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On Philosophy of Mathematics
An Interview

with Charles

Parsons

HRP: How did you become interested in
philosophy, and in philosophy of mathematics
in particular? Was it—in part at least—on account
of the class I see you took with Quine?
Parsons: The one course I took w i t h Quine was
actually listed as a math course. Then I spent a
year in Cambridge between college and graduate
school — I say something about that in the Five
Questions entry^ —and there I spent two terms
on philosophy w h i c h was not philosophy of
mathematics at a l l , and then one term w i t h
mathematical material—some of the papers of the
founder of intuitionism, L. E. J. Brouwer. Then of
course I came back to Harvard and I had to satisfy the basic requirements for the
PhD. A n d I think I always had the aspiration to be a philosopher, which meant
not ignoring things that didn't have an obvious connection w i t h mathematics.
I think what most grabbed me at that time were some history, especially Kant,
and epistemology. That was such a strong tradition at Harvard. C. I . Lewis was
still active when I was an undergraduate, although he was retired before I came
back as graduate student, and in my last year of college I had taken a course with
Roderick Firth, who was the main representative of epistemology at Harvard for
roughly the generation after Lewis' retirement. A n d it was clearly very central to
the history of modern philosophy: I've always had a "modern bias''—I haven't
studied the ancients as much as I should have. Because of accidents—because of
other graduate students, really—I got somewhat deeply into Kant early in my
graduate work. Then, when I began thinking about philosophy of mathematics.
Charles Parsons is Edgar Pierce Professor of Philosophy, Emeritus, at Harvard
University, He joined the Harvard faculty in 1989 after having been at Columbia
University since 1965, but earlier he had been a student at Harvard and had briefly
taught there. He has written on logic, philosophy of logic and mathematics, and
historical figures, in particular Kant. Earlier articles are collected in Mathematics
in Philosophy (1983, paperback 2005). He is also author of Mathematical
Thought and its Objects (2008) and editor, with Solomon Feferman and others,
of the posthumous works of Kurt Gödel (Collected Works, vols. III-V, 1995, 2003).
He is about halfway through preparing a two-volume collection of his essays on other
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Kant seemed to me to be very relevant, because some very influential figures—
particularly Russell and the Vienna positivists—framed their view i n opposition
to Kant, but I learned also about other tendencies—intuitionism and what was
often called "formalism" (the view of Hilbert and his school)—that seemed to
have a certain Kantian inspiration, so continuing with Kant made sense from
that point of view. But then when I began teaching Kant, which I d i d i n my first
year of teaching, of course I had to teach the "Critique of Pure Reason," where
mathematics plays an important motivating role, but then Kant goes on about
a great deal else. As you know, I was for a long time at Columbia University,
and I taught a greater variety of courses there than I have at Harvard. I taught
undergraduate epistemology several times, I taught some early modern
philosophy figures from before Kant, certain amount of stuff that's on the border
between logic and philosophy of language, and that's also when I began to teach
phenomenology, although my interest in that was first stimulated again by fellow
graduate students —first Hubert Dreyfus, and a friend of his, Samuel Todes, and
then a little later Dagfinn Follesdal.

HRP: Phenomenology also seems to play a fairly significant role in Gödel's
philosophy of mathematics—was that a motivating influence?
Parsons: In my interest in that, no, because it developed to a considerable extent
before I knew very much about Gödel's philosophy of mathematics. N o w I d i d
fairly early on study the two main published papers—the one called "Russell's
Mathematical Logic" and the one called "What Is Cantor's Continuum Problem."^
I think there's no influence of phenomenology on the first paper, and even i n the
second paper it's not evident—there's even a little disagreement between me an
other scholars on how important the influence of Husserl is i n that paper. But I
think it's very likely there. But of course once I d i d get involved more seriously i n
the study of Gödel, starting in the early-80s, when I was asked to write a couple of
introductions for the "Collected Works" (that was a few years before I was actually
brought on as an editor), the fact that I had some background in phenomenology,
and interest in it, played some role, although the most Husserlian of Gödel's papers
is the one called "The Modern Development of the Foundations of Mathematics
in the Light of Philosophy" which is actually just a shorthand draft of a lecture
which was never delivered, and we enlisted FoUesdal to write the introduction
to that. A n d actually several people even back then studied more than I d i d the
documents in Gödel's papers that bore i n a little more detail on how he viewed
Husserl—I was sort of inclined to leave that topic to people who were the real
Husserl scholars. But as I say, I did teach some Husserl texts at Columbia, and
then at Harvard I thought up a phenomenology course which had a fairly survey
nature: there was an introductory part about Brentano, which on the second time
I taught it I expanded because I got somewhat interested in Brentano for himself.
