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Salomon Maimon’s ‘Principle of Determinability’ and the Impossibility of Shared Predicates 
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Forthcoming in Revue de Métaphysique et de Morale.

Introduction


The extraordinary life-story of Salomon Maimon (1753-1800) has already been told in several places -- the more interesting ones being Maimon’s own Lebensgeschichte (1792/3) and Sabbatia Wolff’s Maimoniana (18123 
 – and I shall not dwell on it here. My aim in this paper is to contribute to the clarification of one crucial doctrine of Maimon. Scholars of German Idealism usually know Maimon as one of Kant’s earliest critics, and as an apparently original thinker whose style of philosophizing is obscure to the extent that frequently, one can hardly decide whether a specific claim of Maimon is an ingenious philosophical insight or just simple nonsense. What is clear, however, is that Maimon was no mystic of any sort (in fact he was one of the most radical rationalists in modern philosophy, insofar as he was willing to grant the Principle of Sufficient Reason unlimited validity
), and that he was definitely trying to present his claims as lucidly as he could.


Apart from his critique of Kant, Maimon’s significance for the history of philosophy lies in his crucial role in the rediscovery of Spinoza by the German Idealists.  Specifically, Maimon initiated a change from the common eighteenth-century view of Spinoza as the great ‘atheist’ to the view of Spinoza as an ‘acosmist’, i.e., a thinker who propounded a deep, though unorthodox, religious view denying the reality of the world and taking God to be the only real being. I have discussed this aspect of Maimon’s philosophy in other places,
 and though the topic of the current paper has an interesting relation to certain doctrines of Spinoza,
 I will not develop this issue here.


Neither of these two issues -- Maimon’s criticism of Kant or his original interpretation of Spinoza -- was considered by Maimon as his main contribution to philosophy. There is little doubt that if Maimon were asked to point out his single most important innovation he would have picked his doctrine of the Principle of Determinability [Satz der Bestimmbarkeit]. Regarding this doctrine Maimon writes:

... [T]he principle of determinability laid down in this work is a principle of all objectively real thought, and consequently of philosophy as a whole too. All the propositions of philosophy can be derived from, and be determined by it [woraus sich alle Sätze herleiten und wodurch sie sich bestimmen lassen].

… I have made available a supreme principle of all objectively real thought, viz., the principle of determinability... and have established as the ground of the whole of pure philosophy -- a principle which, if it is ever grasped, will, I hope, withstand every scrutiny.
 

These claims may strike the reader as somewhat presumptuous, to say the least. But, if we pay attention to the last sentence of the passage, we can see that Maimon doubts whether his great finding will ever be understood. It is not unlikely that in this phrase (“wenn er nur einmal eingesehen werden wird”) Maimon was reacting to his own repeatedly unsuccessful attempts to explain the principle. The fate of Maimon’s principle has not been much better in the few works written on Maimon’s philosophy, and though almost all commentators agree that the principle of determinability is the linchpin of the positive philosophy Maimon was trying to develop,
 we do not yet have a clear explanation of this principle, or of the reason why Maimon assigns such importance to it. Recently, Oded Schechter developed an excellent reading of this principle,
 and in most aspects my view agrees with his (primarily, in its rejecting the attempt to explain the principle as a version of Leibniz’s predicate-in-subject [Praedicatum inest subjecto] containment thesis). 

My paper consists of two parts. The first is expository in nature. In this part, I spell out briefly the main aspects of Maimon’s principle of determinability and its aims. In the second part, I examine Maimon’s surprising claim that once we accept the principle of determinability, we have to deny the possibility of two subjects sharing the same predicate. Maimon provides several proofs for this highly counterintuitive claim, and I will try to clarify and evaluate these proofs.


1. What is the Principle of Determinability?

Real Syntheses. - Maimon’s expression of despair as to the possibility of his principle ever being understood makes one expect a complicated and impenetrable doctrine. This is not the case, at least at first sight. All that this principle demands is that in any real synthesis of subject and predicate, the subject (the determinable) could be thought independently from its predicate (the determination), while the predicate could not be thought without its subject.
 In his 1794 book, Attempt at a New Logic or Theory of Thinking [Versuch einer neuen Logik oder Theorie des Denkens], Maimon presents this demand through the following two stipulations:

(1) A law [Satz] for the subject in general: every subject must be a possible object of consciousness, not only as a subject but also in itself;

(2) A law [Satz] for predicates: every predicate must be a possible object of consciousness, not in itself, but only as a predicate (in connection [Verbindung] with the subject). What does not conform to this principle can be a merely formal, or arbitrary [willkührliches], but not a real [reelles] thought.

