
Bolzano’s requirement of a correct ordering of
concepts and its inheritance in modern

axiomatics

The question of the right order of concepts cannot be separated from the prob-
lem of rigor in mathematics and is usually formulated with reference to Aristotle’s
distinction between ordo essendi and ordo cognoscendi: the search for rigor in sci-
ence should include some kind of activity that could lead us from what is first for
us to what is first in itself. Bolzano’s remarks about correctness of definitions
and proofs are based on the requirement of a right order of concepts and truths.
Recent literature has devoted great attention to the objective order of propositions
in proofs, explaining it by association with the theory of grounding. Yet, scarce
attention has been given to the order of concepts, which is related to the form
of definitions and to the distinction between simple and complex concepts. The
paper will investigate whether the order of concepts should be considered as hav-
ing an ontological or epistemological value, given that “a concept is called simple
only if we ourselves can distinguish no more plurality in it”.

Bolzano’s view on the order of concepts will be reconstructed on the basis of
his mathematical and logical works, in order to understand the relation between
his logical and epistemological viewpoints. The ban on kind crossing as well
as the use of philosophical notions (e.g. similarity) in geometrical proofs will
be analyzed to verify whether a general hierarchical order of scientific concepts
regulates the correct ordering of concepts in mathematics.

A comparison with Wolff’s conception, and the analysis of the definition of
similarity of mathematical objects, will suggest a tension, inherited from Leibniz,
between the tendency to have a unique hierarchical order of all concepts and an
order for each specific mathematical discipline. A further comparison with the
investigations on explicit and implicit definitions developed by the Peano School
will allow to establish whether, notwithstanding different syntactic formulations
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of definitions, Bolzano’s requirement of an order of concepts maintained some
role up to Peano’s axiomatics.
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