A n d then I went through a series of topics more or less chronologically, starting
w i t h some things i n the "Logical Investigations" and then w i t h some of the main
themes of what is usually called Ideas 1, a book that he [Husserl] published in
1913. A n d then some topics from the "Cartesian Meditations" and finally the
notion of the Lebenswelt or life-world, in particular with some readings from his
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last work, called "The Crisis of European Sciences." Logic figured rather little
and mathematics not at all in that course, and I suppose the published paper of
mine that's devoted to Husserl, called "Husserl and the Linguistic Turn,"^ to some
extent grew out of that teaching, because it made me pay much more attention
to details in especially Ideas 1. Although the occasion for it was my being one
of the critics i n one of the so-called Author Meets-Critics sessions on a book by
Dummett, called Origins of Analytical Philosophy ^
HRP: You mention Husserl's Ideen in "A Plea for Substitutional Quantification."
Parsons: I suppose it was partly trying to understand some features of Husserl's
ideas about intuitions. But I never pursued that with the depth that someone
might—you know there are two leading sources: one is the discussion of the
so-called "Categorial Intuitions" in the sixth Logical Investigation, and the other,
in which the main passages are sort of brief, is about "Intuition of Essences" —
where there are some i n the very early part of Ideas 1, and some i n later texts,
like Experience and Judgment. But I guess the idea i n "A Plea for Substitutional
Quantification" had mainly to do with what a Husserlian kind intuition of abstract
objects might be. There's a later paper of mine—I think there are some places in
my book. Mathematical Thought and Its Objects,^ where I also allude to a somewhat
similar idea of intuition that has this somewhat tenuous connection with Husserl.
A n d I think it also comes up i n my chronologically intermediate paper, called
"Intuition in Constructive Mathematics."^
HRP: You speak of the relevance of the philosophy of mathematics to the
practice of mathematics, mentioning that the realist/anti-realist debate
offers some motivation—strong motivation—for mathematically substantive
principles—impredicative definitions and the law of the excluded middle
are examples. But in "Quine on the Philosophy of Mathematics" you say that
the falsification of scientific principles that use mathematics does not falsify
pure mathematics itself. Is philosophy then the only thing that can falsify, or
legislate, pure mathematics?
Parsons: Well, falsifying is one thing, and legislating is something else. In actual
history, I doubt that philosophy has falsified anything in mathematics. This is a bit
off the subject, but there is a wonderfully amusing remark in David Lewis' book
Parts of Classes, where he justifies the principles he uses for this somewhat eccentric
construction of set-theory by saying, "Well, it yields ZF —standard mathematics."
He asks whether we should reject this on roughly nominalist grounds^ and he
says, "Can you imagine the presumption in saying that philosophy should tells
us to give up the principles of mathematics where philosophy has attempted
to argue for example that there are no physical bodies, that there is no time" —
unfortunately I can't express it the way he could.^
Probably philosophy has contributed to bringing to light conceptual
confusions in mathematics—say, in the 18* century, when, it was so much driven
by applications in physics and there was relatively little concern for foundations.
There's this publication from I think 1734 or thereabouts by Berkeley called "The
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Analyst" which I think later readers anyway thought made some pretty telling
criticisms, but I think I they only got some bite much later when it became clear
there were some things like the summing of series where you got inconsistent
results, so something inside mathematics had to bring this out. You might say
that something like that happened in the early 20'*" century after the discovery of
the set-theoretic paradoxes. I don't think it was appreciated how much Cantor
himself was actually armed against them, but I think many people were very
uncertain as to how to proceed, and it gave a lot of ammunition to people who
were skeptical about set theory for various reasons, some of them even great
mathematicians, like Poincare. But once Zermelo had written down his axioms,
1 think the path for the development of set theory was pretty clear, it didn't really
have to undertake revisions. But that wasn't obvious immediately. People talked
about a crisis in the foundations of mathematics even down through the 1930s.
