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IMAGINE THERE'S NO (PLATONIC) HEAVEN
Matteo Plebani

Some people think that numbers and other
mathematical entities exist. They believe in a
platonic heaven of ideal mathematical objects, as
some (other) people like to put it. This may seem a
very strange thing to believe in: after all, we cannot
see numbers, nor touch them, nor smell them. So
why should one believe that they exist? Because, as
Putnam and Quine used to say, numbers are
indispensable to science: it seems almost impossible
to state our best scientific theories without
mentioning numbers or other mathematical objects.
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Some people think that numbers and other mathematical
entities exist. They believe in a platonic heaven of ideal
mathematical objects, as some (other) people like to put it.
This may seem a very strange thing to believe in: after all,
we cannot see numbers, nor touch them, nor smell them.
So why should one believe that they exist? Because, as
Putnam and Quine used to say, numbers are indispensable
to science: it seems almost impossible to state our best sci-
entific theories without mentioning numbers or other math-
ematical objects.

Now suppose for a moment that believers in numbers
(also called ‘platonists’) are right on the latter point: we
can’t represent reality in a precise way without using math-
ematical vocabulary. Does this mean that we are compelled
to think that numbers exist? It could be tempting to think
that this is the case. After all, if mathematics is really indis-
pensable to our description of the world, this means that
you cannot describe a world as complex as the actual
world without mentioning numbers: doesn’t this mean that
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you could not even describe a world as complex as the
actual world if you thought that numbers were absent in
that world?

Stephen Yablo (S. Yablo, ‘Explanation, Extrapolation, and
Existence’, Mind, vol. 121, n. 484 (2012), 1007—-1029) has
recently given us reason to doubt that this line of argument
is correct. The argument for the existence of numbers we
are considering has this form:

P. We can'’t represent a complex world without numbers.
Therefore:
C. We can't represent a complex world lacking numbers.

Yablo rightly notes that this argument looks similar to a
famous argument attributed to Berkeley:

P. We can'’t imagine a tree non-perceptually.
therefore:
C. we can’t imagine unperceived trees.

Many people find this argument dubious. To get a sense of
the kind of flaw present in the argument, | would like to
compare it with another argument. Suppose Matteo and
Mattia both wear glasses. Now consider the argument:

Matteo can’t see Mattia without using glasses.

Therefore:
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Matteo can’t see Mattia unless Mattia is wearing glasses.

This argument is clearly flawed: if Mattia takes off his
glasses, Matteo can of course see him very well. The point
is that glasses here play both the role of a necessary
medium of Matteo’s vision (Matteo sees through his
glasses) and the role of possible object of Matteo’s vision
(Matteo can see Mattia with or without glasses). The
important point is not to confuse the two roles: numbers,
glasses, and perception could well be indispensable media
of our vision or imagination, but this doesn’t force us to
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consider them an indispensable part of the content of our
vision and imaginations.

Let me finish by considering a funny example. One could
argue that we cannot imagine ourselves dead because, in
order to entertain such an imagination, we must be alive,
after all. Sigmud Freud made once a similar point. This
seems to be another instance of the general pattern of rea-
soning | am considering:

P. Sigmud Freud cannot imagine himself without being
alive.

therefore:
C. Sigmud Freud cannot imagine himself dead.

The argument for the existence of mathematical objects |
considered at the beginning of this paper has a structure
completely similar to the later ones. It should therefore be
rejected for the same reasons. This means that reflection
on the logic of imagination can help us to understand
where popular arguments (both traditional and contempor-
ary) go wrong.
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