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Kurt Gödel  (1906–1978)
Considered the greatest 

mathematical logician of the 
twentieth century, he was 
one of the founders of 
recursion theory.

A Princeton colleague of 
Alonzo Church and        
John von Neumann, his   
impact on computer science 
was seminal, but largely 
indirect.

Philosophical significance of the 
incompleteness theorems

Much later, in his Gibbs Lecture to the American 

Mathematical Society (1951),Gödel would suggest

that the incompleteness theorems are relevant to 

the questions

(1) whether the powers of the human mind exceed those 
of any machine, and 

(2) whether there are mathematical problems that are 
undecidable for the human mind.

The Gibbs Lecture (1951)

In his Gibbs Lecture, Gödel attempted 

to draw implications from the incom-

pleteness theorems concerning three 

problems in the philosophy of mind:

1. Whether there are mathematical ques-tions
that are “absolutely unsolvable” by any proof 
the human mind can conceive

2. Whether the powers of the human mind 
exceed those of any machine

3. Whether mathematics is our own creation or 
exists independently of the human mind
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Gödel’s conclusions

With regard to the first two questions, Gödel

argued that “Either … the human mind (even

within the realm of pure mathematics) 

infinitely surpasses the powers of any finite

machine, or else there exist absolutely 

unsolvable diophantine problems”.  He 

believed the first alternative was more likely.

As to the ontological status of mathematics, 

Gödel claimed that the existence of abso-

lutely unsolvable problems would seem

“to disprove the view that mathematics is …

our own creation; for [a] creator necessarily 

knows all properties of his creatures”. He 

admitted that “we build machines and still 

cannot predict their behavior in every detail”.

But that objection, he said, is “very poor”:
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