In the next passage, Maimon provides a concise clarification of his distinction between formal, arbitrary, and real thought:

... [A]ll real thought is distinguished from that which is formal as well from that which is arbitrary by the fact that, whereas formal thought is a mere form without an object, and arbitrary thought is an object given to thought without a determinate form, real thought (i.e., thought cognized in accordance with the principle of determinability) contains a given object as well as form determined through this object.

For Maimon, formal thought is roughly what Kant calls ‘analytic judgement’, i.e., a judgement whose negation is a contradiction and in which the concept of the subject contains the concept of the predicate. Formal thought must comply only with the principle of non-contradiction and is completely indifferent to its content. Hence, according to Maimon, such a nonsensical judgement as “straight numbers are straight” belongs to this category, just like (the innocuous) “bachelors are not married.” The problem with the former judgement results from the content of the subject concept (the nonsensical: “straight number”), not from the form of the judgement.

Real and arbitrary thoughts pertain to the content of judgements. Real thought is a synthesis of subject and predicate, which complies with the law of determinability (i.e., the subject can be thought without the predicate, but not the other way around). Of such a kind is for example the synthesis ‘straight line’; we can think of the subject ‘line’ without the predicate ‘straight’, but we cannot conceive of ‘straight’ without the subject ‘line’. Similarly, the thought of a triangle – ‘a space enclosed by three lines’ – is real, since space can be thought without the determination ‘enclosed by three lines,’ but not the other way around.

Another example of real thought is the variety of possible determinations of a triangle:

A triangle, or a space enclosed by three lines, can be disjunctively thought both in itself, without any relation to being right or acute, as well as in these different types of synthesis.  On the other hand, being right or acute cannot be thought without the triangle in general.

Arbitrary thought is a synthesis that does not comply with the principle of determinability. A nonsensical synthesis such as ‘quadrilateral virtue’ or ‘straight number’ are examples of arbitrary thought since we can conceive the predicate ‘straight’ without the subject ‘number’ (as when we think of the synthesis ‘straight line’).
 So far, Maimon’s claims may appear to be not so revolutionary; the asymmetric dependence of predicates upon their subject is a view that was embraced by several early modern philosophers,
 and can be traced back to Aristotle.


But here is the catch.  Maimon’s category of arbitrary thought contains not only nonsensical syntheses such as ‘straight number’, but also almost all of the syntheses which are given to us in experience. In the following passage, Maimon explains why the empirical synthesis ‘red body’ is arbitrary:

Color is not a predicate (determination) either of bodies in general, or of any particular body; for of what could it be a determination?  Perhaps of extension, impenetrability, weight, hardness, and so on? — That could be believed only by someone who does not have insight into the nature of determination, and who regards the objects of the imagination as objects of the understanding.  The aggregation [Zusammennehmung] of these qualities is merely a synthesis of the imagination, as a result of their being together [Zugleichseyn] in space and time; but it is not however a synthesis of the understanding: one can as little think a red body as a sweet line.
 

According to Maimon, what we encounter in experience is a certain bundle of properties which are tied together in space and time through a synthesis of the imagination. When we try to decipher any necessary relation of a subject and predicate between these qualities, we find none.
 Now, Maimon admits that from the point of view of an infinite understanding there must be an “inner ground,” or essence, which underlies all these properties in a way which relates them according to the principle of determinability; however, at least from our finite perspective, this “inner ground” remains merely a conjecture.
 


Concept-formation vs. Judgement. - According to Maimon, the intellectual acts of judgement and concept-formation are one and the same act of the understanding, seen from opposite perspectives.

