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Conway in n Dimensions
Using Semantic Similarity to Trace Potential Influence

Hugo Dirk Hogenbirk *

The history of ideas has been steadily importing methods from the digital human-
ities in recent years. In particular, the (changing) meaning of words (as helpful
portals to the discovery of ideas), has been modelled computationally by a num-
ber of researchers (de Bolla 2013; Betti and van den Berg 2014; Brezina et al. 2015;
van Eijnatten, 2019; Longhi 2020; Hogenbirk and Mol 2022; Valleriani et al. 2022).
Within semantic modelling, the most prevalent application is the tracing of mean-
ing shift over time (Hamilton et al. 2016; de Bolla et al. 2019; Gavin et al. 2019;
Wevers and Koolen 2020). Large corpora are investigated to see how and if the same
word gets different associations over time. In this paper I also make use of semantic
models of terms, but I use them not for the analysis of large corpora, but for the
investigation of a singular work of philosophy: Anne Conway’s (1631-1679) Princi-
ples of the Most Ancient and Modern Philosophy (hereafter The Principles). The
paper sets up a pipeline for investigating a singular work computationall by argu-
ing for an interpretation of the semantic similarity of two works; if two works are
semantically similar, and one is prior to the other, then the earlier work is a likely
candidate for being a (semantic) influence on the later work. Conway is a useful
case due to the troubled history of her (scarce) works. I will argue that according
to the computational outcomes René Descartes (1596-1650) and mechanicism are,
despite the doctrinal disagreements Conway herself notes with Descartes, the most
central sources for Conway’s work.
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1. Introduction

The history of ideas has been steadily importing methods from the digital
humanities in recent years. In particular, the (changing) meaning of words (as
helpful portals to the discovery of ideas), has beenmodelled computationally by
a number of researchers (de Bolla 2013; Betti and van den Berg 2014; Brezina et
al. 2015; van Eijnatten, 2019; Longhi 2020; Hogenbirk and Mol 2022; Valleriani
et al. 2022). Within semantic modelling, the most prevalent application is the
tracing of meaning shift over time (Hamilton et al. 2016; de Bolla et al. 2019;
Gavin et al. 2019; Wevers and Koolen 2020). Large corpora are investigated to
see how and if the same word gets different associations over time.

In this paper I also make use of semantic models of terms, but I use them not
for the analysis of large corpora, but for the investigation of a singular work
of philosophy: Anne Conway’s (1631-1679) Principles of the Most Ancient and
Modern Philosophy (hereafter The Principles). The paper sets up a pipeline for
investigating a singular work computationally by arguing for an interpretation
of the semantic similarity of two works; if two works are semantically similar,
and one is prior to the other, then the earlier work is a likely candidate for
being a (semantic) influence on the later work. Conway is a useful case due
to the troubled history of her (scarce) works. I will argue that according to
the computational outcomes René Descartes (1596-1650) and mechanicism are,
despite the doctrinal disagreements Conway herself notes with Descartes, the
most central sources for the lexical profile of Conway’s work.

Conway was a seventeenth-century philosopher whose remaining corpus
consists in a number of letters¹ and a singular work of philosophy: The Prin-
ciples of the Most Ancient and Modern Philosophy, originally published in 1690.
The publication history of The Principles is troubled: it appeared posthumously,
in translation, with editors noting that some parts of the original text (a note-
book of Conway’s) were illegible (Hutton 2004).The original notebook was also
lost, meaning no cross-checking was possible, and so the Latin translation from
1690 is the de facto authoritative version of thework.This hasmade interpreting
her philosophical allegiances and her sources of influence particularly difficult.

¹ To be found in The Conway Letters (1992), edited by Nicolson and Hutton.
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A large body of literature investigates these questions, both historically and
systematically.This scholarship provides a list of ‘usual suspects’ when it comes
to identifying authors who might have influenced Conway. Often, claims about
influence and similarity are also part of placing Conway in one or another tra-
dition in intellectual history. A few examples from the literature: “we could po-
tentially regard her as an early Quaker theologian” (Head 2020, 113); “The Prin-
ciples, which incorporated both Quaker sensibilities and Kabbalah doctrines”
(White 2008, 38); “The Principles (…) is a fascinating and radical philosophical
treatise that sets forth a vitalistic philosophy derived largely from the Luri-
anic Kabbalah” (Coudert and Corse 1996, xxix); “Her book is carefully argued,
scholastic in its mode of presentation, and shows the imprint of van Helmont’s
thought at every turn” (Coudert 1975, 643).

However, some scholars also explicitly object to some of the authors pro-
posed as sources of influence for Conway. Peter Lopston interprets Conway as
a rationalist metaphysician and more as a frontrunner of the canonical philoso-
pher Leibniz (1646-1716) than as being influenced byHenryMore (1614-1687) or
Franciscus Mercurius van Helmont (1614-1698): “The Principles sets out a meta-
physical system of proto-Leibnizian stamp, articulated with a clarity of thought
difficult to discern in either van Helmont or More” (Lopston 1995, 144, emphasis
mine).

In her biography of Conway, Sarah Hutton insists on the Platonic roots of
Conway and suggests that there is an undeniable proximity to More and to
Cambridge Platonism more generally (Hutton 2004, 6-8). Emily Thomas sug-
gests a proximity between More and Conway as well, via an investigation of
Conway’s views on space and time (Thomas 2017, 1007-1008). Not all of these
claims are mutually exclusive and it is well understood that a large number of
the authors identified in the literature must have had some influence on Con-
way and points of similarity with Conway’s Principles. Still, I take it from the
above claims that Conway’s influences and historical placement are contested.

As noted above, the history of ideas has been incorporating new ways of
investigating the proximity of texts from the digital humanities. Usually these
focus on the analysis of large corpora. In this paper I aim to contribute both
to the debate on Conway’s influencers and to the development of computa-
tional historical methodology by applying these new approaches in the history
of ideas to a singular work (and its potential lexical and conceptual influencers)
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instead of a larger corpus. This will mean specifying an approach for defining
works that need to be investigated and then providing and interpretation for
themainmeasure that will be used: similarity in the use of a collection of words,
or, ‘semantic similarity’ for short.

At the core, the approachwill be generating high-dimensional semantic mod-
els of the usage of specific words in Conway’s Principles. Then extracting the
degrees of similarity between Conway’s Principles and other works in the use of
certain words. Higher similarity, I will argue, is an indicator of some substantial
relation of influence existing between two works, whereas very low scores sug-
gest that there is no such relation of influence between the works. Such scores
will be generated between The Principles and each of the works the literature
advances as being sources for Conway, or as I will call them, ‘the suspects’. A
short survey of the literature will produce this list of suspects, for each of which
the semantic similarity can then be interpreted.

