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Part I: The Archive

What Godel actually said—and what he was trying to say.
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Chapter 1: The Mathematician's Turn

Houw the greatest logician of the twentieth century became a philosopher of
consciousness.

Kurt Godel did not arrive at phenomenology through philosophy. He arrived through
mathematics, and then through the ruins of what mathematics could not do.

In 1931, at the age of twenty-five, Godel published the incompleteness theorems—two
results that shattered the foundations program that had consumed the best
mathematical minds of the previous half-century. David Hilbert had set the agenda:
prove that mathematics is consistent, complete, and decidable. Prove that every true
mathematical statement can, in principle, be derived from a finite set of axioms by a
mechanical procedure. Prove, in other words, that mathematics is a machine.

Godel proved the opposite. Any formal system powerful enough to express basic
arithmetic, if consistent, contains true statements it cannot prove. And no such system
can prove its own consistency. Mathematics is not a machine. It cannot be sealed off,
completed, reduced to mechanism. For any set of rules you specify, there are truths the
rules cannot reach—truths that a human mathematician can nonetheless see to be true.

Most accounts of Godel's career treat the incompleteness theorems as his crowning
achievement and everything that came after as a long, eccentric decline. The standard
narrative goes like this: Godel did his great work young, retreated into increasing
isolation at the Institute for Advanced Study in Princeton, developed paranoid
tendencies, and spent his later decades on quixotic pursuits—a proof of the existence of
God, an attempt to find a rotating solution to Einstein's field equations, and an obscure
interest in Husserl's phenomenology. The genius burned out. The mind that had shaken
mathematics to its foundations drifted into philosophy and mysticism.

This narrative is wrong. It gets the trajectory exactly backwards.

The incompleteness theorems were not the destination. They were the departure point.
Godel spent the rest of his life pursuing the question the theorems had opened up: if
mathematics is not a machine, then what is the mind doing when it does mathematics?
If formal proof does not exhaust mathematical truth, what is the faculty by which
mathematicians apprehend the truths that lie beyond proof? If the mechanical picture of
reason fails, what picture replaces it?

These are not eccentric questions. They are the most important questions the
incompleteness theorems raise. Godel spent forty years working on them—quietly,
carefully, mostly unpublished—and the framework he developed to answer them was
phenomenology: specifically, the phenomenology of Edmund Husserl.
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The Path to Husserl

Godel's philosophical interests were not late developments. He had attended the
meetings of the Vienna Circle in the late 1920s and early 1930s, though he was never a
positivist. Where the Circle's members—Carnap, Schlick, Neurath—sought to eliminate
metaphysics, Godel was a metaphysical realist from the start. He believed that
mathematical objects were real, that they existed independently of human construction,
and that the mind had genuine cognitive access to them. He kept these views largely to
himself in Vienna. The intellectual climate was hostile to anything that smelled of
Platonism.

After emigrating to the United States in 1940, Godel found himself at the Institute for
Advanced Study, surrounded by physicists and mathematicians but with remarkably
little pressure to publish. He used the freedom deliberately. He began a systematic study
of philosophy—Leibniz first, whom he read extensively, then Kant, and then, sometime
in the late 1950s, Husserl.

The encounter with Husserl was, by Godel's own account, decisive. In conversations
with Hao Wang—the logician and philosopher who spent years recording Godel's
philosophical reflections, publishing them posthumously in A Logical Journey (1996)
and Reflections on Kurt Godel (1987)—Godel described Husserl as the philosopher who
came closest to getting things right. He studied the Logical Investigations, the Ideas,
and the Crisis of European Sciences with the same intensity he had brought to Russell's
Principia Mathematica three decades earlier.

What drew Godel to Husserl? The answer lies in a problem that had been gnawing at
him since 1931.

The Problem of Mathematical Intuition

The incompleteness theorems showed that mathematical truth outruns formal
provability. But Godel wanted a stronger conclusion. He didn't just want to show that
formal systems are incomplete. He wanted to show that the mind can do what formal
systems cannot—that there is a genuine cognitive faculty, not reducible to computation,
by which human beings apprehend mathematical truth.

This required an account of mathematical intuition. Not a vague gesture toward
"insight" or "creativity," but a rigorous philosophical description of what happens when
a mathematician grasps a truth that no formal system can derive. What kind of act is
this? What is its object? How does it relate to other forms of cognition—to sensory
perception, to logical inference, to imagination?

Godel had been groping toward such an account for years. In his 1947 paper "What Is
Cantor's Continuum Problem?" and especially in his 1964 supplement to that paper, he
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made the provocative claim that we have "something like a perception" of mathematical
objects:

Despite their remoteness from sense experience, we do have something like a
perception also of the objects of set theory, as is seen from the fact that the
axioms force themselves upon us as being true. I don't see any reason why we
should have less confidence in this kind of perception, i.e., in mathematical
intuition, than in sense perception.

This is a remarkable passage. Godel is not merely defending Platonism—the view that
mathematical objects exist. He is making a claim about the epistemology of
mathematics: we have a perceptual faculty directed at abstract objects, and this faculty
is as reliable as the senses. The axioms "force themselves upon us." We do not choose
them or construct them. We perceive them.

But the passage also reveals a problem. Godel says "something like a perception." The
hedge is significant. He knows that mathematical intuition is not ordinary sense
perception—you do not see the number seven the way you see a red ball. And yet it is
genuinely perceptual—the mind is responding to something real, something that
presents itself with a kind of evidential force. How can this be? What kind of perception
is directed at objects that have no spatial location, no temporal duration, no causal
powers?

This is where Husserl became indispensable. Husserl had already worked out, in
painstaking detail, a theory of exactly this kind of perception.

The Discovery of Categorial Intuition

In the Sixth Logical Investigation (1901), Husserl identified what he called categorial
intuition: the mind's capacity to directly apprehend abstract structures, relationships,
and states of affairs that are not accessible to the physical senses.

The argument begins with a simple observation. When you see a red ball, your sensory
intuition gives you the ball and its redness—physical qualities accessible to the eyes. But
when you judge that the ball is red—when you grasp the state of affairs, the relationship
between subject and predicate—you are apprehending something more. The "is" is not a
sensory datum. You cannot see the copula. You cannot hear the relationship between the
ball and its property. And yet you grasp it directly, without inference, in an act that
fulfills your meaning-intention just as a sensory perception fulfills the intention directed
at a physical object.

Husserl called this act categorial intuition because it gives you access to categories—the
formal structures (identity, difference, part-whole relations, logical connectives,
quantificational structures) that organize experience but are not themselves experienced
through the senses. When you understand a mathematical proof, when you grasp why
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an argument is valid, when you see that a theorem must be true—you are exercising
categorial intuition.

For Godel, this was exactly what he needed. Husserl had provided a philosophically
rigorous account of a cognitive faculty that:

1. Is genuinely perceptual—it gives you access to objects, not merely to representations
or symbols. 2. Is directed at abstract structures—its objects are not physical things but
formal relationships, logical forms, mathematical entities. 3. Is non-inferential—the
grasp is direct, not the conclusion of a chain of reasoning. 4. Is fallible but corrigible—
like sensory perception, it can err, but errors can be corrected through further acts of
intuition.

This is the faculty that apprehends the truth of Godel sentences. This is the faculty that
"forces" axioms upon us. This is the faculty that allows the mind to do what no formal
system can do—not because the mind is infinitely powerful, but because it has a kind of
cognitive access to mathematical reality that is categorically different from the rule-
following that formal systems perform.

A Note on the Record

Before we proceed further, a word about the nature of the evidence.

Godel published almost no philosophy during his lifetime. His philosophical views must
be reconstructed from a handful of sources: the published mathematical papers and
their philosophical supplements (especially the 1947/1964 Continuum Problem paper
and the 1951 Gibbs Lecture); a draft lecture from 1961 that was never delivered; the
extensive conversations recorded by Hao Wang; and the Max Phil notebooks—a set of
philosophical journals Godel kept in Gabelsberger shorthand, which are still in the
process of being transcribed and published.

This is a fragmentary record, and it must be treated with care. We have enough to
identify the broad outlines of Godel's phenomenological program—its aims, its key
commitments, its points of contact with Husserl. But we do not have the systematic
treatise GOodel never wrote. There are gaps, ambiguities, and places where the evidence
simply runs out.

The purpose of this study is twofold. In Part I, we present what Godel actually said about
phenomenology, as faithfully as the record allows. In Part II, we stage a series of
dialogues between Godel's recorded positions and three phenomenological thinkers—
Husserl, Merleau-Ponty, and Dan Zahavi—to illuminate what Godel might have said had
he completed his program. These dialogues are frankly speculative, but they are
grounded in the logic of Godel's commitments: they follow the trajectory of his thought
to places his published and unpublished writings gesture toward but do not reach.
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The goal is not to put words in Godel's mouth. It is to take him seriously—to treat his
phenomenological turn not as an aberration but as the natural next step in a coherent
intellectual program, and to ask what that program looks like when it is completed with
the resources of the phenomenological tradition he drew from.
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Chapter 2: The 1961 Lecture

Gadel's most explicit philosophical manifesto—a text he never delivered.

In 1961, Godel prepared a lecture for the American Philosophical Society titled "The
Modern Development of the Foundations of Mathematics in the Light of Philosophy."
He never delivered it. The draft was found among his papers after his death in 1978 and
published posthumously in volume III of his Collected Works (1995).

The 1961 lecture is the single most important document for understanding Godel the
phenomenologist. It is the only text in which he explicitly and at length connects his
views on the foundations of mathematics to Husserl's philosophical program.
Everything else—the scattered remarks in published papers, the conversations with
Wang, the notebook fragments—orbits around the positions stated here. If we are to
reconstruct Godel's phenomenology, this lecture is the foundation.

The Philosophical Landscape

Godel begins by surveying the philosophical positions available in the foundations of
mathematics and arranging them along a spectrum. On the right: Platonism, idealism,
theology—positions that affirm the reality of abstract objects and the mind's capacity to
know them. On the left: materialism, positivism, empiricism—positions that deny or
bracket the reality of anything beyond the physical and the empirical.

