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Real Character and Philosophical Language

John Wilkins

Last week, we saw that 17th Century France produced a
revolution in language pedagogy
The 17th Century was generally characterised by optimism about
man’s technological ability to master and improve the world,
including the social world.
Therefore, the idea became quite popular that it would be possible
to create an improved language.

Marc van Oostendorp (Leiden University) John Wilkins October 11, 2011 2 / 22



Real Character and Philosophical Language

Real Character and Philosophical Language

Marc van Oostendorp (Leiden University) John Wilkins October 11, 2011 3 / 22



Real Character and Philosophical Language

Essay

An enormous work, over 600 folio pages
A first version got destroyed in the Great Fire of London (1666),
second version appeared in 1668
Almost half of the book gives a systematic description of 4000
English words
From this a ‘real character’ (way of writing all languages) and a
‘philosophical language’ (for logical communication) are derived
Wilkins also published on cryptography, theology, astronomy and
mechanics
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(Bishop) John Wilkins (1641-1672) was one of the most
well-known scholar who tried to devise a ‘real character’, a writing
system which would represent reality in an improved way and a
‘philosophical language’
The main improvement over real languages of the former was that
it would be universally understandable, and of the latter that the
relation form - meaning would be more 1-to-1
“As men do generally agree in the same Principles of Reason, so
do they likewise agree in the same Internal Notion or
Apprehension of things. The External Espression of these Mental
notions, whereby men communicate their thoughts to one another,
is either to the Ear or to the Eye [. . . ] The Names given to these in
several Languages, are such arbitrary sounds or words, as
Nations of men have agreed upon, either casually or designedly,
to express their Mental notion of them.”
Note that the idea that thought is universal is the same as in PR
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Aristotle

Now spoken sounds are symbols of affections in the soul,
and written marks symbols of spoken soudns. And just as
writen marks are not the same for all men, neither are spoken
sounds. But what these are in the first place signs of —
affections of the soul — are the same for all; and what these
affections are likeness of — actual things — are also the
same.
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Francis Bacon

In China and the provinces of the further East, there are in
use at this day certain real characters, not nominal;
characters, I mean, which represent neither letters nor words,
but things and notions.

A number of nations whose languages are altogether
different, but who agree in the use of such characters (which
are more widely received among them), communicate with
each other in writing; to such an extent indeed that any book
written in characters of this kind can be read off by each
nation in their own language.

(De Augmenti Scientiarum)

Marc van Oostendorp (Leiden University) John Wilkins October 11, 2011 7 / 22



Real Character and Philosophical Language Real Character

Wilkins on a universal writing system

So that if men should generally consent upon the same
way or manner of Expression, as they do agree in the same
Notion, we should then be freed from that Curse in the
Confusion of Tongues, with all the unhappy consequences of
it. Now this can onely be done, either by enjoyning some one
Language and Character to be universally learnt and
practised (which is not to be expected till some person attain
to the Universal Monarchy, and perhaps would not be done
then:) or else by proposing some such ways as, by its facility
and usefulness, (without the imposition of Authority) might
invite and ingage men to the learning of it; which is the thing
here attempted.
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Wilkins on language variation and change

If any English man should now write or speak as our
forefathers did about six or seven hundred years past, we
should as little understand him as if he were a foreigner. [. . . ]
The variety of Letters is an appendix to the Curse of Babel.
And therefore, for any man to go about to add to their number,
will be like the inventing of a Disease. [. . . ] The men of China,
who do now, and have for many Ages used such a general
Character, by which the Inhabitants of that large Kingdom,
many of them of different Tongues, do communicate with one
another, every one understanding this common Character,
and reading it in his own Language.
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The deterioration of language

Though the varieties of Phrases in Language may seem to
contribute to the elegance and ornament of Speech; yet, like
other affected ornaments, they prejudice the native simplicity
of it, and contribute to the disguising of it with false
appearances. Besides that, like other things of fashion, they
are very changeable, every generation producing new ones;
witness the present Age, especially the late times, wherein
this grand imposture of Phrases hath almost eaten out solid
Knowledge in all professions; such men generally being of
most esteem who are skilled in these Canting forms of
speech, though in nothing else.
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The use of an international language

The reducing of all things and all notions, to such kind of
Tables, as are here proposed (were it as compleatly done as
it might be) would prove the shortest and plainest way for the
attainment of real Knowledge, that hath yet been offered to
the World.

if there were such an Universal Character to express
Things and Notions, as might be legible to all People and
Countries, so that Men of several Nations might with the
same ease both write and read it.
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More use of an international language

[A universal character would contribute to] the spreading
and promoting of all Arts and Sciences: Because that great
part of our Time which is now required to the Learning of
Words, might then be employed in the Study of Things. [. . . ]

Wilkins expects that a real character will enhance:
international commerce
improvement of ‘Natural knowledge’
‘spreading the knowledge of Religion’ and ‘contribute much to the
clearing of some of our Modern differences in Religion’
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Principles

“As men do generally agree in the same Principles of
Reason, so do they likewise agree in the same Internal
Notion or Apprehension of things. The External Espression of
these Mental notions, whereby men communicate their
thoughts to one another, is either to the Ear or to the Eye. To
the Ear by Sounds, and more particularly by Articulate Voice
and Words. TO the Eye by anything that is visible, Motion,
Light, Colour, Figures and more particularly by Writing. That
conceit which men have in their minds concerning a Horse or
Tree, is the Notion or mental image of that Beast, or natural
thing, of such a nature, shape and use. The Names given to
these in several Languages, are such arbitrary sounds or
words, as Nations of men have agreed upon, either casually
or designedly, to express their Mental notions of them. The
Written words is the figure or picture of that Sound. So that if
men should generally consent upon the same way or manner
of Expression, as they do agree in the same Notion, we
should then be freed from that Curse in the Confusion of
Tongues, with all the unhappy consequences of it.
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Descartes on a philosophical language

I find that one could add to this an invention, both for
composing the primitive words of this language and for their
characters, such that it could be taught in a very short time,
and this by means of order, that is, establishing an order
among all the thoughts that can enter the human mind, just
as there is one naturally established among numbers; and
just as one can learn in one day to enumerate all the numbers
until infinity, and to write them in an unknown language, which
are nonetheless infinitely many words, so could one do the
same with all the other words necessary for the expression of
all the other things that enter the mind of man.
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Defects of existing languages

first Elements or Alphabets: e.g. it is not always clear how a
graphic representation connects to a sound in a ‘letter’
words:

equivocals (i.e. homonymy)
‘Synonymous words, which make Language tedious, and are
generally Superfluities’
‘Anomalisms and Irregularities in Grammatical construction’ [i.e.
mostly irregular inflections]
The difference ‘betwixt the writing and pronouncing’ of words
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Principles

But now if thse Marks or Notes could be so contrived, as
to have such dependance upon, and relation to, one another,
as might be surable to the nature of the things and notions
which they represented; and so likewise, if, the Names of
things could be so ordered, as to contain such a kind of
affinity or opposition in their letters and sounds, as might be
someway answerable to the nature of the things which they
signified. This would yet be a farther advantage superadded:
by which, besides the best way of helping the Memory by
natural Method, the Understanding likewise would be highly
improved; and we should, by learning the Character and
Names of things, be instructed likewise in their Natures, the
knowledge of both which ought to be conjoyned.
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Nouns and adjectives

As Noun Substantives are the names which are given to
things, considered simply, ad subsisting by themselves: so
Noun Adjectives are the names which are given to the
Adjunct natures of things.
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