A n idea that occurred to me, partly in thinking about your question, is that in
the things that I know one of the things that philosophical ideas have done is
to suggest a kind of experimentation in mathematics: Brouwer, for example, on
rather a priori philosophical grounds, rejected the law of excluded middle. There
wasn't really any compelling mathematical motivation for doing that, but of course
he set out to reconstruct mathematics in a way that would be acceptable to his
philosophy. A n d you could view that as a kind of experiment to see what you
could do with this conceptual foundation: the result is that you have intuitionism.
Intuitionist mathematics is interesting in its own right, although I can't say that
now it's a very vital pursuit, but there are other schools of so-called constructive
mathematics where the research is more active, so far as I know, particularly what
was started by an American mathematician, Errett Bishop, in the 1960s. A n d we
got intuitionist logic, which has a lot of applications which are rather remote
from Brouwer's initial ideas. I think probably other examples can be found where
philosophical ideas have suggested some mathematical construction that then
turned out to be interesting even if the philosophical ideas weren't a compelling
reason to, say, abandon the mathematics that was being done.

HRP: But weren't intuitionism and constructivism projects that hoped to show
that mathematics could be reconstructed in different grounds—meant perhaps
as much to assuage our doubts than to propose a truly different program for
mathematicians?
Parsons: Well, intuitionist mathematics really is different, and in some areas it's
much more complicated because you have to make a lot of distinctions that aren't
made i n classical mathematics—for example you can't prove that if you have two
real numbers, either they are equal or they are distinct—that obviously is going
to give rise to a major constraint, so the structures .tend to be somewhat more
complicated. On the other hand, it has been argued that it captures some basic
intuitions about the continuum better than the classical, more set-theoretic way
of proceeding that goes back to Dedekind and Cantor. Unfortunately, it hasn't
had as many talented people developing it as classical mathematics. A n d one of
the things that sort of kept constructive mathematics going was that Bishop was a
first-rate analyst, and he took up a version of constructivism where the principles
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are compatible w i t h the intuitionist ones but didn't include some of the more
controversial intuitionist principles. A n d then he enlisted some people to work
on his program. Unfortunately he himself died at a comparatively young age. But
I think nearly all of the people working in strictly intuitionist mathematics have
been Dutch. There are exceptions —there is for example an American at Indiana
University named David Charles McCarty who writes and teaches on intuitionist
mathematics—but I think on our time it has had more echo from philosophers
and logicians that f r o m regular mathematicians. Brouwer was not an enthusiast
for logic, but in a way his greatest contribution to intuitionism was to raise some
questions about the foundations of logic—you see a reflection of that especially
in Michael Dummett's writing, who actually doesn't say that much about the
actual development of the mathematics; in the big book based on his lectures on
intuitionism called Principles of Intuitionism an awful lot of the attention goes to
the logic and also to the two versions of a model-theory for it developed by E.
W. Beth and by Kripke.

HRP: So youVe talked about how philosophy may or may not affect mathematics,
but one recurring theme in your writing seems to be how mathematics may
guide philosophical reasoning—in particular, set theory and the Liar paradox
is an example you mention very explicitly, but I think in your essay, "The
Problem of Absolute Universality,"^ that idea is also a motivating influence. Do
you find yourself seeking mathematical analogues to philosophical questions?
Parsons: There's of course a larger context, and that is that either mathematics
itself or ideas of a more or less mathematical character have had a lot of influence
through the whole history of philosophy—you yourself I ' m sure could think of
lots of examples. One that I guess has had a lot of influence on me is the fact that in
Kant I think that mathematics is the first example of synthetic a priori knowledge,
which therefore poses the question, how are synthetic a priori judgments possible,
which turns out to be much more general, and arise through practically the whole
of his philosophy. But you're asking really about my own work; well, several
things that I've written: the essays in the third part of the collection Mathematics
and Philosophy, which include the Liar paradox essay, a little bit of Mathematical
Thought and its Objects, but not as much, and the essay that you've just referred to,
"The Problem of Absolute Universality" I guess all brush up against the question
of the limits of thought about—well, I like the Kantian term, the "unconditioned,"
although many other people who think about these things have not been so much
involved with Kant, so it doesn't necessarily speak to them. But the questions
about the Liar paradox, questions about quantifying over absolutely everything,
questions about the universe of sets, what we are talking about when we talk about
that—I think that's a question where you have a problem in the philosophy of
mathematics (namely, about the universe of sets) and a related but not identical
question (about whether every proposition in set theory has a determinate truth
value) where that question, or the ways of thinking about it at any rate, are related
to other problems that aren't obviously about mathematics—the Liar paradox
is the one that I ventured to say something about. I think there's some relation
to the topics that Kant discusses in the section called "The Antinomy of Pure
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Reason/' and maybe in the Dialectic as a whole where the idea of "the injunction
of Reason to seek the unconditioned" is one of the guiding ideas. If I had a better
sense of issues about theology I'd be tempted to branch out from here to write
about God, but I don't have enough feel for those issues, I don't feel that I really
have anything very substantive to say about them—although I have of course
discussed God i n teaching Kant.