The history of modern foundational work, Godel observes, has been a leftward drift.
Hilbert's formalism tried to ground mathematics in purely syntactic, finitary operations
—no reference to mathematical objects or their properties required. Intuitionism,
despite its emphasis on mental construction, restricted mathematics to what can be
explicitly constructed in intuition, eliminating vast swaths of classical mathematics.
Logical positivism went further, treating mathematical statements as contentless
tautologies—true by convention, devoid of factual content.

Godel regards this entire leftward movement as a mistake. The incompleteness
theorems, he argues, have shown that the leftist programs cannot succeed. Mathematics
cannot be reduced to syntax. It cannot be captured by any finite system of rules. The
truth of mathematical statements is not a matter of convention but of fact—fact about a
domain of objects that mathematical intuition gives us access to.

But Godel is not content to simply reassert a rightist position—naive Platonism, say, or
theological realism. He knows that such positions, stated baldly, are philosophically
unsatisfying. They invite the obvious question: if mathematical objects are real, how do
we know them? What is the mechanism of access? Simply insisting that mathematical
objects exist and that we somehow perceive them is not an answer. It is a restatement of
the problem.
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What is needed, Godel argues, is a synthesis—a philosophical framework that preserves
the realist conviction that mathematics is about something real, while providing a
rigorous account of how the mind achieves cognitive contact with that reality. And the
framework he identifies is Husserl's phenomenology.

The Turn to Husserl
Here is the crucial passage from the 1961 lecture, worth quoting at length:

I believe there is no reason at all to reject the phenomenological approach, which
is nothing more than to concentrate more on the act of understanding itself than
on the question about which external objects our understanding touches upon. In
any case it is not excluded that, by investigating our understanding, we can find
something of a general and not purely subjective character, i.e., something which
has truth-value.

I believe that phenomenology, if applied correctly, can be used for gaining
insights into the foundations of mathematics. The understanding that I have in
mind here is one that goes beyond the merely logical relations between concepts,
towards an understanding of the concepts themselves... Husserl's methodological
principle of going back to the things themselves should be the guiding idea.

Several things are remarkable about this passage. First, Godel frames phenomenology
not as a theory about consciousness but as a method—a disciplined practice of attending
to the acts of understanding themselves. The phenomenologist does not speculate about
the metaphysical status of mathematical objects. She examines the experience of
mathematical understanding from within, attending to its structures, its modes of
evidence, its conditions of fulfillment.

Second, Godel is explicit that this method can yield results with "truth-value"—that
phenomenological investigation is not merely subjective but reveals something real
about the nature of understanding and the objects it discloses. This is the core
Husserlian conviction: first-person investigation of consciousness, conducted with
sufficient rigor, reveals structures that are universally valid, not merely private.

Third, Godel distinguishes between understanding "the merely logical relations between
concepts" and understanding "the concepts themselves." This distinction is crucial.
Logical relations between concepts can be formalized—they are the province of formal
systems, proof theory, and computation. But the concepts themselves—what it is that
"number" or "set" or "function" means—are grasped through a different kind of act, one
that formal systems presuppose but cannot capture. It is this deeper understanding that
phenomenology investigates.
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The Epoché and Mathematical Discovery

The most provocative suggestion in the 1961 lecture is that Husserl's phenomenological
method—specifically, the epoché—could be applied to mathematics as a tool for
discovery.

The epoché, as Husserl developed it, is a systematic suspension of the "natural
attitude"—the default assumption that we are subjects confronting an independently
existing objective world. When you perform the epoché, you do not deny that the world
exists. You suspend the positing of the world's independent existence and attend instead
to the way the world is constituted in consciousness. You shift from asking "What is the
world like?" to asking "How does the world show up for me? What are the structures of
the experience through which any world appears?"

Godel's suggestion—daring and, as far as we know, unprecedented—is that this method
can be turned on mathematical experience specifically. Instead of asking "What
mathematical objects exist?" (the metaphysical question that Platonists and anti-
Platonists endlessly dispute), you suspend the metaphysical question and ask: "What
happens in consciousness when I grasp a mathematical truth? What are the structures
of the act by which a concept like 'set' or 'cardinal number' becomes evident to me?
What conditions must be satisfied for a mathematical axiom to present itself as true?"

Godel believed that this investigation, carried out with Husserlian rigor, could lead to
genuine mathematical progress. In the conversations with Wang, he was even more
explicit:

Husserl's is a very important method. A clear understanding of the concepts,
independent of sense experience, can lead to the discovery of new axioms. For
example, it has not yet been sufficiently examined what is implied by the concept
of set.

The idea is striking: phenomenological analysis of the concept of set—a rigorous
investigation of what we mean by "set," what is given in the act by which we grasp the
concept—could reveal truths about sets that are not derivable from current axioms. The
concept itself, properly understood, contains more than any formal system has yet
extracted from it.

This is Godel's answer to the question that has haunted the foundations of mathematics
since his own theorems shattered the Hilbert program: if formal proof does not exhaust
mathematical truth, where do new axioms come from? They come from the deepening
of conceptual understanding. They come from more careful, more disciplined attention
to what is given in the acts of mathematical intuition. They come, in short, from
phenomenology.

10
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What the Lecture Does Not Say

The 1961 lecture is tantalizing precisely because of what it leaves out.

Godel identifies Husserl's phenomenology as the right method. He suggests that the
epoché can be applied to mathematical concepts. He gestures toward a program of
phenomenological investigation that could resolve foundational questions. But he does
not execute the program. He does not perform a single phenomenological analysis of a
specific mathematical concept. He does not show, concretely, what it looks like to apply
the epoché to the concept of set and arrive at a new axiom.

This is the central frustration of Godel's phenomenological legacy. He drew the map. He
pointed to the territory. But he did not make the journey—or if he did, the record of it is
buried in the still-untranscribed portions of the Max Phil notebooks.

Several explanations have been offered. Mark van Atten and Juliette Kennedy, in their
careful study of Godel's philosophical work, suggest that Godel encountered a
fundamental tension in his appropriation of Husserl: Husserl's transcendental idealism
seems incompatible with Godel's mathematical realism. If phenomenology reveals that
mathematical objects are constituted by consciousness (Husserl's position), then they
are not mind-independent realities (Godel's position). Godel may have struggled to
resolve this tension—or may have resolved it in ways the record does not preserve.

Others have suggested that Godel's perfectionism prevented him from publishing results
he regarded as incomplete. He was famously reluctant to publish anything that did not
meet his own exacting standards. A phenomenological analysis of mathematical
intuition, if it fell short of the certainty Godel demanded, would have been set aside
rather than offered to the world in imperfect form.

Whatever the explanation, the result is the same: we have a program without an
execution. We have the philosophical framework—carefully chosen, deeply motivated,
explicitly connected to the incompleteness theorems—but not the phenomenological
analyses themselves. The reconstruction of Godel's phenomenology must therefore
proceed in two stages: first, assembling what he said; second, carefully imagining, with
the resources of the phenomenological tradition, what he might have done.

11
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Chapter 3: The Perception of Concepts

Godel's theory of mathematical intuition—assembled from scattered sources.

If the 1961 lecture gives us Godel's method, the other writings give us his object: a theory
of mathematical perception that is richer, stranger, and more carefully developed than
most commentators have recognized.

The standard philosophical move, when confronted with Godel's claims about
mathematical intuition, is to treat them as a metaphor. "Perception of mathematical
objects" is taken as a colorful way of saying that mathematical truths are self-evident, or
that mathematical reasoning sometimes proceeds by non-inferential leaps. On this
reading, Godel is making a rhetorical point, not a philosophical one.

This reading is a mistake. Godel was making a precise claim, and the precision increases
the more sources we consult.

The Gibbs Lecture (1951)

In "Some Basic Theorems on the Foundations of Mathematics and Their Implications,"
delivered as the twenty-fifth Josiah Willard Gibbs Lecture, Godel laid out the
philosophical consequences of his own theorems with unusual directness.

The argument proceeds through a disjunction. The incompleteness theorems show that,
for any consistent formal system F adequate for arithmetic, there are true arithmetical
statements that F cannot prove. Godel draws the following consequence:

Either mathematics is incompletable in the sense that its evident axioms can
never be comprised in a finite rule, that is to say, the human mind (even within
the realm of pure mathematics) infinitely surpasses the powers of any finite
machine, or else there exist absolutely undecidable diophantine problems.

Godel was clear about which horn he preferred. The human mind, he believed,
genuinely surpasses any finite machine. And the faculty by which it does so is
mathematical intuition—a form of perception that gives the mind access to truths no
formal system can derive.

But what interested Godel most in the Gibbs Lecture was the analogy between
mathematical and sensory perception. He developed this analogy with care:

It should be noted that mathematical intuition need not be conceived of as a
faculty giving an immediate knowledge of the objects concerned. Rather it seems
that, as in the case of physical experience, we form our ideas also of those objects
on the basis of something else which is immediately given. Only this something
else here is not, or not primarily, the sensations. That something besides the
sensations actually is immediately given follows (independently of mathematics)
from the fact that even our ideas referring to physical objects contain constituents

12
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qualitatively different from sensations or mere combinations of sensations, e.g.,
the idea of object itself.

This is a dense but crucial passage. Godel is not claiming that we directly "see"
mathematical objects the way we see chairs and tables. Rather, he is claiming that
mathematical intuition, like sensory perception, involves a complex cognitive act in
which something immediately given in experience—something that is not itself the
object perceived—serves as the basis for the formation of ideas about the object.

In sense perception, the immediately given is sensation—colors, sounds, textures—and
the mind forms ideas of physical objects on this basis. In mathematical intuition, the
immediately given is something different from sensation (Godel leaves it unnamed,
tantalizingly), and the mind forms ideas of mathematical objects on this basis.

The analogy is structural, not qualitative. Mathematical perception does not feel like
seeing a color. But it has the same epistemic architecture: a datum is given; the mind
organizes the datum into an apprehension of an object; the apprehension can be more
or less adequate, more or less fulfilled.

Concepts and Sets

One of Godel's most distinctive philosophical commitments—and one that connects
directly to his phenomenology—is the distinction between concepts and sets.

In standard mathematical practice, concepts and sets are often conflated. The concept
"red thing" and the set of all red things are treated as two ways of talking about the same
entity. But Godel insisted on a sharp distinction. Sets are extensional: they are
determined entirely by their members. Concepts are intensional: they are determined by
their content, by what they mean, independently of which objects happen to fall under
them.

