Critique of Müller. Jowett may have attempted to reconcile the Wedgwoods and 

Müller, but for Julia, their view and Müller’s were irreconcilable because they had opposed 

starting-points. Müller pushes the link between word and thing back to a transcendental level, 

deriving this link from our rational grasp of the inner essences of things. For Wedgwood, this 

is not amenable to empirical verification; it is metaphysical rather than scientific, mystical 

rather than positive.  

We might, however, judge Müller’s transcendentalism to be a positive. For Wedgwood, 

words must have begun as imitations of sounds that we can perceive with our senses. Yet for 

most words we find no traces of such beginnings, even though the imitative hypothesis is 

supposed to be empirically based. Müller does not have this problem, since for him when we 

express a concept in a phonetic root, e.g. DÂ for gift, we are not copying some independently 

existing entity in the world but creating the category gift under which we may place certain 

things and acts. That is, for Müller, categorising is active and not passive. His view descends 

from Kantian idealism, on which our minds are active in structuring an intelligible world in 

the first place. The world’s intelligibility depends on our concepts, and our simplest and most 

fundamental categories are expressed in phonetic roots. Perhaps what Wedgwood takes to be 
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the strength of the imitative theory – its empiricism – is a weakness, and what she sees as 

Müller’s weakness – his transcendentalism – is a strength. 

Evolution and the human/animal divide. Wedgwood would deny that Müller’s 

transcendentalism is a strength. On the contrary, it falsely divides humans from animals. If 

we say that our minds shape the intelligibility of the natural world in the first place, then 

these minds cannot possibly have gradually formed through evolutionary processes. The 

naturalist and transcendentalist perspectives are simply incompatible.  

But only the former, Wedgwood insists, agrees with Darwinian evolution, which has to 

be accepted as a reality, deflating to the human self-image though it is. The imitative 

behaviours of other animal species must be accepted as the rudiments out of which human 

language has arisen. Admittedly, language today has travelled far from these animal origins. 

Yet, Wedgwood is adamant (as we have seen), language has become the supreme instrument 

of civilised and sophisticated thought that it is now not through any divine, transcendental, 

supernatural, or mysterious agencies but through the operation of the same natural laws and 

forces that drive evolution. 

Wedgwood’s possible inconsistency. This thorough-going naturalism about language 

seems not entirely to square with her two-part dialogue on evolution and religion, “The 

Boundaries of Science”. Here Philocalos (“lover of the good”) opposes evolutionary theory 

because it undermines our belief in God, duty, and immortality, but Philalethes (“lover of 

truth”) convinces him that evolutionary theory can and should be accepted, since it is 

compatible with Christianity. God originates the stream of life; evolutionary theory charts its 

course once originated.101 In addition, God plans the basic forms of the species, and for 

human beings to have advanced moral, spiritual, and intellectual powers, while evolution 

implements the plan.102 Through the struggle and conflict of species over scarce resources, 

species-forms gradually become perfected, eventually producing human beings with a 



 25 

physical make-up that enables them to realise the spiritual powers God always intended for 

them.103  

Given these religious convictions, we have to wonder whether Wedgwood entirely 

believed in her own thorough-going naturalism and positivism about language. Perhaps she 

adopted them merely strategically to commend her piece to the “Comtist coterie” behind the 

Westminster Review, as Brown suggests.104 After all, Brown notes, Wedgwood subsequently 

criticised positivism, maintaining that we need Christian belief as well as positive 

knowledge.105 On the other hand, a constant across Wedgwood’s work, as Brown also shows, 

was her conviction that Darwin’s theory of evolution must be reconciled with Christianity. 

From this perspective, perhaps her language essays are consistent with “Boundaries of 

Science”. In the Westminster essay, she stresses that language has reached its height only 

through a long evolution, first of the species and then the refinement of imitative utterances 

into today’s sophisticated linguistic arsenal.106 Perhaps this evolution of language is part of 

how nature realises God’s plan for us to become intelligent and rational beings. Even so, 

nature realises this plan operating on its own laws, without any need for God actively to 

intervene. Thus nature must be studied without appeal to anything supernatural or 

transcendent, and religious considerations must not intrude directly into scientific inquiry – as 

Philalethes indeed maintains in “Boundaries”.107 

 Overall assessment. To my mind, the chief merit of the imitative theory, and its 

advantage over Müller, is to approach language from the starting-point that human beings are 

continuous with animals and that supernatural breaks in the order of nature must be avoided. 