HRP: I quite understand that the problem of absolute universality seems to
be very closely related to problems of set theory, but with the Liar paradox it
is not at all immediately obvious that there is an connection, and I think that's
perhaps why the Liar Paradox stood, or arguably still stands, for longer than
other paradoxes that seem to have been solved with set-theoretic axioms.
Parsons: The approach to the Liar paradox of course is still very controversial, while
I think once Zermelo-Fraenkel set theory was codified and the so called iterative
conception of set used to describe what you might call canonical models of set
theory was articulated, the set-theoretic paradoxes basically ceased to be an issue.
As I recall, i n the beginning of the Liar paradox paper, I said that the difference
was that i n the case of set theory what you needed was a conceptual apparatus
that would make this mathematical theory work, whereas i n the case of the Liar
paradox you have to get a handle on, so to speak, a conceptual scheme that might
be embodied i n our language, that was a sort of a given of our thought, rather
than a scientific construction. So that a formally perfectly satisfactory arrangement
might be found unsatisfactory because there was something i n language or i n
thought that it didn't model adequately.
HRP: The question of quantification and the indeterminacy that might
arise from such approaches seems to again play into the philosophy of
mathematics. McGee notices in an essay in Between Logic and Intuition that
given quantificational indeterminacy there is no fact of the matter whether the
statement "There is in logic an inaccessible cardinal" is true.' And you mention
this in some of your paper "Informal Axiomatization, Formalization and the
Concept of Truth." Could elaborate on that?
Parsons: About the statement of McGee unfortunately I didn't look that up to
remind myself of the context. As far as that particular example goes he may be
assuming that the only constraint is the axioms of ZF or ZFC—because there would
be models w i t h inaccessibles and models without one—but I guess at least i n the
light of set theory and set-theoretic research of the last 35 to 40 years, I think you'd
have to say there are more constraints than that, but that's really just a criticism
of the example. I think my colleague Peter Koellner would argue that you can
go awfully high up among the large cardinals that have been proposed, even if
you accepted this view about quantification i n set theory—in that class last fall I
think he said he was agnostic about that issue. You would regard those cardinals
as constraints, even much bigger ones than Woodin cardinals, let's say. . . But
suppose you d i d that, that wouldn't rule out the possibility that there was some
issue, roughly speaking, about the height of the universe, that there was no fact
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of the matter about. If there are omega many Woodin cardinals and a measurable
above them, then that is enough to prove this determinacy principle called AD^^^^^.
Okay, but if you would accept that as an axiom, then there would be models in
which there would be two measurables above them, and models in which there
would be one. At least I think that's the case, and if it's not, then you'd be able to
cook up something else that's fairly simple and looks like t h a t . . .
There I begin to get maybe a little unsure about what to think, but I ' m
inclined to say, well there are probably more constraints even if we haven't thought
of them yet. One might be that whatever kind of large cardinal we come to accept,
we'll probably accept there being a proper class of them. In a lot of Woodin's
work, and in this paper of Koellner's that just came out about logic,^^ the guiding
principle is the existence of a proper class of Woodin cardinals, which is much
stronger than the one I mentioned in connection with determinacy. So the more
likely candidate for something that there is no fact of the matter about is something
like the Continuum Hypothesis or if not that, then, some higher up principle that
poses the same kind of problems. And, I guess I ' m not persuaded one way or the
other about whether there is a fact of the matter about the Continuum Hypothesis.

HRP: This is an issue that Gödel famously took up.
