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The Kantian thing in itself has been the subject of a centuries-old debate, toward which 
Salomon Maimon––following the standard interpretation––is thought to make the first 
“forward-looking” move: Maimon is interpreted as the first proponent of the redundance 
of a commitment to the mind-independent world, thus inaugurating a new era in the 
reception of Kant’s idealism. Against this influential narrative, I argue that Maimon’s 
views are motivated by a combination of skepticism and explanatory rationalism, which 
is fully compatible with realism and does not entail the dispensability of the mind-inde-
pendent world. This has interesting and important implications for Maimon’s overall 
reading of Kant and for his place in the history of German philosophy.
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In the Critique of Pure Reason, Kant famously argues for transcendental ideal-
ism. Cognition is limited to objects that somehow depend on our minds. Such 
objects are called ‘appearances’ and are contrasted with ‘things in themselves.’ 
The latter are beyond our epistemic reach, but have a role in the overall picture 
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developed by Kant: Kantian idealism seems to require a commitment to the 
existence of a mind-independent world.

Such a combination of views could come across as unstable. Early readers of 
Kant’s first Critique, such as Friedrich Heinrich Jacobi and Gottlob Ernst Schulze, 
introduced a philosophically and historically significant line of criticism: a com-
mitment to the thing in itself (i.e., the mind-independent world) within a Kan-
tian framework is illegitimate. Not only is a commitment to the thing in itself an 
unjustified assumption that begs the question against the external-world skep-
tic, but it also introduces a major inconsistency into the overall Kantian account, 
being incompatible with Kantian epistemic strictures with respect to things in 
themselves, as it seems to imply—contrary to Kant’s own preaching—knowl-
edge or cognition of things in themselves.

In the early critics’ view, presented in influential works such as Jacobi’s David 
Hume from 1787 and Schulze’s Aenesidemus from 1792, the diagnosed illegiti-
macy is thought to be a bad, depressing thing. These critics shared some realist 
intuitions with respect to the indispensable role of the mind-independent world 
in any plausible account of reality and of our cognitive situation. As Jacobi (1787: 
109) memorably put it, without the presupposition of the thing in itself he could 
not find his way into the Kantian system, whereas with it he could not stay there.1

According to a very influential narrative concerning the period ‘from Kant 
to Hegel’, these early views contrast with the next prominent contribution to 
the debate on the Kantian thing in itself: the contribution of Salomon Maimon. 
The Jewish philosopher, who was born in Lithuania and moved for the first time 
in his twenties to Germany,2 was the author of several long works that engage 
substantially with Kant. These works are notoriously difficult, but Kant himself 
said that ‘none of [his] critics understood [him] and the main question’ as well 
as Maimon did, and that ‘very few men possess so much acumen for so deep 
investigations’ as Maimon (AA 11: 49).3

1. The slightly paraphrased statement stems from the Appendix “On Transcendental Ideal-
ism” from David Hume. Jacobi actually speaks of the ‘affecting object’, which he takes to be the 
thing in itself; cf. Section 1. Translations of cited passages in Jacobi are from “On Transcendental 
Idealism,” translated by Brigitte Sassen, in Kant’s Early Critics: The Empiricist Critique of the Theoreti-
cal Philosophy, edited by Sassen (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000).

2. For a highly interesting account of Maimon’s life––that doubles as an important cultural 
document in general––see Maimon’s autobiography (GW 1: 1–588), his Lebensgeschichte, published 
in 1792/93. (References to Maimon’s works are cited by the volume and page number of the collec-
tive edition (GW), where applicable.) For an unabridged translation, see Solomon Maimon’s Autobi-
ography, translated by Paul Reitter, edited and introduced by Yitzhak Y. Melamed and Abraham P. 
Socher (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2019).

3. This is Kant’s comment in his letter to Marcus Herz from 1789. In a letter to Karl Leon-
hard Reinhold from 1794, we find a less positive assessment, coupled with an anti-Semitic remark. 
Kant’s inability––due to age––to ‘project [himself] into other people’s ideas’ is cited as the reason 
why Kant ‘never really understood’ what Maimon was after with his “‘improvement” of the criti-



 Maimon on the (In-)dispensability of the Kantian Thing in Itself • 3

Journal of Modern Philosophy • vol. 7 • 2025

In his engagement with Kant’s idealism, Maimon raises some objections to the 
effect that a commitment to the mind-independent world would be unjustified and 
would introduce inconsistencies to the Kantian system, and thus Maimon partly 
sides with Schulze and Jacobi.4 Yet, the overall tenor of his remarks sounds dif-
ferent: in the Essay on Transcendental Philosophy (Versuch über die Transcendentalphi-
losophie)––or just Essay––from 1790, Maimon seems to disagree with early readers 
such as Jacobi and Schulze by presenting a Kantian account that makes no appeal 
to things in themselves; and in his ‘Fourth Letter to Aenesidemus’, an Appendix 
to his Attempt at a New Logic (Versuch einer neuen Logik)––or just Logic––from 1794, 
Maimon explicitly takes issue with Schulze’s approach to the thing in itself.

In the interpretation that has dominated historiographies of German philos-
ophy, works on German Idealism, and Maimon scholarship, Maimon basically 
articulates the following idea: a commitment to the Kantian thing in itself would 
indeed be illegitimate, but, fortunately, it is at the same time dispensable. Maimon 
is assumed to subscribe to the view that we could jettison the thing in itself, and 
we would still live quite happily. As Frederick Beiser (1987: 306) characteristi-
cally put it, ‘[i]t was the destiny of Maimon to disarm the force of Jacobi’s criti-
cism and to restore the immanent status of the critical philosophy.’ In this type 
of reading, Maimon’s distinctive views on the Kantian thing in itself come close 
to some version of antirealism, which contrasts with the (old-fashioned) realism 
of other readers, inaugurating a new era in the reception of Kantian idealism, 
which culminated in Fichte’s approach.5

In this essay, I argue that this very influential narrative is misleading and 
in need of correction. Maimon does not subscribe to the idea that the Kantian 
thing in itself is dispensable, and his engagement with Kant is not motivated by 
antirealist commitments of any sort. On the contrary, Maimon’s approach to the 
Kantian thing in itself is based on his skepticism and (pre-Kantian) explanatory 
rationalism––and, in part, on their distinctive combination.

As anyone versed in Maimon’s thought will know, the general claim that he 
is some sort of skeptic and rationalist is nothing new. But, as we will see in what 

cal philosophy’––and such an ‘improvement’ is the sort of thing ‘Jews always like to do […], to 
gain an air of importance for themselves at someone else’s expense’ (AA 11: 494–95). (References 
to Kant’s works, with the exception of the Critique of Pure Reason, are cited by the volume and page 
number of the Academy edition (AA). References to the first Critique follow the standard A/B edi-
tion pagination.) Translations of cited passages in Kant are from Immanuel Kant, Correspondence. 
Translated and edited by Arnulf Zweig (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999). 

4. See, for example, GW 2: 415/[419].
5. For readings that subscribe to the type of picture I have in mind, see Kuntze 1912: 273–75, 

Cassirer 1920: 79–86, Atlas 1964: 20–53, Bergman 1967: 7–37, Beiser 1987: 283–323, Frank 1997: 65–6 
and 91–132, Engstler 1998: esp. 161 n. 2 and 170, Grundmann 1998: esp. 134, Hoyos 2008: 236–95. 
(In the next sections, I elaborate on some details of these readings.)

For readings that emphasize Maimon’s role (as opposed to that of earlier Kant readers such as 
Jacobi and Schulze) as the link between Kant and Fichte, see Dilthey 1889: 604–06, Bondeli 2014b: 1182.
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follows, this general idea has not been taken seriously, or has been met with 
active resistance, in interpretations of the particular strand of Maimon’s thought 
that interests us here: the thing-in-itself problem. This is no surprise. There are 
plenty of passages in Maimon’s works that naturally suggest an antirealist inter-
pretation of his approach to the thing in itself. Such passages have led many 
scholars to think that Maimon’s skeptical and rationalist proclivities pertain 
to other strands of his thought, and are of no relevance in this particular case. 
Developing a skeptical-cum-rationalist interpretation of Maimon’s take specifi-
cally on the thing in itself requires dealing with the intricacies of recalcitrant pas-
sages (which seemingly suggest the antirealist reading) and with the subtle phil-
osophical problems such passages raise. In doing so, we will see that Maimon’s 
account does not dispense with the role of the mind-independent world after all. 
His skeptical and rationalist commitments do not exist alongside his antirealist 
ones, but are a competing alternative to them, helping us explain what appears, 
on the surface, as antirealism.

I proceed as follows. In Section 1, I set the stage for my reading by elaborating 
on Kant’s doctrine of appearances and things in themselves, in relation to ques-
tions of its early reception. In the remainder of the essay, I argue for an alternative 
interpretation of Maimon’s approach. In Sections 2 and 3, I focus on two kinds of 
remarks by Maimon that have been commonly read as textual evidence for the 
historically dominant reading. In Section 2, I focus on some oft-cited remarks in 
the Essay. In Section 3, I turn to Maimon’s criticism of Schulze in his ‘Fourth Let-
ter to Aenesidemus’ from his Logic. I argue, on a combination of philosophical 
and exegetical grounds, that Maimon’s remarks can and, all things considered, 
should be read differently. In Section 4, I comment on some potential complications 
(which I think do not matter after all); I then point out some neglected statements 
by Maimon, beyond his major works, which I think do matter, as they bolster the 
account I have offered in the preceding sections. In Section 5, by way of conclu-
sion, I comment on Maimon’s place in the history of philosophy and his philo-
sophical significance, calling attention to a noteworthy implication of my reading: 
the intimate and important connections between worries with respect to the thing 
in itself and Maimon’s ‘quid juris’ challenge with respect to causal claims in Kant.

1. Kantian Idealism and Its Early Reception: Some Preliminaries

Kant’s doctrine of appearances and things in themselves raises a host of ques-
tions. Questions related to our purposes concern both the meaning of terms like 
‘thing in itself’ and ‘appearance’ (e.g., What kind of entity does the concept of 
a thing in itself describe?), as well as the status of the entities (e.g., Do things in 
themselves exist? Should they?).
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It is relatively uncontroversial that the Kantian term ‘thing in itself’ or ‘things 
in themselves’ is co-extensive with the expression ‘mind-independent world’ or 
‘mind-independent entities’: it makes sense to use this term (in German: ‘Ding 
an sich’) to refer to an entity (‘thing’) independent of its relation to other things, 
including minds (‘in itself’).6 But this leaves many questions open. One such 
question, which dominated early discussions of Kantian idealism and to which 
we first turn, concerns Kant’s commitment to the existence and role of such mind-
independent entities.

