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DONALD RUTHERFORD

8 Philosophy and language
in Leibniz

Leibniz’s views on language, and on the relationship of language to
philosophy, constitute a rich and, until recently, little explored area
of his thought. Unlike some of his seventeenth-century contempo-
raries, Leibniz was conscious of a deep connection between the hu-
man capacity for language and the capacity to comprehend reality.
Language is less a barrier between the mind and the world that must
so far as possible be overcome than a lens that necessarily intervenes
between mind and world and that can, depending on the skill of the
optician, either distort or magnify our apprehension of the world.:
Accordingly, a careful study of language forms an essential part of
the method of philosophy.

It is helpful at the outset to distinguish two primary focal points of
Leibniz’s interest in language.? Within his writings these are repre-
sented, on the one hand, by the many sketches and plans associated
with the notion of anideal, artificial language — the “universal charac-
teristic”; and, on the other, by numerous historical and philological
investigations of natural languages, many of them directed towards
uncovering the common roots of a multitude of human languages. On
the face of it, there seems to be a tension between the aims and
assumptions of these two very different approaches to the subject of
language.? In Leibniz’s view, one of the principal objectives of the
universal characteristic is to rectify a serious deficiency in natural
languages by providing a symbolism in which it would be possible to
represent more accurately and more effectively the structure of ra-
tional thought. Basic to this approach, then, is a critical attitude to-
ward the powers of natural language, which is judged to be almost as
successful at confounding the human capacity for reason as it is at
securing everyday communication between human beings.+ By con-
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trast, the universal characteristic would enable us to construct lin-
guistic characters which are transparent representations of intelligi-
ble thoughts, something the signs of natural languages typically fail
to be, and to reduce logical reasoning to a mechanical procedure rely-
ing solely on the substitution of formal characters.

To the extent that this conception of a universal characteristic
forms the core of Leibniz’s understanding of language, there is every
reason to suspect that he would find little of philosophical value in
the study of natural languages. However, such a conclusion is at odds
with the evidence of his writings. These suggest that while natural
language may indeed be criticized as a medium for scientific reason-
ing and the representation of knowledge, its study is nevertheless of
prime importance for what it can tell us about the foundations of
linguistic meaning and the operations of the human mind. In his
investigations of natural language, Leibniz appears to opt for an ap-
proach that is relatively independent from that adopted in the case of
the universal characteristic, treating natural language as a distinctive
form of linguistic phenomenon which results from the innate capac-
ity of human beings for speech and the variety of their interactions
with their environment. It follows that if Leibniz’s ideal of language is
the complete and perfect representation of thought, and thus reality,
in a formal characteristic, he nevertheless recognizes that in practice
language must be seen as grounded in the contingency of human
needs, capacities, and interests. This, in turn, explains the potential
value of a study of natural languages which focuses on the specific
pattern of their historical and cultural development.

This sketch of Leibniz’s twofold approach to the topic of language,
artificial and natural, forms the background for the rest of this chap-
ter. In section I, I examine his various schemes for a universal charac-
teristic, the connection between the universal characteristic and
rival seventeenth-century plans for a universal language, and the
general importance of the universal characteristic within the overall
framework of Leibniz’s philosophy. In section II, I turn to natural
languages, paying particular attention to Leibniz’s view of the origin
of linguistic meaning and the evidence he finds in comparative lin-
guistic studies for the hypothesis of a common original language. In
section III, I bring these two concerns together in order to consider
whether the universal characteristic and natural languages, in fact,
represent wholly disparate forms of language for Leibniz, or whether
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certain common assumptions about the nature of meaning, and the
relationship of language to thought and reality, might be found to
underlie both.

The final issue I examine is the language of philosophy itself. A
once popular conclusion of positivist theories of meaning was that
philosophical discourse must, strictly speaking, be meaningless inso-
far as it routinely formulates theses about matters that transcend the
possibility of empirical verification. Surprising as it may seem, Leib-
niz’s view of meaning has at least one important point of contact with
the positivist’s position: his claim that all linguistic expressions origi-
nally acquire their meaning through reference to some sensible state
of affairs. In section IV, we will see how he manages to render this
view consistent with the significance of his own metaphysics
through an interesting theory of the analogical extension of meaning
from the domain of the sensible to that of the supersensible.

I. THE UNIVERSAL CHARACTERISTIC

It has become almost a commonplace to associate Leibniz’s name
with the idea of a “universal characteristic,” although widespread
disagreement has persisted about the nature, scope, and significance
of this project.s For some, the interest of the universal characteristic
is limited to its role as the earliest precursor of twentieth-century
projects for formal languages capable of representing and verifying
modes of valid inference. Those who favor such an interpretation see
the key to the universal characteristic in the idea that it is possible
to represent the logical relations among concepts (or propositions)
while ignoring the actual content of the concepts themselves, by
substituting arbitrary symbols for them.¢ For others, the philosophi-
cal significance of the universal characteristic is found outside its
connection to formal logic in its role as a lingua philosophica: an
ideal, philosophical language composed of “real characters” which
would, on the contrary, precisely express the content of an encyclope-
dic knowledge of reality.?

Within the large and heterogeneous collection of Leibniz’s writings
relating to the universal characteristic, there is evidence supporting
both interpretations. Indeed, it seems likely, as Pombo has argued,
that a basic ambiguity underlies his conception of this scheme.® In
different writings Leibniz characterizes the universal characteristic
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both as a type of ideal language, although one far more powerful than
any devised by his contemporaries, and as a general symbolic method,
“by means of which the relations of things are suitably represented in
characters” (GM VII 159). Under the first of these descriptions, pri-
mary emphasis is laid on the universal characteristic as a system of
real characters, i.e., signs which possess a determinate content and
exactly correspond in their structure to the analysis of thoughts.?
Under the second description, the universal characteristic is identi-
fied with a plan for a general science of forms, the spécieuse générale:
a symbolic calculus (or collection of calculi) whose principal object
would be the formalization of patterns of inference in different do-
mains of knowledge. Such a symbolism could be constructed without
definitive results having been obtained in any of the sciences, by
using variables to represent arbitrary concepts and formal rules to
express valid patterns of inference.

From the perspective of Leibniz’s philosophy, it is the first of these
projects which would represent the full culmination of the universal
characteristic, since only in this case would there be realized the
pansophic ideal of a language which transparently expressed the
totality of all possible human knowledge.’> However, insofar as this
project appears as a more or less unattainable goal, presupposing as it
does a complete and final analysis of all concepts and the devising of
characters which would exactly convey the content of these con-
cepts, it is arguably the second approach which bears the greater
fruit. In the rest of this section, I will consider in more detail the
development of these two related projects and try to show how,
beginning from an early enthusiasm for the universal characteristic
as a system of philosophical writing, Leibniz gradually retreats to
the more limited design of his “general science of forms.” Although
he never completely gives up his hope that a philosophical language
will one day be realized, in practice it is the latter project which best
reveals his accomplishment.

The roots of Leibniz’s interest in the idea of a universal character-
istic can be traced at least as far back as his 1666 dissertation On
the Art of Combinations. For our purposes, On the Art of Combina-
tions is of greatest importance for the model of conceptual thought
that it presupposes and develops. In it we meet full-blown the
theory of the combinatorial nature of concepts — the doctrine that
all complex concepts are composed from, and analyzable into, sim-
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pler concepts — a constant feature of all of Leibniz’s later writings.
It is evident that he regards this theory of concepts as following
from more general metaphysical principles. In his view, all things,
and thus all concepts, are defined in terms of the parts they contain
{their “matter”) and the specific arrangement of these parts (their
“form”). Differences in parts (when these parts are conceived as
belonging to some larger whole) are differences of “complexion”;
differences in the arrangement of parts are differences of “situa-
tion” or “disposition.”

Since all things which exist or can be thought of are in the main composed
of parts, either real or at any rate conceptual, it is necessary that those
things which differ in species differ either in that they have different parts —
and here is the use of complexions—or in that they have a different
situation — and here is the use of dispositions. {AVLi177: PLP 3}

In keeping with the Aristotelian tradition, concepts are defined by
the division of more comprehensive concepts; for example, the con-
cept man is defined as the product of the concept animal and the
concept rational. In Leibniz’s scheme, however, the species-genus
hierarchy of Aristotelian logic is subordinated to a more basic princi-
ple: the concept man is composed of the concepts animal and ra-
tional as a whole from parts; and these constituent concepts (which
together comprise a definition of the original concept) are in turn
conceived as complex wholes composed of other conceptual parts (A
VIL.i 195: PLP 5). The principal application of this theory of concepts
in On the Art of Combinations is in the service of what Leibniz calls
the “inventive logic.” Granted that any proposition can be regarded
as a “combination” of two concepts [its subject and predicate
terms),** this logic is charged with the task of establishing via analy-
sis all the true combinations of concepts, and subsequently all the
valid forms of the syllogism. This requires determining in every case
whether the concept expressed by the predicate term can be ob-
tained through an analysis of the concept expressed by the subject
term; and to obtain a complete enumeration of truths such a proce-
dure will have to be carried out until a complete analysis of the
concepts into their simplest components has been accomplished.
Leibniz then proposes reversing this procedure and, starting from a
class of simple, indefinable terms, constructing all the possible true
propositions a priori {A VLi 195—96: PLP 4-5).
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As a corollary to this inventive logic, Leibniz goes on to advance a
plan for a system of universal writing which would be “intelligible
to anyone who reads it, whatever language he knows” (A VLi 201:
PLP 10). After briefly noting the shortcomings of several contempo-
rary schemes, he describes the sort of symbolism that will be possi-
ble once a class of basic terms or categories has been established.

Let the first terms, of the combination of which all others consist, be desig-
nated by signs; these signs will be a kind of alphabet. . .. If these are cor-
rectly and ingeniously established, this universal writing will be as easy as
it is common, and will be capable of being read without any dictionary; at
the same time, a fundamental knowledge of all things will be obtained. The
whole of such a writing will be made of geometrical figures, as it were, and
of a kind of pictures — just as the ancient Egyptians did, and the Chinese do
today. Their pictures, however, are not reduced to an alphabet, i.e., to let-
ters, with the result that a tremendous strain on the memory is necessary,
which is the contrary of what we propose. (A VIi202: PLP 11}

Although it is difficult to know what exactly Leibniz has in mind in
this brief passage, two points stand out concerning the requirements
of his proposed system of universal writing. First, given the existence
of a class of primitive terms or categories, it will be necessary to
construct a corresponding class of pictorial characters (or “geometri-
cal figures”), which will exactly represent the content of the primi-
tive terms. Second, in order to avoid too great a strain on the memory
{as happens in existing character languages like Chinese), it will be
necessary to give an order to these simple characters and rules for
their combination, thereby reducing them to the letters of an alpha-
bet. With this done, we will possess a system of writing in which
every simple idea is immediately evoked by the character assigned to
it, and every complex idea is designated by a complex character whose
formation from simple characters exactly parallels the formation of
the complex idea from its simpler conceptual parts. Such a system
will constitute a truly universal writing, since its pictorial representa-
tions will be intelligible to speakers of any language and its composi-
tional rules will be completely regular and easily memorized.

