A RIDICULOUS PLAN
Locke and the Universal Language Movement
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I
‘I am not so vain to think’, wrote Locke in his Essay Concerning
Human Understanding (1690) ‘that any one can pretend to attempt
the perfect reforming the languages of the world, no not so much
as that of his own country, without rendring himself ridiculous’.1
It seems highly probable that among the objects of Locke’s scorn
were the universal or philosophical language planners, whose
extravagant movement was approaching its unhappy end when he
was formulating his masterpiece in the 1670s and ’80s. This article
investigates what it was about their plans that made Locke jeer.
While their schemes varied considerably, all were broadly concerned to map precisely and transparently the order of thoughts and
things, often by means of ‘real characters’—written signs which can
be understood by people who speak different languages.2 These
projects were informed by a diverse and overlapping assortment of
motivations and beliefs, such as irenicism, millenarianism, and
Latitudinarianism, but two ambitions run prominently, if not
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completely, through the movement.3 The first looked to restore the
Adamic harmony between language, mind, and world, whereby
words would deliver knowledge of nature, and thereby read God’s
other book in an act of piety. The second was that language should
be universal. While the two overlap, in so far as the unity of the
world vouchsafes semantic uniformity, and while commentators
have often, and rightly, paid attention to the first of these ambitions,
I am going to focus on the second.4 The goal to renovate a language
which could be understood by all was nurtured in the shadow of
Babel, and sparked by those injunctions of Francis Bacon which
shaped the movement as a whole. Certain passages of The Advancement of Learning (1605), and especially of its Latin version, De
dignitate et augmentis scientiarum (1623), exhorted philosophers to
inquire further into ‘the notes of things and cogitations’.5 In
particular, Bacon proposed that a ‘philosophical grammar’ might
serve as ‘an antidote against the curse of the confusion of tongues’.6
In his Academiarum examen (1654), John Webster agreed that a
‘universal character’ would repair ‘the ruines of Babell’.7 The
3
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otherwise often distinctive voice of George Dalgarno chimed in with
the promise in his first broadsheet, Character Universalis (1657),
that by means of his ‘universal character’, ‘men of all nations may
enjoy the benefit of conversing one with another’.8 And in his
dedicatory letter to leading lights of the movement John Wilkins and
Seth Ward, which prefaces his second broadsheet (Tables of the
Universal Character, 1657), Dalgarno explained that what follows
is intended ‘towards the releife of the confusion of languages’.9
Drawing on widespread, often tacit, suppositions, the planners
premised their belief in the possibility of a shared language on the
assumption that the entities which words represent are shared, that
the meanings of words are the same for all.
It is my contention that, while Locke’s doubts about the reform
of language were legion,10 and while he would have broadly rejected
the natural philosophical ambitions of the language planners, it was
their assumption of semantic universality which was part of what
was in his sights when he mocked the pretensions of those who
‘attempt the perfect reforming the languages of the world’. This
article begins with an examination of the network of linguistic,
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epistemological, and ontological assumptions which led theorists so
confidently to presume that there is one, collective set of meanings.
I then analyse why Locke found this confidence excessively
presumptuous, and thereby demolished a foundation of the universal
language movement.

II
I shall identify three reasons why the artificial language planners
were committed to semantic universality: first, mental and natural
uniformity; second, the simplicity and passivity of ideas, sometimes
combined with an apparently essentialized view of the world; and
third, an objectifying and generalizing attitude towards meaning.
Turning to the first of these, the planners believed that there
could be universal communication because the concepts and things
that constitute the meanings of our words are shared by everyone.
Here, they were repeating a commonplace of seventeenth-century
philosophy of language, and, as so often with seventeenth-century
philosophy more generally, one that was derived from Aristotle. At
the beginning of De Interpretatione he had laid down a symmetrical
relationship between words, concepts, and things which became
axiomatic :
Words spoken are symbols or signs of affections or impressions of the soul;
written words are the signs of words spoken. As writing, so also is speech not
the same for all races of men. But the mental affections themselves, of which
these words are primarily signs, are the same for the whole of mankind, as are
also the objects of which those affections are representations or likenesses,
images, copies.11
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This view presented both a problem and a solution for the universal
language theorists. As a consequence of their conventionality, words
differ between cultures. However, both the concepts and the things
which words signify are the same for all cultures. Together, mental
homogeneity and the unity of the objective world offer the
possibility of universal communication. Indeed, given the representative theory of language to which all early-modern philosophers
subscribe, the uniformity of those entities which words represent is
the basis for communication of any kind, and is therefore
indispensable to early-modern linguistic theory as a whole.
