Mathematical Philosophy
Plan of the Alexander von Humboldt Professorship Project
LMU Munich

Hannes Leitgeb
September 2010
Mathematical Philosophy—the application of logical and mathematical
methods in philosophy—is about to experience a tremendous boom in various
areas of philosophy. This Alexander von Humboldt Professorship project will
found a new Center for Mathematical Philosophy at the Ludwig-MaximiliansUniversity Munich at which philosophical research will be carried out mathematically, that is, by means of methods that are very close to those used by
the scientists. The purpose of doing philosophy in this way is not to reduce
philosophy to mathematics or to natural science in any sense; rather mathematics is applied in order to derive philosophical conclusions from philosophical assumptions, just as in physics mathematical methods are used to
derive physical predictions from physical laws. Nor is the idea of mathematical philosophy to dismiss some of the ancient questions of philosophy
as irrelevant or senseless: although modern mathematical philosophy owes
a lot to the heritage of the Vienna and Berlin Circles of Logical Empiricism, unlike the Logical Empiricists most mathematical philosophers today
are driven by the same traditional questions about truth, knowledge, rationality, the nature of objects, morality, and the like, which were driving the
classical philosophers, and no area of traditional philosophy is taken to be
intrinsically misguided or confused anymore. It is just that some of the traditional questions of philosophy can be made much clearer and much more
precise in logical-mathematical terms, for some of these questions answers
can be given by means of mathematical proofs or models, and on this basis
new and more concrete philosophical questions emerge. This may then lead
to philosophical progress, and ultimately that is the goal of this Alexander
von Humboldt Professorship project on mathematical philosophy.
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The project plan is divided into two parts: at first, we will describe what
the new center in Munich will be like on the organizational level; secondly,
we will explain what philosophical studies will be pursued there.
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The New Center

On October 1st 2010 the new Munich Center for Mathematical Philosophy –
Language and Cognition (MCMP), which will be directed by Hannes Leitgeb,
will begin its work at the LMU Munich.
The Center’s principal aims are:
• To produce and disseminate original research of excellence that results from the application of logical or mathematical methods within
any area of philosophy and which gets published in international peerreviewed journals or monographs.
• To support promising early career philosophers, as well as scientists
who intend to turn to philosophy, to develop their interests and skills
and to absorb examples of best research practice in collaboration with
experts at the Center and at the Faculty of Philosophy, Philosophy of
Science and the Study of Religion at the LMU Munich.
• To stimulate and coordinate work on mathematical philosophy worldwide through the invitation of visiting scholars, international networks,
colloquia, conferences, and virtual collaboration and dissemination.
• To develop standing research liaisons with selected institutions of philosophical excellence worldwide.
• To foster collaboration with researchers from adjacent areas, such as
mathematics, computers science, cognitive psychology, and the neurosciences, whether internationally, within Germany, or locally in Munich.
• To communicate a sense of the goals, results and interest of our research
to a non-professional audience.
The Center will be a part of the Faculty of Philosophy, Philosophy of
Science and the Study of Religion at the LMU Munich. It will be located
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at Ludwigstrasse 31—right next to the main building of the university—in
the very same building in which the new Chair of Logic and Philosophy of
Language (held by Hannes Leitgeb), the Chair of Philosophy of Science, and
the new Chair of Neurophilosophy are located. In this way, the Center will
be integrated into academic philosophy at the LMU from the start, to the
mutual benefit of both the Center and the Faculty. There will be a special
website and a web-blog of the Center which will be used to disseminate its
activities but also to offer a platform for mathematical philosophy in general.