Within Leibniz’s later thought, this plan for a universal writing
survives as the key to his conception of the universal characteristic
as a philosophical language or writing.’2 Three points remain central
to this scheme:
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{1} The resolution of all concepts into a set of unanalyzable
primitive concepts, the elements of the “alphabet of human
thoughts”;

(2) The devising of signs or characters suitable for representing
each of these primitive concepts;

{3) The formulation of rules for the combination of these charac-
ters which exactly parallel the logical relations among the
corresponding concepts.3

As we shall see, these requirements form the core of the analytic and
symbolic method that Leibniz recommends throughout his career as
essential for the advancement of knowledge. ¢

In developing his plan for a philosophical writing, Leibniz was
acting in concert with a widespread movement in the seventeenth
century. This movement suggests the existence of a strong contem-
porary need both for some variety of universal language capable of
bridging the gulf between disparate linguistic groups in the service
of peace and commerce, and for languages or symbolisms that
might be useful in rendering more rigorous the process of logical
and mathematical reasoning and advancing the pace of scientific
discoveries.’s To what extent Leibniz’s own project for a universal
characteristic merely elaborates the themes of his contemporaries,
and to what extent it offers something truly novel, is a matter of
some contention. The tendency of recent scholars has been to em-
phasize the similarities between his plan and the works of earlier
authors such as Dalgarno and Wilkins. In the view of one commen-
tator: “It is only in thinking of a logical calculus as an ancillary to
his universal character which would be useful in eliciting implica-
tions that Leibniz seems to have had no precursor.”:¢ Whatever the
merit of this claim, it is clear that Leibniz’s own view of the value
of his characteristic over those of his predecessors is quite different.
The charge he levels repeatedly against the schemes of such au-
thors as Dalgarno and Wilkins is that they have neglected the role
of the universal characteristic as an “instrument of reason” in or-
der to highlight its function as an effective medium for communica-
tion. “For their language or writing achieves only this: convenient
communication between those sundered by language; but the true
real characteristic, such as I conceive it, must be thought one of the
most apt instruments of the human mind, with an invincible
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power for discovery, memory and judgment” (G VII 7; cf. GIII 216,
VII 16~17). Even if, as seems probable, Leibniz was at times prone
to underestimate his debt to the universal language schemes of his
predecessors, it is fair to say that he saw far more clearly than
anyone had before the potential connection between symbolic sys-
tems and the logic of conceptual thought. It was just his innovation
to emphasize the need for a characteristic in which the order and
relations of signs would so mirror the order and relations of ideas
that all valid reasoning could be reduced to an infallible, mechani-
cal procedure involving only the formal substitution of charac-
ters.'” Such a characteristic would, moreover, supersede the scope
of modem systems of formal logic; for it would be the task of the
universal characteristic not only to express the formal structure of
valid deductive inferences, but also to express the content of the
ideas being reasoned about. Such is the difference between a mere
calculus and a real characteristic or philosophical writing.

Leibniz considered his plan for a universal characteristic to be
among the most important of his inventions; and, particularly in his
early years, he endowed it with extraordinary powers. In a letter to
Oldenburg, ca. 1673, he writes: “To anyone who wanted to speak or
write about any topic, the genius of this language will supply not
only the words but also the things. The very name of any thing will
be the key to all that could reasonably be said or thought about it or
done with it.”® Again, in a 1679 letter to his first Hanoverian patron
Johann Friedrich, he describes his characteristic as “the great instru- -
ment of reason, which will carry the forces of the mind further than
the microscope has carried those of sight” (A ILi 557; ¢f. AIli239; C
158). During the same period, he cites its need in the creation of an
encyclopedic compendium of human knowledge, the Plus Ultra, in
which truths from every branch of learning would be gathered to-
gether and arranged according to their deductive order.’9 Finally,
many of Leibniz’s statements concerning the universal characteris-
tic emphasize the point that by this means it will become possible to
reason in ethics and metaphysics with a degree of certainty hitherto
found only in mathematics (A ILi 380, 384).

But could such a characteristic ever be realized? Arguably not. To
carry out the aims that Leibniz foresees for it, its characters would,
from the start, have to be constructed such that they exactly express
the composition of the concepts they are meant to replace. This
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implies that rather than aiding the philosophical analysis of con-
cepts, the formulation of a universal characteristic, in fact, presup-
poses a complete analysis of concepts into their simplest parts.2°
This is a problem that had already been recognized by Descartes.
Replying in 1629 to a query by Mersenne, he suggests that the inven-
tion of a universal language, “a language in which the primitive
words and symbols mirrored an ordering of all the thoughts which
can come into the human mind in an order like the order of natural
numbers,” would require the “true philosophy.”

For without that philosophy it is impossible to number and order all the
thoughts of men or even to separate them out into clear and simple
thoughts, which in my opinion is the great secret for acquiring true scien-
tific knowledge. If someone were to explain correctly what are the simple
ideas in the human imagination out of which all human thoughts are com-
pounded, and if his explanation were generally received, I would dare to
hope for a universal language very easy to learn, to speak, and to write.2!

While acknowledging the possibility of such a language, Descartes is
skeptical that it, or the true philosophy on which it depends, will be
realized, since “[fJor that, the order of nature would have to change
so that the world turned into a terrestrial paradise; and that is too
much to suggest outside of fairyland” (ibid.]. Descartes’ remarks
suggest an imposing problem for any scheme for a universal charac-
teristic in Leibniz’s sense. It is only reasonable to conceive of such a
characteristic once we are in possession of the “true philosophy”: a
complete analysis of ideas into their simplest components.

When Leibniz came across Descartes’ letter sometime after the
composition of On the Art of Combinations, he was already pre-
pared with a reply. While accepting the essential truth of Descartes’
observation, he denies that the construction of the universal charac-
teristic need wait for the completion of the “true philosophy” {C
28).22 Instead, once the principles of the latter have been established,
the two endeavors can, and must, proceed in parallel. The construc-
tion of suitable characters will aid the analysis of concepts, which in
turn will instruct us in the formation of better characters. Whether
or not this serves as an adequate response to the problem raised by
Descartes, it is clear that by this time Leibniz had already begun to
hesitate on the central issue of whether an analysis of all concepts
into logically simple components lies within the power of the hu-
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man mind.23 He is certain that such an analysis must be possible in
principle and that genuinely primitive concepts must exist (C 429—
30: P 2). Yet, in practice, he appears to give up the search for primi-
tives and instead focuses on devising definitions of important terms
{whether or not these definitions are framed in terms of primitives)
as a first step towards the demonstration of various metaphysical
theorems (C 176, 220—21).

The critical importance of a large number of studies devoted by
Leibniz to the definition of key philosophical terms was for many
years overlooked, in part due to their unavailability in published
form.2+ The recent appearance of these studies, many of them writ-
ten during the decade 1675-8s, has revealed a crucial background
to the Discourse on Metaphysics, the unpublished essay widely
accepted as the first articulation of Leibniz’s mature philosophy.2s
On the basis of the evidence that is now available, we may venture
two revisionary hypotheses about the place of this essay in the
development of his thought. First, for at least five years prior to the
composition of the Discourse on Metaphysics Leibniz was in-
tensely engaged in perfecting definitions of the terms needed for
the formulation of the central theses of this work.2¢ Second, the
Discourse (along with Leibniz’s subsequent published writings) is
at bottom no more than a popularized or “exoteric” expression of
his metaphysical doctrines.?’ In his own view, an adequate state-
ment of his metaphysics would only be achieved when its theo-
rems had been arranged in a strict demonstrative order, beginning
with the definitions of basic terms and a small number of axio-
matic principles. Numerous comments made by Leibniz in his la-
ter writings suggest that from about 1686 onwards he was confi-
dent that it would be only a matter of time before his philosophy
could be presented in this form. Crucial to this enterprise would be
the construction of characters capable of expressing the analytic
relations among metaphysical concepts such that theorems could
be established mechanically, via the substitution of characters. He
writes in a letter to Foucher:

I once composed an essay of demonstrations using the calculus of contain-
ment in which I demonstrated by means of characters (almost in the manner
of algebra and numbers) certain propositions. I could give demonstrations not
only of magnitude, but also of quality, form, relation, and many other things,
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which are demonstrated entirely hypothetically from a few suppositions by
the simple substitution of equivalent characters. The most important would
be of cause, effect, change, action, [and] time, in which I find that the truth is
very different from what is imagined. (GI390—91)28

According to Leibniz, progress in every branch of rational knowl-
edge (including philosophy) is linked to the development of suitable
signs or characters.?s He conceives of the class of signs in general as
being very broad. It includes:

Words, letters; chemical, astronomical, and Chinese figures; hieroglyphs;
musical, cryptographic, mathematical, algebraic notations; and all other
symbols which in our thoughts we use for the signified things. When the
signs are written, drawn, or carved, they are called characters.

(G VII 204: S 18)

Not all of these signs, however, are useful in the discovery of truths
of reason. For this we need characters which adequately represent
their subject matter and support our reasoning about it.3° Alchemi-
cal and astrological symbols, Egyptian hieroglyphs, and Chinese
characters are all deemed unsuitable for this purpose. Instead, the
future progress of the rational sciences depends on their adopting the
kinds of symbols used in arithmetic and algebra.

It is obvious that if we could find characters or signs suited for expressing all
our thoughts as clearly and exactly as arithmetic expresses numbers or
geometrical analysis expresses lines, we could do in all matters insofar as
they are subject to reasoning all that we can do in arithmetic and geometry.
For all investigations which depend on reasoning would be carried out by
the transposition of these characters and by a species of calculus.

(C 155; emphasis in the original}3*

Leibniz is regrettably brief in his accounts of the basic relation of
“expression” or “representation” that unites a character and what it
signifies. Typical of his statements on the matter is the following
definition from a 1679 essay:

I call whatever represents some other object of thought a character. But that
is said to represent which corresponds in such a way that from it something
else can be thought, [and this] even if they are not similar, provided that all
the things which occur in the one are referred, according to some definite
rule or relation, to certain corresponding things in the other

(LH XXXV 1, 27 Bl. 3—10 [VE 1364])3>
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As this passage suggests, a necessary condition for an adequate char-
acteristic is that any character representing a complex concept
should be constructed from simple characters in a way that exactly
corresponds to the composition of the complex concept from its
simpler conceptual parts. In the late 1670s, Leibniz discovered a type
of characteristic which nicely illustrates this principle.3? He pro-
poses representing simple concepts by prime numbers and the com-
position of concepts by numerical multiplication. Since any integral
number can be uniquely factored as a multiple of primes, this
scheme offers a way of exactly representing the relations among
concepts in a simple numerical symbolism. At the same time, how-
ever, this characteristic also highlights what would seem to be a
second serious obstacle to the realization of Leibniz’s original plan
for a philosophical language. Although it promises a method for
accurately representing the relations among concepts, and thus a
formal framework for logical inference, it relies throughout on the
assumption of a conventional relation between hypothetical primi-
tive concepts and prime numbers. For this reason, it cannot be ex-
pected that the simple characters of this system will naturally evoke
in the mind the elements of the “alphabet of human thoughts.”34
While this issue is connected with the problem of the resolution of
concepts into true primitives, it also raises an independent question
about how the basic signs of the universal characteristic are meant
to signify their objects. Can these simple signs themselves be as-
sumed to “represent” the basic elements of reality with which they
are associated? Or must we be content with a purely conventional
relation between simple characters and the ideas they signify? And if
the latter, can Leibniz continue to hope for a truly universal and
philosophical language of the sort first projected in On the Art of
Combinations!

To fully address these questions would require some discussion of
Leibniz’s account of the origin of meaning in natural languages, a
topic we will take up in section II. For the moment it is enough to
note that in the present context he generally opts for the position
that there need be only a conventional relation between the simple
signs of his characteristic and primitive concepts.3s This position
seems to be consistent, moreover, with the idea that, from a seman-
tic point of view, it is the notion of “representation” or “expression”
which is of fundamental importance for the universal characteristic.
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According to Leibniz’s most explicit definitions, “expression” is a
purely structural notion, i.e., it depends solely on an isomorphism of
relations between an expression and what it expresses. What a char-
acter and the concept it expresses have in common is a certain
shared order among their simpler components, such that from our
knowledge of the former, conclusions can be drawn about the compo-
sition of the latter.36 If this is correct, it implies that in this sense it
is impossible for truly simple signs to express primitive concepts, for
it is a necessary condition of their simplicity that they lack the
structure on which the requisite relations of order are to be defined.
To a large extent, then, Leibniz seems committed to there being only
a conventional relation between the simplest signs of his universal
characteristic and primitive concepts. Nevertheless, it is hard not to
think that he at times hoped for something more than this, for some
sort of ideal natural or pictorial relationship between sign and signi-
fied.3” For without the latter, his philosophical language could di-
rectly convey only the formal structure of reality, and not its con-
tent. For the rest we would be dependent on our knowledge of the
conventional assignments of simple signs to primitive concepts.
Leibniz’s later writings offer few clues as to how this problem is to
be resolved. However, two particular proposals deserve mention. In
the New Essays, he describes a “universal symbolism” very similar
to that advanced in On the Art of Combinations, in which “in place
of words we used little diagrams which represented visible things
pictorially and invisible things by means of the visible ones which
go with them” (IV.vi 2; A VLvi: RB 398—99). This system appears to
capture much of the flavor of at least one version of his philosophi-
cal language. Its characters would be like “inherently significant
pictures,” as opposed to ordinary letters and Chinese characters
which signify only conventionally, or “through the will of men [ex
instituto].” Consequently, “this way of writing would be of great
service in enriching our imagination and giving us thoughts which
were less blind and less verbal than our present ones are” (ibid.).
Unfortunately, Leibniz says too little about this symbolism for us to
draw any solid conclusions about its philosophical significance.38
Of considerably greater interest is a plan for a universal characteris-
tic based on the analogy of binary arithmetic. In the domain of mathe-
matics, Leibniz regarded binary notation as intrinsically superior to
decimal notation (C 284; GMIII 661). Over and above this advantage,
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however, he believed that it contained the key to resolving both the
problem of conceptual primitives and the problem of adequate charac-
ters. If it could be established, as Leibniz speculated from about 1679
onwards, that the only truly primitive concepts were those of God
and Nothingness (or Being and Privation),3 then the symbols 1 and o
would form the basis for an adequate characteristic, whose simplest
signs would stand in an immediate relation to the two conceptual
primitives.+« Later, when he had learned of the similarity between his
binary notation and the figures of the I Ching, Leibniz wrote to the
French Jesuit Bouvet that he had discovered

a new characteristic which will appear as a successor to that of FoHi and
will give a beginning to the analysis of ideas and to that wonderful calculus
of reason which I have projected. This secret and sacred characteristic would
also give us the means of insinuating into the Chinese the most important
truths of philosophy and natural theology. {Du IV.ii 6}

There is no indication in Leibniz’s later writings that this plan was
ever realized in any detail, presumably because he was stopped by
the problem of showing how all concepts can be constructed as
complex combinations of the concepts of God and Nothingness.
Again, there are signs of a deep ambivalence on his part concerning
the possibility of any endeavor of this sort. While never ceasing to
project optimistic plans for the future, he was, as early as 1679,
prone to express skepticism about the chances of an a priori philo-
sophical language, which would exactly articulate the conceptual
structure of reality.