The fact of semantic universality is so well established that it
provides a self-evident premise for a range of arguments. Descartes
wields it to rebut an objection of Hobbes to his Meditations (1641).
In order to deny that reasoning ‘depends on names’, Descartes,
somewhat misunderstanding his objector’s point, asks rhetorically:
‘who doubts that a Frenchman and a German can reason about
the same things, despite the fact that the words they think of are
completely different?’12 In De Homine (1658), revealing just how
wrongly Descartes had read him, Hobbes himself deploys the truism
of semantic regularity to prove that linguistic signs cannot have a
natural connection to what they signify. ‘For who could have it so
when the nature of things is everywhere the same while languages
are diverse?’13
While the unity of the world (if not the nature of its ingredients)
was not in question, there were various and often conflicting beliefs
about how it is that people come to have the same ideas, and in what
these ideas consist. Some believed that our ideas are produced by
external objects operating on the senses, some believed that they are
born with us or developed by our minds, and many subscribed to a
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mixture of these beliefs.14 Some claimed that our ideas about things
in the world resemble those things, while others believed that the
relation is merely causal.15 But most agreed, even as scepticism
lapped at the reliability and even the regularity of perception, that
ideas themselves—whether innate or sensory, objective or subjective—are shared by their human owners.16 In his De veritate (ed. 1,
1624), Herbert of Cherbury gives a particularly robust account of
‘common notions’. ‘A rose’, he declares, ‘produces the same effect
now as it did of old in Pergamum’.17 ‘Since’, he reasons, ‘the common notion of a rose coincides in man’s experience, all men will
agree with me that objects which affect the whole of the faculties in
the same manner produce the same results. I measure, therefore, the
entire race by myself, and I assert that the same faculties have been
imprinted on the soul of every normal person in all ages.’18 The
identity of ideas is secured, therefore, by the identity of the human
mind, or as Herbert says, ‘the due conformity of the faculties’.19
14
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The universal language theorists rehearse this basic position. In
perhaps the most flamboyant contribution to the movement, An
Essay towards a Real Character and a Philosophical Language
(1668), Wilkins declares that ‘as men do generally agree in the same
principle of reason, so do they likewise agree in the same internal
notion or apprehension of things.’20 These, rather than dictionaries
of current words established on unphilosophical foun-dations, are to
ground his project. His first task is to enumerate them as far as
possible in the ‘universal philosophy’, in order that his language will
map on to ‘the nature of things, and that common notion of them,
wherein all mankind does agree’.21 While Dalgarno disagrees with
Wilkins about the scientific scope of language, denying that the
mind, and therefore language, could ever access the real nature of
things, he holds firm to the principle of mental universality. In his
second broadsheet, Tables of the Universal Character (1657), he
explains that language discovers ‘the most intimate motions and
conceptions of the soule, by which all humane societies are
united’.22 This focus on the universal order of thought had been
envisaged by Descartes in his own proposal for a philosophical
language. With characteristic self-assurance, he had stated to
Mersenne in 1629 that it would be made up of ‘all the thoughts
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which can come into the human mind’.23 Running through the
artificial language projects is the commitment to a determinate
collection of meanings or concepts, which sometimes refer to things
and then with varying degrees of penetration, and which are
common to all people. These semantic units correspond to the
projectors’ ‘radical’ words, as they call them.24 And the challenge,
as Descartes puts it, is to identify ‘what are the simple ideas in the
human imagination out of which all human thoughts are
compounded’.25
Descartes’s presentation of the building blocks of his universal
language as ‘simple’ brings me to the second reason why theorists
so blithely imagined that people share the same basic concepts: in
so far as they are simple, these concepts are almost passively conceived and are therefore the same for all. Being barely acted on by
the mind, they remain consistent across minds. Again, Aristotle had
laid part of the groundwork for this immaculate view of the elements of thought. He had written that ‘a noun or a verb by itself much
resembles a concept or thought, which is neither combined nor
disjoined’.26 While Aristotle, Aquinas, and some of their philosophical successors had posited ways in which the mind actively
abstracts universal concepts from particular perceptions, they tended
to suggest the commonality and relative passivity of these
universals.27 Certainly, the impression of concepts as singular and
23
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inert was entrenched in the textbooks (if not the more discursive
treatises) of logic.28 This discipline was part of the bedrock of earlymodern education and—with its comprehensive taxonomies of
words and what they signified, and its predicamental series—a
crucial source for philosophical language projects such as that of
Wilkins.29 Logicians traced an arc of increasing complexity in which
solitary apprehensions are cumulatively operated on by the mind.