Parsons: You know, Gödel was so confident in a continuum problem article
that the Continuum Hypothesis is false, but then in his sixties he wrote these
unsatisfactory, technical papers, and at least one of them suggested axioms that
he thought had some plausibility, from which the Continuum Hypothesis follows
and, well, many people think that he was at that point losing his grip. But as I
understood Koellner's last presentation to that class [Topics in the Philosophy
of Mathematics], there is now a similar wavering, because there is one line of
argument that seems to lead to rejection of the Continuum Hypothesis, while
a kind of ultimate inner-model possibility seems to lead to saying that the
Continuum Hypothesis is true.

HRP: But how does this agnosticism in relationship to the Continuum
Hypothesis play into Structuralism?
Parsons: There is a difficulty of getting a sensible conception of what two different,
non-isomorphic structures of sets would be, where each one represents the power
set and has as reasonable a claim to be the real power set. When I was teaching a
seminar at UCLA, a year ago, the eminent set theorist Donald Martin was there,
and he made some remarks outside the seminar that suggested that he saw a kind
of antinomy about the Continuum Hypothesis. He didn't see how the Continuum
Hypothesis had an objective truth value. On the other hand there is a categoricity
theorem, what is called Zermelo's Quasi-Categoricity Theorem, that tells you
that any two models in which the power set is a f u l l power set w i l l agree about
the Continuum Hypothesis. I think he was inclined to conclude from that that
sets don't e x i s t . I think that's more radical than is needed, but it might be that
there is something about the idea of the full power set that we somehow can't
adequately express, but that's very vague.
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HRP: In "Structuralism and Metaphysics" you say, "in general I do not regard
structuralism and Platonism as opposed alternatives." "Platonism," you write,
"is generally taken to imply that a question formulated in the language of
mathematical theory has an objectively determinate answer... where this is to
mean more than that our logic incorporates the law of the excluded middle."^^
HOW much more would Platonism need to accept Structuralism? That is, how
much more, in addition to the law of excluded middle of course, would the
structuralist have to agree to?
Parsons: You could ask that question in reverse. If you take Platonism to have
the implication that you quote, that is, that an objectively determinate answer
means more than just accepting the Law of Excluded Middle, what that "more"
would require is that there isn't some significant ambiguity of the sort that we've
been talking about, about there being the different structures that were not only
non-isomorphic, but non-isomorphic lower down, below some bound, whose
existence both structures would agree about. So one of them would satisfy the
continuum hypothesis and the other one wouldn't. Yeah, the first thing I had in
mind i n saying that structuralism and Platonism are not incompatible was the
sort of everyday meaning of Platonism as saying, you know, we're really talking
about objects here, and if we say that certain ones exist, we should take that at
face value. Now, in the set theoretic context anyway there seems to be another
step to the determinate truth-value. Hartry Field, who wrote a certain amount
mostly in the 90s about possible indeterminacies i n mathematics, argued that
there were not [such indeterminacies] about natural numbers but that there were
about sets. Structuralism doesn't play any particular role in that discussion, the
discussion as he formulated it.
H o w m u c h more w o u l d the Platonist need i n order to accept
structuralism—that might depend on what Platonist you're talking about. I think
it would be on a different dimension from these questions about determinate
truth-values of statements, let's say, i n the, so to speak, official language of a
mathematical theory. A Platonist who was not a structuralist, I think, would be
prepared to say some things of an ontological or possibly metaphysical nature
about sets or numbers that the structuralist would not. One thing i n a paper by
my former student Oystein Linnebo that offers up a challenge to some things
that I've said is the idea that there's an ontological dependence between larger
natural numbers and smaller ones. That is to say, one depends on two depends
on one, three depends on two, and so on. A n d similarly between sets of higher
rank and sets of lower rank, so that certainly seems incompatible with some of
the slogans of structuralism. But it's quite independent of the question of whether
statements in the language of arithmetic or the language of set theory have a
determinate truth-value.
I've often wondered what Gödel thought about these things; so far as I
can make out, he never comments on structuralist views. Now, they weren't being
actively discussed until very late in his own career and, so far as I can make out,
he didn't pay a lot of attention to contemporary philosophy. Reference points
are either major figures from past history, like Leibniz, Kant—you have to count
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Husserl as past history, for that purpose,—or things that he encountered when
he was young, particularly the Vienna Circle and the Hilbert School. So, I don't
know if he ever read the famous paper "What Numbers Could Not Be" by Paul
Benacerraf, though he did know Benacerraf personally.