Since it is not in our power to demonstrate completely the possibility of
things a priori, that is, to reduce them to God and Nothingness, it will
suffice for us to reduce the multitude of them to some few, the possibility of
which can either be supposed and postulated, or proven by experience.
(C431:P3;cf. Cs14: P8)

I suggested earlier that in a number of studies from the 1680s and
1690s Leibniz endeavors to analyze and define a selection of key
philosophical concepts, without attempting to determine how they
are constituted from the ultimate simples. Consistent with the
hypothetical nature of this enterprise, i.e., with its acceptance of
nonprimitive conceptual starting points, Leibniz lays no emphasis
in these studies on the need for characters which would immedi-
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ately evoke the simplest elements of thought. Instead, he seems to
give up the hope of establishing a characteristic which has this
property and limits himself to one in which conceptual relations
are expressed by relations among purely conventional marks, such
as the letters of the alphabet.s> As he explains in an essay from the
late 1680s:

Since no definite result has yet been reached as to the way these signs [i.e.,
real characters] must be formed, we shall meanwhile follow the example of
mathematics for their future formation, and use the letters of the alphabet,
or any other arbitrary notation which in the course of our progress will
suggest itself as most convenient. (G VII 205: S 19)

In most of Leibniz’s later writings, the plan for an a priori philosophi-
cal language — a language composed of “real characters” capable of
expressing the content of well-defined concepts — is replaced by the
project of the spécieuse générale, or general science of forms.# This
latter scheme is explicitly linked to the concerns of his earliest work
in this area: “The art of combinations . . . signifies in my view just
the science of forms, or indeed of variations in general. In a word, it
is the spécieuse universelle or the characteristic” (C 531: VE 1335;
cf. G VII 297—98: P 17). By the time these words are written, some-
time after 1690, an evolution has obviously occurred in Leibniz’s
understanding of the universal characteristic: it is now primarily
associated with the combinatorial method itself rather than with a
philosophical language that might, as in his early scheme, develop
out of it.

An essay from the early 1680s gives a good idea of the scope of
Leibniz’s mature view of the combinatory:

Combinatory treats of calculus in general, or of general signs or characters
{(such as A, B, C, where any one could be taken for another at will}, and of
the various laws of arrangement and transition, or of formulas in general.
The algebraic calculus is a certain species of the general calculus, [in which],
for example, there is a law of multiplication. . . . Not all formulas signify
quantity, and an infinite number of ways of calculating can be conceived.

(C 556: VE 1354)

The above passage brings to light several important features of Leib-
niz’s conception of the spécieuse générale. First, the spécieuse gén-
érale is conceived as a general theory of the possible combinations of
symbolic forms, without regard to what in particular the forms sig-
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nify. Second, the only restriction on the possible modes of combina-
tion is that they should represent formal relations among the sym-
bols in question, that is, relations which can be represented within a
calculus in which transitions between symbols are governed by
rules which depend only on their form, and not their content. Third,
depending on the intended signification of the symbols and the al-
lowed relations among them, numerous different calculi can be con-
ceived, all of which fall within the scope of the spécieuse générale.
Some of these will be algebraic calculi, in which the symbols signify
quantities or numbers; others logical calculi, in which the symbols
signify qualities or ideas (G VII 245: L 380). As these points suggest,
Leibniz’s writings on the spécieuse générale reveal an understanding
of the concept of formal method that goes well beyond that of any
philosopher prior to the nineteenth century. As Hacking has ob-
served, his conception of a formal calculus based on the substitu-
tivity of signs according to determinate rules essentially captures
the modern notion of logical proof (cf. G VII 206: S 18—19).44

The movement of Leibniz’s thought in the mid-1680s and 1690s
in the direction of an investigation of the general properties of for-
mal systems signals a weakening of his interest in the idea of a
philosophical language. There is no indication, however, that he
ever gives up completely his hopes for this farsighted plan. Although
in his later years he seems to focus more on the universal characteris-
tic as a “general science of forms,” he persists in his claim that a
universal language would follow as an immediate by-product of it.

I should venture to add that if I had been less distracted, or if I were younger
or had talented young men to help me, I should still hope to create a kind of
spécieuse générale, in which all truths of reason would be reduced to a kind
of calculus. At the same time this could be a kind of universal language or
writing, though infinitely different from all such languages which have thus
far been proposed, for the characters and the words themselves would give
directions to reason, and the errors (except those of fact) would be only
mistakes in calculation. It would be very difficult to form or invent this
language or characteristic but very easy to learn it without any dictionaries.

(Letter to Remond, 1714; GIII 605: L 65445

While Leibniz continued to conceive of the universal characteristic

as finding its final form in an ideal philosophical language, he was
able to advance little beyond brief descriptions of its most general
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features and requirements. We have considered several problems
intrinsic to this project which help to explain why this might have
been so. These were not, however, problems which were fully evi-
dent to Leibniz himself. On the contrary, until the very end of his
life, he spoke as if his failure to realize the universal characteristic
was due solely to the burdens that had been imposed upon him by
his Hanoverian employers.4¢

II. NATURAL LANGUAGES

Leibniz’s views on natural language have attracted considerably less
attention from philosophers than his project for a universal charac-
teristic.#” This may in part be due to the fact that the universal
characteristic has much in common with modern formal theories,
whereas Leibniz’s studies of natural language are seen as being of
primarily historical interest. Or it may just be that philosophers are
less acquainted with the wide range of his research in this area.
Whatever the reason for this neglect, Leibniz’s writings on natural
language address a number of issues of philosophical importance.
Among these are questions of the origin and diversity of human
languages; the natural or conventional basis of meaning; and the
semantics of natural language expressions.

A convenient starting point for a consideration of Leibniz’s views
on these issues is the influential doctrine that all human languages
trace their roots to a single Adamic language, i.e., the language as-
cribed to Adam in Genesis when he named the animals that God had
created. One prominent example of this theory, advanced by the
early seventeenth-century German philosopher Jacob Boehme, held
that the names chosen by Adam for each species contained the key
to the essence or nature of that species, and that they thus formed
the vocabulary of a so-called Natur-Sprache. As a consequence of the
Fall and the dispersion of tongues at the Tower of Babel, this Natur-
Sprache has been lost to human beings; present-day languages are
corrupt forms in which there is missing any direct connection be-
tween words and the nature of the things they denote. Many think-
ers like Boehme nevertheless believed that traces of the Adamic
language could still be discerned in existing languages {for some, in
Hebrew}, and that via intuition there might be had an immediate

Cambridge Companions Online © Cambridge University Press, 2006



Philosophy and Language in Leibniz 241

knowledge of the Adamic vocabulary that would at the same time
supply a perfect knowledge of the natures of things.+8

Although Leibniz tentatively accepts the hypothesis of a single
original human language, he rejects the idea of an Adamic language
in its literal form.4> He instead defends this hypothesis on the
grounds of its consistency with the assumption of a common origin
for all human beings and, most importantly, with the available philo-
logical evidence.s° To the collection and analysis of the latter, he
devoted an enormous amount of attention. Comparative studies of a
large number of widely separated languages supported him in the
belief that a common origin, followed by successive migration, isola-
tion, and linguistic shifts due to different climates and conditions
best explained the present diversity of languages. Leibniz’s view of
the origin of natural language is thus plainly antitheological; it is
likely that all natural languages arose from a single source, but this
source is in no way recoverable and is equally obscured in the roots
of all human tongues (cf. C 151).

A related issue on which Leibniz’s position bears some resem-
blance to the Adamic thesis, but ultimately diverges from it, con-
cerns the origin of linguistic meaning. Do words naturally signify
the objects they denote, as is supposed for the expressions of
Boehme’s Natur-Sprache! Or are the meanings of words imposed by
human beings through arbitrary conventions? The latter view is
forcefully defended by Locke in his Essay Concerning Human Un-
derstanding; however, it is rejected by Leibniz.s* In the New Essays,
he argues on the contrary that there is “something natural in the
origin of words — something which reveals a relationship between
things and the sounds and motions of the vocal organs” (IIL.ii.1; A
VLvi: RB 283). Leibniz’s approach to the question of how linguistic
expressions acquire meaning is strongly influenced by his commit-
ment to the principle of sufficient reason.s? In rejecting the doctrine
that words acquire meaning in an arbitrary or conventional manner,
he does not claim that the relationship between words and things is
immediate in the sense of Boehme’s Natur-Sprache, but only that
meaning is “settled by reasons — sometimes natural ones in which
chance plays some part, sometimes moral ones which involve
choice” (ibid.; A VLvi: RB 278). Words are “not so arbitrary and
accidental in origin as some suppose,” he writes, “for there is noth-
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ing accidental in the world except owing to our ignorance, when the
causes are hidden to us” (Du VLii 28).

Consistent with this assumption, Leibniz proceeds by advancing a
series of tentative conjectures about the origin of meaning in natural
languages which are aimed at drawing out the causal roots of the
signification of linguistic expressions. Originally, he suggests, lan-
guage arises in the form of interjections — simple cries and groans —
which express an immediate agreement between uttered sounds and
human emotions. Furthermore, even in derivative languages like
our own, a consonance of sound and perception is the natural root of
meaning.’3 A paradigm for Leibniz in this context is the phenome-
non of onomatopoeia, i.e., the naming of things or actions by imita-
tion of sounds associated with them, as in “crack” or “buzz.” This
principle, and related assumptions about the natural origin of mean-
ing, are subsequently employed by him as starting points in etymolo-
gies such as the following:

The Latin coaxare, applied to frogs, corresponds to the German couaquen or
quaken. It would seem that the noise these animals make is the primordial
root of other words in the Germanic language. Since these animals make a
great deal of noise, we connect it with chatterers and babblers, whom we
call by the diminutive quakler. ... And since those sounds or noises of
animals testify to the presence of life, and tell us that something living is
there before we can see it, in old German quek signified life or living. . . . In
Low German certain weeds are called Quaken, that is, alive and running, as
they say in German, spreading and seeding themselves easily in the fields to
the detriment of the grain; and in English gquickly means promptly and in a
lively manner. (New Essays IILii.1; A VLvi: RB 282)

To the modern reader, derivations such as these must inevitably
seem overly speculative and even rather bizarre. We should, how-
ever, be lenient in our criticism of Leibniz on this count, for he goes
out of his way to distance himself from contemporary writers who
were far less cautious in their etymological claims (ibid.; A VI.vi: RB
285). He is insistent that etymologies always retain the status of
hypotheses subject to revision on the condition of additional evi-
dence, and further, that the interpretation of this evidence must
always be guided by the law of continuity:

One must interrelate the languages of various peoples, and one should not
make too many leaps from one nation to another remote one unless there is
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sound confirming evidence, especially evidence provided by intervening
peoples. In general, one should put no trust in etymologies unless there is a
great deal of concurrent evidence. (Tbid.}s4