This distinction matters because Godel believed that the proper objects of mathematical
intuition are not sets but concepts. In the conversations with Wang:

The real argument for the existence of mathematical objects is that we have
perception of concepts, and that we can have perceptions of a concept which is
not yet fully grasped.

The last clause is extraordinary. We can have perceptions of a concept that is not yet
fully grasped. Mathematical intuition is not an all-or-nothing affair—you either see the
object completely or not at all. It is progressive. You can have a partial, inadequate, but
genuine perception of a concept, and this perception can be deepened, refined, and
clarified through further acts of intuition. The concept of "set," for instance, is
something mathematicians have been progressively clarifying for over a century, and
Godel believed this process of clarification is a form of perceptual refinement—

13
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analogous to the way a naturalist's perception of a species becomes more refined
through years of careful observation.

This is deeply Husserlian. Husserl's theory of intentionality holds that consciousness is
always directed at objects through meaning-intentions, and that these intentions can be
fulfilled to different degrees. A meaning-intention directed at a mathematical object (a
concept, a structure, a theorem) can be "emptily" intended—meant but not yet seen—
and then progressively fulfilled through acts of categorial intuition that bring the object
itself to givenness. The progressive clarification of mathematical concepts that Godel
describes is precisely this process of fulfillment.

The Data of the Second Kind

In the 1964 supplement to the Continuum Problem paper, Godel introduced a
distinction that is often overlooked but is central to his phenomenological program.
After the famous passage about mathematical perception, he added:

It should be noted that mathematical intuition need not be conceived of as a
faculty giving an immediate knowledge of the objects concerned. Rather, I
conjecture that there is also a second kind of data, different from sensations,
which is the basis for our knowledge of mathematical objects... These data are
something like "abstract impressions" produced by mathematical objects.

The phrase "data of the second kind" is Godel's term for the phenomenological datum of
mathematical experience—the abstract analogue of sensation that serves as the raw
material for mathematical perception. Just as visual perception begins with the
givenness of colors and shapes, mathematical perception begins with the givenness of
something—Godel calls them "abstract impressions"—that is produced by mathematical
objects.

What are these abstract impressions? Godel never says explicitly, but the logic of his
position suggests an answer. When a mathematician contemplates a proof, works
through an argument, or considers a conjecture, she has experiences that are not
reducible to the visual appearance of symbols on a page or the sound of words in her
head. There is something it is like to see that a step follows, to feel that a conjecture is
plausible, to sense that an argument has a gap. These phenomenal qualities of
mathematical experience—the felt evidentiality of a proof, the sense of necessity in a
valid inference, the discomfort of a hidden error—are the abstract impressions Godel
has in mind.

On this reading, Godel's "data of the second kind" are the phenomenological residue of
mathematical experience—what remains when you strip away everything sensory and
attend to the purely intellectual content of mathematical thought. They are the data on
which mathematical intuition operates, just as sensations are the data on which sensory
perception operates.

14
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Conceptual Realism

Godel's views amount to what we might call conceptual realism: the thesis that concepts
are real, that they are the primary objects of mathematical cognition, and that we have
genuine perceptual access to them through a faculty analogous to (but distinct from)
sensory perception.

This position has several remarkable features:

It is not naive Platonism. Godel is not claiming that mathematical objects float in a third
realm, disconnected from human experience, accessible only through some mysterious
sixth sense. The objects are given in experience—in the specific phenomenological
experience of mathematical thinking. The access is experiential, not mystical.

It is not constructivism. Mathematical objects are not created by the mathematician's
mental activity. They are discovered—encountered in acts of intuition that reveal
structures the mind did not invent. The axioms "force themselves upon us." The
mathematician is responsive to something, not productive of it.

It is not formalism. Mathematical truth is not about symbols, rules, or derivations. It is
about the objects the symbols refer to—objects that the formalism encodes but does not
constitute. A formal proof is related to mathematical truth the way a photograph is

related to a landscape: it captures something real, but the reality is not the photograph.

And it is progressive. Mathematical knowledge advances not merely by proving new
theorems within existing formal systems, but by deepening our perception of the
concepts that ground those systems. New axioms become evident not through formal
derivation (which is impossible, by incompleteness) but through the clarification of
mathematical intuition—the progressive fulfillment of meaning-intentions directed at

concepts like "set," "function," "infinity," "computability."

nmn

This is the philosophical edifice that Godel built. It is sophisticated, internally coherent,
and grounded in the finest phenomenological tradition available. What it lacks is
execution. The program calls for phenomenological analyses of specific mathematical
concepts—analyses that would demonstrate, concretely, how the deepening of intuitive
understanding leads to the discovery of new truths. Godel never published these
analyses. Whether they exist in the Max Phil notebooks remains to be seen.

15
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Chapter 4: Fragments and Conversations

The scattered evidence of a systematic mind.

The reconstruction of Godel's phenomenology depends heavily on material that was
never intended for publication: conversations with Hao Wang, entries in the Max Phil
notebooks, and remarks preserved by visitors to his office at the Institute for Advanced
Study. This material is uneven—brilliant in places, cryptic in others, sometimes
contradictory. But it reveals a thinker who was working toward a systematic
philosophical position, not merely making isolated remarks.

The Wang Conversations

Hao Wang visited Godel regularly from the mid-1960s through 1977, the year before
Godel's death. Wang recorded their conversations and published them, with extensive
commentary, in two books: Reflections on Kurt Godel (1987) and A Logical Journey
(1996). These books are the richest source for Godel's mature philosophical views.

The conversations reveal several commitments that go beyond what the published
papers suggest:

On the nature of concepts. Godel told Wang that concepts are "abstract entities"
that are "just as objective and real as physical objects." But he went further: concepts
have a kind of structure that can be investigated. "The concept of set, for instance, is
something objective. If we have unclear concepts, we can still make progress by
clarifying them." The clarification of concepts is not a matter of stipulation or
convention. It is a cognitive achievement—a deepening of perception.

On the analogy with perception. Godel repeatedly insisted that the analogy
between mathematical intuition and sensory perception is not merely illustrative but
structural. Both involve a datum immediately given; both involve an act by which the
datum is organized into an apprehension of an object; both are fallible but corrigible. He
told Wang: "I don't see any reason why we should have less confidence in this kind of
perception, i.e., in mathematical intuition, than in sense perception, which induces us to
build up physical theories and to expect that future sense perceptions will agree with
them."

On the role of the epoché. In one of the most tantalizing exchanges, Godel described
the phenomenological epoché as a method for "sharpening" mathematical intuition:

Perhaps the most important aspect of Husserl's work is the method of reflective
analysis and the related idea that, by concentrating on the given, we can clarify
our concepts and arrive at new insights.

This suggests that Godel envisioned a concrete practice: a mathematician would
"bracket" the formal apparatus—the axioms, the derivation rules, the symbolic language

16
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—and attend directly to the conceptual content that the formalism encodes. What is the
concept of set, prior to its axiomatization? What do we mean by "collection" before we
constrain it with the axioms of ZFC? By suspending the formal scaffolding and returning
to the conceptual source, the mathematician might perceive structures that the
formalism has not yet captured—structures that could ground new axioms.

On the inexhaustibility of mathematics. Godel believed that mathematical truth is
literally inexhaustible—not merely in the technical sense that no formal system can
capture all of it, but in the phenomenological sense that the objects of mathematical
intuition have a depth that can never be fully plumbed. "The totality of all mathematics
is not a closed system... Mathematics is incompletable not in the sense that we don't
have enough axioms, but in the sense that the reality we are investigating is infinitely
rich." Mathematical concepts, like perceptual objects, present themselves in "aspects"—
each act of intuition reveals some features while leaving others concealed—and the
process of progressive revelation has no end.

The Max Phil Notebooks

The Max Phil notebooks are Godel's philosophical journals, written in Gabelsberger
shorthand—a German stenographic system that was obsolete by the time Godel was
using it, making the notebooks exceptionally difficult to transcribe. The notebooks span
decades and cover an enormous range of topics: logic, metaphysics, theology, physics,
phenomenology, ethics, and the philosophy of mind.

The transcription and publication of the Max Phil notebooks is an ongoing project.
What has appeared so far—in translations and scholarly discussions by Eva-Maria
Engelen, Gabriella Crocco, and others—confirms that Gédel was engaged in sustained
philosophical work, not merely jotting down stray thoughts.

Several themes emerge from the available material:

Theology and phenomenology. Godel was a theist, and his philosophical views are
deeply intertwined with theological commitments. He believed in a personal God, in the
afterlife, and in the rational intelligibility of the universe. His version of Platonism is not
cold or impersonal—it is suffused with the conviction that mathematical reality is an
aspect of a divinely ordered cosmos. The Max Phil notebooks suggest that Godel saw
phenomenology not only as a method for investigating mathematical intuition but as a
path toward metaphysical knowledge more broadly—knowledge of the structure of
reality as a whole, including its theological dimensions.

The concept of "the given." Godel returns repeatedly to the idea that consciousness
is structured by what is given to it—data that are not constructed or chosen but
encountered. This applies to mathematical experience (the "data of the second kind")
but also to moral experience, aesthetic experience, and religious experience. The
philosophical task, as Godel sees it, is to develop a systematic phenomenology of the
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various modes of givenness—the different ways in which different kinds of objects
present themselves to consciousness.

The relationship between abstract and concrete. The notebooks contain
reflections on how abstract objects (numbers, sets, concepts) relate to concrete objects
(physical things, spatial configurations). Godel seems to have been developing a position
in which abstract and concrete are not separate realms but different "levels" or "aspects"
of a single reality, accessible through different modes of intentional engagement. This is
closer to the holistic ontology of Husserl's later work than to the dualistic Platonism
usually attributed to Godel.

The Silence and Its Significance

What does it mean that Godel never published his phenomenological work? The
charitable reading—and the one best supported by the evidence—is that Godel held
himself to a standard of rigor that his philosophical investigations had not yet met. He
was a man who published his doctoral thesis only after verifying every step to his own
satisfaction, who delayed the publication of the constructible universe results until the
proofs were impeccable. The phenomenological work, if he regarded it as incomplete or
insufficiently rigorous, would have been held back as a matter of course.