Looking ahead to the results, the investigation of these scores will suggest
that some ‘suspects’ indicated in the existing literature turn out to be semanti-
cally distant (Cambridge Platonism, Quakerism, Kabbalism), whereas some are
confirmed in proximity (van Helmont) and yet others are closer than one might
expect given doctrinal disagreement (namely, the mechanistic rationalism of
Thomas Hobbes [1588-1679] and Descartes).

Thus, Conway will turn out to be lexically close to the way of speaking of
the Cartesians, one of the major schools of natural philosophy that dominates
the period (Blair 2006, Sangiacomo et al. 2022), and thus shows how a way of
speaking can both “be in the air” and can also run from one thinker to the other.
Pushing the interpretation of the computational results to their limits, one can
note that, despite that Conway is writing in relative seclusion and explicitly
mentions Descartes as one of her principal opponents in the Principles, she re-
mains in the Cartesian lexical sphere of influence. To escape such a sphere of
influence it is not enough to decide to want to see the world anew; you need a
broader group with whom to develop a new way of speaking about the world
that will allow a conceptual distance to be developed and sustained over time.
Thus, she vigorously disagrees with Descartes and, yet, tries to answer broadly
Cartesian questions with broadly Cartesian terminology (Hutton 2004, 52).

The paper is structured as follows. Section 2 gives a brief overview of the fig-
ures and texts that the literature suggests to be close to Conway’s thoughts and
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in this way provides a list of suspects which will be modelled and compared se-
mantically to the Principles. This includes a defence of the choice of the specific
texts to be investigated in the experiment, which will stand in for the suspects
who author them. Then, section 3 provides an overview of the method and its
rationale. To give further substance to the meaning of the semantic methods,
they are contrasted with stylometric and term frequency-inverse document fre-
quency (TF-IDF) analyses (Holmes 1998). By preferring the semantic modelling
of the texts’ profile, I provide the interpretation that the similarity scores ob-
tained are indicators of relations of (lexical) influence. In section 4, I succinctly
introduce the method I use including some technical details. In section 5, I in-
troduce the experiment and provide the results and, in section 6, I analyse the
results in comparison to the claims found in the existing literature. Finally, in
section 7, I conclude with some considerations about the strength of these re-
sults and the viability of this use of semantic modelling for the investigation of
a singular text.

2. Identifying the suspects

In this section, I describe the choice of the works that I will analyse from the
point of view of their lexical similarity to Conway’s Principles. The choice of
these works and authors is based on a combination of practical considerations,
publication language, and their position in the secondary literature.¹

I preferred the Latin versions of the works, which I then compared to the
‘original’ Latin edition of The Principles published in 1690. Conway could read

¹ I have not included in the experiment some potential influencers that have been identified in
recent literature, because they were brought to my attention after the experiment was executed. For
one, recently Doina Rusu (2021) argued that Conway’s concept of spirit is derived from the tradition
of Renaissance vitalism. Figures like Tommaso Campanella (1568-1639) and Francis Bacon (1561-
1626) might be considered as good candidates for analysis in the way executed below. Similarly,
Knorr von Rosenroth has recently been identified as the Latin translator of The Principles (Reid,
2020), meaning works by von Rosenroth himself (not just the Kabbala denudata, see next section),
would have been a good target for investigation. Finally, two authors are identified as potential
English translators of Conway’s work: Jacobus Crull and John Clarke. Both could potentially have
been included to give insight in how close to their own conceptual vocabulary their translation of
the Principles would have been.

Conway in n Dimensions 16 : 5



Latin, although she did not write originally in Latin (Hutton 2004, 36). How-
ever, some of the authors identified in the literature did not publish in Latin,
but in English. For these authors, I will make a semantic comparison with the
translation of The Principles that was prepared in 1692 by an anonymous J.C.

The similarities derived between the 1692 translation and the original English
works by George Keith (1638-1716) and Margaret Cavendish (1623-1673), how-
ever, need to be assessed carefully in how they relate to the similarities derived
based on the Latin ‘original’. There might be semantic similarities that derive
from the translators’ activity, in addition to the fact that certain words in one
particular language turn out to be generally more similar across texts than in
another language. I conduct a small experiment to alleviate some of these wor-
ries by comparing the (original) English language version of vanHelmont’s Two
Hundred Queries (1684) as well as its Latin translation Problemata, published in
the same collection of works as Conway’s Latin text in 1690. The discrepancy
between these scores will provide some indication on how to interpret the rel-
ative similarity of the English and Latin texts.

Finally, when an author is identified in the literature as a potential influence
on Conway’s work, preference will be given not only to texts that are available,
but also to texts that are on similar topics as Conway’s Principles.

2.1. Mentor: Henry More and Cambridge Platonism

Henry More, one of the leading figures of ‘Cambridge Platonism’, was first
Conway’s mentor and later a long-time friend of her. He introduced Conway
to mechanical philosophy through translations of Descartes and through his
own writings. Furthermore, he was an intensive collaborator of Conway on
theological and religious topics, including reading the Jewish Kabbala and in-
terpreting those doctrines in line with Christian ones. Although these topics
would eventually lead to disagreement among the two (Conway being more
willing to follow along Kabbalistic lines which possibly connected to her even-
tual Quaker conversion), More remained an important source of philosophical
input for Conway.

In regards to his influence on Conway’s thoughts throughout her life, there
can be no doubt that More was of importance to Conway’s thought, given his
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early overt intellectual activity directed at her. However, their disagreements
towards the end of their life also indicate that Conway’s thoughts had devel-
oped in a different direction: that of van Helmont and the Kabbala, or else, in
the direction of the Quaker religious doctrines, depending on interpretations.

Conway’s agreements and disagreements with More are of particular inter-
est to modern interpreters. Hutton has argued that Conway should be placed
squarely in the Platonic tradition, more specifically in the Cambridge Platonist
one. Yet, some specialized literature has pointed out their philosophical diver-
gencies, like Jonathan Head in Anne Conway and Henry More on Freedom (Head
2019). Given the claim by Head that More’s outlook on freedom in the Enchirid-
ion Ethicum diverges from Conway’s views, whereas Emily Thomas has noted
(Thomas 2017) agreements about space and place between Conway and More’s
EnchiridiumMetaphysicum, these twoworks of More will both be used for com-
parison with Conway’s Principles. Both works are retrieved from a scan of the
of More’s Opera Omnia (1679).

2.2. Friends: Van Helmont and the Kabbala

Franciscus Mercurius van Helmont was a medical practitioner and enthusi-
astic philosopher. After joining Ragley Hall, where Conway lived, as her doctor,
and failing to cure Conway from her debilitating headaches, he stayed there as
a personal friend of Conway for nine years.