Leibniz thus intends his etymologies as empirical hypotheses,
whose purpose is to trace the varied and complicated routes by
which the meanings of natural language expressions have evolved.
Grounding these etymologies is the principle of sufficient reason:
words have not acquired their meanings arbitrarily, but always as a
consequence of some identifiable cause. In the first place, he specu-
lates, meanings arise, in a pattern common to all languages, as the
result of a natural harmony between human emotion or perception
and uttered sounds. Thereafter, however, we must look to explain
the evolution of meaning as the product of a complex array of envi-
ronmental and linguistic factors. In mature languages, “various acci-
dents and transformations have left most words greatly changed and
far removed from their original pronunciation and signification”
(New Essays IlLii.1; A VLvi: RB 283). Thus, no single account will
suffice to explain how words ultimately acquire the meaning they
possess. At most, through the careful gathering of evidence and the
cautious formation of hypotheses, we can attempt to explain “how
words have passed by means of metaphors, synecdoches, and meton-
ymies from one signification to another, without our always being
able to follow the trail” {ibid.). In all of this, we see Leibniz advocat-
ing a scientific approach to the study of language. The connection
between words and things is not to be explained by an appeal to
theological dogma: the Adamic language is at most a suggestive
metaphor for the natural processes by which language originates and
evolves in human culture.ss

In addition to his speculations on the origin of language and the
historical evolution of meaning, Leibniz offers a number of theoreti-
cal observations concerning the function and structure of natural
language. With Locke, he agrees that the basis of language is the use
of sounds or marks as signs of our “internal conceptions,” so as to
make ourselves understood to others (Essay, II1.i.2; cf. ii 2}. In order
for communication to occur, however, it is not necessary that a
person consciously intend to transfer his thoughts to another. For
signs are often used “blindly,” without explicit awareness of the
ideas they signify, and still a speaker “always does mean something
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of a general sort by what he says” (New Essays IILii.2; A VLvi: RB
286). In Leibniz’s view, this possibility of “blind” or “symbolic”
thought, where the use and exchange of signs takes the place of a
conscious apprehension of ideas, opens the door on another critical
function of language.s¢ Leibniz writes,

{Language] once created also enables man to reason to himself, both because
words provide the means for remembering abstract thoughts and because of
the usefulness of symbols and blind thoughts in reasoning, since it would
take too long to lay everything out and always replace terms by definitions.

(Ibid.; A VLvi: RB 275)

The capacity of linguistic symbols to stabilize logical reasoning and
to expand the scope of its application lies at the heart of Leibniz’s
project of a universal characteristic. It is important to recognize,
however, that with regard to their ability to support the function of
blind or symbolic thought he sees no essential difference between
the signs of natural and artificial languages. Both serve as counters
in rule-governed exchanges of symbols, whose results may, if prop-
erly coordinated, express the conclusions of logical reasoning. There
nevertheless remains some uncertainty about the status Leibniz as-
signs to “blind” thought. Although almost all authors agree that he
accords some cognitive role to language as an “instrument of rea-
son,” it has been argued that this function is necessarily parasitical
on a prior, nonlinguistic mode of thought. Thus, linguistic signs may
take the place of concepts in reasoning, but the significance of this
reasoning depends on these signs ultimately being “cashed out” in
favor of the concepts they represent. Recently, this view has been
challenged by those who argue for a more basic role for language
within Leibniz’s theory of knowledge. According to these authors,
Leibniz largely anticipates the modern doctrine that language and
conceptual thought are necessarily coextensive: to think and reason
is just to operate with the signs of some language.s” A number of
important texts suggest that this second reading may be closest to
the truth: so far as human beings are concerned at least, Leibniz
regards all conceptual thought as essentially symbolic.s8

Within the class of natural language expressions, Leibniz recog-
nizes a basic twofold division between terms and particles, or what he
sometimes calls the “matter” and “form” of language.ss By “terms”
he understands “general terms,” i.e., words signifying general or inde-
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terminate ideas {species or essences). Particles, by contrast, include
conjunctions, prepositions, and some adverbs; in general, they are
those words which

connect not only the component propositions of a discourse, and the compo-
nent ideas of a proposition, but also the parts of an idea made up of other
ideas variously combined. This last sort of connection is signified by preposi-
tions, whereas adverbs govern affirmation, and negation when it occurs in
the verb, and conjunctions govern the connections between various atfirma-
tions and negations. (New Essays IlL.vii.2; A VLvi: RB 330}

The distinction Leibniz draws between terms and particles reflects
his understanding of the different roles these two types of expression
play in discourse. Terms serve to convey content and, when joined
as subject and predicate within a proposition, to make assertions and
denials. Particles serve, as the above passage suggests, to relate terms
and complex combinations of terms in a variety of different ways.
Leibniz’s choice of this particular division of linguistic duties is
clearly motivated by theory, namely, an a priori conception of what
is required by the very idea of language. If language is primarily
concerned with the transmission of thought via words from the
mind of the speaker to the mind of the hearer, then the only neces-
sary resources of language are expressions capable of conveying or
signifying basic thoughts {terms) and expressions capable of ordering
the expressions of these thoughts among themselves (particles).6° As
we shall see in the next section, this assumption about the essential
resources of language supports Leibniz in a project for refining the
grammatical structure of natural language which is closely associ-
ated with his univeral characteristic.

Before concluding this section, it is worth touching on two further
points made by Leibniz in his discussion of terms in the New Essays.
The first concerns his treatment of proper names. Leibniz is ada-
mant that a language could not function if it contained only proper
names and no general terms. This is because “new individuals and
accidents and (what we talk about the most) actions” are being dis-
covered all the time, and we could never keep up with (or make
sense of] the task of assigning each one a unique proper name (III.i.3;
A VILvi: RB 275). Furthermore, insofar as proper names do occur in
present-day natural languages it is certain that they were “originally
appellative or general” (ibid.; A VLvi: RB 276).
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We know that the first Brutus was given this name because of his apparent
stupidity, that Caesar was the name of a child delivered through an incision
in his mother’s abdomen, that Augusta was a name expressing reverence,
that Capito and Bucephalus both mean big-headed, that Lentalus, Piso and
Cicero were names originally given to those who grew only certain kinds of
vegetables. . . . In fact, I would venture to say that almost all words were
originally general terms, since it will very rarely happen that a name will be
invented just for one given individual without any reason for it. So we can
say that individual names used to be names of species that were given to
some individual either as a prime example of the species or for some other
reason. (IIL.iii.5; A VLvi: RB 288—89)

On the face of it, Leibniz here seems to be making a purely historical
claim about the origin of proper names that might be judged fairly
plausible, yet at the same time inconsequential from the point of
view of semantics. For even if proper names have arisen as appella-
tive expressions, there is no reason why they could not have subse-
quently acquired an independent status within language as singular
referring expressions. However, this is not a development that Leib-
niz foresees. Within his scheme no provision is made for a primitive
relation of reference, whereby a proper name directly “designates”
or “stands for” its bearer. Instead, all terms immediately signify
concepts which, in turn, pick out certain individuals. Thus, apart
from particles there are only terms of greater or lesser scope, i.c.,
terms whose associated concepts are instantiated by more or fewer
individuals. Proper names are distinguished solely by the fact that
they signify complete concepts which are sufficiently complex that
they pick out a single individual.6* In contrast to the position of
Mill, then, Leibniz maintains that proper names, as much as general
terms, do possess a determinate sense or meaning. In this, he agrees
with Frege, who associates with each proper name a content suffi-
cient to determine the bearer or reference of that name. Unlike
Frege, however, Leibniz does not explicitly draw on the notion of
reference as a distinct semantic relation uniting proper names with
their bearers.

A second point at which Leibniz’s views come into contact with
modern work in the philosophy of language is in connection with
his account of the meaning of natural-kind terms. In the New Es-
says, he argues strongly against Locke’s claim that natural-kind
terms signify only “nominal essences”: abstract ideas which the
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mind forms from its observation of particular things and thereafter
uses to classify those things into sorts or kinds (Essay, IILiii.12—17).
Leibniz’s disagreement with Locke over the meaning of natural-kind
terms rests on a deeper, metaphysical division concerning the status
of natural kinds themselves. In Leibniz’s view, the “boundaries of
species are fixed by the natures of things”; i.e., things possess real
essences or natures which are the basis for our partitioning them
into particular classes or species (New Essays Ill.v.3; A VLvi: RB
302).%* Locke, by contrast, is skeptical whether any such essences
exist; and even if they do, he is certain that they cannot be known by
us and have nothing to do with the classification and naming of
things (Essay, 1ll.iii.17, 20).63 Instead,

The sorting of [things| under Names, is the Workmanship of the Under-
standing, taking occasion from the similitude it observes amongst them, to
make abstract general Ideas, and to set them up in the mind, with Names
annexed to them, as Patterns, or Forms, . . . to which, as particular Things
existing are found to agree, so they come to be of that Species.

(Essay, 1.iii.13)

A consequence of Locke’s position is that a term like “gold” can,
strictly speaking, mean different things to different people, depend-
ing on the set of observable properties that each associates with the
term (Essay, IILiii 14). This is a view which Leibniz strongly rejects,
both in its limitation of the meaning of natural-kind terms to observ-
able properties and in its implication that meanings are idiosyn-
cratic to a speaker. Against it, he argues:

The name “gold” . . . signifies not merely what the speaker knows of gold,
e.g., something yellow and very heavy, but also what he does not know,
which may be known by someone, namely: a body endowed with an inner
constitution from which flow its colour and weight, and which also gener-
ates other properties which he acknowledges to be better known by the
experts. {New Essays II1.xi.24; A VLvi: RB 35464

In this passage, Leibniz anticipates in a striking way recent argu-
ments of Putnam concerning the “division of linguistic labor” and
the relevance of hidden structure or essence in determining the
meaning of natural-kind terms.és Like Putnam, he claims that it is
not what any one person conceives in connection with a term like
“gold” which fixes the meaning of the word, but rather the collec-
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tive beliefs of a linguistic community, including experts with the
latest knowledge and techniques available for distinguishing what is
and is not gold. Furthermore, like Putnam, Leibniz maintains that
underlying structure is a crucial factor in determining the meaning
of natural kind terms. Roughly, “gold” signifies whatever has the
same essence or nature as some paradigmatic example of this metal,
where it is allowed both that expert knowledge may be needed to
decide whether a word has been used correctly in a given instance
and that in some cases speakers may be mistaken in their beliefs
about the signification of a term insofar as they lack this crucial
knowledge. 55

III. THE UNITY OF LEIBNIZ’S PHILOSOPHY
OF LANGUAGE

A number of philosophers have argued that there is a fundamental
conflict between Leibniz’s treatments of natural and artificial lan-
guage. At least implicitly, this seems to be the opinion of Cassirer,
who emphasizes Leibniz’s conception of language “purely as a
means of cognition, an instrument of logical analysis,” and con-
cludes that with him “the specific character of language as a lan-
guage of sounds and words seems not so much acknowledged and
explained, as ultimately negated.”¢” This interpretation of Leibniz’s
view of language has crystallized into what has been dubbed (fairly
or not} the “Cassirer thesis.”%® In the view of its critics, this thesis
maintains (i) that at a conceptual level Leibniz draws a fundamental
distinction between the character of natural language and artificial
languages like his universal characteristic; and (ii) that it is Leibniz’s
ultimate aim to advocate the replacement of the former by the latter,
insofar as the universal characteristic is specifically designed to ful-
fill the most significant function of language: the precise fixing of
thought in sensible characters for the purposes of reasoning and {to a
lesser extent) communication.

The majority of recent authors on this topic have strongly opposed
the Cassirer thesis and have instead taken pains to stress the conti-
nuity between Leibniz’s accounts of natural and artificial language.
While acknowledging an apparent shift in Leibniz’s interests away
from the universal characteristic and toward the empirical study of
natural languages (a shift that would in fact contradict the second
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part of the Cassirer thesis), these authors have for the most part held
that he remains committed to both linguistic approaches until the
very end of his life.59 Whether or not the universal characteristic was
intended eventually to replace natural language as the only reliable
“instrument of reason,” Leibniz’s writings clearly show that he as-
signs considerable importance to the investigation of existing hu-
man languages. The question now before us is whether these writ-
ings also support the contention that a common set of principles
grounds his understanding of natural language and the universal
characteristic.

