
Phil 611 Topics in Philosophy of Logic and Mathematics: Winter 2015

Formalism, Empiricism, and Frege

Mondays, 9:35am–11:25pm, Leacock 927

DIRK SCHLIMM Office: Leacock 916 Email: dirk.schlimm@mcgill.ca

Course description. This seminar takes as its starting point the first half of Frege’s Founda-
tions of Arithmetic (1884), in which the author dismisses previous views on the nature of
number. In particular, Frege severely criticizes the philosophical positions of empiricism
and formalism. In the course, we will first develop an understanding of Frege’s points of
view regarding geometry and formal theories of arithmetic by studying his correspondence
with Hilbert and his arguments with Korselt and Thomae. In the second part of the course,
we will study some 19th century authors that held an empiricist position in the philoso-
phy of mathematics (Mill, Gauss, Pasch) and compare them with contemporary accounts
(Kitcher). Thus, in this seminar we will have an in-depth look at some historical debates
and philosophical reflections on mathematics, and address general questions in philoso-
phy of mathematics, such as regarding the nature of mathematical objects, mathematical
knowledge, and mathematical truth.

Prerequisites. Seminars are open only to graduate students and final year Philosophy
Majors, Honours and Joint Honours students, or by written permission of the instructor.

Reading materials will be made available on myCourses and in the library course reserve.

Requirements & grading. It is required that students prepare for and attend the meetings,
and participate in the discussions. The final grade depends on weekly discussion notes
(30%), and a 4000–5000 word term paper (70%). Late papers will be downgraded at a rate
of 1/3 of a grade per day (e. g., from A- to B+, C to C-), including weekend days/holidays.
Requests for extensions will be considered only when requested at least 24 hours before
the paper or discussion note is due and substantiated by a written note.

“McGill University values academic integrity. Therefore all students must understand the meaning
and consequences of cheating, plagiarism and other academic offences under the Code of Student
Conduct and Disciplinary Procedures (see http://www.mcgill.ca/students/srr/honest for more
information).”

“Instructor generated course materials (e. g., handouts, notes, summaries, exam questions, etc.) are
protected by law and may not be copied or distributed in any form or in any medium without
explicit permission of the instructor. Note that infringements of copyright can be subject to follow
up by the University under the Code of Student Conduct and Disciplinary Procedures.”

“In accord with McGill University’s Charter of Students’ Rights, students in this course have the
right to submit in English or in French any written work that is to be graded.”

“In the event of extraordinary circumstances beyond the University’s control, the content and/or
evaluation scheme in this course is subject to change.”

http://www.mcgill.ca/students/srr/honest

