PREDICATES

Traditicnal logic analyzed a senlence into {wo grammatical
comstituents, viz. the subject and the predicate. The subject is that
of which something is said and the predicaie is what is said of it.
The subject-predicate patiern was suppesed to he the paradigm
of all descriptive seniences in the indicative mood, i. e. of sent-
ences which are capable of being either irue or false. These
seniences -alone were philosophically interesting, with the result
that all other tyres of seniences, like questions, imperatives,
suppcsitions etc. received scant atiention and were insufficiently
analysed. Almost the whole of classical Indian thought, for exam-
ple, is an explication of the variations on the ‘subject-predicaie
theme.

A grammatical senience was analysed into the two terms, viz.
the subject and the predicale, connecied by means of what was
called the copula, which is some inflecied form or other of the
verb ‘ to be . The thesis of reductionism, viz. that all seniences
can be reduced to the subject-predicate form, puts the poor litile
verb ¢ to be ' to inordinate strain. Any other verb, any kind of
predication, was sought to be reduced to some sort of thing that
the subject was. The senience ‘ Brutus killed Caesar ' thus became
‘ Brutus was the killer of Caesar'. Straightforward relational
seniences were twisied and mangled, in order that they could he
made to conform to the prescribed norm. The fact that the siraia-
gem dces not succeed is clearly brought out by the utier incom-
petence of traditional logic, when confronted with a relationa]l
inference. Jevons noted that even such a simple argument as
‘““ A horse is an animal; therefore, the head of a horse is the head
of an animal ”’ cannot at all be handled by the resources of the
entire syllogistic machinery.
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But apart from the recalciirance of relations and relational
compounds, even the verb ¢ to be ', accepied as the verb of pred-
ication par excellence, contains hidden complexiiies which the
traditional analysis fails to notice. Take the sentence ¢ Vaidehi is
Si:a’, apparenily conforming to the paradigmatic paitern. But is
¢ Sita ’ really a predicate ? It is a proper name and, as such, a
reflerring expression. Can a proper name be employed as a predi-
cate at all ? The import of the sentence is that two referring
espressions have the same relerent, and the sentence is therelore
a statement of identity, containing no predicates, despite the
grammatical nuisance of ‘Sita’' occurring after the verb ‘is’,
since the role of a proper name is to stand as the subject of a
sentence. Predication takes place only when we have a relerring
expression and another expression of a different sort, e. g. in the
sentence * Sitd is unhappy . The amendment ¢ Vaidehi is another
name of Sita ' makes the sitvation worse, for now * Si.a’ is expli-
citly the subject, about whom we are saying that she has another
name too. Identity sentences are predicateless.

Coming to subject-predicale seniences proper, how do we und-
erstand the nature of predication ? Many philosophers, both ancient
and modern, have given an account of predication which can be
called the reference theory of predication. According to this acc-
ount predicates too, like subjects, are referring expressions. Just
as subjects refer to things, predicaies reler to ceriain other things.
The popular candidates for predicative reerence have been vario-
usly called universals, ideas, properties, qualities, concepts and
what not. Any theory which helds that such abstract entities exist
as referents of predicates is some form of realism. Predication
then resolves itself to some relation between two sorts of entities.
This relation in Plato, e. g. is one of participation cr imiiation of a
form. In more recent times Frege provides a good model of the
reference theory. The subject of a sentence refers to what Frege
calls an *Object’. Similarly the referent of a predicale is a
¢ Concept ". If however it could be shown that subjects too might
refer to concepis, then the distinction between subject and predi-
cate would lapse. Take the sentence ¢ The concept of wisdom is
difficult to explain ’. Apparently we are relerring to a concept as
the subject of the sentence. Frege however has consistently to
deny this, for otherwise his theory would break down. According
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to Frege, the phrase ¢ concept of wisdom ' does not refer to the
concept of wisdom, but to an object. This is very curious; if we
can re‘er to Banaras Hindu University by the phrase ¢ Banaras
Hindu University ', why should we be debarred from referring to
the concept of wisdom by the phrase ' ¢ the concept of wisdom *?
That predicaies are not concepts, can also be brought out in ano-
ther manner. If predicaies were concepls we could always subtitute
a concept for a predicate in a sentence in acccrdance with the
Leibniizian law. For example, ¢ Sita is unhappy * could be rewritten
as ¢ Siia, the concept of unhappiness . This paraphrase however,
far from being illumining, produces nonsense.

