
Gödel’s Symbolic Philosophy: A Sketch of the System 

There exists a sphere in which every proof is a circle—or an 
error—where nothing may be demonstrated—that is the 

sphere of the developed Golden Age. 

Novalis, ‘Notes for a Romantic Encyclopedia’ 

As Gabriella Crocco and Eva-Maria Engelen state in their overview of Kurt Gödel’s 
philosophical notebooks, the latter «is famous for being a genius but rather in logic, mathematics 
and maybe also in physics, not in philosophy» (Crocco, Engelen 2016, 34). In fact, Gödel only 
scarcely published his philosophical work, which can be explained by his exceptional 
perfectionism and by his view that it would face strict scrutiny because of its disaccord with 
some of the widespread convictions of the time1. This view is perhaps proven correct by the still 
observable tendency to separate his mathematical and logical results from the more 
philosophically inclined work2. However, Gödel himself noted that his «work is the application 
of a philosophy suggested outside of science» (Wang 1996, 297). Correspondingly, the following 
essay attempts to explore some of his well-known intellectual achievements with the aim to 
uncover the underlying philosophical worldview that motivates and informs them. 

Being and Time 

Philosopher and cultural theorist Byung-Chul Han observes that we face a «temporal crisis», a 
«dyschronicity»: «due to the temporal dispersal, no experience of duration is possible… Even 
things with which we identify are fleeting and ephemeral. Thus, we become radically transient 
ourselves» (Han 2017, 6). Han lists Nietzsche and Heidegger as the major thinkers who foresaw 
and confronted the temporal crisis (Han 2017, 10). It is in this line that we suggest to consider 
Gödel’s philosophy of time. 

Gödel’s famous related results are his cosmological model which contains so-called «closed 
time-like curves» (Gödel 1949a) and its philosophical interpretation (Gödel 1949b) (the more 
popular exposition of Gödel’s argument can be found in (Yourgrau 2005, 119-134)). It is 
typically assumed that in these publications Gödel «questions the existence of time» (Passon et 
al. 2023, V), though examination of his statements found elsewhere complicates the picture. On 
one hand, there are indeed instances of Gödel making claims such as «time is no specific 
character of being… I do not believe in the objectivity of time» and speaking against «taking 
time too seriously and taking it as objective» (Wang 1996, 313, 320). On the other, he remarked 
that «time is the only natural frame of reference… for the mind» and included time in his list of 
the «primitive concepts of metaphysics» (Wang 1996, 294, 319). 

Kovač, following Yourgrau’s observation that Gödel’s analyses «distinguish the intuitive from 
the formal concept», or otherwise put, «the standard interpretation of time in the intuitive sense» 
from «the variable that represents the temporal component of four-dimensional space-time» 
(Yourgrau 2005, 135), offers the way to reconcile these two seemingly contradictory attitudes, 
suggesting that Gödel’s philosophy of time affirms the «dual perspective of the world: “from 
within and also sub specie aeternitatis”» (Kovač 2012, 331). Kovač emphasizes that «somehow, 

                                                           
1 Both tendencies are brightly exemplified by Gödel’s letter to Paul Cohen of April 27, 1967 (quoted in (van Atten, 
Kennedy 2015, 139)), which van Atten and Kennedy call «typical of Gödel’s view of his philosophical project». In 
the letter, Gödel claims that his «thinking has moved along lines entirely different from those of the conference» (to 
which he was invited but declined) and that he has «not yet advanced far enough» in «the most general 
philosophical and epistemological questions» he pondered (van Atten, Kennedy 2015, 139). 
2 This tendency is discussed, f.i., in (Yourgrau 2023, 215-218). 



we, the individual selves, must be able to support both perspectives» (Kovač 2012, 331). Such 
dual perspective can also be found in Gödel’s statement quoted by Rucker: «The illusion of the 
passage of time arises from the confusing of the given with the real. Passage of time arises 
because we think of occupying different realities. In fact, we occupy only different givens. There 
is only one reality» (Rucker 2005, 171). 

The way Gödel distinguishes between «the real» and «the given» appears to be connected to his 
ideas on the necessary and the possible existence, which are expressed, particularly, in his 
ontological proof3. As Gödel noted, «the world must have a cause. This must be necessary in 
itself (otherwise it would require a further cause)» (Gödel 1995, 431). From the premises of the 
ontological proof it follows that the necessary existent being «is involved in all causation» and 
«thus sustains… each causal event» (Kovač 2015, 185). A significant feature of the ontological 
proof is that its axioms imply «modal collapse»: «whatever is true is necessarily true», «there is 
objectively no future realization of presently non realized possibilities, but each possibility is 
“already” realized in cosmological spacetime» (Kovač 2012, 329, 331). 

Does the «collapse» of time (and modalities) in this picture imply the lack of individual agency 
and free will? Such is the argument made in (Pawlowski 2023, 51-58), where it is suggested that 
«the timeless Gödelian universe» is incompatible with an «individual perspective» or «a 
conscious empirical subject» (Pawlowski 2023, 57). Pawlowski’s argument proceeds from the 
idea of agency according to which a subject is supposed to act on an object separate from itself4 
(in Pawlowski’s words, agency demands «relativity or individual perspective», and he 
specifically posits that «the self» must be something separate or distinct from «the world» or «its 
structure») (Pawlowski 2023, 57). Gödel’s own view, however, appears to be that his philosophy 
of time allows for agency and individuality, as these are not fundamentally dependent on (the 
everyday notion of) time. According to Gödel, «monads [individual substances] only act into 
space; they are not in space5. They have an inner life or consciousness»; «they… have something 
inside» (Wang 1996, 292). The individual selves are distinguished by their «inner life of 
consciousness» – a feat omitted in Pawlowski’s analysis. 