But there may be a deeper reason. The kind of work Godel envisioned—a
phenomenological investigation of mathematical concepts that would yield new axioms
—is extraordinarily difficult. It requires a combination of mathematical expertise,
philosophical training, and phenomenological skill that is vanishingly rare. Godel was a
supreme mathematician and a sophisticated philosopher, but he was not a trained
phenomenologist. He had read Husserl carefully but had not undergone the kind of
systematic phenomenological training that the Husserlian tradition regards as essential.
His phenomenological program may have stalled not because it was wrongheaded, but
because it demanded a set of intellectual capacities that no single person—not even
Godel—possessed in sufficient combination.

This is why the dialogues in Part II are necessary. Godel the mathematician needed
Godel the phenomenologist, and the phenomenologist was never fully developed. By
staging conversations between Godel's recorded positions and the mature
phenomenological tradition—Husserl, Merleau-Ponty, Zahavi—we can begin to supply
what was missing: the phenomenological expertise that could have brought Godel's
program to fruition.
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Part II: The Dialogues

What Godel might have said—and what he would have had to confront.
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Chapter 5: Godel and Husserl — Intuition and Idealism

A conversation between the realist and his master about whether perception of
concepts requires a transcendental subject.

Of all the conversations Godel never had, the one with Husserl is the most consequential
—and the most paradoxical. Godel regarded Husserl as the philosopher who had come
closest to the truth. He adopted Husserl's method, his vocabulary, and his central
philosophical insight: that consciousness has a structured, investigable relationship to
its objects, and that rigorous first-person investigation of this relationship yields
genuine knowledge. And yet Godel explicitly rejected what Husserl considered the
culmination of his own philosophy: transcendental idealism.

The tension is not peripheral. It cuts to the heart of what Godel's phenomenological
program can be. If the tension cannot be resolved, the program collapses. If it can be
resolved, the resolution reveals something important about both phenomenology and
mathematics.

Let us stage the conversation.

The Agreement: Categorial Intuition

The starting point is a zone of deep agreement. Both Godel and Husserl believe that the
mind has a faculty of categorial intuition—a capacity to apprehend abstract structures
directly, without inference, in an act that is genuinely cognitive and genuinely
perceptual.

For Husserl, categorial intuition is established in the Sixth Logical Investigation. The
mind does not merely receive sensory data and process them computationally. It sees
structures: the identity of objects across different presentations, the part-whole
relations that organize perception, the logical forms that structure judgment. These
structures are not inferred from sensory data but perceived through a distinctive act that
builds on sensory perception while exceeding it.

Godel's version is more specific: categorial intuition, when directed at mathematical
concepts, gives us genuine knowledge of mathematical reality. The axioms of set theory,
for instance, are not conventions or postulations. They are truths perceived by the
mathematical mind in acts of categorial intuition. They "force themselves upon us"—a
phrase that echoes Husserl's account of evidence as the "self-givenness" of the object.

Husserl would recognize and endorse much of this. In Formal and Transcendental
Logic (1929), he explicitly discusses mathematical evidence as a form of categorial
intuition. Mathematical truths are evident not because they follow from axioms (that
would be merely formal validity) but because the objects they concern—numbers, sets,
functions—present themselves to the mathematical consciousness with a specific
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character of self-givenness. The mathematician sees that 2 + 3 = 5 not by performing a
calculation but by grasping the arithmetic structure directly.

So far, Godel and Husserl are in harmony. The mind perceives abstract structures.
Mathematical knowledge is grounded in this perception. The method for investigating
such perception—and potentially deepening it—is phenomenology.

The Rupture: Transcendental Idealism

The disagreement emerges when we ask: what is the ontological status of the objects
perceived?

Godel's answer is unequivocal: mathematical objects exist independently of the mind
that perceives them. They are real in the strongest sense. The mind discovers them; it
does not constitute them. Mathematical Platonism, for Godel, is not a metaphor but a
literal description of the relationship between mathematical consciousness and its
objects.

Husserl's answer, at least in his mature philosophy, is different—and, to Godel,
unacceptable. Husserl's transcendental idealism holds that the world—including the
world of mathematical objects—is constituted by transcendental consciousness. This
does not mean that the world is invented or fabricated. Constitution is not creation. But
it does mean that the world, as we know it, is inseparable from the structures of
consciousness through which it appears. There is no "world in itself" that stands behind
or beyond the world-as-constituted. The world is the correlate of intentional
consciousness, and to speak of it apart from that correlate is to speak of nothing
determinate.

Godel saw this as a fatal concession to idealism. If mathematical objects are constituted

by consciousness, then they depend on consciousness—and a mathematics that depends
on the mind is not the objective, mind-independent mathematics Godel believed in. He

told Wang;:

Husserl's phenomenology is the right method, but one need not accept his
idealism. One can use the method without the metaphysics.

Is this possible? Can you have Husserlian phenomenology without transcendental
idealism? The question has divided Husserl scholars for decades, and the dialogue
between Godel and Husserl is, at bottom, a dialogue about this question.

Husserl's Response

Let us imagine Husserl's reply.

Husserl would begin by insisting that Godel has misunderstood transcendental
idealism. It is not the thesis that the world depends on my mind—that would be
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subjective idealism, which Husserl rejects as forcefully as Godel does. Transcendental
idealism is the thesis that the meaning of "existence" is constituted in the structures of
intentional consciousness. When we say mathematical objects "exist," we are making a
claim that only has sense within the context of the acts of consciousness through which
mathematical objectivity is constituted.

Husserl would point to a passage from Ideas I (1913):

Transcendental subjectivity is not a part of the world; the world is its intentional
correlate. The epoché does not destroy the world; it reveals the world as
constituted sense.

The point is subtle. Husserl is not saying that consciousness creates mathematical
objects out of nothing. He is saying that the very concept of a mathematical object—
what it means for a set or a number to be an object, to have properties, to be identical to
or different from another object—is constituted through the intentional acts of
mathematical consciousness. You cannot step outside consciousness to check whether
your mathematical perception matches a mind-independent reality, because the concept
of "matching" and the concept of "reality" are themselves constituted in consciousness.

This is not a limitation. It is a clarification. It tells you what objectivity actually is: not a
correspondence with something beyond all experience, but a structural feature of
experience itself—the invariance that holds across different acts of consciousness,
different subjects, different presentations of the same object.

Godel's Rejoinder

Godel would not be persuaded. He would reply that Husserl's transcendental idealism,
however subtly stated, still makes mathematical truth dependent on the structures of
consciousness—and this gets the order of explanation wrong. Mathematical truths are
true regardless of whether anyone perceives them. The continuum hypothesis is either
true or false independently of any mathematician's ability to settle it. If Husserl's
idealism implies that mathematical truth has no determinate status apart from acts of
mathematical consciousness, then Husserl's idealism is wrong.

And Godel would press a specific point: the incompleteness theorems themselves
provide evidence against transcendental idealism. The first theorem shows that
mathematical truth outruns any formal system—that there are truths no formalization
of mathematical reasoning can capture. The second theorem shows that mathematical
systems cannot prove their own consistency. These results reveal a mathematical reality
that exceeds any human construction, any system of rules, any framework that
consciousness imposes. The truths are there whether or not we can derive them. The
incompleteness of our formal systems is evidence that we are trying to capture
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something that already exists, not constructing something that wouldn't exist without
us.

Godel might put it this way: Husserl is right that we access mathematical reality through
acts of categorial intuition. He is right that phenomenological investigation of these acts
can deepen our mathematical knowledge. But he is wrong to conclude that the reality we
access is constituted by the acts through which we access it. The perceptual analogy that
Godel himself insists on makes this clear: when I see a tree, my perception is structured
by the intentional acts of visual consciousness—but the tree is not constituted by my
perception. The tree was there before I looked and will be there after I look away. The
same holds for mathematical objects.

The Resolution That Godel Needed

The dialogue reaches an impasse, but the impasse is illuminating. What Godel needs—
and what Husserl's framework can in fact provide, though Godel may not have seen it—
is a version of phenomenology that preserves the reality and independence of
mathematical objects while retaining the phenomenological account of how we access
them.

Several paths to this resolution are available within the Husserlian tradition:

The Gottingen reading. Husserl's early students at Gottingen—Adolf Reinach,
Alexander Pfander, Max Scheler—developed a "realist phenomenology" that accepted
Husserl's methods while rejecting his later idealist turn. On this reading, the epoché is a
method for investigating the structures of consciousness, not a thesis about the nature
of reality. You can bracket the natural attitude, attend to the acts of consciousness, and
describe what you find—without committing to the claim that what you find exhausts
reality. This is essentially Godel's own position, and it has a legitimate pedigree within
the phenomenological tradition.

The motivational reading. Some contemporary scholars—notably Dermot Moran
and, to some extent, Zahavi—have argued that Husserl's transcendental idealism is best
understood not as a metaphysical thesis but as a methodological one. It says that, for
the purposes of phenomenological investigation, we must not presuppose a mind-
independent reality; we must confine ourselves to what is given in experience. But it
does not positively deny the existence of a mind-independent reality. On this reading,
the gap between Godel and Husserl narrows considerably.

The fulfillment reading. Perhaps the most promising path. Husserl's theory of
evidence holds that knowledge consists in the progressive fulfillment of meaning-
intentions. When you intend an object "emptily" (mean it without perceiving it) and
then perceive it (the intention is "filled"), you have evidence—genuine cognitive contact
with the object. The degree of evidence depends on the degree of fulfillment. Godel can
accept this entire framework without accepting transcendental idealism. Mathematical
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intuition is a process of fulfillment: the mathematician moves from empty intention (she
has the concept of set but does not yet see its full content) to progressively more
adequate intuition (she perceives more and more of the concept's structure). The
question of whether the concept exists independently of consciousness is a metaphysical
question that the phenomenological analysis of fulfillment does not settle—and does not
need to settle.

This last path is, I believe, the one Godel was implicitly pursuing. His remarks to Wang
about "perceiving concepts not yet fully grasped" are almost a textbook description of
the progressive fulfillment of mathematical meaning-intentions. The epoché, on this
reading, is not a concession to idealism but a disciplinary practice: it forces the
mathematician to attend to what is actually given in intuition rather than relying on the
formal apparatus as a substitute for genuine understanding. You can perform the
epoché, discover new mathematical content through deepened intuition, and still
believe that the content was there all along, waiting to be perceived.