Coming nearer home we fird the Nyaya philosopher advocating
a {orm of the reference theory. The subject-predicale model is
taken as the paradigm of all seniences, as indeed is done in
every shade of Indian thought. Both the constituenis of a sen-
tence, in fact any linguistic umit at all (pada), sre re’erring
expressions. The world coniains as many things as there are
meaningful wniis ( padas ) to refer t» them. Everyvthing is a re’erent,
a padartha. The subject of any predicatjon refers o the calegory
of dravya or substance, while predica’es refer to guna and karma,
quality and aciion. According to the Nyaya way of lioking a:
things, a dravya has, or pcssesses, @ guna or a karma. The laiter,
though belonging to the dravya, are en'ities in their own righ.
Dravya is one sort of thing, guna is another. The fun beains when
we ask how one thing can be predicated of another. A quality is
ascriped to a substance, bu. how is the nature of {hs ascription to
be made intelligible ? If the (wo Lelong to different calegcories,
how are they to be brought together ? The Nya a pesiis a peculiar
relation of ¢ inness ' or ‘ belonging ' heiween cdravya and guna.
The quality is in the subs'ance. This relaiicn is called samavaya
which is defined as thai which generales ihe no.ion of * inness '
( ihapratyayahetu ). The notion of course needs fur ler refinement.
Any kind of ¢ inness ’, for esample, the leiier beiny in my peckel,
would not do. Ultimately the nolicn is incapahle of furcher conce-
piral clarification, bui can only te os'ensively defined. That is to
say, in crder to explain the relation of samavaya the hes. cre
could do is to say that it is that relation which is exempilified in
the situacion of the subsiance-guality complex, and that it cannot
be explicated any further. However that may be, according to
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Nyaya samavaya is itself the referent of a linguistic particle and,
as such, is one more padartha, one more thing. Predication is thus
not the simple affair of a conjunction of two sorts of entities, but
involves three distinct padarthas, viz. dravya, guna, and samavaya
in between them. When two things are brought together, they cre-
ate a new situaiion which did not obtain when they were in iso-
lation. Their togeiherness is as much an aspect of the new situation
as are the two terms themselves. By themselves one would not
belong to the other. Nor can any one of them, taken singly, explain
predication. This impasse is an echo of the hoary paradox formul-
ated by Antisthen’s, the Cynic. In the sentence ‘A is B, if B is
identical with A, nothing is being said obout A, and the senience
is vacuous. If on the other hand B is different from A, then the
sentence says that A is what it is not, and is therefore a conirad-
iction. The Nyaya method of evading the paradox is to pesit the
relation of samavaya as making intelligible the nature of the ¢is’
in the senience ‘ A is B'. It is a {ertium quid, something that
media.es between two different things, and is not a sign of identity
at all. * A is B’ is not to be equated with ¢ A is the same as B .