In a number of places, Kant appears committed to things in themselves that 
affect us, that is, have a (causal) impact on us (AA 8: 215, A190/B235) and serve 
as the ground of appearances (AA 4: 314–15, AA 4: 451, A379–80, A494/B522).7 
Such commitment is arguably at play in the very first pages of the main part of 
the Critique, the Transcendental Aesthetic, where Kant starts building his entire 
account by speaking of an object that (causally) affects us, thereby supplying 
us with sensations. These sensations constitute the ‘matter’ of experience, its a 
posteriori aspect (as opposed to its a priori one, the ‘form’ of experience, which 
precedes experience––in a justificatory, albeit not temporal sense). It is in this 
way that objects are given to us (A19–20/B33–4).

For early readers like Jacobi (1787) and Schulze (1792: 182/[260], 184/[263–
64]), the object that affects us and is thus given to us, being responsible for the a 
posteriori aspect of experience, has to be a mind-independent object, a Kantian 
thing in itself.8 More broadly, Schulze (1801b: 221) advocated the realist thought 
that this commitment is crucial if one wants to uphold the Kantian distinction 
between appearance (Erscheinung) and illusion (Schein). Relatedly, he thought 
that a relation to objects as existing independently of us, i.e., as things in them-
selves, belongs to the ‘essence of truth’ (Schulze 1792: 160/[225] n.). Similarly, in 
Jacobi’s (1787: 109) view, any adequate conception of the power of sensibility 
should imply ‘a distinct real medium between what is real and what is real,’ i.e., 
between epistemic agents and the mind-independent world.

It is views like these that proponents of the historically dominant reading of 
Maimon have in mind when they associate Kant’s contemporaries (up to and 
including Schulze) with realism (Atlas 1964: 23–4), while contrasting this with 
Maimon’s approach (Bondeli 2014a: 1149; cf. Bondeli 2014b: 1182). Schulze’s 
realist conception of truth, in particular, is taken to be criticized by Maimon 

6. For a defense of the idea that the Kantian ‘Ding an sich’––being continuous with Locke’s 
use of a similar term in English (‘the thing, as it is in itself,’)––is not some unusual notion that needs 
an elaborate introduction, see Allais 2015: 27–36, esp. 34–5.

7. Whether Kant has a stable view on this matter––and whether all cited evidence indeed 
counts as such––is a controversial question, which, for the purposes of this essay, can be left aside. 

8. This contrasts with approaches like Fichte’s. For Fichte (1797/98: 239), connecting the 
Kantian idea of affection to the role of the thing in itself would amount to nothing less than an 
‘absurdity’.
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on precisely such grounds (Engstler 1998: 161 n. 2 and 170); in the historically 
dominant view, Maimon disentangles the ‘standards’ or ‘measure’ of truth and 
knowledge from any reference to the mind-independent world (Beiser 1987: 292, 
306; cf. 283–84, Grundmann 1998: 134, 139).

In the next sections, I expand on some aspects of the historically dominant 
reading—which are crucial to understanding the overall dispensability thesis 
attributed to Maimon––and why we should resist it. Before doing so, however, 
let us turn to two important, and potentially confusing, questions regarding the 
use of the terms ‘realism’ and ‘antirealism’ in relation to Kant’s idealism and its 
early reception: while such terminology has been employed in existing scholar-
ship on German philosophy––and its employment on my part thus helps make 
the contrast to existing accounts clearer––we also need to flag some potential 
complications that emerge from its use in a (post-)Kantian context and merit 
some clarificatory remarks upfront.

One source of potential complications turns on the famous Kantian distinc-
tion between transcendental realism and transcendental idealism: even if one 
agrees on the indispensable role of the thing in itself in a Kantian framework, 
one could still think that this would not make Kant a realist; Kant is a transcen-
dental idealist who explicitly rejects transcendental realism (A369)––as everyone, 
including readers who attribute to Kant a commitment to things in themselves, 
would readily admit.

In the face of this complication, it is important to keep in mind the Kantian 
distinction between material and formal idealism (AA 4: 375, 11: 395), as well as 
the somewhat related distinction in contemporary philosophy between global 
and local antirealism. As I see it, differing positions on the thing in itself amount 
to differing positions on questions of (anti-)realism as a global position, i.e., as a 
position on the status and role of the mind-independent world as such. Being a 
realist as regards this global dimension is compatible with an antirealist take with 
respect to local dimensions: for example, with respect to debates on space and 
time. (And this local dimension is indeed the original context of the distinction 
between transcendental idealism and transcendental realism, defined by Kant as 
doctrines about space and time.) One could think, for example, that spatiotem-
poral features of objects are mind-dependent, embracing thus Kantian formal 
idealism, while still rejecting a stronger, global form of antirealism––which we 
could perhaps term, in Kantian parlance, ‘material idealism’.

In this essay, in employing the ‘(anti-)realism’ terminology, I am always refer-
ring to debates around realism as global positions, while not wishing to deny that 
two (global) realists can have diverging local views (for example, with respect 
to time and space). For our purposes here, questions about such local debates, 
along with the terminological complications that their discussion would intro-
duce, can be set aside.
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A further source of potential complications has to do with some (vigorous) 
debates in Kant scholarship that go under the label ‘one- vs two-world interpre-
tations of Kant’s idealism’, and could be thought to have an impact on debates 
around realism in a (post-)Kantian context. This issue is connected with the ques-
tion of the meaning of the Kantian term ‘appearance.’ While it is relatively clear 
that ‘appearance’ refers to entities that are somehow mind-dependent, it is less 
clear how we should understand the exact notion of mind-dependence implied 
by the concept of a Kantian appearance and, relatedly, the relationship between 
appearances and things in themselves. In one kind of interpretation, appear-
ances are mind-immanent and are to be contrasted with mind-transcendent, 
external-world objects (things in themselves). In this picture, the distinction 
between appearances and things in themselves amounts to a distinction between 
numerically distinct entities, two ‘worlds’. (The most recent, elaborate two-world 
interpretation is developed in Jauernig 2021.) Interpreting Kantian idealism in 
this way is highly controversial, though, and it has come under attack by readers 
who argue for a one-world interpretation. In the alternative reading, appear-
ances are not to be ‘mentalized’; they are external-world objects that are numeri-
cally identical to things as they are in themselves. (Such interpretations are devel-
oped, for example, in Allison 2004, Langton 1998, and Allais 2015.)

This could sound like a highly relevant debate when it comes to understand-
ing issues revolving around (anti-)realism in the early reception of Kant. For 
one thing, Maimon scholarship sometimes uses the ‘identity’ vs. ‘distinctness’ 
terminology in attempts to capture the difference between Maimon and Schulze 
(Bergman 1967: 18). Moreover, in broader discussions of the early reception of 
Kant, we find the assessment that (at least) some early critics presupposed a two-
world interpretation of Kant’s doctrine (Sassen 1997: 438 n. 63).

Taking our cue from these hints in the literature, we could perhaps try to 
reconstruct the reasoning in defense of the relevance of this newer debate as 
follows. As regards Jacobi and Schulze, it is clear that they assume a reading 
of Kant that we would nowadays classify as a two-world reading: Jacobi (1787: 
105) and Schulze (1801a: 379) take Kantian appearances to be ‘representations’ 
or ‘perceptions’, that is, some sort of mental state. Now, if one were to think 
that Maimon, in contrast to Schulze and Jacobi, does not endorse a two-world 
reading of Kant’s idealism, then this could be thought to have important con-
sequences for how we frame issues of (global) (anti-)realism and for the role of 
the thing in itself within such debates. What if Maimon has an understanding 
of appearances as sufficiently robust, extramental entities, so that one could do 
justice to the realist features of Kant’s position, while in a sense dispensing with 
things in themselves? In this case, questions of (anti-)realism on the one hand, 
and of the (in-)dispensability of the thing in itself on the other hand, would per-
haps come apart.
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This is a line of thought that I do not pursue here, and want to urge resistance 
against. First, while it is true that some early versions of one-world readings in 
Kant scholarship have proposed the idea of ‘realism without the thing in itself’ 
(Bird 1962: 18–35, Prauss 1974: 192–227),9 it is also true that most one-world read-
ings, including the most prominent ones, do not accept this idea. (See, for instance, 
Allison 2004: 64–8, Langton 1998: 7–14, Allais 2015: 27–36, 65–70.) Second, I see no 
evidence that Maimon adopts a one-world reading and, in fact, as I will (tangen-
tially) remark in the next section,10 I see evidence for the opposite view. In the next 
sections, I set the one- vs. two-world debate aside: despite its prima facie relevance, 
it turns on subtle questions in Kant scholarship that ultimately do not matter for 
our purposes here, while having the potential to obscure things that do matter. 
This is fully compatible with the idea that early episodes in German philosophy 
can (sometimes) be fruitfully connected to newer debates in Kant scholarship.11

With these clarifications in place, I now proceed to discuss questions of (anti-)
realism and the (in-)dispensability of the thing in itself, bringing the two close to 
each other and placing Maimon’s views and texts center stage.

2. The Thing in Itself in the Essay: Realist Standards Not 
Fulfilled, and the Project of Consistent Skepticism

Maimon’s proclamations on the thing in itself can be found in many places. In 
this and the next section, I single out two of the, to my mind, most influential and 
challenging types of passage––in the Essay and the Logic, respectively––which 
have often been cited as major textual evidence for the historically dominant 
reading. In both cases, I cite (portions of) the relevant passages and present their 
antirealist reading, which has been commonly thought of as natural and obvi-
ous, not needing any elaborate argumentation in its support. I then proceed to 
argue, in a more painstaking way, why we should abandon the prima facie natu-
ral reading. Some of the strategies I develop are applicable to further passages 
not extensively discussed here, and I hint at this on occasion.

In the Essay, Maimon presents a series of reflections on the issue of affec-
tion, which, as we saw above, concerns the source of the ‘matter’, the a posteriori 
aspect of experience. Whereas readers like Jacobi and Schulze linked the ‘affect-
ing object’ to the Kantian thing in itself, Maimon seems to disagree. He stresses 
the need to disentangle the question of affection (along with related questions 

9. For a further interpretation that wishes to resist the link between the Kantian affecting 
object and the thing in itself, see de Boer 2020: 101–26.