The best evidence for the underlying unity of Leibniz’s view of
language is the fact that he draws no definitive line between the
categories of natural and artificial language.” This lack of a clear
boundary is most fully revealed in his many studies of what he calls
a “philosophical” or “rational” grammar.”* According to Couturat,
Leibniz embarks on this project in the late 1670s after losing faith in
the plan for an a priori philosophical language which he had pursued
since On the Art of Combinations.”® In response to the obstacles
which confront the completion of the universal characteristic, he
lights on the idea of reversing his procedure and constructing an
ideal language by gradually refining the resources of an existing natu-
ral language such as Latin.”3 Presupposed in this project is the idea
that a common grammatical structure underlies all human lan-
guage, or, what amounts to the same thing for Leibniz, that the
grammar of any language can be refined and simplified so as to
reveal the essential structure of language as such [cf. New Essays
IlI.v.8; A VLvi: RB 301-2}.74

Beginning in 1678, Leibniz advances a three-part program for the
analysis and regimentation of Latin.7s First, it is necessary to render
the language systematic from a semantic point of view, by eliminat-
ing through paraphrase all ambiguities and any colloquial expression
whose meaning is determined solely through use (C 352—53). The
result is a language in which the meaning of every complex expres-
sion {term or sentence) conforms to the principle of compositionality:
its semantic value is a determinate function of the semantic values of
its component parts. Next, or perhaps concurrently, our base language
must be rendered completely uniform from a syntactic point of view:
all grammatical categories are to be identified and all irregularities
{i.e., exceptions to grammatical rules) eliminated (C 353; G VII 28).
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Finally, in order to produce a “rational” or “philosophical” grammar,
it is necessary to remove all the superfluous features of this regular-
ized Latin grammar. Here Leibniz adopts a very rigorous approach,
advocating the elimination of all unnecessary distinctions of gender,
case, number, tense, person, and mood.”¢ The result of this reductive
analysis is a grammar of exceedingly simple structure: “Everything in
discourse can be analyzed into the noun substantive, Ens or Res, the
copula or substantive verb est, adjectives and formal particles” (C
289: PLP 16). As Leibniz sees it these are all the resources that are
needed to express any intelligible proposition. For any simple proposi-
tion is a complex of two terms united by the copula est; and any
meaningful term can be expressed as a combination of the substan-
tive Ens or Res and an adjectival or participial expression. Particles,
finally, will serve the role of modifying and relating simple proposi-
tions so as to express more complicated forms of thought.””

Leibniz’s plan for a rational grammar, a grammar which would
involve only the essential resources of language, clearly derives from
a prior philosophical view about the legitimate scope of conceptual
thought. The rational grammar is taken to define the fundamental
form of language precisely because it best accords with his commit-
ment to a version of nominalism, whereby the only actual or exist-
ing things in the world are concrete particulars {substances and their
singular accidents). Accordingly, in his reconstructed philosophical
language there appear only concrete terms: i.e., terms referring to
particular things (e.g., human beings, wise beings, hot beings), and
not to abstract entities {humanity, wisdom, heat).”® This general
opposition to abstractions of all kinds is made evident in his early
“Preface to Nizolius” {1670},79 and remains a constant feature of all
of his later writings.8°

Leibniz’s project of a rational grammar appears to demonstrate in
a fairly conclusive way the falsity of the first half of the Cassirer
thesis: there is no fundamental conflict between his conception of a
man-made philosophical language and natural language. Indeed, the
backbone of a philosophical language can be arrived at through the
progressive refinement of the grammatical structure of a natural
language like Latin. This result, however, also seems to go a long
way toward confirming the truth of the second half of the thesis. To
the extent that Leibniz’s rational grammar is better suited than the
grammars of natural language for representing the fundamental
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structure of reality, there is every reason to think that he would
ultimately advocate the replacement of the latter by the former. At
least in the context of what is, broadly speaking, scientific discourse
{and what discourse for Leibniz isn’t ultimately best framed in these
terms?) natural language should be rejected in favor of the greater
precision and expressive power of his rational language.

Of recent authors, Heinekamp has gone the furthest in denying
this conclusion and emphasizing instead the independent authority
of natural language.?* His interpretation focuses not on the grammar
of natural language but on its vocabulary and contends that on the
issue of word meaning there is a basic, ineliminable difference be-
tween natural and artificial languages.8> We observed in section I
that Leibniz seems committed to the position that the simple signs
of his universal characteristic signify only conventionally. They are
merely arbitrary marks through whose relations alone meaning is
conveyed via expression. As we saw in section II, this is not the case
with the signs of natural language. Whatever arbitrariness there may
be in the choice of a written symbol to stand for a given sound, each
phoneme, syllable, or word has, in Leibniz’s view, a natural origin,
on account of “the relationship between things and the sounds and
motions of the vocal organs” (New Essays IlL.ii.1; A VL.vi: RB 283).
Thus, there is a fundamental difference between the way in which
the signs of natural and artificial languages acquire meaning.83

Leibniz’s remarks on the origins of natural language make it clear
that the meaning of root words is always originally grounded in
some sensory experience, whereafter these meanings are trans-
formed and elaborated through metaphor, metonymy, synecdoche,
etc.8 Now, as Heinekamp points out, it is consistent with this that,
in Leibniz’s view, “natural language does not represent things di-
rectly, but only insofar as reality is reflected in the consciousness of
human beings.”#s That is, natural language is not a transparent ex-
pression of the natures of things (the claim of Boehme’s Natur-
Sprache and perhaps of Leibniz’s earliest plans for a philosophical
language), but only of the impression or effect of things on the hu-
man mind.8 At a basic level, this effect is one that is common to all
human beings; nevertheless, human beings experience the world
under very different circumstances, and these differences (of cli-
mate, material conditions, and history] are responsible for the differ-
ential evolution of the common root words into a multiplicity of
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human languages.®” Given these points, Heinekamp argues that it is
a mistake to think of Leibniz as recommending the eventual replace-
ment of natural language by an artificial, philosophical language.
Even if, in the context of scientific reasoning, there is an important
role for artificial languages, this does not mean that we could ever do
without natural language. Leibniz’s philosophical language is con-
ceived as a language of pure reason: its aim is to express the content
and inferential relations of concepts, insofar as they are purely intel-
ligible. However, we are creatures who, in spite of our intellectual
capacities, are bound to a world of sense and emotion — a world that
is immediately communicable through, and only through, the re-
sources of natural language. According to Heinekamp, Leibniz’s
theory of human language reflects very clearly his understanding of
this dual nature of humanity, the fact that human beings are inescap-
ably creatures of both sense and reason. We cannot aspire to the
standpoint of pure reason, and hence the original ideal of a rational
or philosophical language is necessarily a limited one.88
Heinekamp’s application of the sense/reason division to the inter-
pretation of Leibniz’s view of language is in many ways compelling.
It is worth emphasizing, however, that within this framework there
remains a basis for upholding the theoretical primacy of a philosophi-
cal language of reason over the natural language of sense experience.
In proposing his doctrine of the two kingdoms of sense and reason
(or the material and the intelligible}, Leibniz is always careful to
indicate that the realm of sense is naturally subordinated to the
realm of reason; the operation of the former is governed by the
principles of the latter {cf. BH 62—-63; C 341~42). Thus, while it is
impossible for us ever to elude the world of sensory experience and
the natural languages that are its complement, our ability to func-
tion successfully within this world depends upon our capacity to
comprehend the intelligible order of nature, an order that can only
be accurately expressed through the medium of a rational language.
Given Leibniz’s steady support for the ideal of a rational understand-
ing of nature over the brute experience of “empirics,” it should come
as no surprise that he also favors wherever possible the progress of a
language grounded in reason.’s It therefore seems that at least a

limited version of the second part of the Cassirer thesis can be up-
held.
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IV. THE LANGUAGE OF PHILOSOPHY

First-time readers of Leibniz’s popular works such as the Mo-
nadology are often struck by the vivid imagery of his philosophical
writing. We read that every monadic substance is a “mirror” of the
universe, and the “center” of a bodily mass; moreover, soul-like
monads are located everywhere “within” matter, with the result
that nature is everywhere “alive.” It is easy to be misled by language
like this and to conclude that Leibniz’s metaphysics is far stranger,
and far less credible, than it actually is. Now and then we are given
signs to indicate that expressions such as these are not to be taken
literally; but for the most part, in Leibniz’s more popular writings,
we are left to interpret them as we will. His confidence that we will
treat them solely as helpful indicators of a deeper underlying truth
has all too seldom been borne out by the habits of his readers. They
have misread the figurative for the literal, and in so doing have
tranformed a metaphysics of reason into an implausible fantasy.s°

In several important passages, Leibniz addresses this error explic-
itly. In a letter composed shortly before his death, he writes:

To say that souls are “intelligible points” is not a sufficiently exact expres-
sion. If I call them “centers” or “concentrations” of external things I speak
by analogy. Points, to speak exactly, are limits of extension, and not at all
the constitutive parts of things. (G VI 627)

Similarly, he allows that in his theory of the monad the term “mir-
ror” supplies only “a figurative expression, but one that is appropri-
ate enough and that has already been employed by philosophers and
theologians when they have wanted to speak of a mirror infinitely
more perfect, namely the mirror of the divinity” {G VI 626).9* In both
cases, Leibniz concludes, we will have misunderstood his philoso-
phy if we take these expressions according to their literal meaning.
Instead, they are to be interpreted as spatial and sensory metaphors
for purely intelligible ideas.s?

Behind these several examples of Leibniz’s distinctive use of philo-
sophical language lies an intriguing theory, never fully developed, of
the relationship between philosophical truth and the linguistic
means available for its expression. Throughout his career, Leibniz
maintains that philosophical truths are truths of reason, or truths
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founded on innate ideas of the intellect. At the same time, however,
he is aware that human cognition is intimately bound up with lan-
guage, and that to a large extent we are able to think distinctly only
what we are capable of expressing in symbolic terms. On this latter
view, the items of thought —human concepts —are not ghostly
forms, but signs bearing sense; and it is legitimate to inquire under
what circumstances these signs have acquired significance for us. As
we have seen, Leibniz’s position seems to be that the words of natu-
ral language only acquire meaning in the first place through their
association with certain perceptions or emotions; they are natural
expressions of our causal interaction with the environment. Now if
it is possible, I think we should read Leibniz as attempting to harmo-
nize these two apparently conflicting commitments within a single
theory of philosophical discourse. On the one hand, it is correct to
see philosophical truths as truths of pure reason; on the other hand,
for the expression of such truths, we humans have available only
signs which have originally acquired meaning through reference to
sensible states of affairs. The key to overcoming this tension is to
suppose another mode of meaning, whereby terms which refer liter-
ally to some perceivable spatial situation can acquire an extended,
figurative sense which allows them to convey a content expressive
of a nonsensible or intelligible state of affairs.’4

In a number of passages, Leibniz indicates his support for a theory
of this sort. In the New Essays, he agrees with Locke that ““the terms
of theology, moral philosophy and metaphysics are originally de-
rived from earthly things” on account of the “analogy between sensi-
ble and insensible things” (IIl.i.5; A VLvi: RB 277).95 Of special im-
portance in this context are the various functions of prepositions.ss
Expressions such as “to,” “with,” “of,” “before,” and “in,” Leibniz
writes, “are all derived from place, distance and motion and subse-
quently transferred to all kinds of changes, orders, sequences, differ-
ences, and conformities” (ibid.). The significance of such analogical
extensions of meaning is perhaps clearest in the case of the preposi-
tion “in,” the root of the metaphysical notions of “being in” [inesse]
and “inherence.”9” At work here, however, is a general principle of
meaning, which Leibniz makes explicit in an essay from the 168o0s:

It seems that all [prepositions] in natural languages originally signify with
respect to spatial position, and from there they are transformed by some
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figure into certain metaphysical notions less subject to the imagination.
And this is not surprising, since men try to explain things which cannot be
imagined through things subject to the imagination.