The acceptance of samavaya as a third (erm makes the situa-
tion highly complica‘ed, and lays the Nyayva wide open to some
very serious criticism. S'ankara has no difficulty in demolishing
the house of cards built on samavava. He poinis out that if a
guna, being a new sort of entily, requies interveniion of a
third entity to make it relevant to its subsirale, samavaya
iiself, being another distinct entity, stands in the same predi-
camen’. We bhave {o bring in siill something else in order to
relate the rela ion iisell to each of relata, and this clearly leads
to an infiniie regress. Bradley makes substantially the same point.
In seems o me ihat both the sides in this debaie, viz. the Nyaya
and his critic, are exiremely confused. To take up the charge of
infiniie regress first. As a good Indian, I will not refer to S'ankara,
but only to Bradley, and iry to show how the infiniie regress
argument is misconceived, and does not affect the Nyaya position
at all. The confusion is to think that a relaiion functions in the
same way as a quality dees. If they belong to different categories,
as the Nyaya believes, then the atiempt to confule this caiegorial
distinciion is to commit a ¢ category mis'ake '. From the fact that
a quality needs being related to what it qualifies, it does not
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follow that the relaiion too should siand in similar neel. To say
that every happy child comes from a happy family is not to say
that a happy family mus: be imbeded in another happy fam'ly, as
though a happy child and a happy family belong {o the same
caiegory. If A depends on B, that does not by ilself enfail that
B should depend on something else. To take a hypothetical
example : Suppose tha: in a philosophers * conference every parti-
cipant relers to Kalidasa. We are perplexed and seek an explana-
tion. Then we come {o know that they are imiialing a particular
philosopher, having grea® prestige, who refers to Kialidasa. Our
perplexity shsuld end here, and we should not go on to ask whom
this philosopher is imitating. He may he a grea: crea'ive genius
who was the first to point out the profound implications of
Kilidasa for philosophy. Even if we generalize the situation, and
formulate the principle that every philosopher imitaies somebody,
even then no infinite regress is generaled. To say tihai every
number has a successor immediately leads to an infinite number
series, but an infinite series is not an infinite regress. The latter is
vicious, but an infinite sequence is innocuous. If an infinite sejuence
too were to be vicious then the whole body of mathematical {ruths
would crumble. How then do we distinguish between a benign
sequence and a vicious regress ? The laiter, I believe, arises when
we say, not merely thai every number has a successor, but make
the much stronger statement that to know any one number we
require to know its successor. The lalier statement is palpably
false. Each number is finite, and though it might have a successor,
its knowledge does not depend on knowing the successor. Similarly
¢ every man imitates somebody * does not by iiself lead to a vicious
regress, unless we go on to say that to know that a person is an
imitator we have to know whom he is imitaiing. Only in the latter
case is there a vicious circle cr an infiniie regress. In the context
of the Nyaya, the criiic migh: well be right that a relaiion itself
depends on other relations — the Nydya would not concede even
this—but even then a relation might siill be independenily under-
stood in its functioning. Because every man has a father it does not
follow ihat a man Las to climb the paternal shoulders every time
he sneezes. It seems that two different questions are involved here,
viz. how a relation relaies and how the relation itself is related,
and the answer to one need not be ihe same as that to the other.
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The infinice regress argumen: is thus not a knock-down argument.
A philesopher might try to best his cpponent, not with the help of
any logical stick, but only with a solid, hard bamboo stick.

So far we have been considering the charge of infinite regress
brought against the Nyaya. Coming back to the Naiydyika himself,
we find him no less muddled in his argument than his criitic. Indeed
he invites the criticism by thinking that relations are some sort of
entities, on par with subs'ance and qualiiies, and have an ontolo-
gical status of their own. He compounds his ccnfusion by thinking
that while qualities require an explanaiion, relations do not. If a
relation can relaie, so can a quality characierize, without furiher
complications havinz to be introduced. The Nyaya fails to perceive
that if a quality cannot characterize a thing independenily, inirodu-
ciion of a relation is not an improvemen: on the situation. If ¢ a
quality characterizing a thing ' is unintelligible, * a quality being
related to thing ' is no less so. The appeal to relaiion, which is
meant to provide an explanation of ¢ having a predicaie ’, fails to
fuifil that purpose. If characierization is not self-explanatory, in-
{ervention of a relation will not make it more evident. The misfor-
tunes of the Nyaya are due to the fact that it reduces qualiiaiive
predicaies to relaiional predicaies. Being relaied is one mode of
how things are, being characterized is another, and one cannot be
supposed to be more basic than the other. If qualitative predicales
cannot function in their own right, neither can the relational predi-
caes do, the original predicament remaining unaltered. Why should
the Nyaya presume that relations are somehow more privileged
than qualities ? It is the initial step in the argument that has heen
fallacious.