What Husserl Would Have Given Godel

If Godel had actually had this conversation—if he had worked through the tension
between his realism and Husserl's idealism with a trained Husserlian phenomenologist
—several things might have happened.

First, Godel would have gained a more precise language for describing mathematical
intuition. Husserl's vocabulary of intentionality, fulfillment, evidence, and constitution
provides a fine-grained descriptive apparatus that Godel's own writings lack. Godel
speaks of "perception of concepts" and "abstract impressions" but never develops these
notions with the kind of detailed structural analysis that Husserl's framework makes
possible. What, exactly, is the intentional structure of an act of mathematical intuition?
How does it differ from an act of logical inference? From an act of imagination? From a
merely empty intention? Husserl provides the tools for answering these questions.
Godel needed them.

Second, Godel would have been forced to confront the phenomenological demand for
concrete analysis. Husserl never rested content with programmatic statements. He
demanded descriptions—painstaking, first-person accounts of specific cognitive acts,
analyzed in their full intentional structure. Godel's published philosophy is almost
entirely programmatic: he says what phenomenology could do for mathematics but
never shows it being done. A sustained engagement with Husserl's own practice might
have pushed Godel from program to execution.

Third, and most speculatively: the conversation might have revealed that the
disagreement about idealism is less important than both parties suppose. If
mathematical intuition works the way both Godel and Husserl describe—if concepts are
given with increasing adequacy through progressive acts of categorial intuition, if the
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content of these concepts outstrips any formalization, if the mathematician is responsive
to a structural reality that constrains and guides her thought—then the question of
whether to call this reality "mind-independent” (Godel) or "constituted" (Husserl) may
be a dispute about words rather than about the nature of mathematics. The
phenomenological descriptions would be the same either way. The metaphysical gloss
differs. And for the purposes of the program Godel cared about—using
phenomenological methods to discover new mathematical truths—the descriptions are
what matter.

25



Godel the Phenomenologist

Chapter 6: Godel and Merleau-Ponty — The Body of
Mathematics

A conversation between the Platonist and the philosopher of flesh about whether
mathematical intuition has a body.

The conversation with Merleau-Ponty is the one Godel would least have wanted to have
—and possibly the one he most needed.

Maurice Merleau-Ponty (1908—-1961) developed a phenomenology that begins not with
the transcendental ego but with the lived body. Where Husserl treats consciousness as a
field of intentional acts directed at objects, Merleau-Ponty insists that the most
fundamental form of intentionality is bodily: the body's pre-reflective orientation
toward the world, its motor habits, its perceptual skills. Understanding, for Merleau-
Ponty, is never a purely intellectual act. It is always rooted in the body's practical
engagement with things.

Godel, by temperament and conviction, would have resisted this. His Platonism requires
that mathematical intuition transcend the body. The whole point of mathematical
knowledge, for Godel, is that it gives us access to a reality that is not physical, not
spatial, not temporal—a realm of pure structure that exists independently of any body. If
mathematical intuition were bodily, it would be tied to the contingencies of
embodiment, and mathematical truth would lose its necessity and universality.

And yet the encounter would have been productive—because Merleau-Ponty asks a
question that Godel's framework cannot easily answer, and provides resources for
answering it that Godel's framework desperately needs.

The Question Godel Cannot Answer

Godel claims that we have "something like a perception" of mathematical objects. He
draws an analogy with sensory perception: both involve a datum immediately given, an
act of apprehension, and an object apprehended. But the analogy, pressed far enough,
reveals a gap.

Sensory perception has a body. When I see a tree, I see it from a particular spatial
position, with eyes that have specific capacities and limitations, through a visual system
that has been shaped by evolution and personal development. My perception is
perspectival—I see the tree from here, not from everywhere. And this perspectival
character is not a deficiency; it is constitutive of perception as such. To perceive is to
perceive from somewhere. The body is the "zero point" of spatial orientation (Husserl's
phrase), the here from which every there is defined.

Now: what is the "body" of mathematical perception? From where does the
mathematician perceive mathematical objects? The question sounds absurd, but it is
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forced by the perceptual analogy that Godel insists on. If mathematical intuition is
genuinely perceptual, it must have some analogue of perspectival structure. The
mathematician must apprehend mathematical objects from some "position"—
intellectual, conceptual, developmental—that conditions what she can and cannot see.

And indeed, this is manifestly the case. A mathematician trained in algebraic geometry
sees structures that a combinatorialist does not, and vice versa. A mathematician
working in the twenty-first century perceives mathematical objects differently from her
counterpart in the eighteenth century—not because the objects have changed but
because the intellectual tools, background knowledge, and conceptual framework
through which she engages them have developed. Mathematical intuition is not a view
from nowhere. It is always historically, culturally, and intellectually situated.

Merleau-Ponty would press this point. In the Phenomenology of Perception (1945), he
argues that all perception is structured by the body-schema—the pre-reflective
awareness of one's own body as a field of capacities and orientations. Perception is not
the passive reception of data by a disembodied mind. It is an active, skillful engagement
with the world, carried out by a body that has been shaped by its history of interactions.

Applied to mathematics, this yields a provocative thesis: mathematical intuition is not a
disembodied flash of insight. It is the product of a long history of embodied practice—
writing proofs, manipulating symbols, drawing diagrams, building models, struggling
with problems, developing skills. The mathematician's "perception” of a mathematical
object is not categorically different from a craftsman's perception of his material. Both
are forms of embodied expertise—the kind of knowing-how that Merleau-Ponty calls
"motor intentionality."

Godel's Resistance

Godel would resist this analysis on principled grounds. If mathematical intuition is a
form of embodied expertise—if it depends essentially on the body, its history, its
training—then mathematical truth inherits the contingency of the body. Why should the
deliverances of a historically situated, culturally conditioned, biologically evolved
organism count as perceptions of a mind-independent mathematical reality? The whole
attraction of Platonism is that it grounds mathematical truth in something that
transcends the contingencies of human embodiment. Merleau-Ponty's phenomenology,
from Godel's perspective, would collapse mathematical truth back into natural history.

Godel might put the objection in terms of his distinction between concepts and sets.
Concepts are intensional—they are determined by their content, not by the particular
acts through which they are apprehended. The concept of number is the same concept
whether it is grasped by a first-year mathematics student or by Euler. If Merleau-Ponty
is right that all cognition is bodily, then the "same concept" is an illusion—there are only
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the diverse, historically shaped, bodily conditioned acts of apprehension, with no
invariant content to unite them.

And Godel might appeal to the very argument that motivated his phenomenological
turn: the incompleteness theorems. If the mind were merely a body—a physical system
operating according to causal laws—then it would be a kind of machine, and the
incompleteness theorems would set a limit on what it could know. The fact that
mathematical truth outruns any formal system is evidence that the faculty by which we
apprehend it is not merely physical, not merely bodily. Mathematical intuition must
have a non-physical component, or the entire argument from incompleteness to the
non-mechanical nature of mind collapses.

Merleau-Ponty's Counter

But Merleau-Ponty—at least the late Merleau-Ponty, the author of The Visible and the
Invisible—has resources that complicate Godel's resistance.

In his late ontology, Merleau-Ponty moved beyond the subject-object dualism that
structures even his earlier work. He introduced the concept of la chair (the flesh)—a
term for the fundamental "element"” of Being that is prior to the distinction between
subject and object, mind and body, perceiver and perceived. The flesh is neither
subjective nor objective. It is the reversible, self-sensing fabric of the world: the same
"stuff" that sees and is seen, touches and is touched.

Applied to mathematics, the concept of flesh suggests a way of thinking about
mathematical reality that escapes the Platonism-constructivism dichotomy that has
trapped Godel. Perhaps mathematical structures are not mind-independent objects in a
Platonic heaven, and not mental constructions either, but aspects of the flesh—features
of the self-articulating structure of Being that become visible when a mathematician's
trained perception achieves the right orientation.

On this reading, the mathematician's embodied practice—her years of training, her
manipulation of symbols, her diagrammatic reasoning—is not a contingent obstacle to
pure mathematical perception. It is the medium through which mathematical structure
becomes manifest. Just as the painter's bodily skill is not an obstacle to seeing color but
the condition of possibility for a deeper seeing, the mathematician's embodied expertise
is the condition of possibility for mathematical intuition.

This would give Godel something he needs: an account of the progressive character of
mathematical intuition that does not reduce it to merely formal or mechanical
processes. The mathematician's intuition improves not through better computation but
through deeper skill—a refinement of the perceptual capacities that are rooted in,
though not limited to, bodily engagement with mathematical practice.
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It would also explain a feature of mathematical experience that Godel acknowledges but
cannot account for: the role of working with mathematical objects. Mathematicians do
not arrive at new insights by passive contemplation alone. They calculate, they construct
examples, they draw pictures, they play with formalism. The insights emerge from the
practice, not prior to it. Merleau-Ponty's account of embodied knowing explains why:
the body's engagement with mathematical material is not mere preparation for the
disembodied flash of insight. The engagement is the intuition in its developing form.

The Productive Tension

The conversation between Gédel and Merleau-Ponty does not end in agreement. Godel
would continue to insist that mathematical objects are not aspects of a universal "flesh"
but real, mind-independent entities. Merleau-Ponty would continue to insist that the
concept of mind-independent reality, divorced from any possible experience, is
incoherent.

But the productive outcome of the dialogue is a question that both would recognize as
important: What is the role of mathematical practice in mathematical intuition?

Godel's framework, as he left it, has no answer to this question. He describes
mathematical intuition as "something like a perception" but says almost nothing about
the processes by which this perception is cultivated, refined, and deepened. The 1961
lecture gestures toward the epoché as a method for sharpening intuition, but the gesture
is vague. How, concretely, does one perform a phenomenological epoché on one's own
mathematical thinking? What does it feel like? What conditions make it more likely to
succeed? What role do calculation, formalization, diagram-drawing, and other
embodied mathematical activities play in preparing the ground for intuitive insight?

Merleau-Ponty's phenomenology of embodied skill provides resources for answering
these questions that Godel's austere Platonism does not. The mathematician's body—her
trained hands, her habitual ways of writing, her familiarity with specific notational
systems, her kinesthetic sense for the "shape" of a proof—is not irrelevant to her
mathematical perception. It is the lived medium through which mathematical structures
become available.

