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Is there a good epistemological argument agairsbpism?
DAVID LIGGINS

One important disagreement within the philosophgnathematics is over the existence of
mathematical objects such as numbRlatonistsassert that mathematical objects exist, whereas
nominalistsdeny their existence. According to platonists,hmatatical objects are abstract: in
other words, platonists think of mathematical otgexs neither causally active nor spatially
located. Nominalists tend to agree that if thereeweathematical objects, then they would be
abstract. But they claim that there are no mathiealaibjects.

Nominalists have various ways of arguing agairstqgolism. For instance, they can try to
provide nominalist accounts of mathematics whiabvjle better explanations of the
phenomena than the platonist competition. Nomitsafitso argue against platonism more
directly. Of recent direct attacks on platonismrtHaField’s (1988, 1989) is perhaps the
strongest, and has certainly been the most-disddgse we shall see, it is — broadly speaking —
epistemological in character. In their recent &tiblominalism reconsidered’ (2005: 520-523),
John Burgess and Gideon Rosen contend that theoegeod epistemological argument against
platonism. They propose a dilemma, claiming thagtemological arguments against platonism
either (i) rely on a dubious epistemology, or (@semble a dubious sceptical argument
concerning perceptual knowledge. | take it thatatement on either horn of the dilemma would
seriously weaken Field’s argument. In what followsjll defend Field’s argument by showing
that it escapes both horns. | begin by reviewiredd® argument; then | take on (i) and (ii) in

turn.

1. Field’s argument against platonism

According to Field, platonists have no way of ekplzg the reliability of mathematicians’
mathematical beliefs. He begins by claiming thatguists must accept that many of the
mathematical beliefs held by mathematicians ar {fMathematicians occasionally acquire
false mathematical beliefs, when they are presenitda compelling but fallacious proof for

! Important discussions of Field include Hale 198drgess and Rosen 1997: 41-49, and Divers and
Miller 1999. Szabd 2003 provides an illuminatingv&y of arguments for nominalism.



instance, but such beliefs are rare.) Field (1289:maintains that this phenomenon ‘is so
striking as to demand explanation’. However, itdedlifficult for the platonist to satisfy this
demand. According to platonism, mathematical beleincern abstract mathematical objects.
How, then, is the platonist to explain why so mahynathematicians’ mathematical beliefs are
true? As Field (1988: 230-1) emphasises, the atahaeacter of mathematical objects
precludes any causal explanation of this phenomedmndnt is very hard to see what shape a
convincing non-causal explanation could have.

Field does not argue that current platonist accoahmathematics fail to explain the
phenomenon: that would only show that there areungently acceptable platonist accounts of
mathematics. Instead, Field’s point is that sinegh@matical objects are abstract, it seems
impossiblefor platonists to come up with a theory which ngasato explain the phenomenon.
Every platonist theory of the nature of mathematidbmake it mysterious why such a high
proportion of the mathematical beliefs of mathemiatis are true. And that is an objection, not
to current platonist theories, but to platonisrelits

2. Field’s argument does not rely on a dubious thed knowledge

It is tempting to think that if mathematical objgetere abstract, they would be beyond the reach
of human cognition. One strategy for turning thedulous idea into an argument against
platonism is to propose necessary conditions fomkedge, or some other ‘key epistemic
notion’, and then use these conditions to arguewkeacannot know how abstract mathematical

objects stand (see Burgess and Rosen 2005: 52d3e ©rguments have a common structure:

(1) For all propositiong, one cannot knoyw unless X.
(2) For no mathematical proposition is it the case ¥at
(3)  Therefore one cannot know any mathematical projposit

Since platonists want to assert that we do knowesgrathematical propositions — for instance,
that seventeen is a prime number — (3) is probliemait can nominalists establish (3)? Burgess
and Rosen point out that the difficulty is to conpewith a suitable replacement for X. In
Burgess and Rosen’s view, any constraint on knogdedl!l have to be implausibly strong if it
is to successfully rule out knowledge of mathenahmntities.