10. See n. 22.
11. I explore the connections between contemporary debates on transcendental idealism and 

its early reception in Karampatsou 2023.
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with respect to the ‘given’ and the distinction between a priori and a posteriori) 
from the question of the thing in itself. In response to the question of what it 
means for an object to be given to us, or to affect us, he writes in the Essay:

Kant very often uses the word ‘given’ in connection with the matter of 
intuition; by this he does not mean (and nor do I) something within us 
that has a cause outside us. (GW 2: 203)12

This point is reiterated in his Logic, where he similarly writes:

That the faculty of cognition is affected means that it obtains cognitions 
which are not determined by its laws a priori. The things in themselves 
thus do not play a part at all here. (GW 5: 435/[377])13

Some further remarks in the Essay point in a similar direction. In a discussion 
of idealism, dualism, and materialism, Maimon distances himself from all these 
positions––as commonly understood––because they all seem compelled ‘to 
relate the modifications of their consciousness to something outside it’ (GW 2: 
161); Maimon thinks instead that ‘the representation of an object as the objective 
substrate is [to be] rejected’ (GW 2: 162).14 (This reading could be thought to be 
reinforced by a further remark (GW 2: 202), to which we will return.)

Such remarks are commonly read as a declaration of the dispensability of 
the thing in itself. Now, it is important to get clear on what a dispensability the-
sis amounts to exactly: as we will see, although such a thesis includes a call for 
an elimination of the Kantian thing in itself, it is not exhausted by it. I start by 
exploring a distinction between dispensability (proper) and (mere) eliminabil-
ity, as it is crucial for understanding both the standard reading of the passages 
as well as, in a second step, the proposed alternative.

12. Translations of cited passages in Maimon are from: Salomon Maimon, Essay on Tran-
scendental Philosophy, translated and edited by Alistair Welchman, Henry Somers-Hall, Merten 
Reglitz, and Nick Midgley (London: Continuum, 2010); “Letters of Philaletes to Aenesidemus,” 
translated by George di Giovanni, in Between Kant and Hegel: Texts in the Development of Post-Kan-
tian Idealism, edited by George di Giovanni and H.S. Harris (Indianapolis: Hackett, 2001); Yitzhak 
Melamed, “Two Letters by Salomon Maimon on Fichte’s Philosophy and on Kant’s Anthropology 
and Mathematics,” in Internationales Jahrbuch des Deutschen Idealismus 8, 379–87 (2010). Where no 
translation is available––as is, for example, the case for some parts of the “Letters of Philaletes to 
Aenesidemus”—I have provided my own translation. 

13. Cf. GW 2: 415–16/[419–20], GW 7: 67/[65]. 
14. The passages here are taken from a context where Maimon (implicitly) comments on Kant’s 

Fourth Paralogism (A366–80) in the Critique. Maimon is a philosopher partly working in the Jewish 
philosophical tradition––which is a rich tradition of commentaries on texts, instead of texts structured 
around a specific philosophical problem. On this question, and how it is implicated in the difficulties 
encountered by readers lacking the background to appreciate this, see Freudenthal 2003. 
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Taken in itself, a call for an elimination of things in themselves could be char-
acterized as a ‘mere eliminability thesis’ with respect to things in themselves.

Mere eliminability: A commitment to the mind-independent world is not 
justified. We cannot, starting from a certain explanandum such as the 
phenomenon of affection, infer the existence of mind-independent ob-
jects. We should therefore discard mind-independent objects as existing 
posits in our ontology.

Whereas existing readings clearly attribute to Maimon an eliminability thesis, 
often in the course of spelling out Maimon’s distinctive take on the thing in itself,15 
it is equally clear that, in the historically dominant reading of these and related 
passages, Maimon also goes beyond a mere eliminability thesis: he is taken to 
endorse a further set of claims, which, in conjunction with mere eliminability, 
amount to a genuine dispensability thesis (and a related, genuine antirealist the-
sis) that I wish to call ‘dispensability proper’.

Dispensability proper: In discarding the mind-independent world, we 
do not simply ban it as an existing posit in our ontology. We ban it as a 
standard/measure of truth (or objectivity) for any of our claims, and show 
it to be irrelevant, in the sense that we can adequately explain all that needs 
to be explained without invoking it. The new, immanent to conscious-
ness, explanans performs in a satisfactory way the functions previously 
assigned to the mind-independent world.

The distinction between mere eliminability and dispensability proper is con-
nected to questions of realism. Someone who endorses a commitment to the 
mind-independent world (as part of their ontology) is an ‘optimistic realist’, and 
surely differs from someone who, by contrast, upholds the eliminability the-
sis. However, the latter could still be a ‘pessimistic, disappointed realist’: while 
denying that a certain commitment is justified, thus endorsing skepticism, the dis-
appointed realist could still think that the entity at stake is the ‘standard of truth’ 
against which our beliefs are measured––and found wanting. This contrasts with 
an antiskeptical position, which would strive to secure the epistemic accessibility 
of reality by upholding the adequacy of an antirealist conception thereof.

The standard narrative on Maimon takes him to be calling for the elimina-
tion of the Kantian thing in itself in a rather distinctive sense, along the lines of 

15. For example, the fact that we ‘cannot attain knowledge’ of mind-independent objects 
according to Maimon is emphasized in Atlas 1964: 24 in the course of an exposition of the ‘idealis-
tic’ Maimonian approach to the thing in itself. In Frank 1997: 91, Maimon’s refusal to commit to the 
existence of things in themselves is presented as a moment of ‘strongest idealism’.



 Maimon on the (In-)dispensability of the Kantian Thing in Itself • 11

Journal of Modern Philosophy • vol. 7 • 2025

dispensability proper. In that view, we could have an adequate, fully satisfac-
tory account of the affection phenomenon, or of the distinction between a pri-
ori and a posteriori, without any appeal to a mind-independent world. Such a 
picture is suggested by formulations in the literature that run along the follow-
ing lines: Maimon’s overall project is read as one which eliminates the thing 
in itself while retaining its functions (Bergman 1967: 13–4). Entities immanent to 
consciousness take over its functions, and perform them in a satisfactory way 
(Cassirer 1920: 80–1), thus rendering the thing in itself redundant/unnecessary 
(Atlas 1964: 44). The alternative account explains all that needs to be explained 
while avoiding the difficulties of the contender, thus being superior (Frank 
1997: 126). The thing in itself is shown to be irrelevant, and this is coupled with 
the idea that, unlike accounts that invoke the mind-independent world, the 
alternative gives an intelligible explanation of the phenomena we are interested 
in (Hoyos 2008: 238, 269). Such formulations, in addition to the ones turning 
explicitly on issues of realism and standards of truth and knowledge––cited 
in the previous section––show that Maimon’s views are commonly taken to 
imply dispensability proper.

I now proceed to present and argue for an alternative reading of Maimon’s 
Essay remarks. I do not dispute that Maimon calls for an elimination of things 
in themselves; I agree that he supports mere eliminability. However, this does 
not mean that Maimon’s ‘immanent’ account of affection is presented as a fully 
satisfactory account, on a par with the one it is meant to rectify—Maimon does 
not endorse dispensability proper. Below, I will first articulate philosophi-
cally the type of view I have in mind, connecting philosophical questions with 
some historical reflections on some nuances of the early reception of Kant 
more broadly. I will then point to textual grounds that support attributing to 
Maimon this type of view.

Philosophically speaking, a dispensability-proper thesis is not entailed by 
Maimon’s remarks. An alternative, weaker conception of a certain phenomenon 
(affection without appeal to a mind-independent world) can have the advan-
tage of being easier to justify than a more demanding conception (affection with 
appeal to a mind-independent world), or the advantage of not introducing any 
inconsistencies (as the more demanding conception perhaps does). This is, how-
ever, compatible with the weaker conception being introduced as an impover-
ished conception, not meant to perform the functions of the richer conception. 
One could introduce such a weaker conception and still think that the stronger 
conception is superior in the following sense: only the latter would be compat-
ible with a non-skeptical view of the world and of our cognitive situation; i.e., a 
view that would uphold the reality of the phenomenon of affection in a way that 
would, for example, exclude skeptical, brain-in-a-vat scenarios. If one were to 
uphold such a non-skeptical view of the phenomenon we are interested in, then 
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the mind-independent world would have to feature in any adequate account of 
that phenomenon. In such a view, we would count as realists (for accepting core 
realist intuitions about what an adequate, non-skeptical account of reality and 
our cognitive situation has to deliver), but we would specifically be disappointed 
realists, since we would think that such core realist intuitions can only be done 
justice to on pain of contradiction, or through the introduction of unjustified 
assumptions. All we are legitimately left with is an impoverished conception.

What would the motivation be for this kind of view? Why would one accept 
that a stronger conception of a certain phenomenon is in a sense superior, while 
also trying to provide a weaker, impoverished conception? Such a package of views 
could be appealing to a thoroughgoing, consistent skeptic for two main reasons. 
The first would be the exegetical ambition to (re-)interpret Kantianism in a way 
that purges it of inconsistencies and unjustified assumptions. Given that Kant 
does use certain expressions (‘affect’, ‘given’), the project could be to give such 
expressions a gloss that is compatible with skepticism, so that we get consistent 
skepticism. A related, but more philosophical motivation for this set of views 
would be that of defending skepticism (not any version of antirealism) against 
more optimistic positions with respect to our epistemic access to reality. The dis-
tinction between affecting object and affected subject, or between a priori and a 
posteriori, could present itself as an intuitive distinction that could namely mis-
lead us to think that we are justified in assuming the existence of a mind-indepen-
dent world. Against this type of optimistic reasoning, the skeptic would try to 
show how these distinctions are compatible with, and can even be drawn from 
the perspective of a consistently pessimistic skepticism.16

The view I suggest bears certain similarities to some positions standardly––and 
correctly––classified as operating within a realist framework, despite their having 
nuances that complicate the overall picture: the positions of Jacobi and Schulze. For 
instance, Jacobi (1787: 112) urges the transcendental idealist to ‘have the courage 
to assert the strongest idealism that has ever been taught, and not even to fear the 
charge of speculative egoism.’ Such statements––presumably for reasons similar 
to Maimon’s case––have sometimes created confusion as to where exactly Jacobi 
stands. But, it is ultimately clear that Jacobi’s point is not that the thing in itself is 

16. The same line of thought could be applied to another aspect of Maimon’s reading of Kant, 
not discussed here: an immanent to consciousness––not involving any reference to the mind-inde-
pendent world––distinction between objectivity and subjectivity; see GW 5: 176–78/[118–20]. In my 
reading, Maimon does not say that such a conception of objectivity is adequate; his point is rather 
that even if we are skeptics with respect to the existence of an external, mind-independent world, 
we can still draw some distinctions between egregiously subjective (private) mental states and those 
that are less so (enjoying, for example, some intersubjective validity). Yet, for all we know, these 
could be subjective too, and the fact that we can draw some distinctions should not mislead us into 
thinking otherwise.
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dispensable in the sense of dispensability proper.17 Maimon could be read as fol-
lowing Jacobi’s advice when presenting a purged account of Kantian idealism, so 
that no illegitimate assumptions about the thing in itself are involved. However, as 
in the case of Jacobi, the call for elimination need not imply the adequacy of the 
purged account: there would be significant losses, and the resulting picture would 
be skepticism.

