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Interview with Dr David Liggins 
The University of Manchester 

Interviewed by Emma Shephard 

What initially attracted you to philosophy? 

Two things, I think. First of all, a fascination with some philosophical questions, such 

as the existence of God. But, secondly, the idea that we can make progress with 

philosophical questions simply by discussing them intelligently. There is something 

tremendously elegant and attractive about that. 

You are working with Chris Daly on philosophical method and how this is 

linked with theories in mathematics, natural sciences and linguistics. Do you 

have any intuitions about how these fields ought to affect the way in which we 

do philosophy, if at all? 

I do; and Chris and I have developed some arguments to back up our views. We think 

that these disciplines can and should inform philosophy. For example, the 

metaphysics of time is informed by relevant work in physics, namely, relativity theory, 

and that’s quite right. But we noticed that several philosophers think their 

philosophical theories have to be consistent with the best theories in some or all of 

these other disciplines: in effect, they defer uncritically to these disciplines. We call 

this tendency ‘deferentialism’, and we argue against it. In our view, it might be, for 

example, that the best philosophical account of the nature of mathematics 

contradicts accepted mathematical results. Many of our best scientific theories entail 

the existence of composite material objects such as planets and hands (think of 

astronomy and anatomy); we think that the correct metaphysics of material objects 

might be one that denies the existence of planets and hands. Philosophers can revere 

these fields of study as important and successful without confining philosophy to the 

area of logical space they leave untouched. I think this is a bolder and more ambitious 

vision of philosophy than the cautious approach of the deferentialists. 

In your paper ‘In defence of radical restrictionism’ you argue for alethic 

nihilism, which denies that anything is true, as a solution to several semantic 

paradoxes including the Liar paradox. Could you explain this view a little for 

us please? 

I’ll have a go! Take a sentence, called “L”, which says of itself that it isn’t true. Clearly 

L is either true or not true. But either way, there is a contradiction. If L is true, then 

what it says is the case, so it’s not true – as well as being true. Contradiction! If L isn’t 

true, then what it says is the case, so it is true – as well as being not true. 

Contradiction! 
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Alethic nihilism deals with this paradox by denying that if what L says is the case, then 

it’s true. To put it another way, the nihilist refuses to reason from ‘such-and such’ to 

‘The claim that such-and-such is true’. They make that refusal because they do not 

think that anything is true. Since lots of paradoxes concerning truth rely on reasoning 

like that, alethic nihilism deals with these paradoxes. 

Obviously, alethic nihilism is a very radical view; but so are other theories which 

philosophers rightly take seriously, such as the theory that there are no morally 

obligatory actions, or the theory that there are no numbers or other mathematical 

objects. The nihilist argues that the theory shouldn’t be ruled out just because it’s so 

radical: they claim that the benefits of nihilism – such as dealing with paradoxes – 

outweigh the costs. 

By the way, I’d be horrified if anyone regarded this position as a justification of what 

has been called ‘post-truth’ politics! One task for the nihilist (which I have done some 

work on), is to explain why, even though nothing is true, it’s not okay to assert just 

anything you like. 

What do you most enjoy about philosophical research? Is there any particular 

topic you would like to research, but have not yet had chance to pursue? 

One enjoyable aspect of philosophy that’s not often emphasized, but means a great 

deal to me, is that it involves writing. I’m pleased that part of my job is being a writer. 

Often there isn’t time to make my writing any better than basic and serviceable – but 

sometimes I look at something I published a while back and think that there’s a well-

crafted sentence or a nice turn of phrase here and there. I really admire philosophers 

who can write strongly-argued prose that manages to sparkle – Roy Sorensen and 

Hugh Mellor (D. H. Mellor) come to mind as outstanding examples. 

In the future, I would like to do some work on the philosophy of musicology, 

specifically, the part of musicology called “musical analysis”. Musical analysts examine 

the notation of musical works and apply analytical theories to them (Schenkerian 

analysis is perhaps the best-known approach). What is the nature of these theories, 

and what precisely do these analytical investigations tell us? There is some debate 

about this in musicology, but in the literature I have seen it tends to get mixed up with 

other questions, such as how to analyze specific pieces of music. More philosophical 

work on this would be valuable, I think. (And if I did it I’d get to spend more time with 

musicologists, which is something I enjoy a great deal!) 

If you could solve any philosophical problem, what would it be and why? 

Definitely the question of whether there are abstract objects. These (alleged) objects 

don’t have any location in space and don’t make anything happen (more formally, they 

aren’t “causally active”). Numbers and propositions are good candidates for being 

abstract objects. This strikes me as one of the very biggest questions: it makes many 
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other philosophical debates seem quite parochial in comparison. If my work in the 

philosophy of mathematics contributes even a little to making progress with this 

question, I will be happy. 