There must be “no chasm in the progress of the race, no exceptional agency at work during 

any part of its existence”.108 Julia’s merit in particular – besides taking discussion of the 

imitative theory to a philosophical level – is to emphasise animal/human continuity more 

strongly than Hensleigh, ironing out his notes of potential inconsistency about human 
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uniqueness. Julia is frank: humans need to drop the self-congratulatory exceptionalism and 

accept their kinship with animals. No doubt this partly reflects the lifelong sympathy for 

animals which led her to join Cobbe’s anti-vivisection campaign (as did her mother) – even 

though Darwin and Cobbe were bitter foes, since he wanted lighter regulation of animal 

experiments than Cobbe did.109 Wedgwood’s concern for animals even led her to donate the 

bulk of her (substantial) estate to animal welfare charities.110 

Müller is right, though, that the imitative theory only readily works for a sub-set of 

words referring to animals. That the theory fits these words does not show that it should be 

applied to all words. Moreover, I have suggested, the imitative explanation can only work if 

we tacitly presuppose other co-operating factors. “Modulations” can only count as imitating 

particular animal and other sounds given a degree of convention, and we must have an 

impulse to seek analogies or patterns if imitation is to be extended beyond a limited subclass 

of words. In that case, we may as well have a theory that openly treats imitation as just one 

factor amongst others such as convention and analogy – and, indeed, the interjections that 

Wedgwood tries to reduce to imitations. On her view, we imitate other people’s interjections 

– cries of pain, gasps of surprise, etc. – and the imitations, not the interjections themselves, 

are the starting-point of language. But since there must be some interjections for imitations to 

imitate, interjections are independently available as a potential source of language and there 

seems no non-partisan reason to deny that they may have contributed.  

Wedgwood sought language’s origins in imitation alone, though, because she 

assumed that only in this way could we see language as having arisen gradually out of animal 

behaviours, specifically imitative ones. For instance, we saw in her appeal to Lucretius that 

she rejected conventionalism because she thought it falsely divided putative human 

conventions from animal behaviour. Though Müller was no conventionalist, she rejected his 
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idealist view for similar reasons. Insisting on our continuity with animals was her driving 

motivation. 

But we can accept this continuity without having to follow Wedgwood in elevating 

imitation to the sole origin of language. Instead, language can have its sources in multiple 

behaviours – not only imitation – that are natural both to humans and some animals. Finding 

patterns and analogies, and forming conventions, are natural behaviours in which some 

animals engage. For instance, conventions are involved in the formation of dominance 

hierarchies amongst animals, while songbirds, dolphins, and monkeys all engage in social 

learning which leads them to transmit changing patterns of shared behaviour over time – i.e., 

in effect, they have cultures. For that matter, some animals entertain concepts, reason, and 

communicate using signals.111  

Wedgwood recognised some of this herself. Müller had objected: if human language 

is so continuous with animal behaviour, then why can’t animals speak? She countered, “we 

should like to be sure of the fact before we argue about it”.112 She added, with reference to 

primates, that “why a creature who can remember, reason, and understand language cannot 

speak” was a separate problem from how human language did arise.113 She was thus aware 

that some animals have quite extensive cognitive capacities. She reiterated these points in an 

1873 letter in Darwin, criticising Müller’s “Lectures on Mr. Darwin’s Philosophy of 

Language”:  

It forms no part of the task of a person who says things happened so and so, to point 

out why they should not have happened otherwise. … Animals have feelings, hopes, 

fears, suspicions, expectations, wishes, doubts … If you say these feelings, hopes, 

fears, & c., do not constitute a mind you are putting a peculiar meaning on the word 

mind. … MM’s view of animals seems to me an incomplete fragment from the 

automatism of Descartes.114 
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Yet instead of looking to animals’ several cognitive capacities as the rudiments out of 

which the human capacity for language has evolved, Wedgwood over-played a single factor, 

imitation. Ironically, this was predictable according to her own epistemology in The Moral 

Ideal. As we saw, for her: “Men make their way up the mountain of truth, as up every other 

mountain, by a perpetual zig-zag. The progress of Science is the result of oscillation between 

opposites”.115 We had to zig to imitation, zag to conceptual thought, zig again to 

conventionalism and zag to innatism, and so on, to generate the materials for a more 

integrated account of language. She wrote to her friend and fellow philosopher of language, 

Victoria Welby, in the late 1880s: 

The experience of the individual or of the race seems . . . a prism breaking the white ray 

of light and showing it as colour, . . . so that, according to his position, each man sees a 

different portion of that which in its own nature is truly one. My vision may come upon 

a different part of the spectrum from yours …116 

As Wedgwood had written to Welby earlier that decade, we “find our unity as we find our 

fractionalness”.117 The fractions – the segments of the colour spectrum, the zigs and zags for 

and against the imitative theory – all have parts to play in the growth and unification of 

knowledge. 
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