Van Helmont was a thinker who was influenced by a multitude of traditions.
Alchemical traditions, which he seems to have taken from his father, Jan Bap-
tist van Helmont (1579-1644), were central to his thought, just as Jewish (Luri-
anic) Kabbalism was. Van Helmont introduced Conway to Christian Knorr von
Rosenroth (1631-1689), who has been pivotal in the introduction of kabbalis-
tic thought in Europe through his translation of Kabbalistic texts into Latin
with his Kabbala denudata from 1677 onwards ….. A nine-year long intellec-
tual friendship is, of course, a very fertile ground for the cross-influencing of
thoughts. Moreover, the Kabbala explicitly figures in Conway’s Principles, most
visibly in the annotations in Chapter 1. However, these annotations have been
brought under scrutiny (Reid 2020), as they might have been an addendum by
the editor (Franciscus van Helmont), especially since the parts of the work from
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which many were quoted (Rosenroth’s later volumes of the Kabbala denudata)
were not yet published when Conway died. Although she may have been well
acquainted with the text through discussions, citation might have still been im-
possible for her.

There have been less fine-grained analyses of Conway’s (dis)agreements with
van Helmont and the Kabbala. Yet, doctrinal agreements are noted throughout
the literature (Coudert 1975). In addition, there is no biographical reason to
assume that van Helmont was not of influence. There are no explicit disagree-
ments between van Helmont and Conway that we find in the remaining letters,
and van Helmont was himself quite happy to see continuities with his own
thought and Quakerism, to which he also converted. Whereas Conway’s reli-
gious conversion in the last years of her life led her away from More, no such
thing happened in van Helmont’s case.

For van Helmont, I will use his Two Hundred Queries Moderately Propounded
Concerning the Doctrine of the Revolution of the Humane Souls and its Confor-
mity to the Truths of Christianity, with which Conway was familiar. This text
has both an English original (1684)¹ and a Latin translation (C.C. Problemata
de revolution Animarum Humanarum 1690). The Latin translation occurs in the
same publication (Opuscula Philosophica) as Conway’s Latin Principles. For rea-
sons discussed above, I will compare the English and the Latin translations with
each other. This availability is one of the main motivators to pick this text by
van Helmont, as, in general, the dating of his works is not trivial. Secondly, as
representative of ‘Kabbalism’, I will use the one volume of Rosenroth’s Kab-
bala denudata that I could find a digital version of (Part 2, Vol. 2, 1684). This
text may not have been published during Conway’s life, but she was part of its
publication process and discussed the Kabbalah mostly in this context with van
Helmont and others.

¹ The text, however, was written earlier, therefore its publication date is no indication of the fact
that Conway couldn’t have had knowledge of it (Hutton 2004, 149-150).
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2.3. Faith: The Quakers and George Keith

The final years of Conway’s life were marked by both the writing of her trea-
tise and her conversion to Quakerism. This conversion led to much unease in
her social circles, in particular with More. George Keith was theQuaker thinker
that was most prominent at Ragley Hall and with whom Conway, but also
More, Rosenroth and van Helmont, had extensive interactions and discussions.
Hutton summarizes: “Of all the Quaker leaders, George Keith played a pivotal
role in Conway’s decision to convert. (…) Keith’s writings, therefore, give us a
valuable reference point for the development of her mature thought” (Hutton
2004, 188)

It is Keith’s Way Cast Up (1677) and The Way to the City of God (1678) that
seem to have been taken up by Conway. In this latter work, for example, Keith
proposes a view of Christ as ‘mediator’, which has strong resemblances to Con-
way’s conception of Christ. This manuscript was already available in machine
readable format, which motivated my choice. Keith has only published works
in English, so his The Way to the City of God will be compared with the 1692
English translation of The Principles.

2.4. ‘Less Usual’ Suspects

Besides these above mentioned six works by various authors and two works
by Conway (the original Latin publication in 1690 and its subsequent 1692 En-
glish translation), I will look at another five which have been indicated as possi-
ble sources of influence, even though the biographical connection with Conway
is less strong for these sources.

Given Conway’s general description as an early modern rationalist and her
explicit mentioning of Spinoza, Descartes and Hobbes in her work, it is worth-
while to compare her work to texts by these authors. I extracted three Latin
texts on philosophy by them: for Spinoza, his Opera posthuma (1677) in its en-
tirety; for Descartes, his Principia (1644); and for Hobbes, De corpore (1655). Not
all of Hobbes’ work was originally in Latin, nor was it all on natural philoso-
phy and metaphysics, which drove me to choose De Corpore. For Descartes and
Spinoza, the above-mentioned are (or include) canonical texts. There is uncer-
tainty in the literature whether Conway had access to the manuscript of the
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Ethics during the period in which she is generally placed to have written (up
to 1675) (Coudert 1996, p.xxxviii). It is argued by Pugliese (2019) that Conway
had no access to the entirety of the Opera posthuma during the writing of her
own treatise, however, that she had access to the Tractatus theologico-politicus,
and parts and summaries of earlier versions of the Ethics. If she had no access
to Spinoza’s work, the explicit mention of Spinoza in the preface and the final
chapter are other signs of belated editorial activity, or would be only statements
against Spinozism ‘as atheism’.

Another author named in the literature is Margaret Cavendish (Hutton 2004;
Detlefsen 2018). There is no evidence of interaction between the two thinkers;
however, Cavendish was most likely known by Conway and Conway possi-
bly read her. Parallels between the authors’ thoughts and social circumstances
have been noted (Detlefsen 2018). As such, I chose to include her via her work
Grounds of Natural Philosophy (1668), as no Latin original text was ever written
by Cavendish.

Franciscus vanHelmont’s father has beenmentioned earlier. His thought and
that of his son are claimed to intersect (Hutton 2004, 140-155). Therefore, Jan
Baptist van Helmont might prove to be to be a direct or an indirect influence
via his son, on Conway. Practicalities related to finding scanned writings have
made the choice fall on his Ortus medicinae (1655).

Finally, I will examine one additional work, the Philosophia vulgaris refutata,
written by an anonymous J.G. (not to be confused with the anonymous trans-
lator of Conway’s Principles, J.C.), which was published in Opuscula philosoph-
ica (1690), together with van Helmont’s Problemata and Conway’s Principia. I
include this in order to investigate how extensive the influence of sharing a
printer might have been, even if this work is never studied in the literature as
an important source for Conway’s thought. These considerations give a total
corpus of twelve works which will be analysed in their semantic similarity to
either the English or Latin version of Conway’s Principles.
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3. Similarity of Texts: Semantic and Otherwise

To computationally investigate relations of influence between Conway and
the previously mentioned works, I will use measures of ‘semantic similarity’ (of
which I will give a more detailed description in the next section). I will argue
that we can take semantic similarity to be indicative of the occurrence of a
relation of lexical and possibly conceptual influence. This method models the
semantic fingerprint of a particular word in a text with the intention to model
the meaning of particular words in particular texts. Two texts can be analysed
from the point of view of their respective usage of a particular word of interest.
As a way of introducing my reasons for taking vector semantics as indicative
of (particular types of) relations of influence, let me shortly look at two related
methods traditionally used for deriving similarities between texts.