(C 290: VE 361; cf C 287: VE 351}

It is a basic principle of Leibniz’s thought that being and truth are
comprehended solely through intelligible concepts (G VI 502: L 549).
To this point, too little attention has been paid to his view of how
such thought is possible for human beings and how it is related to our
use of metaphysical language. In Leibniz’s fragmentary studies of pre-
positions, we see the vague glimmerings of an answer. In the first
place, he seems to suggest, all prepositions originally signify some per-
ceivable spatial relation. Thereafter, through a combination of ab-
straction and analogy, we are able to refine that literal meaning to
express something quite different: a logical relation among ideas or
concepts. Thus, from perceiving what it is for one thing (a part} to be
spatially in another (a whole}, we infer that the latter relies for its exis-
tence on the former: there are no wholes without parts. Then, isolat-
ing this purely intelligible idea of the dependency of one existence on
another, we are able to apply it in the context of metaphysics.® Leib-
niz’s meditations on the metaphysical significance of prepositions
signal a profound line of thought which has yet to be fully explored.
Like all of his investigations in this field, his speculations are far from
definitive. Nevertheless, they once again confirm his deep apprecia-
tion of the intimate connection between language and philosophy.ss

NOTES

I As Leibniz writes in a May 1678 letter to Tschirnhaus: “But no one can
be afraid that the contemplation of characters will lead us away from
things; on the contrary, it will lead us into the secrets of things” {A ILi
413: L 193). Cf. Dascal, “Language and Money,” pp. 207-8.

2 Cf. Heinekamp, “Ars characteristica und natiirliche Sprache bei Leib-

niz,” pp. 446—47.

This tension is discussed in section III.

4 “Although natural languages may offer many things for reasoning, they
are nevertheless guilty of innumerable equivocations and cannot per-
form the work of calculation, such that errors of reasoning could be
uncovered from the very form and construction of words like solecisms
and barbarisms” (G VII 205: S 18). Cf. G VII 27.

w
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5

Couturat, La Logique de Leibniz, remains the best overall source for
Leibniz’s efforts in this area. A recent study that challenges him on
several points is Pombo, Leibniz and the Problem of a Universal
Language.

Russell, Critical Exposition of the Philosophy of Leibniz, pp. 169—71;
Cohen, “On the Project of a Universal Character.”

Heinekamp, “Natiirliche Sprache und allgemeine Charakteristik bei
Leibniz,” p. 267.

8 Pombo, Leibniz and the Problem of a Universal Language, pp. 168—70.
9 Cf. G Il 216: “genuinely real and philosophical characters must corre-

I0

II

12

spond to the analysis of thoughts.” Leibniz borrows the expression
“real character” from John Wilkins, Essay Towards a Real Character
and a Philosophical Language (1668), who in turn derives it from
Bacon’s Advancement of Learning (1605). According to Bacon, “charac-
ters real” are ideographic signs which “express neither letters nor
words in gross, but things or notions,” and hence may be understood
by speakers of different languages. However, unlike “hieroglyphics
and gestures,” which have “some similitude or congruity with the
notion,” real characters signify conventionally, “having force only by
contract or acceptation” (II.xvi.2—3). Missing from Bacon’s account of
real characters is the emphasis laid by later authors such as Wilkins
and Leibniz on the requirement that the characters exactly express
the structure of concepts, which in turn express the natures of things.
Slaughter, Universal Languages and Scientific Taxonomy in the Seven-
teenth Century, p. 127, argues that this is the main difference be-
tween early seventeenth-century advocates of real characters as the
components of a universal language and later proponents of a “philo-
sophical language.”

“Whoever learns this language,” Leibniz writes in an early letter to
Oldenburg, “at the same time also learns the encyclopedia which is the
true entrance to things” (A Li 240}. In his pursuit of this goal Leibniz was
influenced by, among others, the seventeenth-century Czech philoso-
pher and reformer Jan Amos Comenius. Cf. Couturat, La Logique, pp.
100, 571—72; Coudert, “Some Theories of Natural Language from the
Renaissance to the Seventeenth Century,” pp. 95ff.

Leibniz defines a “combination” or “coma2nation” as a complexion of
degree 2, i.e., a complex of 2 things or concepts. This is to be contrasted
with a “conternation” or complexion of degree 3, and so on (A VLi 172:
PLP 2).

For Leibniz, the difference between a “characteristic” or system of writ-
ing and a full-fledged “language” is that in the latter there is given the
means of pronouncing each of the language’s signs (G VII 26). In what
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follows, I ignore this distinction {as Leibniz himself often does: cf. A ILi
380, 413, 555, 557} and use “language” in places where what is in ques-
tion is only a system of written characters. As always, there is consider-
able variation in Leibniz’s terminology. What I am here calling his
“philosophical language” (G VII 11, 198-99, 269; C 152, 288) is also
described as a “rational language” or “rational writing” (A I1.i 380), and
as a “universal language” (A I1.i 384; G Il 605; G VII 12, 17, 25; C 176,
279, 283). Cf. Heinekamp, “Ars characteristica,” p. 462; Pombo, Leibniz
and the Problem, p. 123.

Cf. Pombo, Leibniz and the Problem, p. 171, and Rossi, “The Twisted
Roots of Leibniz’ Characteristic,” p. 276. It is evident that a set of more
basic assumptions about the relationship between language, thought,
and reality underlies Leibniz’s project of a universal characteristic. For
this project to make sense it must be supposed from the start that reality
has an intelligible structure that can be expressed in terms of combina-
tions of atomic concepts, and that this structure is in principle accessi-
ble to the human inteliect. On Hegel’s critique of Leibniz’s conception
of a philosophical language, see Cook, “Leibniz and Hegel on the Philoso;
phy of Language,” pp. 235-36.

Leibniz’s confidence in the method of On the Art of Combinations is
apparent in an early letter (ca. 1671—72} to-Duke Johann Friedrich: “In
philosophy, I have found a means of accomplishing in all the sciences
what Descartes and others have done in arithmetic and geometry
through algebra and analysis, by the art of combinations, which Lullius
and Father Kircher indeed cultivate, although without having seen fur-
ther into some of its secrets. By this means, all composite notions in the
whole world are reduced to a few simple ones as their alphabet; and by
the combination of such an alphabet a way is made of finding, in time by
an ordered method, all things with their theorems and whatever it is
possible to investigate concerning them” (G I 57—58).

Knowlson, Universal Language Schemes in England and France, 1600—
1800, is a good general survey of this topic; cf. also Dascal, “Comments
on James Knowlson”; Slaughter, Universal Languages; and Singer, “Hi-
eroglyphs, Real Characters, and the Idea of a Natural Language in En-
glish Seventeenth-Century Thought.” Different authors take the notion
of a universal language to support different combinations of the above
objectives, as well as others more obscure. Leibniz alludes to the mysti-
cal significance that some authors attribute to it at G VII 184: L 221; G
VII 204—5: S 18. For an excellent account of the Renaissance background
to this movement, and its connections with neo-Platonic and Christian
Kabbalist thought, see Coudert, “Some Theories.”

Cohen, “On the Project.”
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As Pombo, “Leibnizian Strategies” pp. 753—54, emphasizes, Leibniz
makes two principal criticisms of previous attempts at a universal char-
acteristic: (1) the authors of such schemes have failed to base their
symbolisms on a complete analysis of concepts into their simplest parts;
(2) they have relied on characters (astrological signs, geometrical figures)
which fail to convey the structure of the corresponding concepts. Conse-
quently, such schemes cannot succeed in realizing Leibniz’s goal of re-
ducing conceptual reasoning to the mechanical manipulation of signs.
As he writes in a 1678 letter to Tschirmhaus: “|W]ith the aid of charac-
ters, we will easily have the most distinct notions, for we will have at
hand a mechanical thread of meditation, as it were, with whose aid we
can very easily resolve any idea whatever into those of which it is com-
posed. In fact, if the character expressing any concept is considered
attentively, the simpler concepts into which it is resolvable will at once
come to mind. Since the analysis of concepts thus corresponds exactly
to the analysis of characters, we need merely to see the characters in
order to have adequate notions brought to our mind freely and without
effort” (A ILi 413: L 193). See also his 1678 letter to the Princess Eliza-
beth {2} (A ILi 437). Leibniz frequently describes his characteristic as a
sensible “thread of meditation” (A ILi 247, 384; C 351) or a “thread of
Ariadne” (A IL.i 381, 525), which would serve as an infallible guide for
reasoning.

The passage continues: “For my own part [ admit (and the facts also
proclaim) that certain chemical phenomena which time and opportu-
nity reveal cannot now be derived from the name which we impose on
{for example) gold, until we have obtained phenomena sufficient for
determining the rest. It belongs to God alone in the first place to impose
names of this intuitive sort on things. Nevertheless, the name which
will be imposed on gold in this language will be the key to all those
things which can be humanly, i.e. by reason and method, known about
gold” (A ILi 240). The language that Leibniz here envisages will have
powers equal to those of Boehme’s divinely-inspired Natur-Sprache (see
sec. II). Nevertheless, it is tempting to think that what he calls the
“name” of gold would be nothing more or less than a symbolic expres-
sion of the atomic structure of gold. On the relation between the univer-
sal language movement and Lavoisier’s development of modern chemi-
cal notation, see Knowlson, Universal Language Schemes, p. 173.

Cf. Couturat, La Logique, chaps. IV-V.

Ibid., p. 117.

Descartes, Philosophical Letters, ed., Kenny, p. 6.

The claim is contradicted, however, by a 1697 letter to Burnett in which
Leibniz writes: “It is true that these [genuinely real and philosophical]

Cambridge Companions Online © Cambridge University Press, 2006



23

24

25

26

27

Philosophy and Language in Leibniz 259

characters would presuppose the true philosophy, and it is only now that
I would dare undertake to construct them” (G IIT 216).

Thus he writes in an essay ca. 1679: “An analysis of concepts by
which we are enabled to arrive at primitive notions, i.e. at those
which are conceived through themselves, does not seem to be in the
power of man” (C s14: P 8). Cf. the 1684 essay, Meditations on Knowl-
edge, Truth, and Ideas (G IV 425: L 293); and Couturat, La Logique,
pp. 198—200.

An exception to this are the pioneering studies of Schepers, “Leibniz’
Arbeiten zu einer Reformation der Kategorien,” “Begriffsanalyse und
Kategorialsynthese”; and Couturat, La Logique, chap. V.

Rescher writes that “for the long interval 1675—1685 Leibniz devoted
himself mainly to his official duties and to mathematics, logic, and
physics. His ideas in metaphysics lay fallow, apart from his continued
intensive assimilation of ideas. . .. During the winter of 16851686 he
returned to philosophy and, in a concentrated period of thought, worked
out the details of his philosophical system” (Leibniz: An Introduction to
his Philosophy, p. 7). Papers published in the Vorausedition to series VI,
volume 4 of the Akademie edition demonstrate that the development of
Leibniz’s thought in the decade 167585 is far more gradual and continu-
ous than Rescher here allows.

Cf. Rutherford, “Truth, Predication, and the Complete Concept of an
Individual Substance.” A good example of these definitional studies is
the piece Definitiones Notionum Metaphysicarum atque Logicarum, G.
W. Leibniz: Fragmente zur Logik, pp. 478—84. Watermark evidence
shows it to date from June 1685 (VE 1251).

Leibniz’s employment of the exoteric/esoteric distinction can be traced
to his 1670 “Preface to Nizolius” (A VLii 416). A clear statement of it
appears in a 1704 letter to Fontenelle: “The true metaphysics, or phi-
losophy if you will, appears to me no less important than geometry,
particularly if there is also a means of introducing into it demonstra-
tions, which until now have been completely banned from it along
with the calculus which will be needed in order to give them the
complete entry they need. However, it is necessary to prepare readers
for this through exoteric writings” (FC 234). Cf. New Essays ILxxix.12,
A VLvi: RB 260-61, and a 1696 letter to Placcius (Du VLi 65). Wohr-
mann, “Die Unterscheidung von Exoterik und Esoterik bei Leibniz,”
offers a similar interpretation of Leibniz’s use of the distinction to that
sketched here, although he does not specifically refer to the defini-
tional studies of the 1680s. A rather different reading is defended by
Ross, “The Demarcation Between Metaphysics and Other Disciplines
in the Thought of Leibniz.”
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Leibniz goes on to cite further conclusions relating to his theory of
substance, which he also takes to be demonstrable. Similar claims are
made at A Lxiii 657; GII 134; G I 205, 302~3; G VI 199—200: S 12—13.
In an essay ca. 1688—89, he writes: “All human reasoning is perfected
through the use of signs or characters. For not only the things them-
selves, but also the ideas of things cannot and should not always be
distinctly perceived in the soul; and thus, for the sake of brevity, signs
are used in place of them” (G VII 204: S 17). The dating of this piece is
taken from a newly-edited version of it which will appear in series VI,
vol. 4 of the Akademie edition (VE 1203).