The Center will host and fund the following types of personnel:
• One Assistant Professor in Mathematical Philosophy who is also serving
as an Associate Director of the Center;
• a Secretarial position;
• about five Postdoctoral Fellows who will do research in mathematical
philosophy at the Center on the basis of three-year postdoc stipends;
• about five Doctoral Fellows who will write their PhD theses at the
Center and who will be supervised my members of the Center as well
as by members of the Faculty of Philosophy, Philosophy of Science
and the Study of Religion at the LMU Munich; these fellows will be
supported by three-year doctoral stipends;
• Visiting Fellows both on a junior and on a senior level: these fellows
will spend time at the Center for anything between a week and year
depending on the intentions of the fellow and the plans of the Center;
they will give presentations, they will work on joint publications with
the other members of the Center, they will co-organize academic events
in the Center, and they will of course benefit from the activities of the
Center themselves.
For instance, Professor Steve Awodey from Carnegie Mellon University and
Professor Branden Fitelson from Rutgers University (both USA) will spend
time as Visiting Fellows at the Center in each of the next five years. Doctoral
and Post-doctoral Fellows will be helped with their search, application, and
interviews for long-term or permanent positions within the final year of their
contracts.
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Amongst the activities of the Center, there will be
• a weekly Colloquium in Mathematical Philosophy with external or internal speakers (from early 2011),
• a regular colloquium in logic and philosophy of science which will be
organized together with the Chair of Philosophy of Science and the
Chair of Logic and Philosophy of Language at the LMU,
• a work-in-progress seminar in which members of the Center can give
preliminary presentations of papers on which they are currently working,
• specialized workshops, large-scale conferences, graduate conferences,
• summer schools and mini-courses on selected topics in mathematical
philosophy,
• weekly reading groups on topics of current interest,
• annual events for a public audience in which the aims and achievements
of mathematical philosophy will be presented in a way that is generally
accessible,
• and annual Stegmüller-Erkenntnis Lectures (the exact title is yet to be
determined) for which a towering figure of mathematical or scientific
philosophy will be invited to give a dedicated lecture series in Munich.
For example, the Formal Epistemology Workshop 2012 and the Progic Meeting 2012 will be hosted by the Center, and in September 2011 the conference
of the German Society for Philosophy will be held in Munich within which
the Center will organize a special Workshop on Mathematical Philosophy in
which the Center will also be officially presented.
Cooperation programmes with first-rate international partner institutions, such as
• Bristol (UK),
• Carnegie Mellon (USA),
• Stanford (USA),
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• Amsterdam (the Netherlands),
• Groningen (the Netherlands),
• Paris (France)
will be installed which will include the possibility of exchanging doctoral students and faculty, the joint organization of workshops and conferences, and
the initiation of joint research projects and strategic alliances. For instance,
in 2011 there will be the first Bristol-Munich Workshop and the first MunichPittsburgh Workshop in which reseachers from the institutions in question
will come together, present their current research activities, and comment on
and discuss each other’s work.
Internally, the Center will cooperate with various institutions at the LMU
Munich, including
• the Faculty of Philosophy, Philosophy of Science and the Study of Religion (of which the Center will be a part),
• the Departments of Mathematics, Computer Science, and Psychology,
• and the Munich Center for Neurosciences – Brain and Mind.
Of course, the members of the Center will also apply for additional funding from sources other than the Alexander von Humboldt Foundation in
order to add to the principal funds of the Center. In particular, we plan on
submitting project proposals to funding agencies such as the German DFG or
the European ESF in order to be able to support some of the fellows without
touching the Center’s own budget.
In contrast with comparable centers elsewhere, such as
• the Arche Center at St Andrews (UK),
• and the Northern Institute of Philosophy at Aberdeen (UK),
the Center will not be organized around a pre-determined set of research
projects but it will be open to new and promising research topics or themes
that may be suggested by the fellows or by visitors. Accordingly, unlike for
instance
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• the Center for Formal Epistemology at Carnegie Mellon, Pittsburgh
(USA),
no particular subdiscipline in philosophy will be selected to which the application of mathematical methods will be constrained. Any area of philosophy—
from logic and philosophy of mathematics over epistemology, philosophy of
science, and philosophy of language to metaphysics and ethics—might become a research target in the Center.