But we may now discern an even more basic mis'ake that the
Nyaya makes. The real original sin it has commitied is the
reification of predicates. It regards a predicate iisell as a relerr-
ing expression, and what it refers to is then ontologized as belon-
ging to a serarate ca.egory by itself. But adjectives are not nouns.
If predicaies too were only names, then all that a senience
amoun's io would be a mere listing of names, which can never
make up a meaningful asseriion. Subjecis are names by viriue of
their logical role in a sentence, hence predicates cannot be names,
neither of qualities nor of anything else. I am not denying here
the existence of qualities and other such absiract entities. The
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point I want to make is that there do not have to be abstract
entities, and that the argument adduced to prove their exisience
fails. Even if qualities did exist, that fact would not explain the
essential nature of predication. The words that apparenily function
as names of absiract entities can be rewritien in such a way that
their putative naming function is {aken away without loss of
meaning. A sen.ence like ‘ Honesty is the best policy ’ can be
paraphrased as * Honest people best succeed in their vocation ’,
where an absiract noun takes its rightful place as an adjective.
Such sentences are ¢ systematically misleading ’, but they are not
false or ncnsensical insofar as they could be rephrased into {rue
or meaningfr] sentences. The logician is wary of such pitfalls in
language. ¢ There is a possibility ', for example, is never existen-
tially quantified as  There is an x such that x is a possibility. ’
That does not mean however that there are no real possibilities in
the world, but only that iis phrasing is misleading, tempting us to
make bogus in{erences.

If predicaies are not names, what:then dces predication consist
in ? If the reference theory of predication breaks down, we have
to look in another direction in order to explain its nature and
function. The mest promising line here is also the least exciting.
All that we seem capable of saying about predication is the trivial
statement that predicates are in some sense about the subiject, in
a sense in which the subject is not about anything else. Iis
triviality need not deter us, since philosophical truths, arrived at
in howsoever torturous a manner, ultimately tend to be some-
thing very simple and obvious. We come to see not some-
thing profound and obscure, but what had always, been clearly
beicre us, only we did not care to see it. The obscurity lies
in our asking the wrong question, viz. what sort of entities
are the predicaies ? What do the predicates refer to ? So we have
to reirace our steps and go to the very roots of the mischief, and
say that predicaies are not entiiies at all. When we predicaie we
say something about the subjeci. This account is thowever vague
and requires further amendment. What is it for the predicale to
Le about the subject ? Take the sentence ¢ Rama is running.’ A
siraightforward aralysis would confirm that Rama is the subject of
the sentence, about whom we are saying that he is running. But
there could be another way of locking at the senience. Suppose
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that a child, not familiar with the English language, asks : ¢ What
is ¢ running’ ? 1 do not understand the word ”. Then, instead of
a lengthy verbal explanation, I might attempt an csiensive defini-
tion. I might point to Rama and say ** Look ! That is what ¢ running ’
is 7. If this is a plausible accouni of one of the contexts in which
the sentence could have been uttered, then the sentence is, in an
important sense, not about Rama, but about ‘ running'. Here it
would be natural to think that we have said something about
¢ running *. We have explained what ¢ running * is. [s Rama then
the predicate of the sentence ? This is absurd, and so we have :to
tighten the rules of the use of ‘about’, in order to explicate the
meaning of predication. I do not know how precisely this is to be
done, but make bold to offer some tentative suggestion, in terms
of set theory. A predicate P is about a subject if and only if the
referent of the subject can be said to be included among the things
which are P. That is to say, every predicate generates a set, which
would contain the referent as one of its members. In this sense a
referent does not constitute a se:, and cannot therefore include the
predicate as one of its members. The referent can certainly contain
its paris within itself, but whole-part relationship is not to be
confused with tha: of sei-membership. My stomach is contained
both in my body as also in the se: of stomachs. It is only in the
latter sense that we could speak of predication. The ancieat dictum
that a subject cannot be predicated of anything simply means that
the subject is never a set, but can only be a member of a set
constituied by the predicate. This shows up the essential asymm-
exy beiween the subject and the predicaie. This account, I am
afraid, is extremely unclear, but so is indeed any contentious issue
in philosophy. Once we start seeing things clearly, philosophy
would wither away.
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