We can illustrate this problem by looking at anlieaepistemological argument against
platonism put forward (though perhaps not endorbgdaul Benacerraf. Benacerraf's

argument assumes a causal theory of knowledgefisp#g, that ‘for X to know thatSis true



requires some causal relation to obtain betwéand the referents of the names, predicates, and
guantifiers ofS (1973: 22). Since abstract objects are causa#ygtive, no causal relation can
obtain between an abstract mathematical objecadmbwer; it follows that every claim that
refers to a mathematical object is unknowable. Bemaf's argument clearly has the structure |
have just outlined. These days, Benacerraf's argtiimes little force, since causal theories of
knowledge are no longer taken very seriously (saddy 1990: 41-48). Burgess and Rosen
(2005: 521) are presumably referring to Benacesrafjument when they write: ‘The principle
that one cannot justifiably believe in objects gsléhey exert a causal influence on oneself ... is
too strong and has consequences the nominalistnddegant, such as the impossibility of
knowledge of the futuré If causal theories of knowledge are dubious, thésargument

against platonism relies on a dubious theory ofadge.

Whereas Benacerraf assumes a causal theory of &dgeyl Field assumes no theory of
knowledge at all. As we have seen, Field doesmaal to any constraint on what can be known;
he invokes no principle governikgowledge- or any other ‘key epistemic notion’, for that
matter. Instead, Field simply argues that platsrasé unable to explain the accuracy of
mathematicians’ mathematical beliefs. What is be@ipgealed to here is the doctrine that if an
account of mathematics renders us unable to exfil@mphenomenon, it ought to be rejected —
and that is not a theory of knowledge. Indeed gleeno need even to use the word ‘knowledge’,
or any other term of epistemological evaluatiorframing Field’s challenge.

Field is aware of the danger of relying on dubiepstemological assumptions: he
mentions that ‘almost no one’ believes the epistegical premisses of Benacerraf's argument
(1989: 25), and points out (1988: 233) that his angument ‘does not depend on any
assumption about necessary and sufficient conditionknowledge’. Field’s argument cannot
invoke a dubious epistemological theory, because/gkes no epistemological theory at all.

Burgess and Rosen 2005 recognise that not alleepadogical arguments against
platonism involve proposing necessary conditiomsaftkey epistemic notion’. So they
recognise that there are some epistemological agtsagainst platonism that do not rely on
mistaken analyses of epistemic concepts. But samstphilosophers claim thaty
epistemological argument against platonism hag touilt on a dubious epistemological theory.
For instance, Stephen Yablo writes:

Z Burgess and Rosen refer the reader to their 198&re they cite Benacerraf explicitly.



At one time ... [w]e had, or thought we had, gobdgsophical arguments to show that
[numbers] did not exist, or could not be known dlibthey did. ... That form of
argument is dead and gone, it seems to me. Itnexjuery strong premisses about the
sort of entity that can be known about, or thatgansibly exist; and these premisses can
always be exposed to ridicule by proposing the rermthemselves as paradigm-case

counterexamples. (Yablo 2001: 87, footnote omitted)

And even Rosen, in an earlier paper, claims that:

There have been many attempts to undermine oyslplesophical commitment to
abstract entities. But in each case the argumeptt@ahown to rest on one or another
dubious claim in epistemology — typically, somesien of the causal theory of
knowledge. (Rosen 2001: 71, footnote omitted)

By showing that Field’s argument does not rely optheory of knowledge, we have shown that
these claims are untrue. There is at least onéegpidogical argument against platonism which

does not rest on any dubious epistemological claim.

3. Field’s argument is not a sceptical argument

Burgess and Rosen 2005 sketch an epistemologmainent against platonism which, they
concede, does not rely on a dubious epistemoldgg.afgument begins with the observation
that mathematicians deduce their theorems frommascii@a a chain of intermediate results. The
opponent of platonism then asks: ‘Now has anyooevatthat the kind of process by [which] the
axioms were arrived at is a reliable one, tendinigad tatrue axioms? Have the axioms been
justified?’ (Burgess and Rosen 2005: 522). Hardlyome discusses these questions; and the
mathematicians and philosophers who do discuss themgree with each other over what the
right answers are. The conclusion of the arguneetitat platonism is epistemologically
problematic.

Platonists could respond by trying to come up aithaccount of how mathematical
beliefs are justified. However, Burgess and Rosgndr a different strategy. They claim that the
argument rests on the premiss that ‘our basic mahieal assumptions require some sort of
positive defence’ (Burgess and Rosen 2005: 52R)asaumption which Burgess and Rosen try

to defeat. Their argument against it relies onralfe with the philosophy of perception: they



maintain that the corresponding principle concegarceptual judgements generates a dubious
sceptical argument.