HRP: Perhaps Benacerraf's problem of identity is the watershed event: not
structuralism versus Platonism, but rather the position one takes on Benacerraf's
view?
Parsons: Well, I think that paper probably was the inspiration for some of the efforts
that I call eliminative structuralism. A n d actually, there is a reference in Gödel to
one sketch toward an eliminative structuralist story by the mathematician Karl
Menger, who was a rather close associate of Gödel during the time that Gödel
was in Vienna. But Gödel's comment on it, I think, is not about the structuralist
aspect of it.
HRP: In Mathematical Thought and Its Objects you say that one of the reasons
that eliminative structuralism is so popular is because of a conception of what
objects are that's based on physical analogues. And then you distinguished
between concrete, quasi-concrete, and pure abstract objects. It seems like
the notion of quasi-concrete object is related to your notion of mathematical
intuition. How does that play in? How does token lead to type in that case?
Parsons: You're referring to chapter five of the book; I start out by a more
classificatory enterprise, just to try to get straight about different uses of the
word "intuition." But then, of course, I undertake to describe a kind of intuition
that I maintain is viable, that exists and has some relevance to mathematics.
And the objects there are certainly quasi-concrete according to the classification
you referred to. So, as far as general claims about mathematical intuition are
concerned, it serves as an example to show that there is such a thing. How much
other people have been convinced by that is another matter. I tried to argue,
I think partly on the basis of what might be called phenomenological appeal,
and partly on the basis of what one might very loosely call the logical discourse
about these objects, that it is reasonable to regard our acquaintance with them
as at least resembling perception in some fundamental respects, although I also
mention some differences. A n d that makes it seem reasonable to me to describe
it as intuition. A n d then, these ideas, of course, also play a role in the next two
chapters, maybe more strongly in chapter seven, where I discuss so called finitist
arithmetic, and maintain that you can go a certain ways in developing arithmetic
in a way that's intuitive according to the standard that Hilbert and Bernays laid
down quite a while ago now. But I also raised doubts whether it would go as far
as they thought it would.
I guess I don't think in terms of the passage from token to type, although
perhaps I d i d when I first tried to develop these ideas, in maybe the paper
called "Ontology in Mathematics," the first paper in the collection Mathematics
in Philosophy. It's very natural to think of tokens as physical objects and types as
classes of tokens. That, as Quine pointed out, has some difficulties when you're
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dealing w i t h strings or sequences or whatever they are, because there would be
plenty of strings as types that were not instantiated by actual physical tokens, and
as I recall he proposed to get around this by thinking of the most basic types, like
the phonemes of a language or the letters of the written alphabet as the classes
of tokens, and the strings as types would be sequences, and it wouldn't matter
whether the string was instantiated by a physical token. In the context of thinking
about intuition, I was reluctant about this because I suppose you could say I
didn't think it was faithful to the phenomenology—that one could be conscious
about a type, without really identifying a token, whereas in the normal state of
affairs, there would be a token there, now like we were in a crowded theater and
I heard people shouting "fire," I would be conscious of the word fire as a type,
and presumably, i n reality, you did utter that word, so there would be a physical
token underlying it, that seemed to be my consciousness of the type were just
as good if it was only an illusion and no one had uttered the word, and even if
there is no illusion, there might be consciousness of the type where the subject
hadn't identified the token, and I also thought it ought to extend to at least some
cases of imagination. So that's the reason I had for looking at it i n that way, I ' m
not sure it has persuaded anybody.

HRP: The book has only been published for a year or two, and it already seems
to have caused quite a stir.
Parsons: Well, actually someone i n Germany who is writing a lengthy review
article on the piece has just sent me a draft, which I haven't looked at yet, but i n
his covering letter he said he spent much of this space to criticize me on intuition,
on roughly Wittgensteinian grounds. I had heard much more briefly, and not
in writing, criticism of that sort, some years ago from Burton Dreben, because
these ideas go back to publications before the book, particularly the paper called
"Mathematical Intuition" that was published in 1980.^^

HRP: You've mentioned Dreben, so perhaps now is the time to ask about the
history of philosophy. You've published papers on Brentano, Bernays, Zermelo,
and even Kant, that sometimes seem like they are motivated, at least in part,
by an interest in the history of philosophy, as much as in philosophy itself.
What do you see as the connection between the two?