Textbooks began with an analysis of simple terms or concep-tions,
proceeded to explain how these concepts are combined into
propositions, and finally showed how these propositions might be
joined into chains of reasoning. For our purposes, it is important to
note the comparative inaction that is involved in simple conception
and the kind of concepts that are produced. In his Institutionum
Logicarum (1668), Franco Burgersdijk explains that a simple concept is one that is ‘apprehended without complex thought, without
affirmation or negation’.30 Peter Berault’s Logick or the Key of
Sciences (1690) evinces the supine character of this first ‘action’ of
the mind, the extensive scope of the simple concepts therein conjured up, and also the dogged persistence of these commonplaces:
‘a simple conceit or view of a thing presented to our spirit, without
affirming or denying any thing of it; as for example, body, man,
God, Angel, &c’.31
There are two kinds of simple concept that I want to single out.
First, there are what we might call cultural concepts, concepts that
(Milwaukee: Marquette UP, 1982), 30–3.
28
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relate to our human life, such as ‘respublica’,32 ‘table’, ‘house’,33
‘pickling’, ‘contract’ and ‘calumny’,34 to take examples from
Burgersdijk, Francis Lodwick, and Wilkins. The second kind of
simple concept, and the kind that dominated the logics, we might
call natural concepts. These are concepts of things or substances,
such as ‘horse’ and ‘man’, to take two common examples from Peter
du Moulin’s Elements of Logick (1624).35 Explanations varied as to
why substance concepts are simple, but the starkest explan-ation
came from the Aristotelian realists. According to them, each
individual has a substantial form or essence that inheres in its
matter, that it shares with other members of its class, and that human
beings, through repeated experience of it, can perceive. Each
substance has an ‘essentiall difference’, as Du Moulin puts it.
‘Man’, for example, is distinguished from other animals by being ‘a
reasonable creature’.36 ‘Rationalitie belongs to mans essence’ agrees
Thomas Spencer in his Art of Logick, Delivered in the Precepts of
Aristotle and Ramus (1628).37 While the realist pos-itions were
modified by shades of nominalism, as philosophers wrangled over
the extent to which these universals existed ob-jectively or not, the
impression given in logic textbooks was of a world, at least as it was
understood by the mind, constituted by simple and automatically
perceived essences which are therefore the same for all.
One might expect the universal language theorists, especially
those caught up in the ‘new’ philosophy of matter in motion, to
32
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reject the simple ideas of substances that flow from the old
hylomorphic world. Instead, they seem to replicate the essentialized
taxonomies of simple concepts. In addition to cultural notions like
‘liberty’, ‘reputation’, and ‘prosperity’,38 they wheel in simple substances. In his Ground-Work, or Foundation Laid … For the
Framing of a New Perfect Language: And an Universall or Common Writing (1652), Lodwick explains how proper nouns are to be
organized under their ‘species or individuums’, such as ‘man’ or
‘horse’.39 Wilkins draws up his ‘tables of substance, or the species
of natural bodies’, fitting ‘all simple things and notions’ into his
massive classification.40 He talks as though ideas of substances were
singular and common to all, referring, for instance, to ‘that conceit
which men have in their minds concerning a horse or tree’. It is, he
says, ‘the notion or mental image of that beast, or natural thing’.41
Wilkins’s bugbear, John Webster, although coming from an
explicitly anti-Aristotelian place, had also joined in the chorus when
he had explained how, with a Baconian universal character of the
ideal kind, on seeing the sign for ‘man’, ‘the intellect [would]
receive but only the single and numerical species of that which it
represented and so one note serve for one notion to all nations’.42
The widespread appeal to conceptual simplicity, and the Aristotelian ontology which often and broadly underpinned it, may have
been employed by many of the language planners in purely
instrumental or provisional ways.43 Indeed it was rejected outright
by Dalgarno in The Art of Signs (1661). Sounding distinctly like a
38
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‘scientific revolutionary’, he redefined a ‘form’ as ‘nothing other
than the sum total of all the accidents of a given thing’, and denied
that his universal language could or should fathom the depths of
reality, being instead bound to ‘a great deal of arbitrariness’.44
However, while he generally repudiated the Aristotelian predicamental series as a foundation for his language, even he was sometimes in its thrall.45 Moreover, he developed his own taxonomies of
radical words, such as ‘beast’ and ‘past’, whose simplicity might not
bear scrutiny.46 It was this simplicity, and the universality which
follows, which were crucial to the artificial language projects. And
for the most part, regardless of the more considered epistemological
beliefs of the language planners, the men and dogs that reasoned and
barked their way across the pages looked like the generic and
automatic entities that populated the logics.