While the Munich Center for Mathematical Philosophy will be funded by
the Alexander von Humboldt Foundation for the first five years, it is really a
long-term project: If the Center’s accomplishments are evaluated posivitely
after five years, the university has already committed itself to taking over
a substantial part of the positions at the Center and of its annual budget.
There are also some long-term strategic initiatives that are associated with
the Center, such as the foundation of an international Association for Mathematical Philosophy in the mid-term future which may be organized from
within the Center. Finally, from 2011 the largest and highest ranked journal for philosophy in the German-speaking world, Erkenntnis—which was
founded originally by Hans Reichenbach and Rudolf Carnap—will be based
in the new Center. As it had been the case in the heyday of Logical Empiricism, Erkenntnis will have a natural home again at a place in which
philosophy is meant to be done in a scientific manner.
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The Research Topics

As mentioned before, apart from the emphasis on logical-mathematical methods, research at the Center will be completely free to be originated by its
fellows, and it will be open to stimulation by visitors. What holds the academic activities of Center together is thus a methodological theme, but even
this theme will comprise a plurality of methods: from classical first-order logic
over classical proof theory and non-classical logic to modal logic, from model
theory over possible worlds semantics to the semantics of dynamic epistemic
logic, from standard probability theory to non-standard accounts of degrees
of belief, from graph theory to game theory, from Carnapian explications of
concepts in the style of mathematicians to more heuristical model-building
in the style of the natural scientists; and so forth. Hence, the following list of
research topics and questions is deliberately tentative, even though it is likely
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that most, if not all, of these subjects will be in the focus of some members
of the new Munich Center for Mathematical Philosophy. Furthermore, many
of the following research questions overlap with each other, so that pursuing
various of them simultaneously should have very positive synergetic effects:
• Formal theories of truth and modality, and the semantic paradoxes:
Since Alfred Tarski’s famous work on truth in the 1930s and 1940s,
and since Saul Kripke’s new take on the Liar paradox in the 1970s, the
semantics of the truth predicate and the axiomatization of theories of
truth has been a major research topic in philosophical logic and philosophy of language. Recently, Hartry Field’s monograph and articles
on truth and paradox caused a lot of new excitement about the subject. One goal of our research in the Center will be to find the answers
to questions that might lead this area into some new and fresh directions, such as: Is there an inferentialist justification of recent theories
of truth? Does the truth predicate have explanatory power after all,
contra deflationism about truth? Is there a joint axiomatic theory of
propositions and truth in which semantical paradoxes are avoided in
ways that are similar to the manner in which modern axiomatic set
theory avoids the set-theoretic paradoxes? Is there a consistent, systematic, and philosophically illuminating way of expressing modalities
such as necessity or knowledge in terms of predicates of sentences, and
how can the notorious paradoxes that have been claimed to affect such
a treatment of modalities be avoided? Accordingly: Assume the truth
predicate to be replaced by a probability sign for sentences: what does a
semantically closed theory of probability look like in which probabilities
are assigned even to sentences that speak about their own probability?
• Inferentialism about meaning: According to inferentialists about meaning, the meaning of linguistic items is not so much given by the truth
conditions for the sentences in which these linguistic items occur, but
rather by the rules of inferences in which these linguistic items figure.
Recently, the logical constraints have come under close scrutiny that
make the constitution of meaning in this sense possible in the first
place: for if rules of inference do not satisfy these constraints, then
non-intended or even contradictory inferential practices may emerge.