The Re-Counting Plato project attempted, through an analysis of a number of
stylometric features and the similarities with regards to these features of differ-
ent bits of text, to identify whether certain works should be attributed to Plato
or not and to suggest a clustering of works into groups of high shared similar-
ity, which could then be used to suggest a chronology of Plato’s works (Ledger
1989).The variables, or features, may appear as odd. For Re-Counting Plato, they
include properties like: ‘how often does a certain letter occur as the penultimate
letter in a word’ and ‘how often does a certain letter occur in words’ (Ledger
1989). This approach, however, is wholly in accordance with the rationale that
underlies the field of stylometry. Stylometry operates on the assumption that
every author will have an authorial fingerprint in their texts. This fingerprint is
one that can be found in the style (form) of the text, irrespective of its contents
(Boyd and Pennebaker 2015, 570-571). What features are indicative of a specific
author can vary and does not depend on any conscious action by the author.
The author’s style shows itself even when attempting to impersonate another
person or to remain anonymous, as, in fact, stylometry is applied for exactly
such cases (Afroz et al. 2014). Lacking conscious intervention in this ‘personal
style’, there is no reason to assume that the features by which we find authorial
style need to ‘make immediate sense’. So, preferring certain letters in certain
locations of the words might not be the sort of thing we consciously consider
when we write; yet, they might turn out to be part of our own personal style.
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Another method often used is ‘Text Frequency – Inverse Document Fre-
quency’ (TF-IDF). For information retrieval and text mining, TF-IDF is used to
derive yet another type of similarity scores between texts (Ramos 2003). TF-IDF
scores the similarity between texts highly when the same words occur often in
both texts. TF-IDF does not provide a model of the meaning of the words used,
but tries to see whether two texts are discussing the same sort of issues and at-
tach similar importance to similar words. It is for example used by library search
engines to find texts for which search queries are given. For example, ‘bodies in
motion’ will return texts in which 1) those words occur very often and 2) will
weigh the generally less frequent words (‘bodies’, ‘motion’) more highly than
the generally frequent word (‘in’). Texts which score highly among each other
on TF-IDF, are texts which will have relatively many specific words in common
(i.e., they share words that are relatively less frequent in the whole corpus, but
more salient for specific discussions). TF-IDF thus ideally pick out pairs of texts
that are on the same issues or that share a certain way of using the language.

My proposed method, which traces semantic similarity of words across texts,
differs from both of the above methods. Although there will be no way to claim
that the method proposed to uncover semantic similarity will not pick up on
stylistic similarities, it is ideally constructed so as to disregard personal style
(meaning it ought to be worse at author identification tasks). Similarly, seman-
tic similarities cannot be reduced to a question of what the text is about. Texts
can be on the same topic (both discussing nature) while using the term ‘nature’
very differently from each other. I aim for semantic similarity because stylom-
etry and TF-IDF don’t tell us about relations of influence. The goal here is not
to argue that some texts are actually written by the same author, nor that they
are on a similar topic or use similar words, but that they are speaking in a sim-
ilar way, attaching similar meanings to the words they employ. In this way,
the measure can tell us whether it is likely that there is a relation of lexical
influence between two texts. We should not expect semantic influence to im-
pact the authorial fingerprint (again, the rationale of stylometry is to be able
to, for example, differentiate between a translator and original author, which
ought to be semantically quite proximate, but different in style).¹ And although

¹ See Jan Rybicki’sTheGreatMystery of the (Almost) Invisible Translator (2012) and his andHeydel’s
The Stylistics and Stylometry of Collaborative Translation: Woolf’s Night and Day in Polish (2018) for
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text-to-text influence might impact topic selection, so long as the topic is not
extremely niche, high similarity is very likely to be a false positive, since au-
thors can consider a similar topic quite readily without taking much baggage
along from other people working on the same topic. In the case of Conway, we
have already restricted most works to be about roughly similar topics (philoso-
phy) through both systematic and biographical analysis, adding to the issue of
the applicability of the measure for dividing up influencers.

Nevertheless, this leads us to look at the idea of texts influencing texts. I
propose that there are three important factors to look for when investigating
such influence. Firstly, for influence to occur between texts, there needs to be
some possible contact between the influencing text and the influenced author:
some (possible) line, starting with the text whichwould have allowed the author
to have gotten into contact with the ideas contained in there (most easily, by
reading the text, but also by hearing from another about it or reading another
work influenced by it).

Secondly, the influenceswe are interested in are partly consciously and partly
unconsciously implemented. The former situations are cases like explicit refer-
ence, crypto-citations, the implementation of a definition or the implementa-
tion of a turn of phrase. However, we also allow for influence relations to run
between authors where the one influenced is unaware of this occurring. Ideas,
meanings, metaphors and arguments can also work their way into a thinker’s
thought without the thinker being wholly aware of this happening. In other
words, one can influence someone else through salient or non-salient aspects
of one’s writing.

Thirdly, influence is usually the result of properties of a text that are mean-
ingful to a reader of that text, although sometimes not. Usually, what the in-
fluence consists of (meaning shifts, acceptance of conclusions, incorporation of
substantial metaphors) is the effect of those features of the text that the reader
picks up on and considers meaningful communications from the text. If not im-
mediately, upon being presented with these features, the reader would still be
inclined to say it is a substantial part of the text’s contents. Most forms of se-
mantic influence via text occur through meaningful and systematic properties
of that text and not via non-meaningful (yet also systematic) features of a text.

a discussion of how translator style is still an ongoing problem in stylometry.
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That is to say, a philosopher’s ratio of using the letter ‘e’ as penultimate letter
in words (as investigated in stylometry) will most likely not be a motor of influ-
ence on the reader’s own writings due to its hidden nature, but for example, a
feature like ‘matter and motion occurring in close proximity to each other very
often in mechanist texts’ is potentially likely to influence a reader. This also
means that in many cases a later reader or scholar can interpret and analyse
these routes of influence, which would be harder for the stylometric analyses.