Parsons: Well, I think philosophy does have to keep conscious of its history
because—well, various people have offered reasons why. One is that, although
there is some cumulativeness i n philosophy, there isn't nearly as much as there
is i n mathematics or well-established sciences. Why Newton developed certain
theories when he did, well, that's an interesting subject, and people have written
some rather deep scholarship on it, but the physicist of today doesn't need to study
that, because people could build on Newton, and Newton's detailed theories are i n
some sense superseded. Though of course there is a lot in Plato and Aristotle that
is superseded too, but not by the same cumulative process, so there are questions
they were dealing w i t h that are of course different from the questions that we
deal w i t h today, but not maybe quite as is the case with questions of physics or
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questions of mathematics.
Now I got into the study of Kant's philosophy of mathematics because
I thought that there was something unconvincing about the refutations of Kant
that were standard fare when was I starting out. Well, once you get further,
Kant's philosophy of mathematics seems fairly strange, but there are still some
basic ideas that have some force in relation to our own problems. Another thing
is that the great philosophers were systematic: they had developed a set of views
that had encompassed a very wide range of questions (and that's especially true,
I think, of people you think of as the enormous giants, like Plato and Aristotle,
Thomas Aquinas, maybe Descartes, certainly Kant, possibly Hegel—I don'f know
Hegel well enough) and holding together views on such a wide range of subjects
and making it coherent is enormously hard, and a lot of research in the history
of philosophy actually consists of uncovering tensions in the thought of these
of these figures, often the way they played out i n the work of their immediate
successors. There is a whole history of Cartesians, for example, fifty years or so
after Descartes. Spinoza and Leibniz are in a sense also playing out these tensions.
Likewise German Idealism starting from tensions in the philosophy of Kant. It's
much harder for contemporary figures, I think, to be as comprehensive as those
people were, so you have to look to them for a model of what systematicity in
philosophy can be. That maybe applies less to my own work than to that of some
of the bigger figures who have been around i n my time, like Quine and other
rough contemporaries like Sellars, Davidson, Strawson, Dummett, and maybe
some of the Continental figures. Husserl wrote more words than two or three
great philosophers put together, but the amount that he published was actually
the tip of the iceberg. But Heidegger wrote a lot for publication, and then after
his death a lot of lecture courses were published, and in the published forms they
are connected prose — I suppose he wrote it out that way.
HRP: But still, some things are only being published now.
Parsons: Yeah. It's not like say Kant's lectures, where what was published was
compilations by people who had attended his lectures.
HRP: Going back to Dreben again: Dreben uses the history of philosophy
to plead Wittgenstein's case, to show where philosophy has gone wrong,
whereas Rawls seems to do the opposite—to advocate a reexamination of earlier
philosophers, because we haven't assimilated nearly as much from them as we
could have. You seem to indicate a sympathy for Rawls, rather than Dreben,
on this point.
Parsons: Yeah, that's a nice way of putting it. I think my attitude is probably closer to
Rawls' than to Dreben's, in spite of the fact that Dreben was my principal teacher.
HRP: You were also an editor of Gödel's Collected Works, Can you tell us a bit
about what that was like?
Parsons: Just as a general matter, editing has played a rather large role in my
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career, because, basically the whole of my time at Columbia I was editor of the
Journal of Philosophy, and that was quite a bit of work. A n d then, shortly before I
left Columbia, I joined the Gödel editors, and that was a major commitment for
a little over fifteen years. A n d that got me into things that either had not figured
at all in my work or had been very subordinate—some textual editing (for some
of these texts from Gödel's Nachlass, it was hard to get something coherent out
of them), some translation—I d i d some translating and a fair amount of checking
and commenting on translations by others. A n d then, commentaries in which
questions about the context of some piece of writing are as much relevant as the
content itself. It may be more in evidence in the correspondence volumes than in
volume 3, which is the first of the volumes that I was an editor for.

HRP: Are these unpublished essays?
Parsons: Yes. Actually I only wrote half an introductory note for that volume. A n d
that was the one that was the hardest text to put together. It was really done by
three people: Cheryl Dawson, who was the managing editor, but also the one
who knew the shorthand; Wilfried Sieg, who is a native German speaker and also
a proof theorist so, very much engaged w i t h the subject matter; and then I was
the third one, sort of a mediating figure between the other two in that respect.