A Godelian phenomenology completed with Merleau-Pontian resources would look
something like this: mathematical objects are real and their properties are independent
of any particular act of cognition. But the cognitive access to these objects is always
mediated by embodied mathematical practice—a practice that develops over a lifetime
of training and that conditions the range and depth of what the mathematician can
perceive. The Husserlian epoché, applied to mathematics, would involve not merely
"concentrating on the given" in a purely intellectual sense, but reflectively attending to
the full range of one's mathematical experience, including its embodied, practical, and
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skillful dimensions, to identify the conceptual content that the formalism only partially
captures.

This is speculative, but it follows the logic of Godel's commitments. If mathematical
intuition is genuinely perceptual, it must have a medium. Merleau-Ponty provides the
most sophisticated available account of what perceptual media are and how they work.
The Platonist who takes the perceptual analogy seriously may need the philosopher of
the body more than he thinks.
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Chapter 7: Godel and Zahavi — The Self That Perceives

A conversation between the mathematical Platonist and the contemporary
phenomenologist about the subject of mathematical experience.

Dan Zahavi occupies a unique position in contemporary phenomenology. Trained in the
Husserlian tradition, he has spent his career building bridges—between phenomenology
and analytic philosophy of mind, between Husserl's transcendental philosophy and
contemporary cognitive science, between the Continental tradition's emphasis on first-
person experience and the empirical study of consciousness. His work on self-
awareness, intersubjectivity, and the nature of the experiencing subject makes him the
ideal interlocutor for a question that Godel raised but never answered: Who is it that
perceives mathematical objects?

The Missing Subject

Godel's philosophical writings are remarkably silent about the subject of mathematical
experience. He tells us a great deal about the objects—concepts, sets, mathematical
structures—and a fair amount about the cognitive acts—perception, intuition, categorial
apprehension. But he says almost nothing about the who: the conscious subject that
performs these acts and to whom the objects are given.

This silence is not innocent. The subject of mathematical intuition is philosophically
crucial. If mathematical intuition is a form of perception, as Godel insists, then it
requires a perceiver—a conscious being to whom mathematical objects appear. But what
kind of being is this perceiver? Is it the empirical human being, with all her
psychological contingencies—her moods, her training, her cultural background? Is it the
transcendental ego of Husserl's Ideas—a pure, contentless "pole" of intentional acts? Is
it something else entirely—a mathematical consciousness that transcends individual
psychology while not being reducible to a Kantian abstraction?

The question matters because different answers lead to very different conceptions of
mathematical knowledge. If the subject of mathematical intuition is the empirical
individual, then mathematical perception is subject to all the contingencies of individual
psychology—and the objectivity of mathematics becomes hard to explain. If the subject
is a transcendental ego, then mathematical perception is secured against psychological
contingency—but the connection to actual mathematical practice becomes mysterious.
How does a transcendental ego calculate, struggle with proofs, and develop
mathematical skills?

Zahavi's work on the phenomenology of self-awareness provides resources for
navigating this question that were not available to Godel.

Zahavi's Minimal Self
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In Self-Awareness and Alterity (1999), Subjectivity and Selfhood (2005), and his
extensive work on Husserl's theory of inner time-consciousness, Zahavi has developed
an account of the subject that avoids both the extremes that Godel's framework
threatens to collapse into.

The core idea is what Zahavi calls the "minimal self" or "experiential self"—the first-
personal character that is present in all experience. Whenever you have an experience—
any experience—it is experienced as yours. There is a quality of "mineness" or "for-me-
ness" that is intrinsic to experience as such. You do not first have a bare experience and
then infer that it is yours. The for-me-ness is built into the experience from the start.

This minimal self is not a substance, not a soul, not an empirical object. It is a structural
feature of experience: the first-personal givenness that distinguishes an experience from
a mere process. A thermostat registers temperature, but there is nothing it is like to be a
thermostat (to borrow Nagel's phrase). When a mathematician grasps a proof, there is
something it is like—a specific phenomenal character of understanding—and this
"something it is like" is the minimal self in operation.

Zahavi is careful to distinguish the minimal self from more robust notions of selfhood.
The "narrative self"—the self as a character in a life story, with a history, plans, and
social identity—is a construction that emerges through language, memory, and
interpersonal interaction. The minimal self is more basic: it is simply the first-personal
givenness of experience as such, prior to any narrative or reflective elaboration.

The Subject of Mathematical Intuition

Zahavi's minimal self provides Godel with something he did not have: a
phenomenologically rigorous account of the subject of mathematical experience.

The subject who perceives mathematical objects is not the empirical individual (with all
her contingencies) and not the abstract transcendental ego (with its detachment from
concrete experience). It is the minimal self—the first-personal, experiential dimension
of mathematical consciousness.

What does this mean concretely? When a mathematician grasps that the angles of a
triangle sum to two right angles, the grasping has a first-personal character: it is her
understanding, experienced from the inside. This first-personal character is what makes
mathematical intuition a form of perception rather than a mere causal process. A
computer can derive that the angles sum to 180 degrees, but there is nothing it is like for
the computer to do so. The mathematician's grasp is a cognitive achievement that has an
experiential dimension—and this experiential dimension is the minimal self.

The advantage of this account is that it preserves Godel's central insight—mathematical
intuition is a first-personal cognitive act, not reducible to computation or mechanism—
while avoiding the problem of the "missing subject." The subject is not a mysterious
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Platonic soul that somehow peers into a mathematical heaven. It is the experiential
dimension of mathematical thinking: the fact that mathematical thought, when it rises
to the level of genuine understanding, is something that is undergone, lived through,
experienced by a conscious being.

Intersubjectivity and Mathematical Objectivity

Zahavi's work opens another avenue that Godel's framework needs but lacks: an account
of mathematical objectivity that is grounded in intersubjectivity.

Godel secures mathematical objectivity by placing mathematical objects in a mind-
independent realm. The truth of the continuum hypothesis does not depend on what
any mathematician thinks—it depends on the mind-independent structure of the set-
theoretic universe. But this solution raises the familiar epistemological puzzle: how does
a mind-dependent subject achieve cognitive contact with a mind-independent object?

Zahavi, following Husserl, offers a different approach. Objectivity is not constituted by
the independence of objects from consciousness. It is constituted by the intersubjective
structure of experience. Something is objective when it is accessible from multiple first-
personal perspectives—when different subjects, engaging with the object from different
positions, converge on the same structure.

Applied to mathematics: a mathematical truth is objective not because it exists in a
Platonic heaven but because it is accessible to any competent mathematical
consciousness. The theorem that every natural number is either prime or composite is
objective because any mathematician who performs the relevant acts of categorial
intuition will arrive at the same result. The objectivity is not metaphysical (the theorem
exists "out there") but experiential (the theorem presents itself consistently across
different subjects, different historical periods, different cultural contexts).

Godel might resist this move, seeing it as another version of transcendental idealism—
constituting objectivity through the structures of subjectivity rather than grounding it in
mind-independent reality. But Zahavi would reply that the distinction Godel is drawing
—between objectivity-as-intersubjective-accessibility and objectivity-as-mind-
independence—may be a distinction without a practical difference.

Consider: how would Godel establish that mathematical objects are mind-independent?
He would have to show that mathematical truths hold even in the absence of any
perceiving subject. But this is exactly what he cannot show—because any evidence for
mind-independence must be gathered by a mind. The strongest evidence Godel can offer
is that mathematical truths present themselves with a compelling, necessity-bearing
character that does not vary with the individual subject—that the axioms "force
themselves upon us" regardless of who "us" is. But this is precisely the intersubjective
invariance that Zahavi identifies as the constitution of objectivity.
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The dialogue here reaches a philosophically interesting place: Godel and Zahavi may
agree on the evidence for mathematical objectivity (the intersubjective invariance of
mathematical experience) while disagreeing on the interpretation of that evidence
(mind-independent reality vs. constituted objectivity). For the purposes of the
phenomenological program Godel cares about—using the investigation of mathematical
experience to discover new truths—the interpretation may not matter. What matters is
the phenomenological analysis of mathematical evidence: how mathematical objects
present themselves, what character of self-givenness they have, how different acts of
intuition relate to one another and to the concepts they disclose.

Pre-Reflective Mathematical Understanding

Zahavi's most provocative contribution to the Godelian project may be his account of
pre-reflective self-awareness and its implications for the nature of understanding.

In Zahavi's analysis, following Husserl and extending Sartre, consciousness is
characterized by a basic form of self-awareness that is not reflective—not a matter of
turning attention inward and observing oneself. It is an immediate, non-thematic
awareness of one's own experiencing that accompanies all intentional acts. When I see a
red ball, I am aware of the ball (the intentional object) but I am also, non-thematically,
aware of my seeing (the intentional act). This pre-reflective self-awareness is what
makes reflection possible—I can later reflect on my experience because I was already
pre-reflectively aware of it as it occurred.

Now consider mathematical understanding. When a mathematician grasps a proof, the
understanding is not merely a cognitive state directed at a mathematical object. It is a
lived experience with a specific phenomenal character—a character of evidence, of
insight, of seeing-that-it-must-be-so. And this character is pre-reflectively given: the
mathematician does not first understand the proof and then infer that she understands
it. The understanding is given to her as hers, from the inside, in the very moment of
grasping.

This pre-reflective dimension of mathematical understanding is what distinguishes
genuine mathematical perception from mere formal derivation. A computer can produce
a derivation, but it has no pre-reflective awareness of the derivation as a cognitive
achievement. The mathematician's understanding has a felt quality—a first-personal
character of evidence—that is intrinsic to the act and that no formal reconstruction can
capture.

Godel's entire philosophical program depends on this distinction, but he never
articulates it with phenomenological precision. Zahavi's account of pre-reflective self-
awareness provides the missing piece: the subject of mathematical intuition is not a
mysterious Platonic soul but the pre-reflective self-awareness that is intrinsic to the act
of mathematical understanding. The "something more" that mathematical
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understanding has, beyond formal derivation, is the first-personal, experientially given
character of evidence—the felt necessity of mathematical truth.