Semantic similarities mesh nicely with Factor 2. Semantic contexts of words
are sometimes consciously adopted (as the ‘matter and motion’ case shows)
and sometimes simply find their way into a work implicitly. The most com-
mon examples of bodies are not explicitly part of the definition of ‘body’ yet
are consistently transmitted throughout the period. Factor 3 is also accounted
for: word contexts are most often well understandable categories with sensible
interpretations available for a reader of the text. Two works being particularly
similar in their use of ‘body’, because all of the situations where ‘body’ occurs
are similar across the two works, is an interpretable feature of the text. It is a
semantically-laden feature of the text, one that signals a particular usage (and
possibly meaning) of key terms.

However, the similarity relation does not tell us anything about Factor 1. It is
this whichmakes the relation little more than an indicator: there can be cases of
high similarity, but a lack of causal linkage between the influencing text and the
author that writes the text that is to be influenced. This is an additional reason
to start our investigation with the writers who were proposed as sources of
influence on Conway’s work by the literature. In these cases, the requirement
of Factor 1 is accounted for. When this is not accounted for, it is safer to use
semantic similarity as an indicator of influence only in aggregated contexts. But,
given that Factor 1 has been addressed, I take semantic similarity in the next
section to be a strong indicator for an intellectual/lexical influence relation to
exist between two texts that score as highly semantically similar.

A high score, however, does not necessarily indicate a unidirectional rela-
tion of influence. Influence can be a two-way relation as long as both authors
would have had access to each other’s thoughts. In addition, if we find a triad
of high similarity scores where one of the works is significantly earlier than
the other two, this might be indicative that the other works share an influence
(and have not necessarily influenced each other). Another way of putting this
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is that I only consider cases of direct influence here and other cases (indirect
influence, shared influence, bi-directional influence) are here not considered,
except insofar as they speak from the results themselves.¹

4. Modelling semantics

The method used in this paper is called vector semantics, or distributional
semantics and is widely used within the context of digital humanities and in-
formation studies.² It takes its linguistic inspiration from John Firth (1957) and
Zellig Harris (1954), whose suggestions can be summed up in the adagio: “You
shall know a word by the company it keeps”. The core idea is that the particu-
lar way a word is used and the semantic roles it plays within a text, corpus, or
language, can be (partly) recovered by seeing its contexts of utterance.

¹ These cases could potentially be examined computationally.Think of cases of indirect and shared
influence as a question about triads of works (A, B, C) that all exhibit high similarity amongst each
other. Assuming A to be prior to B and B prior to C, the question becomes whether C is similar
to A due to the influence of A itself or the mediating influence of B. Similarly, the question arises
whether C is similar to B because of B’s influence on C, or due to C sharing A as a source with B.
Three cases emerge if we could give a satisfactory answer to these two questions based on relative
similarities between A, B and C: i) A influenced C and B influenced C (C is similar to A and B due
to direct influences); ii) A influenced C but B did not influence C (B and C are similar due to shared
influence); and iii) A did not influence C but B did influences C (there is an indirect influence via B
from A to C that explains their similarity).
² More advanced alterations of algorithms that also model word semantics have been developed in
recent years (Mikolov et al. 2013; Chang et al. 2018). One of the advantages of using older variations
is that they are less opaque. Whereas modern algorithms often involve some form of training of
the algorithm, which obscures its working, vector semantics as described here does not. For both a
fuller discussion of this, and the application of one of the upshots of using less opaque algorithms,
see Hogenbirk and Mol 2022. In this article, I only take it that vector semantics (even when used
without prior training of any particular algorithm) is still a useful way to extract the semantic
fingerprint of words in texts, without arguing against the use of other approaches.
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Themethod aims to implement this core hypothesis. It models words in terms
of their relative position to other terms in a work. In this way, vectors are gen-
erated, where each entry in a ‘word-vector’ is made up of counts, indexed on
each of the other words found in the corpus. A simple vector for the word ‘bag’
might look like this:

Table 1. Word-vector example

Hold Throw Eat Cat
Bag 5 2 1 0

This means that in the text that is being analyzed, the word ‘bag’, has been
found together with the word ‘hold’ five times, ‘throw’ twice, ‘eat’ once, and
never with ‘cat’. Of course, a much larger vector will be generated for a real
text, as there will be an entry for each wordtype in the text, not just for four
words.

The generation of such a vector uses the concept of a ‘window’.We take every
instance of a wordtype in a text; then, we look at x words before and after each
of these instances (the ‘window’ within which we check), and add 1 every time
a wordtype is encountered to that word count in the vector. This means that
for a wordtype we will find the number of instances of the wordtype times the
window-size.

We can generate such a vector for a word of interest in every work. Since
these vectors all inhabit the same high dimensional space (one where each
wordtype in the text is one dimension in the space), one can also define close-
ness metrics between these vectors. One application of this can be to see which
different words in a work can be best reconstructed as synonyms of each other
(Landauer and Dumais, 2017). However, apart from synonym finding, we can
also use the method to check across works how differently a word is applied.

This process includes two technical steps.The first one is using a normalizing
procedure on the raw wordcounts. As mentioned, the total number of words
countedwill be higher for words that occurmore often. So, we should normalize
these raw counts to make the scores more informative. We do not want to come
to the conclusion that a word like ‘the’ is particularly strongly connected with
almost all other words simply because ‘the’ occurs often. Instead, we should
look how often twowords actually co-occur in a text and compare this with how
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much more or less this is than the expected amount in a random distribution
of the words’ locations. One of the quantified normalization procedures to get
at this is called Pointwise Mutual Information (PMI) (Church and Hanks 1989;
Bouma 2009). It is defined as follows:

PMI (x, y) = log2
P (y ∈ X)

P (y)

The PMI score which connects wordtype x to wordtype y is given by divid-
ing the actually found odds of finding wordtype y within the windows that
surround wordtpye x by the odds of finding wordtype y within the text at all.
The log of this value provides a measure where scores of 0 indicate that there is
no strong connection between the two words (they are independent), whereas
negative values suggest anti-correlation and positive correlation.

The second technical step is to define the closeness of wordtypes. For this
a number of different distance metrics are available, of which I use the co-sine
similarity. To see why, consider first the most basic similarity measure one can
use, the dot-product of two vectors:

v⃗ • w⃗ =

N∑
i=1

v1 ∗ w1 + v2 ∗ w2 + . . .+ vN ∗ wN

The dot product is a pairwise multiplication of all the values in the two vec-
tors whose similarity we want to check. If two vectors share high scores for the
same wordtypes, the multiplication of these values will generate high scores.
By contrast, if one of the scores is high and the other low, due to the nature of
multiplication, we are left with a rather low score for that wordtype.The higher
the scores shared between two vectors, the higher the dot-product.