Similarly, Schulze is happy to concede that we can provide an account of 
affection that would not appeal to mind-independent objects, if what we mean 
by this is an alternative explanation such as an evil-demon scenario.18 Schulze, 
advocating external-world skepticism in Aenesidemus, is happy to accept mere 
eliminability. This position also forms the background of a complaint against 
Karl Leonhard Reinhold. In Schulze’s reading, Reinhold argues, via an infer-
ence to the best explanation, for the existence of things in themselves, starting 
from the fact that something is ‘given’; Schulze (1792: 203/[293–94]) thinks that 
this is a bad argument. Maimon’s rationale against attempts to link the ‘given’ 
too closely with the thing in itself can be the rationale of a skeptic who protests 
optimistic positions à la Reinhold, and who severs the link between the ‘given’ 
and the thing in itself in order to guard us against such attempts. As in the 
case of Schulze, we can still have realism at play here. Maimon’s realism, like 
Schulze’s, would not consist in accepting the existence of a mind-independent 
world––realism should not be understood as a first-order metaphysical claim 
as to whether certain types of (mind-independent) entities, namely things in 
themselves, exist. Rather, realism could be construed as a meta-metaphysical 
claim about the standards of debates on reality: namely, whether an ultimately 
satisfactory, non-skeptical account in such debates should make reference to a 
mind-independent world.

This is crucial for understanding the suggested indispensability of the 
thing in itself and how it differs from more straightforward cases, thus giving 
rise to the (misleading) impression of its redundance. In straightforward cases 
of optimistic realism, such as in the context of indispensability arguments in 
contemporary philosophy of science or mathematics, the indispensability of 
certain (unobservable) entities (whose status is controversial) would consist 
in the claim, via an inference to the best explanation, that we are allowed to 
include them as existing posits in our ontology, on the basis of their indis-
pensable explanatory role (in our best scientific theories).19 In these contexts, 

17. A few paragraphs before, in another memorable statement previously cited, Jacobi had 
underscored the indispensability of thing in itself! Jacobi’s point is, rather, that Kantians need to 
confess that they have no legitimate use for the thing in itself.

18. This is precisely the actual context of a remark by Schulze (1792: 163–67/[231–35]) that 
Maimon comments on, and forms the background of our discussion in the next section.

19. See, for instance, Colyvan 2023.
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skepticism about the explanandum (the truth of our best scientific theories), 
and/or the possibility of providing an adequate explanation for it, is stan-
dardly not taken seriously.

This notion of indispensability differs from the one we find in Maimon (or 
Schulze). In the suggested view, the thing in itself is necessary by serving as an 
indispensable explanatory ground in an adequate explanation that would pro-
vide us with a non-skeptical picture of reality and of our cognitive situation. 
However, in contrast to contemporary indispensability arguments, and in line 
with skeptical concerns, early Kant readers take seriously the idea that the truth 
of the explanandum (the phenomenon of affection in a demanding, i.e., incom-
patible with skepticism, sense) can be called into question, and that an adequate, 
satisfactory explanation might not be available.

The view I am suggesting is not only conceptually possible, or suggested by 
historical reflections on the nuances of the early reception of Kant; there is also a 
textual basis for it. In addition to some direct yet marginal evidence, to which I call 
attention in Section 4, we find some indirect hints in the Essay and further major 
works. In almost all the places where Maimon introduces his weaker conception 
of ‘affection’ and the ‘given’, he motivates this by merely appealing to its compara-
tive legitimacy (namely the fact that, unlike the stronger conception, it is not faced 
with justification and inconsistency problems), and not, for example, by appeal-
ing to its comparable explanatory power––which could thus render the stronger 
conception redundant. He typically notes the justification and consistency prob-
lems that would arise from a commitment to the Kantian thing in itself, and then 
immediately goes on to say that therefore the given, or the phenomena of affec-
tion, do not require the existence and contribution of a mind-independent world. 
The fact that justification and inconsistency problems around a commitment to a 
mind-independent world is a sufficient reason for abandoning it coheres well with 
skepticism in the sense of disappointed realism.20

There is a further statement in the Essay––part of which could be cited as evi-
dence for the historically dominant reading––which actually makes very good 
sense from the perspective of the proposed alternative. In the context of present-
ing his ‘immanent’ account of affection, Maimon writes:

[1] To claim that intuition is analogous only to intuition and not to the 
thing itself is to completely cancel the concept of intuition, i.e., of the 
relation of a determined object to a determined subject. [2] Indeed it is 
impossible to prove that intuitions are the effects of something outside 
ourselves [3] so that if we want to go by our consciousness alone, then we 

20. Almost all relevant passages exhibit the same argumentative pattern: cf. GW 2: 203 and 
415/[419], GW 7: 67/[65], GW 3: 474–76/[13–5], GW 5: 377–78/[319–20]. The passage on objectivity 
mentioned in n. 16 also follows the same pattern.
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must accept transcendental idealism, in other words, we must accept that 
these intuitions are merely modifications of our I, modifications that the 
I itself produces, but produces as though they were produced by objects 
completely different from us. (GW 2: 201–02)

In the first part of this passage, in [1], Maimon seems to be embracing a very 
realist intuition as to what an adequate conception of intuition (sensible represen-
tation) would amount to. As I read him, he says here that an adequate concep-
tion of sensible representations should involve a reference to the ‘thing itself’, 
which I take to be a mind-independent object. I read the first part of the passage 
as an expression of realist standards regarding what an adequate, non-skeptical 
account of our cognitive situation would amount to, i.e., as an explicit rejection 
of dispensability proper. But, in [2], Maimon goes on to note the justificatory 
problems that a commitment to such objects would raise: we cannot prove that 
such objects exist. This is the problem of skepticism; the standards cannot be 
fulfilled. (In the German version, I think it is clearer that the (demanding) kind 
of objects whose existence cannot be proved is the same kind of objects Maimon 
talked about in [1].)21 In [3], Maimon then goes on to present the project of devel-
oping a weaker account of sensible representations (the one that does not involve 
a reference to mind-independent objects), which I read as a conception that can-
not and is not supposed to take over the function of the more adequate account 
presented in [1]. It is merely the impoverished conception we are entitled to within 
the context of a consistent skepticism, ‘if we want to go by our consciousness 
alone.’ This is the project of thinking of affection in a way that would be legiti-
mate, without claiming that such an account makes the thing in itself dispensable 
as far as the standards of explanation set forth in [1] are concerned.22

21. The German original reads: ‘[1] Sagt man, daß nur Anschauung mit Anschauung, nicht 
aber Anschauung mit dem Dinge selbst, eine Analogie habe, so hebt man dadurch ganz den Begrif 
von Anschauung, d.h. einer Beziehung eines bestimmten Objekts auf ein bestimmtes Subjekt. [2] 
Doch da das selbst unmöglich zu beweisen ist, daß nämlich die Anschauungen, Wirkungen von 
etwas ausser uns selbst sind, [3] so müssen wir, wenn wir bloß unserm Bewußtseyn nachgehn wol-
len, den transscendentalen Idealismus annehmen, daß nämlich diese Anschauungen bloße Modi-
fikationen unseres Ichs sind, die durch ihn selbst so bewirkt werden, als wären sie durch von uns 
ganz verschiedene Gegenstände bewirkt.’ 

22. The passage is interesting for a further reason, related to an issue raised and set aside 
in the previous section: whether or not Maimon adopts a one-world reading of Kant’s idealism. 
Maimon tells us here, among other things, how he understands a world in which the existence 
of things in themselves cannot be proved, and in which thus only appearances can be thought to 
exist. He tells us that in such a world we are merely dealing with ‘modifications of our I.’ (A simi-
lar expression, ‘modifications of consciousness’, appears in a further passage (GW 2: 162) cited 
above.) In contrast to one-world readings, which understand Kantian appearances as extramental 
entities, Maimon mentalizes them by regarding them as objects that are immanent to consciousness. 
The passage confirms that Maimon, just like Jacobi and Schulze, embraces a two-world interpreta-
tion: the fact that in Maimon’s understanding of Kantian idealism we would end up with just one 
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In sum, the Essay remarks express mere eliminability, while also suggesting 
an implicit rejection of the core claim that the standard narrative would have us 
expect, namely dispensability proper.23 In the proposed reading, there is a deep 
similarity in the interplay of realism and skepticism in Maimon and Schulze. 
They are both realists regarding the standards for debates on reality. However, 
when it comes to the question as to whether these standards can be fulfilled, they 
are skeptics, and they are skeptics because they are realists.

Those familiar with Maimon’s ideas might hear here an echo of a famil-
iar theme in Maimon’s thought (informed by recent, valuable interpretations 
thereof), which concerns the relationship between standards of explanation and 
their fulfillment, as expressed in Maimon’s distinctive combination of ‘rational 
dogmatism’ and ‘empirical skepticism’. In the next section, this issue will be at 
the center of my approach to Maimon’s explicit criticism of Schulze, which will 
bring into relief an important way in which Maimon’s views, despite significant 
points of convergence, depart from the views of contemporaries like Schulze––
but not in the way the standard narrative would have us think. By bringing 
Maimon’s explanatory rationalism into play and connecting it to skepticism, I 

set of objects, namely appearances, and not two (since things themselves are not taken to exist) 
has no bearing on this. The crucial question is how many kinds of objects we would have if both 
appearances and things in themselves existed. In a one-world picture, we would have just one 
kind of objects, because appearances are taken to be numerically identical to things in themselves. 
In a two-world picture, we would have two, because we would have mentalized appearances 
plus extramental entities (things in themselves) on top of that. The litmus test for the distinction 
between one- and two-world interpretations concerns the concept of appearance and how we cash 
out the relevant notion of mind-dependence it implies. The status of the thing in itself and, in par-
ticular, whether it exists, is a separate question, and we can have diverging accounts on that front: 
for instance, one-worlders who affirm such existence as opposed to one-worlders who do not (for 
some references, see Section 1), or two-worlders who affirm it (for instance, Jauernig 2021: 330–44) 
as opposed to two-worlders, like Maimon, who do not.