Burgess and Rosen point out that scientists relgrdmary perceptual judgements: for
instance, they reckon quantities by inspecting m@ag instruments. Burgess and Rosen then
ask: ‘[H]as anyone shown that the kind of procespathich] ordinary perceptual judgements
are arrived at is a reliable one, tending to |leadue judgements? Have ordinary perceptual
judgements been justified?’ (2005: 522). They pouttthat the philosophers of perception, who
are the only people who investigate the epistemotdgperceptual judgements, disagree with
each other over how these judgements are jus{iiacyess and Rosen 2005: 523). Nevertheless,
it is unreasonable to ask us to suspend our faitur perceptual judgements because the
epistemology of perception remains unresolved.steptical argument ‘We should suspend our
perceptual beliefs because there is no consenswhamnjustifies ordinary perceptual
judgements’ is a bad argument. In Burgess and Rogmw, it is no more plausible to think that
we should suspend belief in our best mathematheadries because of the current state of the
epistemology of mathematics.

Although Burgess and Rosen do not cite Field ekpljdt is clear that Field’s argument
against platonism is their target hérewill now argue that Burgess and Rosen’s crititigils
because it confuses issues of reliability with eéssaf justification.

We should begin by distinguishing two quite sepaeadplanatory projects:

(@) explaining how our beliefs come to be justifiadd

(b) explaining how our beliefs come to be reliable.

Burgess and Rosen’s formulation of Field’s argunuemiflates these different projects. The
guestion ‘Have ordinary perceptual judgements Ipestified?’ is quite different from the
question ‘[H]as anyone shown that the kind of pssdey [which] ordinary perceptual
judgements are arrived at is a reliable one, tentdinead tdrue judgements?’. The first of these

belongs to project (a) whereas the second belangsoject (b).

% Compare the discussion of Field’s argument in Basgand Rosen 1997: 41-49.

* These projects are distinct even if being juslfifiethe same thing as being formed by a relialegss.
For even if these are the same, then to explainghbglief comes to be justified, we have to do ntoas
explain how it came to be reliably formed: we havadd the assertion that being reliably formediced
for justification. Without this extra assertionwitll be a mystery why the nature of the beliefriong
process is relevant.



The parallel Burgess and Rosen draw with the chperception is faulty. The dubious
sceptical argument concerning perception treatsasiure to complete project (a) as reason to
suspend our perceptual beliefs. The counterpahi®in the mathematical case would run as
follows: ‘Philosophers of mathematics have faileagxplain what justifies our mathematical
beliefs. Therefore we should suspend these belidfat argument is, admittedly, not very good.
But it is not Field’s argument. As we have sees dngument is not about justification: indeed, it
can be mounted without using any ‘key epistemicomdtSo Field’s argument has nothing to do
with project (a). Instead, Field presses the piatdn explain why our mathematical beliefs are
reliable. This demand belongs to project (b). Tineent state of project (a) in the perceptual
case is simply irrelevant to Field’s argument. &ligument only looks like a sceptical argument
if we ignore the difference between the two explanaprojects.

To finish, let me explain what the true countetrédirield’s argument is in the
perceptual case. Suppose that a certain philosaipdcount of perception made it mysterious
how we could ever explain the reliability of ourpeptual beliefs. Then the counterpart of
Field’s argument would conclude that this accodrmievception should be rejected. This
argument does nothing to lead us towards sceptidismonclusion is that we should reject a
particular philosophical theory — not that we sllguink our perceptual beliefs. This accurately
reflects Field's argument, which is directed agapiatonism, not against the claim that our
mathematical beliefs are trde.

4. Envoi

| conclude that Burgess and Rosen have faileddw ¢hat there is no good epistemological
argument against platonism. Field’s argument esctipr dilemma, since it neither invokes a
dubious epistemology, nor resembles the dubioystise¢ argument to which Burgess and
Rosen compare ft.

University of Cambridge
Cambridge CB3 9DA, UK
del27@cam.ac.uk

® Field does indeed think that many of our matheraabieliefs are untrue. But he offers independent
reasons for this stance: it is not the conclusioth® argument of his that | have been discusserg.h

® My thanks to Chris Hookway and Rosanna Keefe émnments and discussion. | gratefully
acknowledge funding from the Arts and Humanitiesd2ech Board (as it was then called) and the
Analysis Trust.
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