However, there is one disadvantage to this, namely that vectors which simply
have higher scores will generally get a higher dot-product with every other vec-
tor. But this is a property that is counterintuitive, because the fact that a vector
is more strongly connected with many wordtypes does not make it generally
more similar to everything. This means we need to normalize for the ‘length’
of the vector:

v⃗ • w⃗
|⃗v | ∗ |w⃗ |

Conway in n Dimensions 16 : 17



This is in fact the same operation as taking the co-sine value of the angle be-
tween the two vectors under investigation. The angle between two vectors (ir-
respective of the dimensionality of the space) is not dependent on their length,
meaning words that simply are strongly connected to other words in general
no longer become more semantically similar to words in general, as we should
expect.

5. Experiment Details and Results

The experiment is set up to check the co-sine similarity score between the
Latin Principles and the other 10 works. In addition, the English Principles will
be scored against the Two Hundred Queries, Grounds of Natural Philosophy and
The Way to the City of God.

In order to create a meaningful frame of reference for assessing these results,
I introduce a parallel benchmark corpus, derived from a broader corpus of nat-
ural philosophical works used in the European Research Council project within
which this research operated.¹ This benchmark consists of a random sample of
50 works of natural philosophy, published between 1623 and 1727 (dates start-
ing slightly before and somewhat after Conway’s birth and death). The purpose
of scoring these works is to generate a baseline score against which the works
relevant for assessing influences on Conway can be compared. By revealing
an average score, I can more easily set a threshold for similarity values, below
which I assume that no specific influence is at play, but simply a more gen-
eral and broader sharing of style and semantics proper to the period. However,
all similarity scores above this threshold indicate that more than this general
sharing is at stake, and this is where I shall direct my attention. A base-line
will be produced by checking the Latin Principles against the benchmark cor-
pus. These similarity scores will be averaged and the individual results will not
be discussed.

All of the scores will be derived for a number of keywords that are central
to Conway’s Principles and that are also generally ubiquitous in early modern

¹ “TheNormalisation of Natural Philosophy: HowTeaching Practices Shaped the Evolution of Early
Modern Science”, ERC Starting Grant (2019-2024, ID: 801653).
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philosophy. These terms are ‘anima’, ‘causa’, ‘corpus’, ‘deus’, ‘locus’, ‘natura’,
‘ratio’, ‘species’, ‘tempus’, and ‘pars’ in Latin.¹ For the English, I use their trans-
lations. The results are presented in Tables 2 and 3:

Table 2. Similarity with Conway’s 1690 Latin text

Latin Works Conway 1690

J.B. Helmont, Ortus medicinae (1655) 171.8
Hobbes, De corpore (1655) 365.5
Descartes, Principia (1664) 334.6
Spinoza, Opera posthuma (1677) 273.2
More, Ench. Ethicum (1679) 273.5
More, Ench. Metaphysicum (1679) 297.6
Knorr von Rosenroth, Kabbala (1684) 242.9
F.M. van Helmont, Problemata (1690) 353.7
J.G., Vulgaris (1690) 311.6

Table 3. Similarity with Conway’s 1692 English version

English Works Conway 1692

Cavendish, Grounds (1668) 325.6
Keith, The Way (1678) 269.8
F.M. van Helmont, 200 Queries (1684) 361.4

In addition, I found that (1) the average similarity obtained between Conway
and the 50 works in the benchmark corpus is 301. This score will signify the
‘average’ similarity to Conway that could be expected merely from being in a
corpus of natural philosophy. Additionally, (2) the average pairwise similarity
among all 50 of these works themselves is 292. This score signifies the average
similarity pairs of works within a corpus of natural philosophy have. Before,
however, interpreting the above results on how they might tell us something

¹ These terms have been extracted based on domain knowledge about Conway’s philosophy. By
choosing terms vetted in relation to Conway, the similarity scores can be expected to better reflect
the link to Conway specifically.
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about Conway and her Principles, let me first consider two more formal prop-
erties of the results.

Firstly, the two scores for van Helmont’s works (the English and the Latin)
are very close to each other. This tentatively suggests that the English and Latin
absolute scores can be compared across the language barrier.This will allowme
to take the English results along in the total ranking of works with Conway’s
Principles. However, in lieu of more robust experiments, care should be taken
when interpreting these specific results.

Secondly, the difference between Conway’s average connection strength to
the sample corpus and the sample corpus’ internal average pairwise similarity
is quite small (292 – 301). This suggests that in between these scores we find
the score (approximately 295) we can take to be the average. This also provides
us with a baseline against which we can interpret the results for the specific
authors of interest.

With those formal considerations out of the way, we can look at the total
score list, which is now ranked by similarity:

Table 4. Ranked similarities with Conway

1 Hobbes, De corpore (1655) 365
2 F.M. van Helmont, 200 Queries (1684) 361
3 F.M. van Helmont, Problemata (1690) 354
4 Descartes, Principia (1664) 335
5 Cavendish, Grounds (1668) 326
6 J.G., Vulgaris (1690) 312
7 Conway average 301
8 More, Ench. Metaphysicum (1679) 298
9 Sample corpus total average 292
10 More, Ench. Ethicum (1679) 274
11 Spinoza, Opera posthuma (1677) 273
12 Keith, The Way (1678) 270
13 Knorr von Rosenroth, Kabbala (1684) 243
14 J.B. Helmont, Ortus medicinae (1655) 172

Constructing such a ranking suggests two groups of works: those that score
lower and those that score higher than the averages we discovered (301 and
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292). However, to substantialize this intuition, we need to use a statistical test
between the two samples: the scores from which the Conway average is de-
rived and all the other sets of scores from which the other averages are derived.
For Hobbes-Conway we have, for example, 10 datapoints, 1 for each keyword,¹
which are averaged to derive this score. The Conway average score was derived
against 50 works, so we get 50 works * 10 keywords = 500 datapoints. Using a
two-sample z-test (a standard statistical test for comparing the means of two
populations) I check each pair of scores. To see whether the averages are indeed
statistically significantly higher or lower I use a significance level (α) of 0.05.
From this we reject the null-hypotheses for Hobbes, F.M. van Helmont in Latin
and English, Descartes, More’s Ethics, Spinoza, Keith, Rosenroth, and J.B. van
Helmont. By contrast, the null-hypothesis (that the two averages are the same)
is accepted for 3 works: Cavendish, J.G., and More’s Metaphysics. This splits up
the ranking in three parts, which will form the basis for the interpretation of
the next section. It is outlined in Table 5.

