
L ANGUAGE, MIND AND NATURE

In the attempt to make good one of the desiderata in Bacon’s
Advancement of Learning, a cohort of seventeenth-century philoso-
phers, scientists, schoolmasters, clergymen and virtuosi attempted to
devise artificial languages that would immediately represent the order
of thought. This was believed directly to represent the order of things
and to be a universal characteristic of the human mind. Language,
Mind and Nature fully reconstructs, for the first time, this artificial
language movement. In so doing, it reveals a great deal about the beliefs
and activities of those who sought to reform learning in seventeenth-
century England. Artificial languages straddle occult, religious and
proto-scientific approaches to representation and communication,
and suggest that much of the so-called ‘new philosophy’ was not very
new at all. This study breaks new ground within its field, and will be
of interest to anyone concerned with early modern intellectual history
or with the history of linguistic thought in general.

rhodri lewis is a Fellow of the Max-Planck-Institut für Wissen-
schaftsgeschichte, Berlin. This is his first book.
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ideas in context

Edited by QUENTIN SKINNER and JAMES TULLY

The books in this series will discuss the emergence of intellectual traditions and of
related new disciplines. The procedures, aims and vocabularies that were generated
will be set in the context of the alternatives available within the contemporary
frameworks of ideas and institutions. Through detailed studies of the evolution of
such traditions, and their modification by different audiences, it is hoped that a
new picture will form of the development of ideas in their concrete contexts. By
this means, artificial distinctions between the history of philosophy, of the various
sciences, of society and politics, and of literature may be seen to dissolve.

The series is published with the support of the Exxon Foundation.

A list of books in the series will be found at the end of the volume.
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Note on the text

Throughout this study, I refer to the ‘artificial language movement’. As
many readers will be used to thinking about the ‘universal language move-
ment’ (if familiar with seventeenth-century language planning at all), then
this might need a word of explanation.

In short, universal languages were one kind of artificial language devised
by the figures I consider. A universal language would be one in which
the language planner might make a list of words (from one or a number
of extant languages), and accord them new symbols or words that could
then serve for inter-linguistic communication. Esperanto is an artificial
language created on this model. However, the principal goal of those who
concerned themselves with the topic in the seventeenth century was the
construction of a ‘philosophical language’ that would in some way replicate
the order of thought. As seventeenth-century thinkers believed the order
of thought to be uniform among all human beings, they held that such
a language would in turn be universally understood. These are two dis-
tinct classes of scheme, which should be clearly distinguished. (A similar
distinction obtains between ‘universal’ characters and ‘real’ characters.) Fur-
ther, as many seventeenth-century language planners themselves frequently
described their ‘philosophical’ language schemes as ‘universal’ (they were
universal, but not just universal), there is a danger that any modern account
of their activities would become confused without clear conceptual defi-
nition. Although doing so is a little anachronistic, I have thus opted to
describe the ‘artificial language’ movement, with a view to better defining
its constituent parts.

Much of the material I examine in this study comprises correspondence.
Accordingly, a number of problems arise as a result of the peculiarities
of the early modern English calendar. First, the English year was held to
begin on 25 March; a letter written on 20 January 1668 (or, more helpfully,
20 January 1668/9) was thus more often than not written on 20 January
1669. Throughout, I treat the year as beginning on 1 January, and date

xii
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Note on the text xiii

correspondence accordingly. Second, although continental Europe had
switched to the Gregorian calendar, England remained on the Julian cal-
endar until the mid-eighteenth century. Early modern English dates are
thus ten days behind their continental contemporaries. In correspondence
written to or from continental addresses, I give both forms of the date (e.g.,
10/20 January 1669).

In transcribing manuscript (and printed) sources, I have tried to be
as faithful as possible to the original text. I have retained conventions of
punctuation, orthography and capitalisation, the only exceptions to which
are that I have normalised the long ‘s’, and that I have expanded ligatures. I
have not expanded abbreviations (retaining, e.g., ‘yr’ for ‘your’, ‘ye’ for ‘the’,
and so forth) in transcribing manuscript correspondence or notes, which
in most cases were not intended for publication. I have, however, expanded
such abbreviations in my transcriptions of manuscript treatises, as would
have happened had they been handed to a seventeenth-century publishing
house.

A bibliographical note: unless otherwise stated, all printed works that
I cite were published in London. Further (again, unless otherwise stated),
classical texts are cited from the editions in the Loeb Classical Library.
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