“[Characters] are the more useful the more they express the concept of
the signified thing, so that they can serve not only for representation,
but also for reasoning” (G VII 204: S 18).

The watermark dating of this essay places it around 1677-78 (VE 311).
Cf. G VII 205: S 18; GM V 216, VIl 17; C 256—57.

“I call a visible sign representing thoughts a character. The characteris-
tic art is thus the art of forming and ordering characters, so that they
may register thoughts or have among themselves the relation which the
thoughts have among themselves. An expression is a collection of char-
acters representing the thing which is expressed. The law of expression
is this: just as an idea of the thing to be expressed is formed from the
ideas of certain things, so an expression of the thing is formed from
characters of those things” (BH 80—81). Cf. G VII 198, as well as the
well-known definition of “expression” which appears in the Amauld
correspondence (G II 112: L 339). In what follows, I assume that in his
linguistic writings Leibniz uses the terms “expression” and “representa-
tion” interchangeably.

This characteristic is announced in a Latin essay, ca. 1677—79 (G VII
184~89: VE 669—75: L 221-25), and developed into a complete logical
system in a series of essays dated April 1679 (C 42ff: PLP 17ff).

Walker, “Leibniz and Language,” p. 296.

Cf. C151; G VIl 192: L 184; G VII 264: L 208.

Ct. What is an Idea? (1678): “"That is said to express a thing in which
there are relations [habitudines] which correspond to the relations of the
thing expressed. But there are various kinds of expression; for example,
the model of a machine expresses the machine itself, the projective
delineation on a plane expresses a solid, speech expresses thoughts and
truths, characters express numbers, and an algebraic equation expresses
a circle or some other figure. What is common to all these expressions is
that we can pass from a consideration of the relations in the expression
to a knowledge of the corresponding properties of the thing expressed.
Hence it is not necessary for that which expresses to be similar to the
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thing expressed, provided that a certain analogy is maintained between
the relations” (G VII 263—64: L 207-8). See also the “Dialogue on the
Relation Between Words and Things,” 1677 (G VII 191-93: L 18485},
and Kneale, “Leibniz and the Picture Theory of Language,” p. 208—9. For
the importance of this point in the context of seventeenth-century En-
glish efforts at a universal language, see Coudert, “Some Theories,” pp.
102—4; and Singer, “Hieroglyphs, Real Characters,” pp. 59—61.

It is worth noting that Leibniz does think that some relations of expres-
sion are natural; however, by 1678 he denies that this is so in the case of
characters: “It is also clear that some expressions have a basis in nature,
while others are arbitrary, at least in part, such as the expressions which
consist of words or characters. Those which are founded in nature either
require some similarity, . .. or require some connection” (G VII 264: L
208). Cf. GII 112: L 339.

Cf. Couturat, La Logique, pp. 108-9.

Cf. C 430: P 2; GM VII 239. On the face of it, it is unclear whether this
scheme is reconcilable with Leibniz’s claim elsewhere that a “perfect
analysis of concepts” terminates in “first possibles” |prima possibilia),
which are identified with the “absolute attributes of God” (G IV 425: L
293). Perhaps it is enough to say that “we do not understand distinctly
enough the way in which the natures of things flow from God, nor the
ideas of things from the idea of God. This would constitute ultimate
analysis, i.e. the adequate knowledge of all things through their cause”
(Cs13: P7)

Even here, however, Leibniz cannot completely elude some measure of
conventionality in the sign/signified relation. There is at most a sugges-
tive analogy between the simple signs of the binary characteristic {1 and
o) and the primitive concepts (God/Being and Nothingness/Privation).
This is made clear in the “Dialogue on the Relation Between Words and
Things”: “A. But what similarity do you think there is between ten and
the character ro? B. There is some relation or order in the characters
which is also in the things, especially if the characters are well invented.
A. That may be, but what similarity do the first elements themselves
have with things; for example, O with nothing, or a with a line? You will
have to admit, therefore, that in these elements at least, there is no need
of similarity to things” (G VII 192: L 184).

Cf. GII 383—84; Couturat, La Logique, pp. 109, 473~78; Pombo, Leibniz
and the Problem, p. 268; Walker, “Leibniz and Language,” pp. 305—6.
Cf. here in particular the 1687 study Definitiones, Notiones, Char-
acteres (LH IV 7B, 2 Bl. 73—74 [VE 1228-35}}.

In Latin: speciosa generalis; in French, Leibniz also refers to this science
as the spécieuse universelle.
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44
45
46

47
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Hacking, “Leibniz and Descartes: Proof and Eternal Truths.”

See also his 1708 letter to Rodeken (G VII 32).

Cf. his letter to Biber of March 1716: “My great historical work prevents
me from carrying out the idea I have of displaying philosophy in the
form of demonstrations . . . for I see that it is possible to invent a general
characteristic, which could do in all inquiries capable of certainty what
algebra does in mathematics” (BB 15-16).

The best recent studies on this topic are Aarsleff, “The Study and Use of
Etymology in Leibniz,” “Schulenburg’s Leibniz als Sprachforscher,” and
“The Eighteenth Century, Including Leibniz”; Heinekamp, “Ars charac-
teristica,” “Natiirliche Sprache,” and “Sprache und Wirklichkeit bei
Leibniz”; and Schulenburg, Leibniz als Sprachforscher. Aarsleff, “The
Study and Use,” gives a helpful overview of Leibniz’s main writings on
natural language. These include the Unvorgreiffliche Gedancken, be-
treffend die Austibung und Verbesserung der Teutschen Sprache (“Some
Unanticipated Thoughts Concerning the Practice and Improvement of
the German Language,” after 1697; Du VLii 6ff: Gu I 449ff); Book III of
the New Essays, ca. 1704 (“Of Words”); Brevis designatio meditationum
de Originibus Gentium, ductis potissimum ex indicio linguarum |“Brief
Exposition of Thoughts Concerning the Origins of Nations, Principally
Drawn from the Evidence of Languages,” 1710; Du [V.ii 186—98); the as
yet unpublished Epistolaris de Historia Etymologica Dissertatio {unfin-
ished at Leibniz’s death); as well as extensive correspondence.

On Boehme, see Koyré, La Philosophie de Jacob B6hme; Kayser, “Béhmes
Natursprachenlehre und ihre Grundlagen,” and Coudert, “Some Theo-
ries.” Coudert provides a good account of the importance of these ideas for
Leibniz’s friend F. M. van Helmont, who, unlike Boehme, regarded He-
brew as uniquely expressive of the Adamic language.

See Brevis designatio, quoted below, n. 55. For Leibniz’s rejection of
Hebrew as the original language, see his letter to Tenzel of July 1697 (Du
VLii 232), and New Essays IlLii.1, A VLvi: RB 281; for his rejection of
Boehme’s Natur-Sprache, see Epistolaris, sec. 14 {quoted in Aarsleff,
“The Study and Use,” p. 178, n. 13)

Cf. New Essays IILii.1: “Now all these Scythian languages have many
roots in common with one another and with ours; even Arabic (in which
Hebrew, ancient Punic, Chaldean, Syriac, and the Ethiopian of the Abys-
sinians should be included) has so many roots in common with our
languages and shows such a striking agreement with them, that this
cannot be attributed to mere chance or even to mere interaction, but
rather to the migration of people. Thus, in all of this there is nothing
which conflicts with — indeed there is nothing which does not support —
the belief in the common origin of all nations and in a primitive root-
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language” (A VLvi: RB 281). See also the “Conjectures de M. Leibniz sur
l'origine du mot Blason,” 1692: “It indeed seems to me that nearly all
languages are only variations, though often much confused, of the same
roots; but it is difficult to recognize this, short of comparing many lan-
guages with one another” (Du VLii 185); and Leibniz’s letter to Ludolf of
September 5/15, 1691 [A Lvii 366; trans., Waterman, Leibniz and Ludolf
on Things Linguistic, p. 22.)

Aarsleff, “Leibniz on Locke on Language,” argues that this is the central
issue separating the views of Leibniz and Locke on language.

Cf. Aarsleff, “The Study and Use,” pp. 179f; Heinekamp, “Ars character-
istica,” pp. 474—75; and Walker, “Leibniz and Language,” p. 295.
Leibniz’s view of the natural origin of linguistic meaning is perhaps
best expressed in a brief, undated essay {ca. 1677—-85): “It cannot be
said that there is a certain and determinate connection between things
and words, yet the matter is not purely arbitrary; rather it is necessary
that causes be present which explain why certain words are assigned to
certain things. It cannot be said that the connection has arisen by
convention, except in the case of certain artificial languages . . . such as
Dalgarno, Wilkins and others have devised. . . . [L]anguages have a cer-
tain natural origin, on account of the agreement of sounds with the
affects which the images of things excite in the mind. And I think that
this origin has a place not only in the primal language, but also in
languages that developed later, partly from the primal language and
partly from the new practices of peoples scattered throughout the
Earth” (C 151: VE 497).

On the application of the law of continuity to comparative linguistics,
see Aarsleff, “The Study and Use.”

The thought is clearly expressed in the Brevis Designatio: “But in lan-
guages born little by little, words have arisen as occasion arose from the
analogy of a sound with the affect that accompanies the perception of
the thing. I am inclined to believe that Adam did not impose names in
any other fashion” (Du IV.ii 187). Hacking, “Locke, Leibniz, Language
and Hans Aarsleff,” challenges Aarsleff’s reading on this point, accusing
him of making Leibniz a “residual Adamicist,” but it is unclear how
much ground really separates them. Aarsleff makes it plain that Leibniz
rejects the Adamic thesis in its literal form: “Leibniz dismissed the
Natur-Sprache doctrine as utterly meaningless,” {“The Study and Use,”
p. 178).

One of Leibniz’s fullest discussions of “blind thought” is in the essay
Meditations on Knowledge, Truth, and Ideas, G IV 424: L 292.

As Dascal (La Sémiologie de Leibniz and Leibniz: Language, Signs and
Thought) forcefully argues, the role of signs in thinking is not just “auxil-
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iary” but “constitutive.” For a criticism of this view, see McRae, “Leib-
niz and Locke on Linguistic Particles”, pp. 130-31.

This position is clearly stated in the “Dialogue on the Relation Between
Words and Things”: “B. I notice that no truth is ever known, discovered,
or proved by me except by the use of words and other signs presented to
the mind. A. In fact, if there were no characters, we could neither think
of anything distinctly nor reason about it” (G VII rg1: L 183-84). Cf.
New Essays 1.i.5, A VI.vi: RB 77; C 351—52; G VII 31: “All our reasoning
is nothing but the connection and substitution of characters. These
characters are either words, or marks, or finally images.”

Cf. C 288: “Vocables are either words [i.e., terms] or particles. Words
constitute the matter, particles the form of discourse” Cf. C 432-34.
Leibniz’s distinction between terms and particles follows fairly closely
the medieval distinction between categorematic and syncategorematic
terms. See Spade, “The Semantics of Terms.”

In the case of particles in particular, Leibniz conceives of an extremely
close connection between the workings of language and the workings of
the mind. In a much-quoted passage from the end of Bk. I1I, chap. vii of
the New Essays (“Of Particles”), he writes: “I really believe that lan-
guages are the best mirror of the human mind, and that a precise analysis
of the significations of words would tell us more than anything else
about the operations of the understanding” (A VL.vi: RB 333; cf. A VLvi:
RB 330 and Du VLii 6). At C 434, Leibniz identifies particles with
“modes of conceiving.”

#The difference between proper names [propria] and appellatives can also
be set aside, for not only were the names of individuals originally appella-
tives, acquired from some distinction, but also it is of no consequence
whether we say that the thing of which we speak is alone in the nature of
things or whether there elsewhere exists something similar toit” (C 433).
Cf. DulVii 186; LHIV 7C Bl. 105-6 (VE 1299); C 360: PLP 51.

Cf. New Essays Ill.vi.4,13, A VLvi: RB 305,309~10. This is consistent, in
Leibniz’s view, with the idea that there is also a continuum of species.
See New Essays Ill.vi.12,27; A VLvi: RB 307,321.

Locke distinguishes two senses of “real essence,” only one of which he
takes to be defensible. The “more rational Opinion, is of those, who look
on all natural Things to have a real, but unknown Constitution of their
insensible Parts, from which flow those sensible Qualities, which serve
us to distinguish them one from another, according as we have Occasion
to rank them into sorts, under common Denominations.” Indefensible
is the opinion (close to Leibniz’s) “which supposes these Essences, as a
certain number of Forms or Molds, wherein all natural Things, that
exist, are cast, and do equally partake” (Essay, IILiii.17}.
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Cf. New Essays lI1.x.18, A VL.vi: RB 345.
Putnam, “The Meaning of ‘Meaning’.”