6. Interpretation

Now that we have executed semantic modelling for Conway’s Principles and
surrounding works by suspected influencers, we can proceed to interpret these
results. The first thing that pops out is that not all the works identified as po-
tential influencers beat out the average similarity Conway has with the random
sample of works of natural philosophy. Wemight have expected otherwise. Yet,
a number of the identified works scores lower than Conway’s average similar-
ity. And this is not merely an artifact of that Conway is so similar to the corpus
– the sample corpus total average semantic similarity score is higher still than
many of the identified writings. More’s Enchiridion ethicum, Spinoza’s Opera
posthuma, Keith’s The Way, Rosenroth’s Kabbala denudata and, finally, J.B. van
Helmont’sOrtus medicanea all score lower than Conway and the sample corpus
do, on average. The suggestion that follows from this is that these works have

¹ The similarity derived for one keyword will depend also on the similarity found along the other
checked keyword’s dimensions. However, given that there are tens of thousands of these dimen-
sions, I opted to disregard this dependence and assumed independence for the statistical test.
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Table 5. Ranked results, colored for divergence
from the Conway average

1 Hobbes, De corpore (1655) 365
2 F.M. van Helmont, 200 Queries (1684) 361
3 F.M. van Helmont, Problemata (1690) 354
4 Descartes, Principia (1664) 335
5 Cavendish, Grounds (1668) 326
6 J.G., Vulgaris (1690) 312
7 Conway average 301
8 More, Ench. Metaphysicum (1679) 298
9 Sample corpus total average 292
10 More, Ench. Ethicum (1679) 274
11 Spinoza, Opera posthuma (1677) 273
12 Keith, The Way (1678) 270
13 Knorr von Rosenroth, Kabbala (1684) 243
14 J.B. van Helmont, Ortus medicinae (1655) 172

not significantly semantically influenced Conway’s Principles, despite the bio-
graphical evidence to the contrary that exists especially for Keith, Rosenroth
and More. All of these authors have had extensive discussions with Conway
throughout her life and, as such, one might have expected that the works of
these authors might be semantically similar to The Principles on the assump-
tion that the authors had (been) influenced (by) Conway.

Second, among the above-average scores we find works by authors for whom
such intimate contact was not the case. Conway had no extensive personal con-
tact with Hobbes or Descartes. The only author here who has had extensive
contact was van Helmont, her good friend, intellectual collaborator, and even-
tual posthumous editor.That Hobbes and Descartes were not personal acquain-
tances of Conway does not imply that Conway was not aware of them or their
works. The Principles itself names these authors and their works as principal
opponents. In addition, there are letters which indicate that her mentor More
had introduced her to mechanical philosophy at a young age.

Third, we find that Cavendish and J.G.’s works are picked out by the Z-tests as
not significantly deviating from the average similarity Conway scores through-
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out the sample corpus. In the case of J.G. this is excellent news: it suggests that
there is no real connection between the two works, meaning that their shared
printer and publisher was likely uninfluential in regards to the content of Con-
way’s work. A strong connection would have indicated the contrary casting
doubt on how representative Conway’s published work is for her thought. Sim-
ilarly, Canvendish’s score falls along the same lines: her relation to Conway
was tenuous and not much insisted upon in the literature. As such, finding her
as not more or less connected than any other member of a corpus of natural
philosophers agrees with the expectation that a random author from a corpus
of natural philosophers would fall somewhere around Conway’s average con-
nective strength.

I suggest the following interpretations. Many of the authors that have been
identified based on biographical information as relevant to Conway’s thoughts
have scored quite low. By contrast, a number of mechanist metaphycisists have
scored particularly high, despite Conway having no strong personal relations
with these authors. This agrees with one of the suggestions I presented in the
introduction: Lopston would prefer to differentiate Conway strongly from the
likes of van Helmont and More and posit her as best characterized as a rational-
ist/mechanicist metaphycisist of the seventeenth century, without any further
need to place her more firmly in other traditions (Lopston 1982, 144). This re-
construction meshes quite well with the results: More, Rosenroth, Helmont Sr.,
and Keith all score poorly. However, two of the datapoints do not appear to con-
firm this suggestion: van Helmont does come out as high scoring, while Spinoza
(also one of the rationalist Descartes inspired and mechanism interested meta-
phycisists) does not. For Spinoza, a chronological explanation can be offered:
given that Conway might not have come across his texts extensively (Coudert
1996), lower similarity can be expected. Another reason might derive from the
more multifaceted nature of the Opera posthuma, consisting not only of works
in natural philosophy, but also a work of political philosophy (Tractatus politi-
cus), and a compendium of Hebrew grammar, unlike many of the other works
being scored. A further investigation of the similarity of Conway’s work with
different works of Spinoza (instead of their aggregation in the Opera posthuma)
could be executed to ascertain this.

However, the similarity with van Helmont cannot be as easily dismissed.
Three options for interpretation present themselves. First, van Helmont and
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Conway were intellectual collaborators for many years and it is to be expected
that their vocabularies get attuned to one another. Importantly, in contrast with
More, for example, this collaboration remained sustained up to the end of Con-
way’s life (the period in which she wrote her treatise), unlike her collaboration
with Keith, for instance. This means that Coudert’s suggestion according to
which “[h]er book is carefully argued, scholastic in its mode of presentation,
and shows the imprint of Helmont’s thought at every turn” (Coudert 1975, 643)
can be partly validated by these results. Van Helmont and Conway share a large
part of their conceptual vocabulary in their published works. However, a sec-
ond, alternative option is also available given van Helmont’s function as editor
and translator of Conway’s Principles. Since the original is lost, there is no way
tocheck the influence that has been exerted by him at this point.¹ Read in a loose
way, Coudert’s suggestion is borne out: however it occurred (through conver-
sation or editing), Conway’s work bears van Helmont’s mark and, given their
synchronous writing, van Helmont’s work also bears Conway’s.

Nevertheless, yet another, third, scenario comes up if we look at the scores
Franciscus Mercurius van Helmont has with the other works investigated, pre-
sented in Table 6:

Table 6: F.M. Van Helmont’s results, ranked low to high

1 Conway, Principles (1692) 354
2 Conway, Principia (1690) 354
3 Cavendish, Grounds (1668) 349
4 Keith, The Way (1678) 306
5 Hobbes, De corpore (1655) 285
6 Descartes, Principia (1664) 276
7 More, Ench. Ethicum (1679) 267
8 Knorr von Rosenroth, Kabbala (1684) 262
9 J.G., Vulgaris (1690) 257
10 Spinoza, Opera (1677) 228
11 More, Ench. Metaphysicum (1679) 206
12 J.B. van Helmont, Ortus medicinae (1655) 150

¹ See Reid 2020 for a more fine-grained discussion of editorial influence in The Principles.
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What we find is that F.M. van Helmont actually connects most strongly with
Conway, followed byCavendish, Keith, Hobbes andDescartes.This suggests yet
another possibility: that vanHelmont ismore closely related in his thoughtwith
the new mechanical philosophy than his cited interests in Kabbalism and the
Loch Ness monster (Lopston 1982, 144) might suggest. Indeed, out of the eleven
Latin works, Hobbes, Conway, and van Helmont seem to form something of a
coherent unit with relatively high scores amongst each other, to whichwe could
add Descartes, except for his relation with van Helmont. If that is the case, then
Lopston might be wrong, but in a different way: not because Conway lacks
affinities with van Helmont, but because van Helmont is not exactly the sort of
philosopher Lopston takes him to be.

