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In a powerful and original contribution to the history of ideas, Hannah
Dawson explores the intense preoccupation with language in early-
modern philosophy, and presents a groundbreaking analysis of John
Locke’s critique of words. By examining a broad sweep of pedagogical
and philosophical material from antiquity to the late seventeenth century,
Dr Dawson explains why language caused anxiety in writers such as
Montaigne, Bacon, Descartes, Hobbes, Gassendi, Nicole, Spinoza,
Pufendorf, Boyle, Malebranche and Locke. Locke, Language and Early-
Modern Philosophy demonstrates that new developments in philosophy, in
conjunction with weaknesses in linguistic theory, resulted in serious
concerns about the capacity of words to refer to the world, the stability of
meaning, and the duplicitous power of words themselves. Dr Dawson
shows that language so fixated all manner of early-modern authors
because it was seen as an obstacle to knowledge and society. She thereby
uncovers a novel story about the problem of language in philosophy, and
in the process reshapes our understanding of early-modern beliefs about
nature, epistemology, morality and politics.
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IDEAS IN CONTEXT

Edited by Quentin Skinner and James Tully

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

A list of books in the series will be found at the end of the volume.
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Söderman has been a wonderful copy-editor, at once sensitive and astute.
Jackie Warren has been both tolerant and helpful. And as for Richard
Fisher, it has been a pure delight to get to know at first hand his legendary
unfailing cheer and consummate efficiency. His patience and compassion
have gone beyond the call of duty and I am forever obliged to him.
In ways that are too various to enumerate here, but that involve

kindness, conversation, criticism, books, bibliographies and laughter, I
am hugely grateful to the following scholars: John Allison, Terence Ball,
Richard Bourke, Brendan Bradshaw, Leo Cadogan, Daniel Carey, Janet
Coleman, David Cram, Emma Gilby, Angus Gowland, Mark Goldie,
Lilja Gretarsdottir, Lena Halldenius, James Harris, Ross Harrison, Susan
James, Natalie Kaoukji, Sachiko Kusukawa, Cees Leijenhorst, Rhodri
Lewis, Ian Maclean, Noel Malcolm, Ian Mcbride, Murray Milgate, Craig
Muldrew, Jim Murphy, Eric Nelson, Ian Patterson, William Poole,
Richard Rex, John Rogers, Sami Savonius, Richard Scholar, David
Sedley, Sandy Stewart and Richard Yeo.

x

© Cambridge University Press www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press
978-0-521-85271-5 - Locke, Language and Early-Modern Philosophy
Hannah Dawson
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/0521852714
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


I am especially grateful to Annabel Brett, who introduced me to the
rewards of intellectual history, whose perception and support over the
years have awed and nourished me, and whose answers to my questions
never fail to the hit the mark. I would also like to single out John Dunn,
who continues to bring Locke into focus for me. I owe serious debts to
those generous citizens who took time to read parts, or even all, of the
book, and whose incisive comments enabled me both to clarify my
arguments and to avoid some (doubtless not all) embarrassment: Stefan
Collini, Sandra Dawson, Vlad Eatwell, Rebecca Langlands, Richard
Serjeantson and Tristram Stuart.
Michael Moriarty and Jim Tully examined my PhD, and I cannot

thank them enough for their scrupulous observations, their transforma-
tive enthusiasm and, most of all, the imagination they brought to bear on
my work, opening my eyes to its wider implications and setting me on a
new path.
It is difficult to find words adequate to express my greatest debt. With

generosity, readiness and heart-warming optimism, Quentin Skinner has
scrutinised every draft of every chapter of this book, attending to both the
particular and the general, wielding all the time his erudition and acuity.
There is something magical about his power as a teacher: his clarity is
infectious, his counsel is liberating, and his confidence brings one closer
to being worthy of it.
While one of the joys of academic existence is that colleagues are also

friends and that the grim line between work and life is at best non-
existent, I want to end by thanking all those comrades from a slightly
distinct sphere without whose sociability and tomfoolery I would have
struggled to discern the point of anything. I thank in particular Vlad
Eatwell, Henry, Sandra, Rebecca and Tom Dawson, and finally my
grandma, Joy Denyer, to whom I dedicate this book with all my love.

Queens’ College, Cambridge

Acknowledgements xi

© Cambridge University Press www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press
978-0-521-85271-5 - Locke, Language and Early-Modern Philosophy
Hannah Dawson
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/0521852714
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


Notes on the text

references

I use the author-date system to refer to both primary and secondary
materials. In the case of Locke’s Essay concerning Human Understanding, I
also give the book, chapter and section references, in that order, to
provide a clearer sense of where we are in the work. In facsimile editions
of works where the editor’s pagination differs from the original, I cite the
original pagination. In the case of Locke’s manuscripts, where his own
pagination goes awry and the editors have added consistent numbering, I
cite the editors’ pagination first, followed by Locke’s in brackets.

transcription

While, in the main, I preserve the spelling and punctuation of the texts
cited in the bibliographies, I sometimes disrupt it in order to smooth out
my prose. For example, I modernise early-modern orthographical
traditions, such as the use of the long ‘s’. Very rarely, in order to
integrate quotations into my sentences, I make a grammatical alteration
to a word, for example ‘defrauded’ becomes ‘defrauds’. I thin out the
profusion of capital letters and italics in early-modern works.

translation

When quoting from texts written in languages other than English, I use
the translations cited. Where none are available or appropriate, I make
my own. Where I disagree with the translation, or do not think it
captures the force of the original, I supply the original words, sometimes
suggesting an alternative translation.
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