The impression that the meanings of words are shared by all was
further strengthened by the way in which they were reified and
objectivized. While they were often identified with concepts, the
universal language theorists along with their contemporaries tended
not to reflect on the fact that these concepts must belong to
someone. Rather than locating them in the minds of individuals,
they were described as, for example ‘the notions or conceptions in
mans understanding’,47 or ‘the common notions and conceptions of
the mind’.48 By being depicted generically, the concepts which
words were said to signify cease to seem like the subjective thoughts
of different men which, according to some lights at least, they must
be. Instead, they seem like public objects available to all. Moreover,
44
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in the artificial language plans, as in early-modern philosophy of
language more generally, the mentalism to which everybody
subscribed was liable to be erased by a dualist image of verba and
res. While this bipartite paradigm of language, nurtured in the
rhetorical tradition and translated by commentators into ‘words’ and
‘subject-matter’, flourished alongside the Aristotelian triptych
described above,49 sometimes the lines between these two templates
were blurred, and writers who began by—or who should have
been—talking about concepts and things slipped into talking merely
about res or things, a sleight of hand rendered all the more
problematic in the English translation. This often latent slippage is
made explicit in Du Moulin’s Elements of Logick, which starts quite
properly with the statement that he will deal with ‘simple notions’.50
Soon after, however, we hear that ‘there are as many simple notions
as there be things in the world’,51 which is followed by an analysis
of the ‘things’ which words signify. ‘Horse, man, tree’, for example,
are the kind of words under which ‘we comprehend all horses, men,
trees’ and other ‘universall things’.52 Towards the end of the
century, in Berault’s Logic, we witness the same swift skip from a
consideration of ‘our mind’ to ‘things’.53 In grammars, boys had it
drummed into them that ‘a noun … nameth a thing’, as Charles
Hoole recites in his Latine Grammar (1651).54 Repeating this mantra
49
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in The Universal Character (1657), Cave Beck explains how ‘a
noun is a word, signifying a thing’.55 Concepts seem to vanish.
When Thomas Sprat pleads for a return to the time ‘when men
deliver’d so many things, almost in an equal number of words’, he
is complicit in the widespread elision of the difference between
concepts and things.56 Sprat’s vision of a mimetic relation between
res and verba evokes another way in which meanings came to seem
objective. By being closely linked to, even identified with, visible,
palpable words, meanings take on the shape of their partners. Simple
verba are said to represent simple res with such perfection that the
two seem to fuse together. For example, in his Systema Logicae
(1600), Bartholomaeus Keckermann declares that ‘a simple thing is
that which is expressed with one word, such as man’.57 By such
ellipses, meanings take on the sensible qualities of words. This
process of semantic ossification is also effected when meanings are
slotted into graphic boxes, as though they were objects, as in the
trees of Porphyry which were stamped throughout logic textbooks,
or in the great ark of tables which unfold on the pages of Wilkins’s
Essay. When Jonathan Swift parodied the universal language theorists as communicating by means of actual things that they carried
around with them, he had clearly missed, among other things, the
mentalism of the movement.58 However, his satire does capture the
objectivizing appearance of seventeenth-century attitudes towards
meaning and of the universal linguists in particular.
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III
Locke interjects with two stunning and related claims. Drawing
heavily on the anti-Aristotelian epistemologies of his contemporaries, his first claim is that words signify ideas alone.59 If our
ideas of substances do not capture their real essences, and indeed if
there are no real essences as such but only particular and fluid arrangements of matter, then our words, which express our thoughts,
can do no more.60 In addition to compromising the reach of natural
philosophy, Locke thereby jeopardizes the link between words and
the world which was one of the means by which the commonality
of meaning was secured. His second claim is more innovative and,
for our purposes, more important: he points out that if words signify
ideas, as was generally conceded, then they must signify the ideas
of someone. The meanings of people’s words, being only their
ideas, are therefore bound to differ as much as their ideas differ.
