
Dummett On Abstract Objects: A Stroll
Through the History of Analytic Philosophy

Abstract objects have been a topic of great interest and debate within the field of
analytic philosophy. In this article, we will delve into the ideas and contributions of
Michael Dummett, a prominent philosopher, and explore the historical
significance of his work in shaping our understanding of abstract objects.
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What are Abstract Objects?

Abstract objects are non-physical entities that exist outside of space and time.
They are not directly perceivable, yet they play a fundamental role in various
philosophical domains, such as mathematics, logic, and metaphysics. Examples
of abstract objects include numbers, sets, propositions, and mathematical
formulas.
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The Significance of Dummett's Work

Michael Dummett, a British philosopher and logician, made significant
contributions to the field of analytic philosophy, particularly regarding the nature of
abstract objects. Dummett's work focused on the relationship between language
and reality, and he argued for a linguistic approach to understanding abstract
objects.

The Language-Reality Connection

Dummett believed that language is not simply a tool for expressing thoughts and
ideas but also a fundamental part of our reality. He argued that abstract objects
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exist as potential meanings within a language, and it is through the use of
language that we gain access to these abstract entities.

Anti-Platonism and Intuitionism

Dummett was critical of the classical Platonic view that abstract objects exist
independently of human thought and language. Instead, he proposed an anti-
Platonist stance, suggesting that abstract objects are grounded in our linguistic
practices and collective intuition.

This perspective aligns with Dummett's broader commitment to intuitionism, a
theory of mathematics that rejects the existence of an independent realm of
mathematical objects. He argued that mathematical truths are products of human
intuition and that the validity of mathematical discourse depends on our ability to
grasp these truths intuitively.

The Historical Context

To fully appreciate Dummett's contributions, it is essential to understand the
broader historical context in which his work emerged. The debate on abstract
objects traces its roots back to the early days of analytic philosophy.

The Birth of Analytic Philosophy

At the turn of the 20th century, a new philosophical movement called analytic
philosophy emerged. It aimed to clarify philosophical problems by analyzing
language and logic, giving prominence to rigorous argumentation and precise
definitions. Figures like Bertrand Russell and Gottlob Frege played key roles in
establishing the foundations of this movement.

The Logical Positivists and the Vienna Circle



During the early 20th century, the Vienna Circle, a group of philosophers and
scientists, sought to ground knowledge in empirical verification. They rejected
metaphysics and abstract entities, advocating for a strict adherence to logical and
scientific methods. This rejection of abstract objects was influenced by their
commitment to logical positivism.

The Revival of Metaphysics

However, in the mid-20th century, the dominance of logical positivism began to
wane, leading to a revitalization of metaphysical inquiry. Philosophers like
Dummett challenged the strict empiricism of the Vienna Circle and sought to
reintroduce abstract objects as legitimate topics of philosophical investigation.

Michael Dummett's work on abstract objects has had a profound impact on our
understanding of philosophy, language, and the nature of reality. His arguments
against Platonism and his championing of a linguistic approach have enriched the
ongoing debates within the field of analytic philosophy.

By recognizing the historical context in which Dummett's ideas emerged, we gain
a deeper appreciation for the evolution of analytic philosophy and the complex
relationship between language, reality, and abstract objects.
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This historically-informed critical assessment of Dummett's account of abstract
objects, examines in detail some of the Fregean presuppositions of Dummett's
account whilst also engaging with phenomenological approaches and recent work
on the problem of abstract entities.
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