The method of the understanding in the formation of concepts [Bildung der Begriffe] is opposed to its method in judgment.  In the former case it acts synthetically, in the latter analytically. In the formation of concepts, it begins with the universal and proceeds through determination to the particular; in judgment, however, it is the reverse: it thinks first the particular, which through the cancellation [Weglassung] of determinations it subsumes under the universal.  Therefore, in each the terms [Benennungen] of subject and predicate must be reversed [verwechselt]. According to the [formation of concepts] the subject is the universal, and the predicate the particular.  According to judgment it is the reverse, although only nominally [nach der Benennungen]; for in fact concept [formation] and judgment are the same. For example, if I say: a triangle can be right-angled, this is nothing other than if I think through this operation the concept of a right-angled triangle [94] — and if I say man is an animal, the concept of man arises [enstehet] in that I more closely determine the concept of animal.
 

Despite the identity of concept-formation and judgement, I suspect that Maimon was more interested in the concept-formation side of the process than in judgement. To the extent that a finite intellect has the ability to invent genuinely new concepts, human understanding exhibits its most extraordinary capacities, bordering on the creative abilities of the infinite, and thus is properly described as being in “God’s image and likeness.”
 Furthermore, judgements are in a sense posterior to the formation of concepts, since the synthesis which created the concept of the subject (either by a finite of infinite understanding) must have preceded the judgement in which we analyze the components of the subject.


The Aims of the Principle of Determinability: Derivation of the Categories. - These two aspects of the one process by which we make judgements and generate concepts may also help us understand Maimon’s aims in suggesting the principle of determinability. The principle of non-contradiction governs the form of judgements. The principle of determinability is meant to complement it by governing necessarily the content of synthetic judgements.


Relying on the principle of determinability, we can distinguish between the subject and the predicate of a given synthesis. For example, in the synthesis ‘acute triangle’ we can see that ‘triangle’ can be thought without ‘acute’, but not the other way around, and hence we can ascertain that ‘acute’ is the predicate and ‘triangle’ the subject. Now, we can of course go one step further and try to unfold the concept of ‘triangle’. But here the principle of determinability could assist us only to a limited degree. It will not tell us the genus under which ‘triangle’ falls. All it can do is provide a negative criterion once we suggest such a genus. Thus, the principle will tell us that ‘triangle’ is not a determination of a specific figure that I see in front of me (since I can conceive of a triangle without thinking of the figure in front of me). Once I come up with another candidate, such as ‘space’, and suggest that ‘triangle’ might be a determination of ‘space’, the principle will approve this suggestion, since we cannot think of a ‘triangle’ without ‘space’, though we can think of ‘space’ without ‘triangle’. Yet, it would still not be known whether ‘space’ is the proximate higher genus of ‘triangle’, or whether alternatively there are other genera that come in between ‘triangle’ and ‘space’ so that these mediating genera are determinations of space, while ‘triangle’ is a determination of these genera. This is the first main role of the principle of determinability: it assists in uncovering the main categories of thought and their interrelations.

The other main role of the principle is to assist us in forming new concepts.
 Here again, the principle provides us only with a negative criterion. If we ask ourselves: what are the possible determinations of ‘line’, the principle would not tell us that ‘straight’ is such a determination. Only once we suggest ‘straight’ as such a determination could the principle evaluate -- and in this case, approve -- the relation of ‘straight’ to ‘line’.


2. Why Cannot Two Subjects Share a Predicate?

So far, I have tried to clarify the content and aims of the principle of determinability. As I mentioned in my introduction, Maimon derives from the principle of determinability the theorem that two (or more) subjects cannot share the same predicate.
 Since this theorem is highly counterintuitive, it would be interesting to see how Maimon demonstrates it. This short study of Maimon’s arguments will also help us understand the principle itself and its radical nature. But first, let me make one brief clarification. The claim that two subjects cannot share the same predicate (or that properties are not repeatable determinations) could be seen as a kind of trope theory, and indeed I believe Maimon is offering a view somewhat akin to trope theory. Still, one should notice that unlike trope theories, Maimon’s principle of determinability is not concerned with the instantiation of properties by particular things, but rather with the interrelations among properties. It is worth noting that Maimon’s motivation for accepting the theorem that two subjects cannot share the same predicate is quite different from the mainstream of recent trope theory.
 While many advocates of trope theory rely on the intuition of ontological parsimony,  Maimon suggests complicated and detailed proofs for his theorem that are independent from considerations of ontological parsimony. To that extent, Maimon’s proofs, if successful, could be used to provide an alternative, and perhaps deeper, grounding for trope theory.