Most importantly, so-called principles of harmony have been formulated which are meant to establish a balance between rules of introduction and rules of elimination for linguistic items. But what is the
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correct formal formulation of such principles of harmony? How does
harmony relate to well-known truth-theoretic proposals of how the semantic paradoxes are to be avoided (such as principles of groundedness
for truth, contextual relativization of quantifiers, and the like)? How
plausible is inferentialism about logical constants from the viewpoint
of empirical work on our understanding of, and reasoning with, logical
signs? Which additional assumptions have to be made in order to determine classical truth conditions from inferentialist accounts of meaning, if possible at all? Are there two kinds of meaning—one semantic,
the other one pragmatic-epistemic—that are underlying the differences
between truth-conditional and inferentialist theories of meaning? Are
suppositional theories of conditionals, according to which a conditional
is acceptable to an agent if and only the assumption of its antecedent
allows for a rational reasoning process that ends with the acceptance
of its consequent, inferentialist in the sense above?
• Bayesianism—application, justification, and limitations thereof: Since
Rudolf Carnap’s investigations into the probabilistic foundations of inductive logic, probability theory has become the dominant tool in formal epistemology and general philosophy of science. Unlike Carnap,
modern day Bayesianists do not regard probabilities as determined by
logical means only, but these probabilities are really subjective degrees
of belief which are subject to certain rationality constraints. A substantial part of the research in the Center will be devoted to the application
of probabilistic methods in this Bayesianist sense: Given a subjective
probability measure, is there a uniquely determined measure of the degree of confirmation of a scientific hypothesis in the light of evidence
that can be defined in terms of this probability measure? How can
the degree of acceptability of indicative or subjunctive conditionals in
natural language be measured probabilistically? What is the empirical
content of a scientist’s belief system if the scientist’s beliefs are given
in terms of probabilistic degrees of belief? We will not just investigate
questions like these by mathematical means, but we also plan on testing
some of our hypotheses by means of experiments with actual subjects
in the style of what is called experimental philosophy these days; at the
same time we want to get a clearer picture of the possible limitations
of such applications of empirical methods in philosophy. Finally, we
will be interested in the justification of Bayesianism: Is it possible to
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derive the axioms of probability theory from more fundamental epistemic maxims, such as: always try to stay as close as possible to the
truth? What additional assumptions have to be made in order to justify distributing probabilities uniformly in some domain of reasoning,
and is it possible to learn on the basis of uniform probabilities despite
the classical Carnapian worries about this? For which questions of general philosophy of science are the current Bayesianist approaches too
restrictive? For instance: Are there concrete examples from scientific
practice in which the confirmation of a hypothesis H in the light of
evidence E and given some background theory K depended on more
than just absolute or conditional probabilities involving H, E, and K?
• Conditionals, supposition, and the logic of conditionals: Conditionals,
that is, if-then sentences, play a major role in everyday language, science, and in philosophy itself: in natural language discourse we communicate regularly in terms of indicative or subjunctive conditionals;
natural scientists formulate law-like hypotheses in an if-then form; scientists in the life scientists do so as well but they take their if-then
“laws” to allow for exceptions; computer scientists have been developing a whole new area of research that deals with if-then instructions
that are meant to be applicable only in the normal or default case;
and in metaphysics the standard philosophical theories of laws, dispositions, and causality all involve conditional idioms. In the Center
we will investigate the logic, semantics, pragmatics, and epistemics of
conditionals, we will apply our findings in various of the different areas
and contexts mentioned before, and we will do so by using different
mathematical methods—in particular, logical and probabilistic ones—
and experimental methods. For instance: How does reasoning in terms
of conditionals relate to suppositional reasoning? Is the famous Ramsey test for conditionals empirically confirmed? Which logical rules
for conditionals do competent speakers obey in natural language? Do
David Lewis’ triviality results show that indicative conditionals are neither true nor false and what would this mean for realist conceptions of
scientific theories that include if-then statements? What is the proper
formulation of the Ramsey test for subjunctive conditionals? Do the
degrees of acceptability for indicative and subjunctive conditionals differ even in cases where these conditionals talk about future events?
Do counterfactuals have two kinds of meaning (one suppositional, one
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truth-conditional) which correspond to two kinds of degrees of acceptability? Are the most recent semantics for counterfactuals—similarity
semantics, causal-structural equations semantics, conditional chance
semantics—mutually translatable into each other? Is there a way of
saving the traditional conditional analysis of dispositions by changing
the conditional semantics of disposition terms?