Three conclusions have been presented up to this point. First, Lopston’s sug-
gestion to read Conway as a rationalist metaphysicist ‘in spite of’ her personal
relations seems partly vindicated by the unexpected proximity of Conway to
Hobbes and Descartes. It appears that mechanicism, despite Conway’s insis-
tence on matter being alive, remains a philosophical school from which she
borrows much terminology. Second, the suggestion that Conway’s response to
Spinoza might have been a late addition and that she was not deeply acquainted
with his philosophy is supported. Although this would require further inves-
tigation by the comparison not only of the entire Opera posthuma, but parts
of it, to ensure that the dissimilarity doesn’t derive from the Opera posthuma’s
different sorts of philosophical content. Third, I have suggested three different
roads of understanding Conway’s proximity to van Helmont. One is based on
mutual influence, one on editorial influence, and one on a shared influence from
Descartes and Hobbes. The second would fit well with Lopston’s general char-
acterization, the first with Coudert’s characterization. I do not take the results
to favour either of these three options.

Finally, a note on the low scoring works is in order. Given that Conway is
often discovered via her acquaintance with More and her extensive personal
history with More, as has been brought out in the Conway Letters, it is natural
to seek to understand Conway from the perspective of the better-known More.
Similarly, the radicality of her eventual conversion to Quakerism and her ex-
tensive and prolonged interest in the Kabbalah suggest to understand her from
the viewpoint of these traditions. I take the above results as providing reason
to say that a good chunck of her conceptual vocabulary does not derive from
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these sources. If we push the interpretation of these results to its limit we could
say that: 1. Conway’s thoughts have developed in a different direction than one
would have expected given More as her mentor. 2. A pervasive interest in the
Kabbalah does not imply that Conway’s conceptual apparatus has turned Kab-
balistic and 3. the eventual conversion toQuakerism similarly did not sediment
itself into her conceptual vocabulary.

7. Assessment of Results and Limitations

In this paper I have used methods drawn from the application of semantic
modelling to the history of ideas. However, instead of analyzing larger cor-
pora, for example to explore the movement of concepts in broader discourse,
I’ve readjusted the method to be applied to a small corpus with as goal the anal-
ysis of a single text. The results of the investigation showed conceptual affinity
between mechanicism and Conway’s Principles. The goal of the paper was also
twofold– to add to the understanding of Conway’s sources and to provide a
pipeline for the analysis if singular texts using semantic analysis. In this final
section I will consider the limitations of the paper on both counts.

Methodologically, the paper has outlined a way to define a benchmark score
(by using a larger corpus of texts from the same period on a similar topic),
against which the conceptual similarity of pairs of texts can be compared. By
picking out a single text, we can analyze which works are close to it, not just
among a larger corpus, but by picking out texts based on secondary literature
that may be supposed to be conceptually close. This in turn allows the re-
searcher to differentiate between strongly and weakly connected works, which
then opens up avenues for interpretation. As such, the pipeline described allows
the investigation of single text, be it however that a somewhat sizable sample
corpus needs to be available to get a sense of what is ‘average’ in the broader
discourse.

One limitation lies at the basis of the method of semantic modelling. I assume
that the semantic properties of words are properly encoded by the considera-
tion of their contexts of occurrence. Linguistic theories (such as those by Harris
and Firth) and examples of success in ‘synonym finding’ (Landauer and Dumais
2000) support this practice. Yet, this will not exhaust all semantic phenomena
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of words. Nor are we to assume that there is only one specific way of encod-
ing these results. The methods include many choices that can be argued for
and each of them have an impact on the results. This pluralism of acceptable
methods for semantic analysis must then be combined with a general semantic
pluralism, as there is no unified sense of the word’s meaning and to investigate
a word’s meaning is to investigate one of the relevant semantic facets of the
word (Hogenbirk and Mol 2022).

Whatever the merits of such an approach to language within the history of
ideas, some of the limitations are exacerbated when the approach is used to
analyse smaller amounts of texts. For one, the less occurrences of the words
that need encoding, the greater the margin for error becomes. But, more impor-
tantly, when we narrow the scope of our investigation the minute differences
between different kinds of influence and similarity become more and more of
interest to the researcher. For example, given that Conway was taught by More,
the fact that we now know her to be semantically distant from him mostly in-
vites the question: in what ways (which there undoubtedly are) are Conway and
More then similar? What facets of meaning (doctrinal similarity being a par-
ticularly interesting one for many historians of philosophy) are missed out by
looking at the semantic similarity? However, I believe, the proof of the method
is in the results themselves, which showed at least some structural similarities
(across authors like Hobbes, Conway and van Helmont to introduce an unlikely
triad) which, even if not definitive, invites further reflection on where their sim-
ilarities might lie and derive from.

We have seen how Cartesian and Hobbesian inspired semantics is used by a
philosopher who tells us: “[L]et no one object that this philosophy is nothing
but Cartesianism or Hobbesianism in a new guise.” (Conway 1996, chap. IX, 63).
Despite Conway’s creative doctrinal positions (the unity of spirit and body be-
ing the main proposal that underlies the above quote) she’s still working within
the broadly Cartesian program. What this clearly shows us is that conceptual
similarity does not necessarily go together with doctrinal agreement. And, as
historians of philosophy, we usually are very sensitive to these sorts of simi-
larities. In this way then, semantic analysis can help us see similarities that we
would otherwise perhaps see later, or, would look for on the basis of earlier dis-
covered doctrinal agreements. In this way, the investigation of singular works
of philosophy can be helped exactly by the sort of method outlined above.
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Finally, the semantic similarity between Descartes and Hobbes is not partic-
ularly salient to Conway herself, as the above citation shows. To use the same
concepts and to work within the same group of thinkers is not a question of
agreeing on how the world is. It appears here more as an agreement on how
to broadly make sense of the world; how do we frame the questions of natural
philosophy? One can agree on this without agreeing on how one believes the
world to actually be, and one can think to be wildly different from these other
positions while still being in the business of answering similar questions using
similar concepts. As Hutton formulates the issue (while holding fast to Con-
way’s strong disagreement with Descartes): “[Conway and More participated]
in an on-going philosophical debate in whichDescartes set the agenda, even for
his opponents” (Hutton 2004, 52).
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