23. In his entry on truth in his Philosophical Dictionary from 1791, Maimon speaks of the thing 
in itself as ‘an idea of reason provided by reason itself to solve a universal antinomy of thought in 
general’ (GW 3: 186/[162]); according to Maimon’s own view, ‘cognition of things in themselves 
is nothing other than the complete cognition of appearances’ (GW 3: 201/[177]). (I am following the 
translation of Maimon’s (1790) reply to Andreas Riem included in the translation of Maimon’s 
Essay used here, as the main part of the entry on truth actually stems from this earlier text.) Such 
formulations have often been construed as the ‘critical’ re-interpretation of the Kantian conception 
of things in themselves, which has the implication, as in the case of the ‘affection’ story, that the 
Kantian thing in itself is dispensable. The interpretive strategy I have developed is applicable here 
as well: the re-interpreted, Maimonian things in themselves cannot take over the functions of Kantian 
things in themselves; Maimon introduces a weaker, impoverished conception, which is consistent 
with skepticism about Kantian things in themselves. (However, these passages present us with a 
special interpretive challenge: they could be thought to contain Maimonian jargon that has to be 
deciphered against the very specific background of Maimon’s so-called theory of differentials (Atlas 
1964: 26–7; Engstler 1990: 183). For this potential complication and my views on it, cf. my comment 
on the theory of differentials in Section 4.)
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argue that, while both Schulze and Maimon operate within a realist framework, 
they are set apart by Maimon’s even higher standards.24

3. Criticism of Schulze in the Logic: Maimon’s System of 
Rationalism, Skepticism, and Realism

In his Fourth Letter to Aenesidemus, in the Appendix to his Logic, Maimon criti-
cizes Schulze’s take on the Kantian thing in itself rather explicitly. In this particu-
larly weighty type of (alleged) evidence for the historically dominant reading, 
Maimon is standardly taken to argue against Schulze’s realist assumptions.

The statement I want to focus on is a prominent remark on the explanatory 
value of an appeal to Kantian things in themselves. In Aenesidemus, Schulze 
(1792: 164/[232–33]) presents the example of a tree and a house in order to 
illustrate the following phenomenon: perceiving subjects often find them-
selves in a kind of mental state with a very specific representational content, on 
which they seem to have no influence. For instance, when I open my eyes and 
find myself representing a house as opposed to a tree, I have no option with 

24. Even in this section, we have seen some points of divergence between Maimon and 
Schulze: Maimon undertakes additional tasks such as the exegetical project of re-interpreting the 
Kantian vocabulary in a way that is consistent with skepticism, as well as the philosophical task of 
bolstering the skeptical account by showing how it can accommodate distinctions that could mis-
lead us into adopting a more optimistic brand of realism. 

In drawing comparisons, I have assumed a fairly standard reading of Aenesidemus-Schulze 
as an external-world skeptic, not committed to the existence of things in themselves. However, 
there are readings (see, for instance, Beiser 1987: 284, 323) which do attribute to him such com-
mitment. In the contrasting reading, Schulze’s skepticism regarding things in themselves would 
merely concern knowledge of their constitution, being thus structurally similar to Hume’s position 
on causation, on a ‘New Hume’, ‘skeptical realist’ interpretation of the latter (which reads Hume 
as committed to the existence of necessary connections/causal powers in nature, while professing 
our ignorance as to what these connections/powers in fact are). It is to be noted that Schulze has 
a Humean background, and in Aenesidemus he establishes connections between external-world 
skepticism and Humean causal skepticism (Schulze 1792: 84–9/[108–17], 89–92 n./[117–23 n.]).

In addition to textual evidence for Schulze’s (1792: 26/[24], 78/[100–01]) skepticism with 
respect to the very existence of things in themselves, it is important to note that Maimon (GW5: 
357–58/[299–300]) himself reads him this way, which I think speaks in favor of the standard read-
ing, pace Beiser, assumed here. (While Maimon criticizes the modal dimension of Schulze’s igno-
rance claim about things in themselves, he still frames the whole debate in terms of existence, not 
constitution. Maimon, unlike Schulze, rejects the possibility of future knowledge of the existence 
of things in themselves, while they both accept an ignorance claim about existence as far as the 
current state of our knowledge is concerned.) 

Establishing parallels and connections with Humean concerns, while exploring Maimon’s 
stance toward the thing in itself, can be quite fruitful, nonetheless. In the next section, I draw, 
for my own purposes and for different reasons, on a discussion of Maimon (Thielke 2008) which 
establishes connections with (the new) Hume, and in the conclusion, I touch upon some related 
implications of my overall interpretation. 
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respect to the representational content of my perception. A possible explana-
tion for this phenomenon would invoke the mind-independent world: the fact 
that there is indeed an object out there (for example, a house instead of a tree) 
that accounts for the fact that my perception has the specific representational 
content (house, not tree) that it has.

In his Fourth Letter to Aenesidemus, Maimon reacts to Schulze’s example by 
stating the following:

But what do we explain with respect to this through the assumption of things 
in themselves outside our representations? Will the poor Indian not just pose 
his question yet again by asking: And the tortoise, on what does it rest?25 
The question is this: why do I have right now the representation of a house 
and not one of a tree, which for example I could also be having; and why do 
I represent the manifold in this order and connection, given that I can also 
represent it in a different order? And the answer is this: because the house 
as a thing in itself exists now in this order and connection. But shouldn’t we 
ask ourselves further: why does the house in itself exist right now and in 
this particular order and connection, given that something else could ex-
ist instead of it? Once again, here is the case of a deceptive mistake which is 
caused by an erroneous concept of ground [Grund]. (GW 5: 429/[371])

The passage is commonly read as a crystal-clear affirmation of dispensability 
proper. As in the case of the Essay remarks, Maimon’s critical statement on the 
explanatory value of things in themselves is taken to imply the availability of 
an alternative account, which, while not invoking the mind-independent world, 
presents us with an adequate explanation for the phenomenon at stake. For 
instance, in Bergman 1967: 13–6, the passage is taken to express Maimon’s proj-
ect of ‘removing’ the thing in itself while retaining its function as ‘the source for 
the content of consciousness’ and ‘the basis of truth’.26

I think, instead, that Maimon’s reaction to Schulze is motivated by a com-
bination of ‘pre-Kantian’ explanatory rationalism and skepticism, and does not 
imply that we could dispense with the mind-independent world in a satisfac-
tory, non- skeptical account of our cognitive situation. I first articulate this kind 

25. This is a reference to an earlier passage where Maimon, in the course of a critical engage-
ment with Reinhold’s views on the concept and function of representations, writes, ‘It is analo-
gous to the case of the Indian who, on being told that the world rests upon a pair of elephants 
and the elephants upon an immense tortoise, asked naively: And the tortoise, on what does it rest?’ 
(GW 5: 379/[321]).

26. In a similar vein, in Engstler 1998: 161 n. 2, the crux of Maimon’s criticism in the “Letters” 
is located in Maimon’s (alleged) rejection of Schulze’s ‘realistic concept of truth’. For a further 
reading of the passage which is ultimately in line with the dominant reading and which I resist, 
see Beiser 1987: 306–07; see also Kuntze 274–75. Cf. n. 33.
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of view as a live philosophical option, and then proceed to argue, on more tex-
tual grounds, why we should attribute it to Maimon.

Philosophically speaking, a dispensability-proper claim about the thing in 
itself is not implied by what Maimon says. We could imagine, for instance, an 
explanatory rationalist who endorses the following set of claims:

Explanatory rationalism: Good explanations give (non-trivial) answers 
to all (relevant) ‘why’ questions. In a good explanation, no brute facts are 
accepted. For every (relevant) true proposition p, a sufficient reason has 
to be given as to why p.27

An advocate of such a view would not treat mental states with a specific repre-
sentational content as a brute fact; they would seek an explanation. Moreover, 
they would place high demands on what a satisfactory explanation should look 
like: for example, they would not be satisfied if the explanation simply invoked 
an unspecified thing in itself the way this occurs in the Kantian model. For the 
explanatory rationalist, such an explanation would be insufficient and not good 
enough: the rationalist would expect an explanation for the further fact that we 
just introduced, and so on and so forth. Good explanations have to be ‘all the 
way down’. Moreover, the rationalist would expect us to explain how exactly the 
explanandum flows from the explanans; they would want to know ‘the way in 
which it comes into being’.28 Explanations have to be fully transparent.

Explanatory rationalism could explain the difference between Schulze and 
his critic as it emerges in the Fourth Letter. For Schulze, a mere appeal to an 
unspecified thing in itself would be a sufficient, fine explanation for the matter 
at hand. Schulze is not an explanatory rationalist. His quarrel with the role of the 
thing in itself stems exclusively from other concerns. In Schulze’s view, a belief 
in the existence of (even unspecified) things in themselves is not justified, and is 
incompatible with the rest of the Kantian framework, so that this—in his view—
fine explanation cannot be neatly integrated into the Kantian story. In contrast, 
the rationalist goes beyond such justificatory and compatibility concerns by rais-
ing a further, new challenge that turns on explanatory concerns too.

The question then is whether someone could disagree with Schulze on that 
front (and thus express critical views on the explanatory value of an appeal to 
things in themselves within the course of the Kantian model––as Maimon clearly 
does) while still thinking that the thing in itself is in a sense necessary and not 
dispensable.

27. In my formulation here, I am loosely following some formulations of Jonathan Bennett 
(2001: 170) on Spinoza’s explanatory rationalism, giving them a Maimonian twist.

28. This is an allusion to Maimon’s talk of the ‘Entstehungsart’ of an object, see GW 3: 46–7/
[22–3]; cf. Thielke 2008: esp. 599–602.
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From a philosophical perspective, this could clearly be the case. We could 
imagine an explanatory rationalist who criticizes the appeal to the thing in 
itself the way it occurs in the Kantian model, while still thinking that an alter-
native, ‘immanent’ explanation which does not invoke it at all would be inad-
equate too. Our rationalist could instead be holding the view that any satisfac-
tory, non-skeptical explanation should assign a role to the mind-independent 
world as an explanatory ground. However, in contrast to the Kantian model, 
this role should take the form of a transparent and all-the-way-down explana-
tion, which shows us how exactly experience originates from the mind-inde-
pendent world.

