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FOREWORD

The main purpose of this book is to argue against the claim that abstract
entities exist, where abstract entities are entities that lack causal powers and
are not located anywhere in space and time. My particular target is mathematical platonism. Mathematical platonism is the view that the subject
matter of pure mathematics is abstract mathematical objects. Accordingly,
mathematical platonism incorporates the view that our mathematical
knowledge includes knowledge of the existence and properties of abstract or
platonic objects. In outline, my argument against mathematical platonism is
that, since it is in virtue of their causal powers that we come to know of the
existence of any entity, we cannot know of the existence of causally
impotent objects and, accordingly, we ought not to believe that such objects
exist. It follows that we ought not to believe mathematical platonism and the
same applies to any other platonist theory that appeals to the existence of
abstract objects.
I have a number of aims for my project. My overall aim is to present the
strongest causalist case that I can against platonism. Although anti-platonists
often appeal to causal objections, few detailed accounts of such objections
have been made out. So realising this aim will, at the very least, fill a gap in
the literature on epistemology and the philosophy of mathematics.
A number of platonists have argued that any account of knowledge that is
strong enough to rule out knowledge of abstract objects will be too strong, in
that it will also rule out knowledge that we clearly have. So one of my aims
is to present an account of knowledge that avoids this criticism. I offer a
necessary condition for knowledge that does not allow platonic knowledge
but does not disallow any of the uncontroversial examples of knowledge that
defenders of platonism have raised. Now a constraint on knowledge that
simply deals with these purported counterexamples may be quite implausible
or ad hoc. However, I also hope to convince the reader that my account of
knowledge is plausible and, indeed, that it is superior to other competitors.
Xl
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Note that what is crucially at issue is our knowledge of the existence of
certain entities. The fact that the relevant causal constraint need only apply
to existential knowledge has often been overlooked. So I argue for a
plausible constraint on our existential knowledge, one that rules out our
having knowledge of the existence of platonic objects without ruling out our
ability to know of the existence of other, less controversial, entities.
Even if I do not succeed in convincing the reader of the merits of my
causal constraint on existential knowledge, there is a further plank in my
case against platonism. Platonists owe us an account of how it is that we
have mathematical knowledge, supposing that knowledge to be platonic
knowledge. In the latter part of the book (Chapters 8-12) I examine several
accounts of platonic knowledge and conclude that none is satisfactory.
If platonism is to be discarded, then the question arises as to what should
take its place. If not abstract objects, then what is the subject matter of
mathematics and the other discourses that have been given platonistic
analyses? Answering this question is not one of the aims of this book. Here I
simply observe that most arguments for platonism are fundamentally
linguistic. They take the nature and structure of our mathematical (or some
other) language to be a guide to the nature and structure of mathematical (or
some other) reality. This, in itself, may be no bad thing. But we need to be
cautious, lest we get the linguistic cart before the metaphysical horse. After
all, we can speak of the very same fact by employing different items of
language with entirely different structures. Which structure is to have
priority? When problems arise, such as the epistemological problems
discussed in this volume, we need to look beyond our language to the world
itself, especially to our mathematical (or other) practices and to the ways in
which we use our language.
My project is epistemological. The enterprise that epistemologists are
engaged in is (or ought to be) directed fundamentally at answering the
questions, 'What can we know?' and 'What ought we to believe?' My
modest project contributes to this greater enterprise by concluding that we
cannot know of the existence of abstract objects and that we ought not to
believe that such objects exist. In his autobiography, John Stuart Mill wrote:
The notion that truths external to the human mind may be known by intuition
or consciousness, independently of observation and experience, is, I am persuaded, in these times, the great intellectual support of false doctrines and bad
institutions ... There never was a such an instrument devised for consecrating
all deep-seated prejudices. (Mill 1873/1992, p. 123)

Insofar as Mill refers to truths with existential import, I support his sentiment. Mill has in mind the pernicious effects of this 'false philosophy in
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morals, politics, and religion' (ibid). Confined to pure mathematics and the
like, it may be a harmless curiosity. Nevertheless, by repudiating mathematical platonism, I believe we move the epistemological enterprise in a
direction that has the beneficial effect of undermining other ill-founded and
more damaging doctrines.
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Felix qui potuit rerum cognoscere causas.
Virgil

Ah, la belle chose que savoir quelque chose.
Moliere

There is occasions and causes why and wherefore in all things.
Shakespeare