Throughout his writings, Maimon puts forward at least three distinct proofs for the theorem that distinct subjects cannot share a predicate. For expository purposes, my presentation of the three proofs will not follow their actual chronology.

(I). The first argument I would like to discuss appears in Maimon’s 1794 commentary on Aristotle’s Categories. Here is an outline of this argument:
i. Consider the two mutually independent subjects: A and B (A and B are defined as mutually independent if, and only if, A can be conceived without B, and B without A). 
ii. Let us as assume that there is a P which is a predicate of both A and B.
iii. According to the principle of determinability, P cannot be thought without its subject. 

iv. Since P is a predicate of both A and B, the thought of P necessitates the thought of both A and B. 

v. Hence, once we think of P, neither A nor B can be conceived without each other. 
vi. The assumption of (ii) led us to a contradiction: A and B can be conceived independently from each other (per [i]) and cannot be conceived independently from each other (per [v]). 
vii. There is no P which is a predicate of both A and B (proof by contradiction: [ii-vi]). 
 

A possible response to this argument might suggest that step (iv) does not follow from (iii), since the thought of P does not necessitate both A and B but rather the thought of either one of them disjunctively. At least on first examination this response seems to fail, since it makes the dependence of P on A conditional upon whether B does or does not obtain, while the principle of determinability asserts categorically that a predicate cannot be thought without its subject.


(II). Maimon’s second argument relies on his elaboration of what it is to think a concept independently from another concept. According to Maimon, when we think the synthesis of A and B,

each of these parts [i.e., A and B] in itself, as an abstract concept, can be presented in itself: so we cannot know, whether the one can be thought in itself, if we cannot actually present it in intuition through different syntheses; for only thereby do we know that none of these syntheses is necessary for its conceivability [Denkbarkeit]; thus [the first part] must also be thought without the other part, that is, in itself. The necessity of this synthesis is therefore based upon the inability to conceive the other part, in itself, i.e., without the first. If we therefore assume a common determination of two determinables, the determination will become a determinable (because it will be thought in a different synthesis) and the other way around, which would contradict the assumption.

Let’s examine this argument in the case of the synthesis ‘acute triangle’. We ascertain that ‘acute’ is the predicate and ‘triangle’ the subject of this synthesis once we make clear that ‘acute’ cannot be conceived without ‘triangle’ while ‘triangle’ can be conceived without ‘acute’. But how do we know that ‘triangle’ can be conceived without ‘acute’? According to Maimon, it is only by an appeal to intuition, which presents us with alternative determinations of ‘triangle’ (e.g., ‘right triangle’), that we can be assured that ‘triangle’ can be thought independently from the determination ‘acute’. Now, suppose the predicate of this synthesis (i.e., ‘acute’) could also be a predicate of a hexagon. In such a case, if we were considering the synthesis ‘acute triangle’, we would have no way of deciding which part of the synthesis is the predicate and which part is the subject. Intuition would provide us with a non-acute triangle (e.g., ‘right triangle’) as well as with an acute non-triangle (e.g., ‘acute hexagon’). How could we decide then which of the two is the predicate and which one is the subject?


(III). In order to present the third argument, we have to introduce another aspect of the principle of determinability. According to Maimon, a real synthesis must have consequences [Folgen] that are not included in the concept of the subject. I understand this claim to mean that the result of a real synthesis is a new subject, which is richer than the subject of the original synthesis. Hence, for example, ‘acute triangle’ has more consequences than ‘triangle’, since it also includes the concept of acuteness. This notion of the consequences of a concept was also employed by Kant in the first Critique (B 114), and by Leibniz in “Primary Truths [prima veritate].”
 Similarly, Porphyry argues in the Isagoge that the “specific difference,” when added to the genus, creates a new essence, while other kinds of difference produce merely a difference of quality: “the difference ‘rational’ added to animal makes another essence, but the difference ‘moving’ only makes something qualitatively different.”

Maimon also stresses that an isolated predicate does not have consequences until it is attached to its subject (this is consistent with the demand that a predicate cannot be conceived independently from its subject).