In this type of view, the thing in itself would still be necessary––again, as 
in the case of Maimon’s Essay remarks, we have to tread carefully when for-
mulating the relevant sense of necessity and indispensability here. The thing in 
itself would be necessary in serving as an indispensable explanatory ground in 
an adequate, satisfactory, and non-skeptical explanation; we do not ban it as a 
standard. However, in contrast to indispensability arguments in contemporary 
philosophy, and in line with skeptical concerns, this does not mean that such an 
explanation is available. The version of explanatory rationalism I sketched above 
is a view concerning standards of explanation; this is compatible with skepticism 
with respect to the possibility of fulfilling those standards. There is conceptual 
space for a combination of rationalism, realism, and skepticism.

I have articulated this alternative reading as one possible view in the concep-
tual space, but, in a second step, I want to bring into play a set of textual consid-
erations that strongly suggest that this is indeed Maimon’s view.

There is something striking about the interaction between Maimon and 
Schulze in the Fourth Letter. From the perspective of the historically dominant 
reading, the interaction goes like this: Schulze brings up the appeal to a mind-
independent world as a possible explanation for the fact that our perception (of a 
tree, rather than a house) has the specific representational content it has; in reply 
to this, Maimon declares such an appeal explanatorily redundant, along the lines 
of dispensability proper. Now, if that is indeed what Maimon is doing in this 
passage, then we would expect him to provide an alternative, equally good, parsi-
monious (antirealist) explanation for this phenomenon, namely why we perceive 
a tree instead of a house. Interestingly, Maimon does not do anything of the 
sort in the context of his criticism of Schulze––this makes his reaction to Schulze 
dialectically unsatisfactory. We merely get a declaration of Maimon’s opposing 
view, with no argument supporting it. While this observation cannot in itself 
rule out a certain reading––perhaps Maimon did in fact react to Schulze in a 
dialectically unsatisfactory way––it should nonetheless alert us to the possibil-
ity that we might be wrong in following the standard reading in the first place. 
Considerations that turn on the dialectical adequacy of Maimon’s reaction to 
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Schulze could help us become more sensitive to textual evidence that does have 
the potential to settle the question as to which reading is preferable.

And, indeed, if we look more closely, we do find some evidence that Maimon 
is a skeptic with respect to our ability to explain the phenomenon discussed 
here. He does not offer an alternative explanation because he does not think that 
such an explanation is available. The passage from Maimon that we have been 
discussing here continues like this:

Ground [Grund] never refers to existence, but rather to cognition, and it is 
only the unity through which the manifold of our cognition is connected, 
in accordance with the laws of the faculty of cognition. The universal is 
the ground of the particular in our cognition. The ground on which we 
have to think, for instance, of a triangle as limited, is because we think 
the triangle through the concept of figure, and we determine ‘figure’ as a 
limited space. Through this ground we refer this cognition not only to the 
triangle, but rather to all objects that the concept of figure contains. These 
different cognitions are thus connected through their common ground. 
Likewise, the principle of determinability is according to me the ground for 
the cognition of all real objects. (GW 5: 429/[371–72])

This is a difficult passage, and I only want to call attention to the last sentence 
and Maimon’s explicit reference to the principle of determinability. The principle 
is presented by Maimon as his original contribution to philosophy, and plays a 
prominent role in the Logic, in which the Letters to Aenesidemus are included as 
an Appendix. The whole principle and its interpretation are complicated matters 
that could potentially appear irrelevant for our purposes here. But this is precisely 
the problem: why does Maimon suddenly mention the principle in this context? 
While refraining from any analysis of the principle, I wish to link my discussion to 
this complicated matter in order to merely establish the following claim: from the 
perspective of the standard reading, we cannot satisfactorily explain the sudden 
reference to the principle; by contrast, if we abandon that reading, the reference 
makes sense, and provides indirect confirmation for the reading I propose.

The principle of determinability formulates the conditions to be fulfilled in 
order for a proposition/belief to qualify as ‘real thinking’, as opposed to ‘arbi-
trary’ or merely ‘formal thinking’. Sticking to an uncontroversial summary of 
aspects of Maimon’s theory directly relevant for our purposes here, the follow-
ing core features of the principle are noteworthy:29 (i) A proposition/belief quali-
fies as real thinking if I can explain/justify why p is true (to this end, an appeal 

29. In my exposition here, I am mostly following Beiser 1987: 311–17. For a helpful exposition 
and analysis of Maimon’s principle of determinability, see Schechter 2003 and Melamed 2021.
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to the law of contradiction is not sufficient, since the principle is a principle for 
synthetic, not analytic propositions); (ii) the fulfillment of the conditions set forth 
by the principle of determinability is the sufficient reason for considering a propo-
sition (which is not true just in virtue of the law of contradiction) to be true;30 
and (iii) paradigm cases for propositions that fulfill the conditions of the prin-
ciple and count as instances of real thinking are mathematical examples31––by 
contrast, examples that concern the empirical world are classified as instances of 
arbitrary thinking.32

What does all this have to do with the question of the thing in itself? Let 
us recall the phenomenon discussed by Schulze, addressed in Maimon’s critical 
remarks: we are concerned with representations of trees and houses. The respec-
tive propositions would clearly be synthetic propositions about the empirical 
world. (Think of something along the following lines: ‘What I am representing 
right now is a house, not a tree’; no matter what the propositions expressed are 
exactly, the important point is that they are not analytic, and that they concern 
empirical entities.) Although the details of Maimon’s overall position remain 
murky, so much is clear: synthetic propositions about the empirical world do 
not fulfill the conditions set forth by the principle of determinability. We cannot 
provide sufficient reason for the truth of such propositions.

If we interpret Maimon’s reaction to Schulze along the lines of dispensabil-
ity proper, it is hard to make sense of the sudden reference to the principle. Its 
invocation could appear dialectically disappointing and off topic. If Maimon is 
in the business of providing an alternative account, then he should have focused 
on providing an ‘immanent’ explanation for empirical phenomena––this is what 
we are interested in. The fact that one might have a nice, immanent, rational-
ist explanation that merely applies to mathematics, and not to the cases we are 
interested in, does not help us much.

However, if Maimon is not in the business of providing an ‘immanent’ 
account of the phenomenon discussed by Schulze (and in fact deems such an 
account inadequate and not applicable to this case), then the reference to the 
principle makes good sense and has an important argumentative function. 
Instead of pursuing the antirealist project of providing an alternative account, 
Maimon draws the attention of his readers to an important conclusion of his 
own theory, namely the fact that the status of synthetic propositions about the 
empirical world is somehow problematic. The reference to the principle is to be 
understood as an implicit statement of Maimon’s empirical skepticism with respect 
to the explanation for the phenomenon discussed by Schulze. This means that 
his project around the thing in itself is a skeptical one, and this skepticism is 

30. See GW 5: 78–9/[20–1], 82/[24].
31. See GW 5: 82/[24].
32. See GW 5: 81/[23], 492/[434].
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informed by Maimon’s rationalism about standards of explanation (expressed, 
among other things, in the principle of determinability). This contrasts with the 
antirealist reading.33

Having argued that the Fourth Letter passage, instead of standing in the way 
of the reading I propose, actually supports it,34 I now turn to a second, more gen-
eral textual consideration in support of the proposed reading.

As noted in the Introduction, there is nothing new in attributing to Maimon 
a combination of rationalism and skepticism. In a famous remark in his Essay, 
Maimon describes his system as a combination of ‘rational dogmatism and 
empirical skepticism’ (GW 2: 432–34/[436–38]), noting that such a description 
could possibly also fit Leibniz’s––that is, a famous explanatory rationalist’s––
system (GW 2: 433/[437]). Maimon scholarship has engaged intensively with 
the question of how one should understand this combination of views. In some 
very helpful accounts on which I draw, it has been argued that Maimon is an 
empirical skeptic because he is a rational dogmatist. This is the core idea of Paul 
Franks’ (2003) and Peter Thielke’s (2008) approach to this aspect of the Mai-
monian position: an explicit connection is established with questions of expla-
nation and the principle of sufficient reason. Likewise, Karin Nisenbaum (2018: 
58–106) explores how Maimon’s commitment to ‘infinite intelligibility’—i.e., to 
the idea that everything has or exists for a reason—informs Maimon’s criticism 
of Kant. In these accounts, Maimon is a skeptic because he has high standards 
with respect to explanation (demanding fully transparent, all-the-way-down 
explanations). Such standards can in most cases (outside mathematics) not be 
fulfilled, which leads to Maimon’s empirical skepticism.

It is not difficult to see that the ‘explanatory rationalist’ type of view I 
described above ties in very well with this kind of picture, and is partly inspired 
by it. And, as remarked in the previous section, the central point to my (preced-
ing) analysis of ‘standards’ vs. ‘fulfillment’ coheres well with this picture. I think 

33. It contrasts, for instance, with readings of the Fourth Letter passage which take Maimon 
to be arguing against Schulze’s demand for ‘correspondence with things in themselves as a crite-
rion of truth’ (Kuntze 1912: 274). It also contrasts with readings which take Maimon to be defend-
ing ‘the possibility of transcendental philosophy’ (Beiser 1987: 321) against Schulze’s skeptical 
concerns, and implicitly rely on an antirealist reading. As far as the phenomena discussed by 
Schulze are concerned, Maimon does not offer any defense of ‘transcendental philosophy’.

34. The Fourth Letter contains another seemingly difficult passage for my kind of view, 
which concerns truth and has been commonly read as Maimon’s rejection of Schulze’s realist truth 
conception; see GW 5: 426/[368]. I think that this passage has a very similar function to the one 
we have just looked at. In the context of this passage, Maimon rests his case on mathematical 
examples and the example of analytic propositions. From the perspective of a debate on (anti-)real-
ism and on what truth consists in (for instance, correspondence with facts vs. coherence of a belief 
system), such examples seem counter-intuitive, whereas they make good sense if the function of 
the passage is to articulate Maimon’s distinctive combination of rationalism and skepticism with 
respect to what we can come to know as true. 
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that this counts in favor of my account. Interpreting Maimon’s remarks in light 
of his own characterization of his ‘system’ is a virtue. For an advocate of such a 
system, it would be quite probable that the statement on the explanatory value 
of things in themselves is intended in a similar sense. Relatedly, the fact that 
my reading builds on existing commentaries on Maimon’s thought shows that, 
despite being an alternative, ‘revisionist’ reading, it is actually continuous with 
aspects of Maimon scholarship that are much less contentious. Taken in them-
selves, these points should make it easier for many readers to accept that the 
main claims put forward here are true, or at least on the right track.