Thus, Leibniz writes at New Essays IIL.vi.38: “we speak . . . conjecturally,
when it is a question of the inner truth of things, with the presumption
that they have some essential and unchangeable nature” (A VI.vi: RB
325). Cf. New Essays IILvi.17, A VLvi: RB 311—12. For a fuller discussion
of these issues, see Jolley, Leibniz and Locke, chap. 8, and Duchesneau,
“Leibniz on the Classificatory Function of Language.”

Cassirer, Philosophy of Symbolic Forms, pp. 130, 132. Cf. Aarsleff, “The
Eighteenth Century, Including Leibniz,” p. 386.

See Aarsleff, “Schulenburg’s Leibniz”, p. 130; “The Eighteenth Cen-
tury,” pp. 399—401, but cf. p. 386 where Aarsleff offers a more balanced
view of Cassirer’s relation to the thesis which bears his name.

Cf. Heinekamp, " Ars characteristica,” p. 449; Aarsleff, “The Eighteenth
Century,” p. 400; Dascal, “Language and Money,” pp. 207{f; Gensini,
“Variety and Unity of Linguistic Inquiries: Leibniz’s Theory of Mean-
ing”; Pombo, “Leibnizian Strategies for the Semantic Foundations of a
Univeral Language.”

Cf. Heinekamp, “Ars characteristica,” p. 469. By Leibniz’s own admis-
sion some natural languages (in one passage he cites Coptic and Chinese)
are already close to being “philosophical languages” in their present
form (Aarsleff, “The Study and Use,” p. 182). This does not seem to be a
status he extends to German, although he does claim that it is more
primitive than Hebrew (New Essays, IILii.1: A VLvi: RB 285). In his
“Preface to Nizolius” (1670} and the Unvorgreiffliche Gedancken (post-
1697), Leibniz praises German not as a philosophical language (in his
sense), but as a language ideally suited for detecting philosophical non-
sense, on account of its concrete vocabulary. Thus he writes in the latter
work: “I am accustomed to boast to Italians and Frenchmen that we
Germans have a peculiar touchstone, which is unknown to others; and,
when they are eager to know something about this, I tell them that it is
our language; for what can be said in it intelligibly without loaned or
unusual words is really something solid; but empty words, with nothing
at the back of them, which are only the light froth of idle thoughts, these
the pure German language will not accept” {Gu I, 452—-53; quoted in
Walker, “Leibniz and Language,” pp. 301—2). Cf. A VLii, 414~15: L 125,
and Cook, “Leibniz and Hegel,” pp. 232—33.

Or “rational language.” Again, there is much variation in terminology.
For “rational grammar,” see C 35, 286, 287; for “philosophical gram-
mar,” G VII 28; C 221, 511; for “rational language,” G VII 28-30; C
243, 280-81, 289; for “philosophical language,” C 152, 288. With re-
gard to the latter two designations, an obvious ambiguity arises in
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73
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75
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Leibniz’s technical vocabulary at this point, given the difference be-
tween this project and the plans for a “philosophical language” dis-
cussed in sec. .

It is tempting to see an abrupt transition here, as Couturat (La Logique,
Pp. 63—64) appears to, between the essay Lingua generalis (C 277-79),
which was written in February 1678 and employs the numerical charac-
teristic discussed in section I, and the essay De grammatica rationali (C
280-81), which is dated April 1678 and is concerned with the analysis
and refinement of natural language. Such a conjecture, however, is
surely an oversimplification, and it would seem that Leibniz instead
pursues both approaches for some time. Cf. Pombo, Leibniz and the
Problem, p. 156.

Cf. the essay Lingua rationalis (ca. 1680—85): “The first thing to be done
is to show how discourse can be translated from other languages into
this [rational language]. For this purpose, there should be established a
general grammar of languages, and in particular of Latin. For since Latin
is today the language of science in Europe, it will suffice if anything can
be translated from Latin into the rational language” (G VII 28: VE 795).
As he writes in a 1678 essay: “Everything else must be reduced to those
things which are absolutely necessary for expressing the soul’s thoughts”
{C 281: VE 921). For a discussion of the relationship between Leibniz’s
views and Chomsky’s theory of grammar, see Brekle, “Die Idee einer
generativen Grammatik in Leibnizens Fragmenten zur Logik,” and
Dascal, “About the Idea.” It is worth emphasizing that Leibniz’s project
for a rational grammar largely focuses on a different aspect of language
than the attempts at a universal characteristic discussed in section I. The
latter for the most part concentrates on the analysis of concepts and their
symbolic representation. In order to create a complete rational language
from the grammar discussed here, this part of Leibniz’s scheme would
presumably still have to be pursued.

Pombo, Leibniz and the Problem, pp. 152ff.

“Distinction of gender is not relevant to a rational grammar; neither
do distinctions of declensions and conjugations have any use in a
philosophical grammar. For we vary gender, declensions and conjuga-
tions without any benefit, without any gain in brevity — unless per-
haps the variation pleases the ear; and this consideration does not
concern philosophy” (C 286: PLP 13). “It is superfluous to have in-
flexions in adjectives, for it is enough to have them in the substantive
to which the adjective is attached. In the same way, number is unnec-
essary in the verb, for this is sufficiently understood from the noun to
which it is attached” (C 290: PLP 16). Cf. C 286: PLP 13; C 244: PLP
13; C 281; C 287: PLP 14-15; C 290: PLP 16; C 357. For further

Cambridge Companions Online © Cambridge University Press, 2006



77

78

79

80

81

82
83

84
8s

86
87

88

Philosophy and Language in Leibniz 267

discussion of this reduction of grammatical structure, see Couturat,
La Logique, pp. 65—71; Mates, “Nominalism and Evander’s Sword”;
Pombo, Leibniz and the Problem, pp. 162—65; McRae, “Locke and
Leibniz,” p. 158.

Thus, a relational sentence such as “Paris loves Helen” can be reduced
to the following: “Paris is a lover and eo ipso Helen is a loved one” (C
287). Cf. Mates, “Nominalism” and The Philosophy of Leibniz.

For more on this aspect of Leibniz’s theory of terms, see Rutherford,
“Truth, Predication,” and Mates, “The Lingua Philosophica,” pp. 64ff;
“Nominalism,” pp. 214~15; and The Philosophy of Leibniz, chap. X.
There he writes: “Yet it appears certain that the passion for devising
abstract words has almost obfuscated philosophy for us entirely; we can
well enough dispense completely with this procedure in our philosophiz-
ing” (A VLii 417: L 126).

Cf. New Essays, IL.xxiii.1, A VL.vi: RB 217; C 243, 354, 435, 512—13; LH
IV7CBI. 101 {VE 182); LHIV 7CBl 109—10(VE 191); LHIV 7B, 3 Bl. 40—
49 (VE 357).

Heinekamp, “Ars characteristica,” “Natiirliche Sprache,” “Sprache und
Wirklichkeit.”

Heinekamp, “Ars characteristica,” p. 469; “Natiirliche Sprache,” p. 279.
As Leibniz says explicitly at C 151 (quoted, n. 53.) See also the Brevis
Designatio: “Languages neither originate by convention nor are estab-
lished like laws, but arise by some natural impulse of human beings,
accommodating sounds to affects and motions of the soul. I make an
exception, however, for artificial languages, such as that of Wilkins”
(Du IV.ii 187). Cf. Heinekamp, “Ars characteristica,” p. 476.

See Heinekamp, “Ars characteristica,” pp. 480—81. For more on this
point, see sec. IV.

Ibid., p. 484.

Heinekamp, “Ars characteristica,” pp. 475-81.

Thus, in Leibniz’s view, natural languages are “the oldest monuments of
peoples, earlier than writing and the arts, [and] best indicate their ori-
gins, kinship and migrations” (New Essays IILii.1, A VLvi: RB 285). Cf.
above nn. 50 and 53 and Heinekamp, “Ars characteristica,” pp. 471-72.
Heinekamp, “Ars characteristica,” pp. 487—88. In support of his posi-
tion, Heinekamp, “Natiirliche Sprache,” cites the following passage
from the New Essays: “The situation is such that [specifically human]
needs have forced us to abandon the natural order of ideas, for that order
would be common to angels and men and to intelligences in general. It
would be the one for us to follow if we had no concern for our own
interests. However, we have had to hold fast to the order which was
provided by the incidents and accidents to which our species is subject;
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90

91

92

93
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95

this order represents the history of our discoveries, as it were, rather
than the origin of notions” (lIl.i.5; A VL.vi: RB 276).

This is observed both in the emphasis Leibniz places on the substitution
of distinct concepts for confused ones (see, e.g., G IV 422—26: L 291—94;
G VII 292—98: P 10-17), and, as we saw above, in his efforts to reduce the
grammar of natural languages to a “rational” grammar.

Here Leibniz may deceive himself, for he evidently believes (with some
qualification) that figurative language will aid his less able readers in
penetrating to the heart of his philosophy: “M. Descartes speaks with
exactitude, Father Malebranche has clothed his thoughts in the manner
of an orator, for which I do not blame him; for when one has once
thought rightly, figurative expressions are useful for winning over those
for whom abstract meditations are painful. However, when one in-
dulges oneself with metaphors, it is necessary to take care lest they
give rise to illusions” (BH 56—57). See alsc his comments to Remond
(G III 624).

As he elaborates in another work, “any monad is a mirror not only of its
body, but also of the whole universe, since the whole universe is also
expressed in the motions of its body: not in the sense that it is similar to
it, but as a circle is expressed by a parabola and a straight line by a cone
in gnomonic projections — namely, when from any part the whole could
be known (like the lion from its claw) by an omniscient being” {quoted
in Gerhardt, “Uber neu gefundene Manuscripte von Leibniz.” Cf. C 15:
P176-77.

Another example of this confusion involves Leibniz’s thesis that mo-
nads “are in” ({inesse]) bodies, where it is clear that he is using the idea
of one thing’s being “in” another not in its literal sense of spatial inclu-
sion, but in an extended figurative sense of one thing’s being a concep-
tual prerequisite of another. I discuss this case at length in Rutherford,
“Leibniz’s ‘Analysis of Multitude and Phenomena into Unities and Real-
ity’.” Yet another example is diagnosed by Blumenfeld, “Leibniz’s
Theory of Striving Possibles.”

See the discussion of “blind thought” in sec. III.

Cf. Strange, “Plotinus, Porphyry, and the Neoplatonic Interpretation of
the ‘Categories’ ”, pp. 972—74, who attributes a related view to Plotinus.
Cf. the Epistolaris, sec. 23: “But the names of all natural, sensible,
and frequently occurring things were prior to those of rare, artificial,
moral and metaphysical ones. Thus ‘pneuma,’ ‘spirit,” and ‘soul,” words
which now signify incorporeal things, originally denoted gases, from
which they were transferred to other invisible, albeit also active
things, such as souls and spirits (quoted in Heinekamp, “Ars charac-
teristica,” p. 481}.
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Cf. C 287, 291; LHIV 7D, 1 BL. 15 (VE 1318-19). For discussions of this
topic, see Aarsleff, “Leibniz on Locke,” p. 186; Walker, “Leibniz and
Language”; McRae, “Locke and Leibniz.”

Thus, Leibniz writes in the New Essays: “just as what is shut up some-
where or is in some whole, is supported by it and goes where it goes, so
accidents are thought of similarly as in the subject — sunt in subjecto,
inhaerent subjecto” (Ill.i.5; A.VLvi: RB 278). This particular example of
an analogical extension of meaning is anticipated by Aristotle, Physics
IViii (210a14—24).

This is only a rough sketch of what Leibniz may have in mind. It is
suggested by the following brief passage from the 1686 essay Elements of
Reason: “notions abstracted from the matter of images are the most
important and hold the explanation [ratio] of everything. They contain
the origins, and even the connections, of imaginable things and, as it
were, the soul of human thought” (C 351).

For helpful comments on an earlier draft of this chapter, I would like to
thank D. Blumenfeld, A. Heinekamp, N. Jolley, R. N. McCauley and G.
H. R. Parkinson. Receipt of an Emory College Summer Faculty Develop-
ment Award is gratefully acknowledged.
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