But then, for some other texts I selected the people who wrote the introductions
and then had to correspond w i t h them about the work and a couple of them
took interest in textual matters so I had to get involved in that. But then with
the correspondence—that was split up among the editors. The textual problems
were not major. Although before the Second World War I think most of Gödel's
letters were handwritten, his handwriting is pretty clear. But the introductions
often involved a lot of contextualizing. One of the ones that I was responsible for
was a correspondence w i t h a rather odd figure, a man named Gotthard Günther,
who was rather a Hegelian-trained philosopher, German by birth, but who had
left Germany because of Hitler and then found his way to the United States. But
just to make sense of what he was saying I had to read some of his writings. So
the introduction I wrote contains a certain amount of exposition and commentary
of his views, as well as interpreting what Gödel made of it all. I guess the other
more extended introduction that I wrote to Gödel's correspondence was the Wang
correspondence, where there was a lot of interaction between them that was not
represented i n letters and I had to say something about that. Although by the
time I had to write that the book of Wang about his conversations w i t h Gödel had
been published, so there was quite a bit of other documentation to fall back on.^^

HRP: And did youfindmuch that hadn't been known?
Parsons: Well, I think that the combination of the work that the Gödel editors
did and Wang's compilation from the conversations really vastly increased the
amount of information that was available about his philosophy. I think probably
everything that was written about Gödel's philosophy before the volume 3
materials became available is out of date. A n d even the two articles that I published
about Gödel in the mid-90s, just as volume 3 was coming out, made heavy use
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of that material, although i n one of those essays I think i f s not represented as
published yet; and in the other one, although it was, it was really a last-minute
insertion to have that bibliographical reference. But of course, since then an
enormous amount has been written about Gödel.
Now, what d i d i t do about, say, G ö d e l ' s central achievements i n
mathematical logic? Well, there were some lecture texts in which he presented
these results and it does shed some additional light on them. The different ways
that he had of framing and presenting the material do tell something about how
he thought. I guess there was rather little in the area of mathematical logic that
really gave more mathematical results—[there is] the kind of refinement of the
incompleteness in the lecture called "Undecidable Diophantine Sentences." A n d
then there was this paper that he really prepared for publication near the end of
his life but never sent back the galley proofs for - so that was actually included in
the volume of published works, it was the English version of the paper that he'd
written in German for a Festschrift for Bernays. The prize that eluded us—this is
not something that I was involved in, I think the editors had maybe given up on
it by the time I joined them—was Gödel's work in independence questions in set
theory, after he published the consistency of the axiom of choice and GCH [the
generalized continuum hypothesis]. Because he did have some notes on that and
I think the editors transcribed them and sent them to some excellent set theorists,
[Robert M.] Solovay and [Donald A.] Martin (Solovay was actually one of the
editors). A n d they weren't able to find a coherent argument, so I think the editors
decided it was a hopeless task to publish something on that.
Now, the relativity work is a little bit different because he published
two mathematical papers on the subject, but volume 3 does include the text of
a lecture he gave at the Institute for Advanced Study, just about at the time of
the first of his two publications. I think that's of interest. The correspondence is
interesting in showing the variety of things he talked about, some of the ways
he looked at his own achievements—particularly the incompleteness theorem
because people often wrote to him to ask does it have this implication or that
implication, and he was likely to answer no —and also his relations w i t h some
other figures in mathematics and logic like Tarski and Karl Menger and Abraham
Robinson and Carnap.

HRP: And Bernays himself?
Parsons: That's of course the longest and in many ways most interesting of these
correspondences.
So, one of the things that this got me into was looking at a person's work
as a whole, which I didn't really do even w i t h Kant. The amount of paper is more
manageable in the case of Gödel than in the case of many others.

HRP: Than Kant, for one.
Parsons: You know the Collected Works are five volumes, the Academy edition
of Kant is 29 volumes, and I think it's not complete. Now, we were selective in
certain respects. We didn't try to publish shorthand notes and we were somewhat
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selective about correspondence. Some writers have found interesting things i n
letters we either overlooked or decided not to publish. Maybe a second edition of
the correspondence would be worth thinking about sometime but we'd probably
have to have a new set of editors. Anyway, I certainly learned a lot about Gödel
and I've published three regular articles about Gödel and one more general piece
for a publication called the Dictionary of Modern American Philosophers. A n d that's
probably more than I would have published about Gödel if I hadn't gotten into
this editorial project, (p
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