However, invoking this well-known aspect of Maimon’s thought in the 
course of the project of this essay could appear to be a double-edged sword: 
would this not compromise the novelty of the proposed reading? Would this not 
make the main claims put forward trivially true?

It is important to get clear on why the proposed reading, despite its appeal 
to these well-known aspects and well-received interpretations of Maimon’s 
thought, departs from existing readings in significant ways. The first reason 
has to do with the context in which Maimon himself calls attention to his dis-
tinctive combination of dogmatism and skepticism, and, relatedly, the context 
to which its analysis in existing Maimon scholarship pertains. This context 
does not concern the problem that is the focus of this essay, namely the ques-
tion of Kantian things in themselves. Maimon’s remark appears in the con-
text of his critical engagement with the ‘quid juris’ problem, the problem of 
particular causal claims in Kant––this is not the question we are discussing 
here. Relatedly, when scholars ascribe to Maimon the combination of views 
just sketched (namely, rationalist standards of good explanation, which are 
taken to be unfulfilled, thus leading to skepticism), this also concerns pre-
cisely this separate problem, not the problem of things in themselves. When 
Franks, Thielke, or Nisenbaum ascribe to Maimon this kind of view, they do 
it in the context of a discussion of the relationship between Maimon and Kant, 
or Maimon and Hume, on the issue of causality. No link whatsoever is estab-
lished with the further prominent strand of Maimon’s engagement with Kant, 
namely the problem of things in themselves. This means that even if the move 
I propose here consisted merely in making explicit how these ideas apply to 
the problem of things in themselves, it would still be useful, as these connec-
tions have not yet been explored and made explicit.

However, the move I propose does not consist in merely making explicit how 
one could apply thoughts from a different domain to the problem of things in 
themselves. It would be fair to think that many scholars would want to resist 
transposing the framework around discussions of causality and the ‘quid juris’ 
problem to the thing-in-itself strand. A widespread tendency in Maimon schol-
arship is precisely to keep these two contexts apart, and to understand Maimon’s 
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skepticism around causality as arising at the level of appearances, quite indepen-
dently of the Kantian distinction between appearances and things in themselves. 
In the historically dominant reading, Maimon’s ‘progressive’ version of skepti-
cism turns on a Kantian ‘dualism’ within the realm of appearances (namely, dual-
ism with respect to different powers of the mind, sensibility vs. understanding). 
Maimon’s point is taken to be that ‘a new basis for skeptical doubt arises even 
if we adhere to the spirit of the critical philosophy, eliminating all talk of rep-
resentations corresponding to objects and putting the standard of truth within 
consciousness itself’ (Beiser 1987: 292).35

Taken in isolation from the rest of what I have done here, an appeal to 
Maimon’s well-known rationalism and skepticism would hardly convince any-
one to abandon the historically dominant reading of the thing-in-itself strand 
in Maimon. As a case in point, a look at the interpretation of this strand by a 
Maimon scholar on whose work on the ‘quid juris’ I have drawn here, namely 
Thielke, could be instructive. In an earlier piece at least, Thielke (2001: 106–07) 
seems to sympathize with a reading of Maimon along the lines of dispensability 
proper.36 I think that this reflects how recalcitrant some aspects of the thing-
in-itself strand in Maimon’s thought can be, and how no simple ‘extension’ of 
views attributed to him on more general grounds will do.

In order to effectively challenge the historically dominant reading, one 
needs to develop an account that accommodates different pieces of (recalci-
trant) evidence into a coherent story, bolstered by positive textual evidence. 
I tried to do part of this in the previous section, where the heavy lifting was 
not done by appeals to Maimon’s distinctive combination of skepticism and 
rationalism, but rather by conceptual (and historical) reflections on issues of 
realism and dispensability claims, connected with a close reading of passages 
in Maimon’s Essay. Similarly, in the next section I present some further pieces 
of (positive textual) evidence that are independent of this ‘rationalism cum 
skepticism’ discussion. But even with respect to my focus in this section, con-
ceptual work on issues of rationalism and realism, connected with a close 
reading of passages in Maimon’s Fourth Letter, was central to my argument. 
An appeal to Maimon’s ‘system of rationalism and skepticism’ and to inter-
pretative proposals around this (such as Thielke’s), while fitting very nicely 
with all of that, and while providing us with valuable resources at this par-
ticular juncture of my overall argumentative strategy, would not, taken in 
isolation, suffice to establish the alternative reading.

35. See Beiser 1987: 291–93, 370–71 n. 15; cf. Cassirer 1920: 86–93, Bransen 1991: 148–52.
36. Thielke criticizes Daniel Breazeale (1991: esp. 433–35) for ‘lumping together’ different pre-

Fichtean skeptical positions, such as Schulze’s and Maimon’s. His main criticism is that Breazeale 
mistakenly attributes to both the assumption that “‘genuine knowledge” requires access to a realm 
of independently existing things in themselves’––in Thielke’s reading, this is not Maimon’s view.
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4. A Note on Maimon’s ‘Theory of Differentials’ and Some 
Neglected Statements on the Indispensability of the Thing in 
Itself

Let us take stock. I have made a case for a more realist interpretation of Maimon’s 
approach to the Kantian thing in itself by focusing on two key types of passages 
(in the Essay and the Logic, respectively) that count as crucial evidence for the 
historically dominant reading that is my target here. My aim was to show that 
these influential passages can and, all things considered, should be read differ-
ently. While focusing on these passages, I also remarked on a number of occa-
sions how my strategies extend to other cases too.

Does this mean that I have accounted for all relevant evidence supporting 
the historically dominant reading? No, it does not. In a tangential comment, I 
called attention to the fact that Maimon’s so-called theory of differentials could be 
thought to introduce some complications: in some (very specific, yet influential) 
passages from Maimon’s Philosophical Dictionary (from 1791) that were outside 
my focus here, and could seem to support the historically dominant reading, 
Maimon’s stance toward things in themselves seems to be inextricably linked 
with his theory of differentials and with interpretative controversies around 
it.37 As I refrained from putting these (specific) passages center stage, I need to 
briefly comment on why doing so does not subtract from the plausibility of the 
overall interpretation developed here.

The whole theory of differentials is notoriously difficult to grasp, and its anal-
ysis lies outside the focus of this essay. Oversimplifying matters a bit ––and try-
ing to strike a fine balance between saying as much and at the same time as little 
as possible––the following aspects of Maimon’s theory are particularly notewor-
thy from the perspective of this essay: (i) differentials according to Maimon are 
infinitely small elements that have a limiting function––while differentials are 
non-sensible, sensible objects consist of or emerge out of them;38 and (ii) this con-
ception of differentials as infinitely small elements is in turn linked to Maimon’s 
conception of an infinite understanding.39

While it is clear that Maimon’s conception of an infinite understanding is 
linked to his conception of differentials, clarifying this link is a difficult and 
contentious question, which has already caused lively debate in Maimon schol-
arship ––and it is precisely here that complications enter with respect to the 

37. See n. 23.
38. See, for instance, GW 2: 31–3, 82, 355–56. 
39. See, for instance GW 2: 182–83, 227–28, 365–67, where Maimon discusses explicitly his 

conception of an infinite understanding in contexts which implicitly refer us to his theory of differ-
entials (such as the context of infinitely small elements, or the context of problems that the theory 
of differentials was introduced to solve; for such implicit connections cf. GW 2: 82, 192–93).
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status of the thing in itself. Depending on how exactly we interpret Maimon’s 
theory on that front, it could either reinforce or, rather, undermine Maimon’s 
(alleged) antirealism.

In an interpretation of the theory that dominated scholarship for centuries, 
Maimon is taken to hold the following view: our own understanding is close 
to the infinite understanding, in being the source of differentials. The resulting 
picture would reinforce the antirealist interpretation of the status of things in 
themselves in Maimon: the source of sensible objects would be us, and the mind-
independent world would hardly have a role to play.

However, this interpretation has been challenged. Achim Engstler (1990: esp. 
149–89) has argued extensively that the source of differentials is the divine, infinite 
understanding (as opposed to our own understanding), whereas the proximity of 
our (finite) understanding to the infinite one should be located in our ability to 
cognize these non-sensible elements, which we did not ourselves produce. In this 
interpretation, the antirealist take on the status of things in themselves would be 
undermined. (The revisionist interpretation has not gone unchallenged, either, 
and it has been criticized as standing in tension with some aspects of Maimon’s 
thought.40)

I have chosen not to discuss this difficult and contentious theory here. 
Although I am sympathetic to Engstler’s project, and see it as a natural ally to 
the project I pursue here,41 I think that going deeper into this dark and compli-
cated matter ultimately does not make a difference for our purposes: the problem 
being not so much the content of Maimon’s theory of differentials, but rather its 
special status within Maimon’s thinking. It is often unclear to what extent Maimon 
presents this theory as a workable theory that he himself embraces––and, in later 
works, after the Essay and the Philosophical Dictionary, he seems to abandon it 
altogether. Against this background, it is difficult to settle the case for or against 
a certain interpretation. Even if one could successfully show that, in a certain 
interpretation of the theory, irremediable tensions and problems for Maimon’s 
thinking arise, this need not count against that particular interpretation, as the 
proponent thereof could retort that the tensions actually explain why Maimon 
ultimately abandoned the (correctly interpreted) theory.

If the evidence for or against a certain reading of Kant’s attitude toward 
things in themselves were to be located solely in passages whose interpretation 
would turn on a very contentious aspect of Maimon’s thought which Maimon 

40. It sits, for instance, uneasily with Maimon’s view that God ‘is impossible as an object, 
and is only an idea’ (GW 2: 196). Thielke (2003: 114 n. 32) formulates an objection that turns on the 
regulative vs. constitutive role of the infinite understanding in Maimon. 

41. In Karampatsou 2023: 69–73, assuming the correctness of Engstler’s interpretation, I 
explore some connections between the Philosophical Dictionary passages and the thing-in-itself 
strand of Maimon’s thought.
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himself ultimately abandoned, it seems to me that such evidence would not be 
good enough, and would not be able to tip the balance in favor of either type 
of reading. I think it is more rewarding to focus on passages regarding which 
even scholars like Engstler, who have questioned some aspects of the received 
interpretation of Maimon, agree that they present unambiguous evidence for 
Maimon’s antirealism.42 And this is precisely what I have done here. In dealing 
with the arguably weightiest and least obscure textual evidence for the histori-
cally dominant reading, I argued that it can and should be read differently. If 
an examination of the best type of evidence for the standard reading yields this 
result, then I think this does tip the balance in favor of the alternative.