• Qualitative and quantitative belief: There are (at least) two concepts of
belief that get used in everyday language, science, and philosophy: One
is qualitative, according to which one either believes that A is the case,
or one disbelieves that A is the case, that is, one believes that not-A is
the case, or one is agnostic about the whole alternative. The other one
is quantitative, according to which one believes A to some numerical
degree of belief that measures how firmly one believes in the truth of A.
These two concepts are subject to different sets of rationality standards:
qualitative belief has to meet logical requirements if it is to count as
rational, while degrees of belief must satisfy the axioms of probability
theory or otherwise it is rationally incoherent. None of the two concepts
ought to be given up—for example, in epistemology and for the rational reconstruction of science we need both of them—but it would also
be unacceptable to live with our postulates of rationality bifurcating
into two mutually incomprehensible directions. So how can these two
standards of rationality be unified in one joint theory? Is it possible
to give an explicit definition of belief in terms of subjective probability, such that it is neither the case that belief is stripped of any of its
usual logical properties, nor is it the case that believed propositions are
trivially bound to have probability 1? And, on related grounds: How
can the Bayesian approach to general philosophy of science be reconciled with the deductive or semantic conception of scientific theories
and theory change? How can the assertability of conditionals become
an all-or-nothing affair in the face of non-trivial subjective conditional
probabilities? Does knowledge entail a high degree of belief but not
necessarly certainty? Can high conditional chances become the truthmakers of counterfactuals? Can the approximate truth of propositions
be defined on the basis of a semantic notion of probability?
• The logic of action, reasons, preferences, and deontic logic:
For areas such as ethics and the philosophy of mind, the analysis of in10

tentional actions, the reasons for actions, and the preferences between
actions is indispensable. If someone is to count as a fully rational person, his or her actions must be committed intentionally, there must be
good reasons for the action at least from the viewpoint of that person,
and among the possible actions from which the person could choose,
the chosen action must be the most preferred one. All of these ingredients have a formal structure: next to the traditional logics for action
there are also recent dynamic logics of action and intention; recently
the logic of the rational change of preferences has become an important research topic of its own; social choice theory tries to capture the
ways in which individual preferences can be aggregated into one social
preference ordering in rationally permissible ways; the emergence of
social norms and a social contract has been studied with the help of
game theoretic methods; the logic and semantics of conditional norms
has been developed in ways that are similar to the modern analyses of
descriptive conditionals in natural language; and so on. Indeed, the application of logical and mathematical methods to the analysis of ethical
concepts and theories is now a rapidly growing field of research. Research in the Center on this set of topics will address questions such as:
Is it possible to capture rational decision-making completely in terms of
classical decision theory, and if not what are the limitations of decision
theory? How appropriate is the application of evolutionary game theory in the context of rational decision making? How do the well-known
impossibility theorems on social choice, which concern the social aggregation of individual preferences, relate to well-known impossibility
theorems on belief revision in which worldy preferences that determine
the semantics of conditionals cannot be translated in any obvious manner into epistemic preferences that determine a rational agent’s belief
revision dispositions? Should the modal axioms for actions be formulated in terms of sentential operators or predicates or both? Is there a
suppositional semantics of conditional norms that would be acceptable
both to cognitivists and non-cognitivists about norms? If so: is such a
semantics dynamic in nature, so that the if-part of a conditional norm
leads to a change of one’s moral preferences, and should such a change
be construed in qualitative or in quantitative terms?