And as we shall see below, according to Locke, while ideas need not
in theory diverge between people, they do in practice. Locke
therefore explodes the easy presumption of semantic universality.
He takes the commonplace that language reflects the mind and, in
the context of his distinctive epistemology, pushes it to its logical
conclusion: in the case of the most significant words, people often
have radically different ideas in their minds and therefore, as a
matter of course, cannot communicate. This devastating inference
puts pressure on any language, and reduces to the risible all hopes
of a universal one.
The argument begins with Locke echoing a well-worn truth: ‘the
use then of words, is to be sensible marks of ideas; and the ideas
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they stand for, are their proper and immediate signification’.61 He
then picks his way painstakingly through the small print of the
wisdom of his age: ‘words in their primary or immediate signification’, he writes, ‘stand for nothing, but the ideas in the mind of
him that uses them, how imperfectly soever, or carelesly those ideas
are collected from the things, which they are supposed to
represent’.62 By drawing attention to the fact that a man cannot
apply words ‘to any thing else, but the ideas, that he himself hath’,63
Locke personalizes the anonymous concepts we met above. He
underlines the necessary subjectivity of meaning, and in doing so
attacks the breezy generalities of his predecessors, who had talked
about ‘the mind’ that language represents.
Semantic instability is not a theoretical necessity, however. For
Locke, the irrepressible fact that words signify the ideas that people
happen to have does not preclude them from having the same ideas
as each other. Indeed, if it were a priori impossible to communicate,
this would make a sinful mockery of God’s ‘sociable’ design for
men.64 He gave them language ‘to be the great instrument, and
common tye of society’.65 Developing the intuitions of his forebears, Locke reasons that due to the similarity of our perceptual
faculties, it is highly likely that we have the same basic perceptions
(both internal and external) and can therefore communicate.66 So
axiomatic is shared perception as a premise for communication, that
Locke uses it to prove the perfection with which God has calibrated
our senses, and the impiety and self-destructiveness of wishing them
sharper. A man born with ‘microscopical eyes’, for example, ‘would
be in a quite different world from other people: nothing would
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appear the same to him, and others: the visible ideas of every thing
would be different. So that I doubt, whether he, and the rest of men,
could discourse concerning the objects of sight; or have any
communication about colours, their appearances being so wholly
different.’67 Locke therefore appears to agree with his predecessors
that from the uniformity of our minds flows the uniformity of our
ideas and therefore the meanings of our words.
However, it is in Locke’s recasting of ideational simplicity that
he conducts his revolution. Like his forebears, he asserts that ‘in the
reception’ of simple ideas, ‘the mind is wholly passive’.68 It has ‘no
power to make any one [simple idea], but only receives such as are
presented to it’.69 Aside from the uniform and therefore unproblematic operation of abstraction,70 the mind does not act on simple
ideas. As a consequence they are the same for all, and in turn ‘men,
for the most part, easily and perfectly agree’ in the signification of
their names.71 So far, so familiar. Locke’s fatal blow consists in his
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claim that, unlike for his apparently Aristotelian forebears, these
simple ideas are not of things like ‘man’, or ‘liberty’, but of sensations like ‘white’ or ‘bitter’.72 According to Locke, people do not
share precisely the kinds of ideas which logicians and universal
language theorists had passed off as simple, as candidates for radical
words and the foundation for a renovated Babel. These ideas, Locke
objects, are in fact ‘complex’. That is to say, they are made, not
given, and might therefore be made differently.
We remember that there were two types of concept that logicians
and language planners alike presented as simple: natural concepts
such as ‘man’, and cultural concepts such as ‘justice’. Locke peels
back the sturdy, unitary, and familiar names to reveal an anarchic
multiplicity of ideas beneath.