I now want to conclude the case for the proposed reading by calling atten-
tion to some neglected statements by Maimon, which are very hard to accom-
modate in the historically dominant reading, but fit very nicely with the reading 
I propose. These statements are not to be found in Maimon’s major works, which 
partly explains why they have been (mostly) neglected so far.

In the first noteworthy passage (GW 4: 544),43 Maimon speaks of two ‘main 
parties’ and disavows both. The first is the dogmatic party, which wishes to 
restore the ‘lawful sovereignty of metaphysics’; the other party, by contrast, 
‘has released itself from the slavery of things in themselves’ and ‘wishes to create 
everything out of itself (the faculty of cognition) (although the foundation for 
this might be insufficient [obschon der Fond dazu nicht hinlänglich seyn möchte])’. 
This statement contradicts the historically dominant reading, which would have 
us expect Maimon to clearly subscribe to the latter party; instead, Maimon notes 
explicitly the insufficiency of an ‘immanent’ account.

In the second passage that stands out––comprising two letters to Lazarus 
Bendavid, not included in the standard edition of his works that scholars have 
most commonly been using until now––Maimon criticizes Fichte. Maimon 
(1800: 210) makes fun of a supporter of ‘F…an philosophy’––which is no other 
than Fichtean philosophy––who became ‘a speculative as well as a practical fool’ 
and despises all knowledge that does not ‘derive synthetically in a direct line 
from his I.’44 While not referring explicitly to things in themselves, the statement 

42. See esp. Engstler’s (1998: 161 n. 2 and 170) take on the Logic passages discussed in the 
previous section.

43. To be found in Maimon’s edition of and preface to Henry Pemberton’s work on Newton 
(translated by Maimon as Anfangsgründe der Newtonischen Philosophie). Engstler (1990: 155) refers 
to this passage in the context of his interpretation of Maimon’s theory of differentials. For a further 
interesting and neglected passage in a similar direction, cf. GW 3: 487/[26].

44. Cf. Maimon 1800: 207: ‘as to Fichte’s new theory’, Maimon ‘completely agree[s] with 
Kant’s declaration [Erklärung] on this matter.’ (I have slightly modified Yitzhak Melamed’s trans-
lation.) I assume that Maimon alludes here to Kant’s declaration [Erklärung] against Fichte from 
07/09/1799, where Kant characterizes Fichte’s Wissenschaftslehre as ‘a totally indefensible system’ 
(AA 12: 370). 
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turns on questions which lie at the heart of such debates (since the contribution 
of the ‘I’ contrasts with the contribution of the mind-independent world). The 
anti-Fichtean view expressed here ties in very well with the first passage––which 
does explicitly concern the thing in itself––thus giving us reason to interpret it 
along similar lines.

While these neglected statements would not in themselves suffice to rule out 
the historically dominant reading––since one could try to read them in a differ-
ent way,45 or dismiss their relevance altogether as too marginal and obscure––
they nonetheless deserve attention and should alert us to the possibility that 
something might be off with the dominant reading. From the perspective of this 
reading, which attributes to Maimon a dispensability thesis that culminates in 
Fichte’s project,46 the neglected statements sound rather puzzling. If an alter-
native reading, based on Maimon’s celebrated remarks on the Kantian thing in 
itself, as found in the major works, is able to accommodate them better, then this 
further bolsters the alternative account. This is what I have tried to show in this 
essay. I think that the overall resulting picture does decidedly tip the balance in 
favor of the proposed reading.

5. Conclusion: Maimon’s Place in the History of Philosophy and 
His Philosophical Significance

Does the overall resulting picture, and the way considerations on the relation-
ship between Maimon and Fichte feed into it, mean that the standard nar-
rative on the origin of German Idealism and on Maimon’s role in it is to be 
abandoned altogether? Not necessarily. Even if Maimon is as a matter of fact 
not an antirealist who upholds the dispensability of the thing in itself––and 
the standard narrative is indeed misleading in that respect––this is compatible 
with Fichte and other Idealists (mis-)reading him this way. The standard nar-
rative could still be correct in assigning Maimon a special place in the history 
of this development of German Idealism: a role he would have played not in 
virtue of his actual views, but in virtue of the way these were fruitfully (mis-)
understood.

45. In a piece on the relationship between Maimon and Fichte, Beiser (2003: 234 n. 5) refers 
to Maimon’s letters on Fichte, and notes their anti-Fichtean tenor. However, he thinks that other 
statements of Maimon (see GW 7: 567–71) are much more sympathetic to Fichte. I dispute this: the 
positive statements only refer to Fichte’s character, not his philosophical views, so we should take 
the negative assessment of Fichte’s philosophical views very seriously.

46. Cf. n. 5.
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Still, even if we accept this part of the standard narrative,47 this would not 
make the question of getting Maimon’s views right any less important or inter-
esting, quite independently of how other, influential thinkers read him. To draw 
a comparison, Kant scholarship nowadays mostly consists in recovering Kant’s 
actual views––often in opposition to the influential reception of these views––
precisely because Kant is taken very seriously as a philosopher in his own right. 
I think that Maimon, a distinctive and important figure of German and Jewish 
philosophy, deserves the same. The following concluding remark on Maimon’s 
philosophical significance, as it emerges from the reading proposed here, will 
serve to further substantiate this.

Arguing, contrary to a very long tradition, that Maimon, like other early 
readers of Kant, does not endorse a dispensability claim with respect to the Kan-
tian thing in itself might strike some as amounting to a certain degradation of 
Maimon’s original contribution to philosophy. Far from it. Besides the fact that 
Maimon’s approach is still quite original in my reading––as it rests on Maimon’s 
distinctive combination of explanatory rationalism and skepticism––the full 
force of the significance of this approach comes to the fore once we think about 
the implications of my reading for another strand of Maimon’s engagement with 
Kant, namely his (celebrated) ‘quid juris’ problem.

As was noted at different junctures of this essay, Maimon formulates a pow-
erful criticism of Kant, the ‘quid juris’ problem, which concerns the epistemic 
justification for causal claims about specific empirical objects. The upshot of 
Maimon’s criticism is that Kantianism is ultimately vulnerable to a version of 
causal skepticism.48 In the standard narrative of Maimon’s reading of Kant, it is 
this aspect of his reception of Kant that is skeptically motivated, and this aspect 
is assumed to have nothing to do with the question of things in themselves.

Now, I think that this influential interpretation of the ‘quid juris’ problem 
can be challenged too. Establishing a link between Maimon’s concern with 
respect to particular causal claims on the one hand and a realist intuition with 
respect to the role of the mind-independent world on the other hand would be 
a natural reading of Maimon’s diagnosis: relations and properties of the mind-
independent world should place objective constraints on our claims about specific 
empirical objects; ascribing a role to the mind-independent world is indispens-

47. Attributing to Fichte an antirealist reading of Maimon strikes me as plausible. I am, none-
theless, open to the possibility that even this part of the narrative might be in need of correction. 
There is some evidence that Fichte (unpublished: 23–4) associated Schulze’s views with Maimon’s, 
at least as the latter were laid out in the Essay. This could lend some support to the idea that the 
antirealist reading of Maimon took hold after Fichte; cf. Thielke 2001: 106–07, which calls attention 
to this evidence, while not drawing this conclusion.

48. See GW 2: 49, 63–5, 356; GW 3: 37/[13]); GW 5: 249–50/[191–92], 489–90/[431–32]; GW 7: 
150–56/[148–54]. Maimon’s criticism addresses questions of the Transcendental Deduction and the 
Transcendental Analytic part of the Critique more broadly.
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able. But in Kantianism it is very unclear how, given Kant’s ‘Copernican turn’, 
such properties and relations can feature in the epistemic justification for such 
claims. It is not easy to see how Kant can both stay true to the realist strand of 
his thought and accomplish one of the major tasks the Critique is supposed to 
accomplish, namely defeat Hume’s causal skepticism. In response to this ten-
sion, in (my interpretation of) Maimon’s reading, Kant is not invited to drop the 
indispensability claim about the mind-independent world; he is invited instead 
to concede that his system cannot defeat skepticism.

It is important to see that this concern does not amount to standard worries 
that turn on questions of the existence of and affection by a mind-independent 
world. We are talking instead about a worry based on a more demanding, guid-
ing, epistemic role that the Kantian thing in itself has to play: relations and proper-
ties of the mind-independent world would have to place objective constraints and 
figure in the epistemic justification for particular causal claims.49 Accommodating 
such a role within the Kantian system comes with a new, distinctive set of prob-
lems. Whereas research on Kant has a lot to say about the standard challenge 
against the Kantian thing in itself (questions of mere existence and affection),50 
it is less clear how one should deal with a more sophisticated version of the chal-
lenge that goes beyond such questions and sets the bar higher for an adequate 
defense of Kant. Such a (formidable) challenge merits attention from the per-
spective of Kant scholarship in our time.

In the overall reading of Maimon presented here, his contribution to the 
debate on the Kantian thing in itself is certainly not downgraded.51
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49. It is thus understandable why, from the perspective of the standard narrative on Maimon’s 
approach to the thing in itself, such a ‘natural’ reading of the ‘quid juris’ challenge would be 
quickly dismissed: if existence and affection by the mind-independent world are deemed redun-
dant, then, a fortiori, this should apply to the more demanding, epistemic role too. The main claim 
of this essay is that the if-clause should be resisted.

50. See, for example, Adickes 1924: esp. 38–155, Langton 1998: esp. 12–24, Watkins/Willaschek 
2017: esp. 85–9, 109.

51. A major part of the research that has gone into this essay took place during my time at 
the Humboldt University of Berlin––the very first version of some key thoughts was also pre-
sented there, at the “Lehrstuhlkolloquium” for Classical German Philosophy. Further research 
on the topic was conducted at the Maimonides Centre for Advanced Studies in Jewish Skepti-
cism (MCAS, DFG-FOR 2311) at the University of Hamburg. I am grateful for all the discussions 
and comments; special thanks go to Idit Chikurel, who helped with some translations provided 
here. In its journey to becoming a journal article, the material has been thoroughly revised and re-
written and is now the product of an extensive dialogue with anonymous reviewers, who helped 
substantially improve it in ways too numerous to specifically acknowledge.
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