• Structuralism about mathematics, scientific progress, and truth: Structuralists about mathematics argue that mathematical individuals, such
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as natural numbers, real numbers, or sets, are ontologically secondary
to the structures that they occupy, such as the natural number structure, the real number line, or the cumulative hierarchy of sets. The
“real” objects of mathematics are structures, that is. Similarly, structural realists about scientific progress maintain that what is preserved
when one empirically successful scientific theory is replaced by an empirically even more successful theory is the “structural content” of the
original theory; structurally, what was successful about the old theory,
is in fact preserved in the course of transition. While there has been a
lot of more or less informal philosophical debate on both mathematical structuralism and structural realism, there is neither an axiomatic
treatment of structuralism about mathematics by which it would become clear how, e.g., natural numbers as positions-in-a-structure differ
from, say, natural numbers reconstructed set theoretically, nor is there
a formal explication of what the structural content of an empirically
successful theory might be like. Previous proposals for the former in
terms of quasi-set-theoretic foundations of mathematical structuralism
have proved equally unsatisfying as previous proposals for the latter
in terms of defining the structural claims of a theory by means of the
so-called Ramsification of theoretical terms. In the Center we intend
to supply structuralists in either sense with formalized ways of making
their claims more precise; if this turns out to be impossible, we want
to translate the corresponding findings into arguments against such
structuralist approaches. For instance: Is there an axiomatic theory
of unlabelled graphs in which graphs are not ordered pairs of a set of
vertices and a set of edges but according to which unlabelled graphs
are really structures in a serious sense of the word? If so, is it possible
to generalize such a theory to a foundational theory for structures in
general? Does the actual practice of graph theorists lend support to
such a structuralist account of graphs? Does the logical reconstruction
of theoretical terms in scientific theories by means of Hilbert’s epsilon
terms, as suggested by Carnap in the 1950s and 1960s, allow for a
structuralist interpretation of scientific theories? And if so, what do
the well-known proof-theoretic results about epsilon terms then tell us
about the structural features of scientific theories? Finally: Is it possible to interpret the concept of truth in similarly structuralist terms,
such that the truth concept would pick out a structural property in
a similar sense as—if structuralists about mathematics are right—the
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successor concept for natural numbers picks out a structural relation?
• Inductive logic and neural networks: The dynamical-connectionist paradigm in cognitive science, according to which cognitive systems are to
be understood as neural networks, has traditionally been opposed to
logical accounts of cognition. In the meantime, with the introduction
of new logical formalisms, the role of logic for our understanding of
neural networks has changed crucially: various of the new logical systems are provably sound and complete with respect to a semantics by
which possible worlds or environmental states are ordered according to
their degree of normality or typicality and in which logical operators are
used to express properties of worlds or states with minimal degree of
abnormality; by mapping such formulas to distributed representations
in networks, these normality orderings can be put into correspondence
with the distribution of energy over network states, such that maximally normal worlds reflect preferred network states of minimal energy
in neural networks; inference or revision on the basis of formulas thus
matches the convergence of net states towards equilibria given input.
Another aim of the research in the Center is to take this logical approach to reasoning in neural networks one step further: Is it possible
to translate the new findings on logical descriptions of the dynamics
of artificial neural networks into a logical-cognitive account of learning
in such neural networks? That is: are there logical representations of
the transitions from one assignment of weights to the edges of a neural
network to another such assignment on the basis of a learning algorithm and a set of training data? Do different learning schemes such
as Hebbian learning or backpropagation correspond to different sets of
rules of inductive logic for conditionals and singular data? How can
probability measures be represented in artificial neural networks, such
that the propositions to which probabilities are assigned, as well as
the degrees of belief that are assigned to them, are represented in the
distributed fashion that is characteristic of the connectionist paradigm
in cognitive science? We will investigate questions like these not only
by means of mathematical methods, but computer simulations will be
equally crucial both to visualize the processes in question and to test
the hypotheses about the logical accounts of learning in networks that
we hope will emerge. In this way, a whole new naturalistic foundation
of inductive logic could be in the making.
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Research topics and questions such as these will not only be pursued
by the institutional members of the Center themselves, but we also intend
to attract visitors—philosophers and scientists—to come to the Center, to
spend some time there, and to work on these topics collaboratively.
Hannes Leitgeb
September 2010
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