Turning first to ideas of substances, Locke, following numerous
new philosophers, repudiates the Aristotelian view that the world is
constituted by substantial forms or essences. He proposes instead
that it is probably made up of corpuscles in various and changing
arrangements and that our indigent human minds have little access
to it. The only knowledge we have of it comes through our senses
in the form of the aforementioned simple, sensible ideas, such as
‘red’. On noticing that certain simple ideas regularly appear together, we assume that they are caused by some ‘substance’, but do
not know the real constitution of the underlying cause, how it relates
to the sensible ideas it produces in us, nor which precise set of
simple ideas ought to be included in its ‘nominal essence’.73 Far
from being simple and steady, our ideas of substances are heterogeneous and unstable. We are not passive in their receipt, but
positively join together disparate ideas, exercising a degree of
choice, and as our unique experience of the world suggests that we
should. They therefore tend to diverge as much as our particular
encounters with the world diverge. Locke exemplifies his point with
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the idea of gold. For a boy who notices only ‘the bright shining
yellow colour’, that colour simply is his idea of gold and the
meaning of the word, which he applies equally to ‘the same colour
in a peacocks tail’.74 Someone who is more familiar with the
substance might combine the following simple ideas: ‘a body,
bright, yellow, fusible, and very heavy’.75 A jeweller might add
‘malleability’.76 It is because the complex ideas of substances are
‘made by the mind, and not by nature’ that they are ‘so various and
different in several men’.77 This leads Locke to conclude glumly that
‘I believe it is very seldom that in Speaker and Hearer, they stand
for exactly the same Collection’.78
The situation is even worse for what I have called cultural
concepts, or ‘mixed modes’ as Locke calls them, such as ‘beauty’,
‘theft’, ‘murder’, and ‘apotheosis’. As with ideas of substances, the
simple presence of their names is misleading, since they are in fact
the wilful combinations of men and therefore liable to diversify.
Unlike ideas of substances, however, mixed modes are not ideas of
natural things and as a result suffer no objective block on their
proliferation. While ideas of substances vary in their precise makeup, their semantic latitude and the identity of their constituent parts
is controlled by the world which causes them.79 So while ‘no body
joins the voice of a sheep, with the shape of a horse; nor the colour
of lead, with the weight and fixedness of gold’, no such objective
constraints bind the mind’s construction of mixed modes.80 These
are ‘not only made by the mind, but made very arbitrarily, made
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without patterns, or reference to any real existence’, with the result
that they multiply wildly.81 Locke singles out moral ideas as some
of the most important—and most vexed—mixed modes. ‘These
ideas of men’s making, are, by men still having the same power,
multiplied in infinitum.’82 This boundlessly plural moral prospect
seems to contradict Locke’s robust belief in the universal and
immutable natural law which obliges men, which is the indispensable foundation to his political theory in the Second Treatise, and
which he announces with great fanfare in the Essay itself as capable
of demonstration. However, while the divine law is ‘the only true
touchstone of moral rectitude’,83 and theoretically accessible to all
through the exercise of reason,84 Locke fears that in practice people
do not labour at moral knowledge but that instead swarms of customs and competing ideologies dominate the normative landscape.
It is precisely the reason why morality is capable of demonstration
—that moral ideas are ‘not of nature’s, but man’s making’ and
therefore ‘perfectly known’85 —that is simultaneously the reason for
their unfettered propagation.
Locke leaves no level of moral and cultural life uninfected. He
begins his attack on semantic universality by pointing to the
differences between communities. Concocted in the crucible of
specific cultures, mixed modes embody the ‘customs and manner of
life’ of a particular country, such as a ‘triumph’, a ‘resurrection’, or
an ‘ostracism’.86 This is why languages are not inter-translatable:
one only needs to observe, Locke says, that ‘great store of words in
one language, which have not any that answer them in another’, to
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discover the depth of ideational incommensurability.87 Pressing on
into the intra-cultural sphere, Locke uncovers a patchwork of
complex ideas. ‘Though the names glory and gratitude be the same
in every man’s mouth, through a whole country, yet the complex
collective idea, which every one thinks on, or intends by that name,
is apparently very different in men using the same language.’88
Locke takes one last step into the mire of semantic promiscuity
when he reflects on the rapidly changing minds of individuals, and
therefore on the mutations of ideas in one and the same person.
‘Moral words,’ he ventures, ‘have seldom, in two different men, the
same precise signification; since one man’s complex idea seldom
agrees with anothers, and often differs from his own, from that
which he had yesterday, or will have to morrow.’89
Under Locke’s unblinking gaze the static units of meaning, which
had fitted neatly into the leaves of logics and artificial language
schemes, threatened to dissolve. A combination of seman-tic
individualism (on which all early-modern philosophers would have
had in some way to agree) and a non-essentialized world of matter
in motion (on which many early-modern philosophers broadly
agreed), were enough to jeopardize the shared ideas on which the
universal language projects were founded. The addition of Locke’s
redefinition of conceptual simplicity made them appear
impossible.90
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