This has a striking consequence. Godel argued that mathematical intuition outruns
computation—that the mind can perceive truths no formal system can derive. Zahavi's
framework locates the source of this surplus: it is the pre-reflective, experiential
dimension of understanding that computation lacks. A formal system manipulates
symbols without any pre-reflective awareness of what it is doing. The mathematician
grasps the meaning of the symbols through acts that are pre-reflectively self-aware—acts
in which the evidence presents itself not as a bare datum but as her evidence,
experienced from the inside, with a specific character of self-givenness.

The incompleteness theorems, on this reading, are not just results about formal
systems. They are revelations about the structure of consciousness itself: they show that
the first-personal, pre-reflectively self-aware dimension of mathematical experience has
a cognitive reach that no third-personal, formally describable system can match.

Zahavi and the Naturalism Question

There is one more dimension of the Godel-Zahavi dialogue that deserves attention: the
question of naturalism.

Godel was an anti-naturalist. He believed that the mind cannot be fully explained by
natural science—that consciousness, mathematical intuition, and the capacity for
genuine understanding point to something that transcends the natural order. This
conviction motivated his interest in phenomenology: if consciousness has properties
that natural science cannot capture, then a method for investigating consciousness from
the first-person perspective is not a luxury but a necessity.

Zahavi's relationship to naturalism is more nuanced. He is not a naturalist in the
reductive sense—he does not believe that phenomenology can be replaced by
neuroscience or cognitive science. But he has argued extensively for a productive
relationship between phenomenology and empirical science, a relationship he calls
"naturalizing phenomenology" (though he prefers the term "phenomenologizing the
natural sciences"). The idea is not to reduce first-person experience to third-person
mechanisms but to use phenomenological descriptions to guide and constrain empirical
research—and, conversely, to use empirical findings to refine and correct
phenomenological descriptions.

This is directly relevant to Godel's program. If mathematical intuition is a genuine
cognitive faculty, it should have neural correlates—specific patterns of brain activity that
correspond to acts of mathematical perception. But these correlates do not explain the
intuition; they are its empirical shadow, the third-personal trace of a first-personal act.
Zahavi's framework allows us to say this precisely: the phenomenological description
(what mathematical intuition is, experienced from the inside) and the empirical
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description (what happens in the brain when mathematical intuition occurs) are
complementary, not competing. Neither reduces to the other. Both are necessary for a
complete understanding.

This is, in fact, what the Fedorenko lab data suggest—the data discussed at length in the
earlier dissertation. When mathematicians solve problems, the language network goes
quiet and a different set of brain regions activates. The empirical finding does not
explain mathematical understanding. But it confirms, from the third-person
perspective, what the phenomenological analysis reveals from the first: mathematical
understanding is not a form of language processing. It is a categorically different kind of
cognitive act, with its own neural signature and its own phenomenological structure.

Godel would have welcomed this convergence—an empirical confirmation of the
phenomenological claim that understanding is not computation—while maintaining his
conviction that the phenomenological description is explanatorily primary. The brain
correlates tell you that something distinctive is happening during mathematical
understanding. Phenomenology tells you what is happening: an act of categorial
intuition, pre-reflectively self-aware, in which a mathematical concept presents itself
with evidential force to a conscious subject.
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Part II1: The Reconstruction

What Godel's phenomenology becomes when the dialogues are synthesized.
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Chapter 8: Toward a Godelian Phenomenology of
Mathematical Intuition

A systematic account of what Godel was building—assembled from his fragments and
completed with the resources of the tradition he drew from.

The dialogues in Part II were not idle exercises. Each one extracted something that
Godel's program needs but that his own writings do not provide. From Husserl: the fine-
grained descriptive apparatus for analyzing acts of mathematical intuition—the
vocabulary of intentionality, fulfillment, and evidence. From Merleau-Ponty: an account
of the embodied, practice-dependent character of mathematical perception—the role of
the body in what Godel called "something like a perception." From Zahavi: a
phenomenologically rigorous account of the subject of mathematical experience—the
minimal self whose pre-reflective self-awareness is what separates understanding from
computation.

The task of this chapter is to synthesize these contributions into a coherent account: a
Godelian phenomenology of mathematical intuition that is faithful to Godel's
commitments, informed by the phenomenological tradition, and concrete enough to
serve as a guide for philosophical and mathematical work.

The Structure of Mathematical Intuition

Drawing on all three dialogues, we can describe the structure of mathematical intuition
as follows:

The act. Mathematical intuition is a form of categorial intuition (Husserl)—a non-
inferential apprehension of abstract structure. It is not the conclusion of a chain of
reasoning but a direct "seeing" of mathematical content. This seeing can be partial or
complete, confused or clear, empty or fulfilled. The progression from confusion to
clarity, from empty intention to fulfilled intuition, is what mathematical understanding
consists in.

The object. The objects of mathematical intuition are concepts (Godel)—intensional
entities that are determined by their content rather than their extension. The concept of
"set" is not the class of all sets but the meaning-structure that the word "set" expresses
and that the axioms of set theory partially capture. Concepts have a depth that exceeds
any finite formalization: the concept of set contains more than ZFC extracts from it, just
as the landscape contains more than any photograph captures.

The medium. Mathematical intuition is mediated by embodied mathematical practice
(Merleau-Ponty). The mathematician's trained capacities—her facility with notation, her
diagrammatic skills, her familiarity with exemplary proofs—are not obstacles to pure
intuition but conditions of its possibility. The medium is not the message, but without
the medium, the message cannot arrive. The epoché, applied to mathematics, involves
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reflective attention to the full range of mathematical experience, including its embodied
dimensions, to identify the conceptual content that the formalism only partially
captures.

The subject. The subject of mathematical intuition is the minimal self (Zahavi)—the
pre-reflective, first-personal character of mathematical experience. This is what
distinguishes mathematical understanding from computation: the understanding has a
felt character of evidence, a quality of "seeing-that-it-must-be-so," that is experientially
given and that no formal system can replicate. The pre-reflective self-awareness
intrinsic to mathematical experience is the locus of the "something more" that Godel's
incompleteness theorems reveal.

The evidence. Mathematical evidence is a form of self-givenness (Husserl): the
mathematical object presents itself to consciousness with a specific character of
necessity, universality, and certainty. This evidence is not infallible—mathematical
intuitions can err, as the history of mathematics amply demonstrates. But it is
corrigible: errors can be corrected through further acts of intuition, through
confrontation with formal results, and through intersubjective checking by the
mathematical community.

This five-part structure—act, object, medium, subject, evidence—provides the
framework for a systematic phenomenology of mathematical intuition. Godel had the
first two elements (act and object) clearly in view. The dialogues have supplied the
remaining three.

The Epoché in Mathematical Practice

Godel's most provocative claim—that Husserl's epoché could be applied to mathematical
experience as a method of discovery—can now be made concrete.

The mathematical epoché, as we reconstruct it, is a three-stage practice:

Stage one: Suspension. The mathematician suspends the formal apparatus—the
axioms, the derivation rules, the notational conventions—and attends to the conceptual
content that the apparatus encodes. This is not a rejection of formalism. It is a
disciplined shift of attention from the representation to what is represented. The
question is not "What can I derive from ZFC?" but "What do I mean by 'set'? What is
given to me when I think about collections, membership, inclusion?"

This stage corresponds to what Godel described in the 1961 lecture: "concentrating more
on the act of understanding itself than on the question about which external objects our
understanding touches upon." The formal system is put in parentheses. What remains is
the lived experience of mathematical thinking—the conceptual terrain that the
formalism maps.

39



Godel the Phenomenologist

Stage two: Attention. Having suspended the formal apparatus, the mathematician
attends with care to what is given in mathematical experience. This attention is not
passive. It involves what Husserl called eidetic variation: the systematic imagining of
variations on a concept to identify what remains invariant. What happens to the concept
of "set" if I vary the membership relation? What if I allow non-well-founded sets? What
if I restrict to constructive sets? Each variation reveals different aspects of the concept;
what remains invariant across all variations is the essential structure.

This stage requires the embodied mathematical skills that Merleau-Ponty's analysis
highlights. The mathematician must be able to work with the concept—to construct
examples, to test boundaries, to play with possibilities. The attention is not a
disembodied contemplation but an active engagement, carried out through the trained
capacities of mathematical practice.

Stage three: Articulation. The insights gained through suspension and attention are
articulated in formal terms—new axioms, new definitions, new theorems. This stage
reconnects the phenomenological investigation to the formal framework. The
mathematician has perceived something about the concept of set (say) that the current
axioms do not capture. She now formulates this perception as a candidate axiom and
subjects it to the usual formal and intersubjective tests.

This three-stage process—suspend, attend, articulate—is, I believe, what Godel had in
mind when he suggested that phenomenology could lead to the discovery of new
mathematical axioms. The process does not replace formal reasoning. It supplements it
with a form of conceptual investigation that formal reasoning, by Godel's own theorems,
cannot fully capture.

The Progressive Character of Mathematical Knowledge

One of the most important features of the Godelian phenomenology reconstructed here
is its account of mathematical progress.

On the standard view, mathematical progress consists in the derivation of new theorems
from existing axioms—and, occasionally, in the adoption of new axioms whose truth is
"self-evident." This picture leaves mathematical intuition with nothing much to do:
either a truth is derivable (in which case formal proof does the work) or it is self-evident
(in which case intuition is a brute given, with nothing further to say about it).

The Godelian phenomenology offers a richer picture. Mathematical progress consists in
the progressive deepening of our intuitive grasp of mathematical concepts. The concept
of "set" is not a static given but a structured field of meaning that reveals more of itself
as our mathematical understanding develops. The axioms of ZFC represent one level of
insight into this concept; large cardinal axioms represent a deeper level; the still-
unknown axioms that would settle the continuum hypothesis would represent a deeper
level still.
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Each level of insight corresponds to a more adequate fulfillment of the meaning-
intention directed at the concept. The mathematician who grasps large cardinal axioms
has a richer, more filled intuition of "set" than the mathematician who works only
within ZFC—not because she has adopted stronger assumptions but because she sees
more of the concept. Her perception of the set-theoretic landscape is more detailed,
more nuanced, more complete.

This progressive picture is directly analogous to the progressive character of perceptual
knowledge. A bird-watcher's perception of a species becomes more refined over years of
observation—she sees features that a novice cannot see, discriminates differences that
are invisible to the untrained eye. The features were always there; what has changed is
the perceptual capacity. Similarly, the mathematical structures that ground large
cardinal axioms were always implicit in the concept of set; what has changed is the
mathematician's capacity to perceive them.