Relying on this notion of the consequences of a real synthesis, Maimon presents the following argument:

Let us therefore posit [setzen]: two subjects A and B have the same common predicate C, so that from this arise [entspringen] two separate syntheses AC and BC: if then these two syntheses are to be real [reell] (and not merely symbolic), C must not be considered in itself [89] a real concept; that is, it must as such not have any consequences, while the syntheses AC and AB on the other hand must have consequences [Folgen] which A and B in themselves did not have, [and] thus these new consequences would have to have their ground merely in the synthesis; furthermore: since the synthesis AC is different from BC, so the consequences of the former would have to be different from those of the latter.  I therefore ask: where does the ground of this difference lie?  It cannot be in the predicate C, because C is identical to itself in both of these syntheses, and also not in A and B themselves, for, if the ground of difference (as determination) of the consequence were to be found in A and B themselves, then the consequences themselves would have to be found already in A and B (because being different is not a new determination, whereby the concept of the object is synthetically widened, but rather merely a reflexive concept, whereby we think a particular type of relation); and the synthesis would thereby not be real (in that from AC, BC no new consequences could be given that did not also already arise from A and B). It [the ground] also cannot lie in the connection of subject and predicate; for what can be called having a ground [90] in a connection [Verbindung], except that both contribute to it.
 

Here is how I understand this rather difficult passage. 

i. If C were the common predicate of the two distinct subjects A and B, then we would have two new real syntheses: AC and BC. 

ii. The consequences of AC and BC must be different (since AC and BC themselves are different). 

iii. There must be a ground for the difference between the consequences of AC and those of BC.

iv. This ground must lie in either one of the following: (1) the common predicate C, (2) the difference between A and B, or (3) the connection between A and B, on the one hand, and the common predicate C, on the other hand.

v. (1) does not provide such a ground since it indicates an element (C) shared by AC and BC, and this shared element could not explain the difference between the consequences of the two syntheses.
vi. If we pursue option (2), it will turn out that the ground of the difference between the consequence of AC and BC lies in the difference between A and B. But, if the ground of the difference between the consequences of AC and BC lies in (the difference between) A and B, then the consequences of AC and BC themselves should be contained in A and B (otherwise, it would seem that the difference between the two syntheses anticipated the syntheses AC and BC themselves). However, if AC and BC were contained in A and B (respectively), then AC and BC would not be real syntheses, because they would add nothing to their original subjects (or in Maimonese: because AC and BC would not have any new consequences). 
vii. Finally, (3) does not provide the sought ground, because the connections between A and C, and between B and C, contain nothing but the elements which were already shown to be useless in explaining the difference between the consequences of the two syntheses.

Step (vii) might be flagged as questionable, since for any ground that is not a simple, each (proper) part of the ground may not provide the full explanation, while the whole ground does. Similarly, one may say, while each element in the connection does not provide the sought ground, the connection as a whole might provide such a ground. A possible response on Maimon’s side would be to suggest that unlike partial and incomplete grounds, all the elements of the Verbindung provide no explanation at all. Thus, it should not be possible for an explanation to emerge from a mere combination of elements which are each absolutely non-explaining. 

What are we to think of these three arguments as a whole? I must confess that I do not have yet a clear judgement about their significance. Still, we must also admit that while the thesis of the asymmetric dependence of the predicate on the subject is not at all an uncommon or radical view in modern philosophy, the conclusions Maimon draws from this thesis are quite revolutionary.


Conclusion

In this paper I have tried to provide a preliminary explanation of Maimon’s Principle of Determinability, and his arguments for the most counterintuitive result of the principle. I have not discussed several aspects of the principle which, though interesting in themselves, are merely applications of the principle. Of such a kind is Maimon’s attempt to derive Kant’s categories (or at least the ones he approved of) from the principle.
 I have also avoided the issue of whether the hierarchy of concepts, generated in accordance with the principle, has either beginning or end. Maimon seems to present conflicting answers to this question. In some places he considers “consciousness in general” as the ultimate subject of all determinations, while in others it is God who is assigned to the same role.


The question of the beginning of all thought became a crucial issue for the later development of German Idealism and it might be an appropriate way to end this paper with the note that Maimon’s principle of determinability was apparently the first attempt to construct a speculative logic within the stream of German Idealism.

Yitzhak Y. Melamed 
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