The incompleteness theorems guarantee that this process has no end. For any level of
mathematical insight, there are truths visible from a deeper level that are invisible from
the current one. The concept of set is inexhaustible—not because it is vague or
indeterminate but because it is infinitely rich. A phenomenology of mathematics must
account for this inexhaustibility, and the Godelian framework does so: it treats
mathematical intuition as a perceptual capacity that can always be further refined,
directed at an object (the concept) that always has more to reveal.

Mathematics and Meaning

There is a final dimension of the Godelian phenomenology that deserves emphasis: its
implications for the relationship between mathematics and meaning.

On the computational view of mind—the view Gédel spent his philosophical career
opposing—mathematics is a syntactic activity. The mathematician manipulates symbols
according to rules. The symbols do not mean anything; or rather, their meaning is
exhausted by the rules that govern their use. Understanding a theorem is nothing more
than being able to derive it. Meaning reduces to mechanism.

The Godelian phenomenology inverts this picture completely. Mathematics is, at its
core, a meaning-directed activity. The mathematician does not manipulate symbols; she
uses symbols to think about concepts. The symbols are instruments of intuition—tools
that facilitate the progressive perception of mathematical structure. They are the
diagrammatic extensions of the mathematician's embodied intelligence, the notation
through which abstract meaning becomes tractable.

The incompleteness theorems, on this reading, are not merely technical results about
formal systems. They are demonstrations that meaning outruns mechanism—that the
mathematical concepts the symbols encode have a content that no system of symbol-
manipulation can exhaust. The gap between what a formal system can derive and what a
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mathematician can see is the gap between syntax and semantics, between rule-following
and understanding, between computation and meaning.

Husserl saw this. In the Crisis of European Sciences, he warned that the modern
mathematization of nature had produced a "technization of thought"—a substitution of
symbolic manipulation for genuine conceptual understanding. The formulas work, but
the meaning behind the formulas has been forgotten. The mathematical physicist can
derive the equations but no longer understands what the equations describe.

Godel's contribution was to show that this technization is not merely a cultural failure
but a mathematical impossibility. You cannot replace understanding with formalism,
because formalism is provably incomplete. There will always be truths that the
formalism cannot capture and that only understanding can reach. The
phenomenological investigation of mathematical understanding is therefore not an
optional supplement to mathematical practice. It is a necessary complement to formal
methods—the only way to access the mathematical content that formal methods, by
Godel's own theorems, cannot reach.
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Chapter 9: The Unfinished Program

What remains to be done—and why it matters now more than ever.

Godel died in 1978, his phenomenological program unrealized. The Max Phil notebooks
continue to be transcribed and studied, and they may yet yield surprises. But it is safe to
say that Godel did not complete what he set out to do: a systematic phenomenological
investigation of mathematical intuition that would ground a new approach to the
foundations of mathematics.

The question is whether the program can still be completed—and whether it should be.

The Contemporary Landscape

The landscape of philosophy of mathematics has shifted considerably since Godel's
time, and not in directions he would have found congenial. The dominant positions in
analytic philosophy of mathematics—structuralism, fictionalism, nominalism—tend to
sidestep the question of mathematical intuition altogether. They ask what mathematical
objects are (structures, fictions, nothing) but not how we know them. The
epistemological question that Godel regarded as central—How does the mind achieve
cognitive contact with mathematical reality?—has fallen out of fashion.

Meanwhile, in the phenomenological tradition, the philosophy of mathematics has been
a minor concern. Husserl's own mathematical work (his Philosophy of Arithmetic, his
work on formal ontology) has received scholarly attention, but the project of applying
phenomenological methods to contemporary mathematical practice has been pursued
by only a handful of researchers—notably Richard Tieszen, whose After Godel (2011) is
the most sustained attempt to develop Godel's phenomenological program, and Mirja
Hartimo, who has done careful work on the relationship between Husserl's
phenomenology and mathematical practice.

The result is a curious gap. The analytic tradition has the mathematical expertise but not
the phenomenological tools. The phenomenological tradition has the philosophical
framework but not the mathematical depth. Godel's program requires both—and this is
part of the reason it has not been completed.

The Open Questions

The reconstruction offered in this study is a beginning, not a conclusion. It identifies the
framework for a Godelian phenomenology of mathematical intuition. But the hard work
—the actual phenomenological analyses of specific mathematical concepts—remains to
be done. Here are the most pressing open questions:

Can the mathematical epoché actually produce new results? Godel conjectured
that phenomenological investigation of the concept of set could lead to new axioms. This
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is an empirical claim about the productivity of a philosophical method, and it has not
been tested. What would a systematic application of the mathematical epoché to the
concept of set look like? Would it yield insights that contribute to resolving the
continuum problem or other open questions in set theory? The answer is unknown, and
it will remain unknown until someone—a philosopher-mathematician of the kind Godel
imagined—actually performs the investigation.

What is the precise relationship between categorial intuition and formal
proof? Godel's framework implies that mathematical intuition is both independent of
formal proof (it can grasp truths that no proof system can derive) and dependent on it
(the mathematician's intuition is shaped and disciplined by the practice of proving).
How, exactly, do these two dimensions interact? When a mathematician works through
a proof, what is the phenomenological structure of the transition from formal
manipulation to genuine understanding? Is there a precise moment at which the proof
"clicks"—when the formal derivation becomes an act of categorial intuition? Zahavi's
account of pre-reflective understanding provides some tools for answering this, but the
concrete analysis has not been done.

How does mathematical intuition develop? Godel's picture of progressive
conceptual clarification implies that mathematical intuition has a developmental
trajectory—it matures, deepens, and becomes more refined over a mathematical
lifetime. But the phenomenology of this development is entirely uncharted. What
changes when a mathematics student transitions from rote manipulation to genuine
understanding? What is the phenomenological structure of mathematical expertise—the
master mathematician's ability to "see" solutions that are invisible to the novice?
Merleau-Ponty's account of embodied skill development is suggestive, but it has not
been applied to mathematics in any systematic way.

What is the relationship between individual intuition and communal
knowledge? Mathematics is a social practice: theorems are proved, reviewed, and
verified by communities of mathematicians. Godel's emphasis on individual intuition
risks neglecting this social dimension. How does the intersubjective validation of
mathematical results relate to the individual's acts of categorial intuition? Zahavi's work
on intersubjectivity provides resources here, but the question remains largely
unexplored in the specific context of mathematics.

Can the Godelian phenomenology engage productively with contemporary
cognitive science? The Fedorenko lab data—showing that mathematical reasoning
activates brain regions distinct from the language network—are suggestive, but a full
program of "phenomenologically informed cognitive science of mathematics" has not
been developed. What would it look like to use the Godelian framework to generate
specific, testable predictions about the neural basis of mathematical understanding?
What would it mean to "phenomenologize" the neuroscience of mathematics in Zahavi's
sense?
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Why It Matters Now

There is a reason this program has become more urgent in 2026 than it was in 1978,
when Godel died, or in 1951, when he delivered the Gibbs Lecture.

The reason is artificial intelligence.

When Godel argued that the mind outruns computation—that mathematical intuition
can perceive truths no formal system can derive—the argument was primarily of
philosophical interest. Computers in the 1950s and 1960s were impressive calculating
machines, but no one seriously confused them with mathematicians. The distinction
between computation and understanding was philosophically important but practically
obvious.

It is no longer obvious. Large language models produce mathematical proofs, solve
competition problems, and generate mathematical conjectures. Al systems have
contributed to the resolution of long-standing open problems. The computational
metaphor for the mind—the metaphor Godel spent his life challenging—has returned
with a vengeance, backed by trillions of dollars of investment and billions of users who
interact daily with systems that produce eerily convincing simulacra of understanding.

In this context, the Godelian phenomenology is no longer merely a philosophical
program. It is a diagnostic tool—a framework for making a distinction that has become
practically critical: the distinction between genuine mathematical understanding and its
computational imitation.

The Al that produces a correct proof does not understand the proof. It has no categorial
intuition of the mathematical structures the proof concerns. It has no pre-reflective self-
awareness of its own cognitive acts. It has no progressive, fulfillment-based relationship
to mathematical concepts. It manipulates symbols—with astonishing skill, across vast
domains—but it does not see what the symbols mean.

The Godelian phenomenology tells us why this distinction holds and where to look for
it. Understanding is not a behavioral disposition (the AI can replicate any mathematical
behavior). It is not a computational process (the Al computes better than any human). It
is a specific structure of consciousness—an act of categorial intuition, pre-reflectively
self-aware, directed at a conceptual object that presents itself with evidential force.
Consciousness is not optional. It is constitutive. The pre-reflective awareness that
Zahavi identifies as the minimal self is the difference between understanding and
simulation—not a vague, hand-wavy "something extra" but a philosophically precise,
phenomenologically describable feature of the cognitive act.

Godel knew this in 1951. He said it in the Gibbs Lecture, in the 1961 draft, in the
conversations with Wang. What he could not have known is how urgently the world
would need to hear it.

45



Godel the Phenomenologist

The Program, Stated

Let us conclude by stating the Godelian program as clearly as we can, so that whoever
takes it up next knows what they are attempting.

The program is: to develop a systematic phenomenology of mathematical intuition,
using Husserl's methods and the resources of the phenomenological tradition, that (a)
provides a rigorous first-person description of the cognitive acts by which
mathematicians apprehend mathematical truth; (b) accounts for the progressive,
inexhaustible character of mathematical knowledge; (c) explains how mathematical
understanding differs from and exceeds computation; (d) engages productively with
empirical research on the neuroscience of mathematical cognition; and (e) can be
applied, concretely, to the investigation of specific mathematical concepts in ways that
contribute to mathematical knowledge.

Godel drew this map. He pointed to this territory. He did not make the journey. The
territory is still there.

The fragments assembled. The dialogues staged. The program stated. What remains is
the work itself—the careful, first-person, rigorously phenomenological investigation of
what happens in consciousness when a human being understands a mathematical
truth. That work is not the work of any single thinker. It is a program for a generation
—or for as many generations as it takes to bring the full resources of phenomenology
to bear on the deepest question the incompleteness theorems have opened: not merely
what the mind cannot compute, but what the mind can see.
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