When we speak of «inner life», we are still using spatially inspired language – «inner» means 
located or found inside of something else. Yet Gödel explicitly claims that this «inner life» of a 
monad is not happening in space6. How can something exist at all, if not in some space? 

It can be argued that such mode of existence is closely related to the necessary existent which 
engenders all causation, as implied by Gödel’s ontological proof. It had been suggested that such 
picture of the world «leave[s] no room for free agents» (Sobel 1987, 251)7. Yet there are different 

                                                           
3 Substantial connections between Gödel’s philosophy of time and the ontological proof have been noted in literature 
(see, f.i., (Yourgrau 2005, 130)). Our discussion of the premises and implications of the ontological proof proceeds 
from the version of the proof transcribed by Dana Scott and presented in (Sobel 1987, 257-258).  
4 Though in our experience we can encounter subtler instances of agency, e.g., the kind of agency an artist exercises 
in her art. The artist is both present in her art and remains outside of it; the artist causes the art to be, and at the same 
time it is often said that true art «has a life of its own», as the new audiences and the new contexts reveal in it new 
meanings, perhaps not even intended or expected by the author. 
5 Note that for Gödel, time in this regard must be analogous to space («In relativity theory the temporal relation is 
like far and near in space») (Wang 1996, 320). Monads or individual substances then must exist outside of the 
spacetime, or, otherwise put, their existence is ontologically prior to the flow of time. 
6 Compare to how it is sometimes said that ideas or mathematical objects are «located» in a «Platonic world» – 
which exactly means that these are not entities which can be located in a physical space, at least not in the sense 
most objects of our everyday experience can be located. 
7 Notably, this argument by Sobel, according to which a necessary being cannot have a personality or consciousness, 
significantly overlaps with the above-discussed argument by Pawlowski, providing us with another indication of 
structural similarity between Gödel’s philosophy of time and his ontological proof. 



ways to understand causation. E.g., D. C. Schindler suggests that in Plato (Gödel’s affinity to 
whom is widely recognized), «the good causes in the mode, not of power… but of generosity. It 
causes by giving agency» (Schindler 2017, 308). This mode of causality closely corresponds to 
what Gödel himself envisioned, as indicated by his remarks: «God created things in such a way 
that they can in turn “create” something» (Crocco et al. 2017, 12) and «we participate through 
our freedom of the will in God’s creation» (Crocco et al. 2024, 77). The necessary existent being 
causes not by forcing a set of affairs on an object, but by giving freedom and agency akin to its 
own. 

Another important insight into Gödel’s philosophical vision is provided by the following note: 

At first, a structure of the eras is given a priori, and the point is to determine 
one’s own position in it... Through more and more experiences and “decisions” 
(in the sense of actions taken in life), the identifications become more and more 
precise (more and more unambiguous), until they are eventually completely 
unambiguous. In this sense, everyone “builds” his fate and even determines the 
era in which he lives... “I do not know who I am” means: I have not identified 
myself correctly (Gödel 2021, 246). 

In this quote a distinction (and interplay) between the two perspectives of the world, «from 
within» and «sub specie aeternitatis», is again evident. There is the historical «structure», that is 
«given a priori», and its actualization by each individual who «builds his fate» but can possibly 
deviate from the correct path of self-realization (failing to «identify himself correctly»). To every 
individual in this schema thus corresponds the plan for own self-realization, which has a timeless 
origin but is actualized through active participation in the common history («actions taken in 
life»)8. 

It is important to note that the «dual perspective» which distinguishes the ideal plan for the thing 
from its actualization within history does not induce detachment from the historical process, 
some sort of static, ahistorical vision of reality. On the contrary, by providing the source of 
durable identity, it enables truly decisive action and historical progress9. This brings us back to 
the problem of «dischronicity» identified by Han – Gödel’s philosophy provides us with what 
Han calls a missing «stabilizer of time» (Han 2017, 10), with lasting orientation. To gain such 
insight into what is durable means not to imagine things as static or meaninglessly repeating 
similar actions, but to contemplate their relationship to «the real», their common causal ground. 

The Openness of Truth 

In his essay on the philosophical implications of Gödel’s seminal incompleteness theorems, 
Russian mathematician and thinker Aleksei Parshin suggests that «we can never formally 
represent the truth»: «we can only follow it, always capturing just a part of it… There occurs 

                                                           
8 This schema is comparable to the following assertion by Husserl: «[Man’s] true being is not something he always 
already has, with the self-evidence of the "I am," but something he only has and can have in the form of the struggle 
for his truth, the struggle to make himself true. True being is everywhere an ideal goal, a task of episteme or 
"reason"» (Husserl 1970, 13). An even closer analogy (as Gödel identifies the ultimate cause with God) can be made 
to Edith Stein’s Finite and Eternal Being: «all existents have their archetypal-causal ground in the divine nature… 
The closer a created being is to the divine Urbild [archetype], the more perfect it is» (Stein 2002, 116, 323). For 
Stein, each existing thing is an actualization of the primordial «ideal» plan or task (which is specifically emphasized 
to exist «from eternity»), though there is a possibility that «in time» a thing will deviate from this plan (Stein 2002, 
114). 
9 Cf. Catherine Pickstock observing that «for Plato the eternal was not thematised as static… the recollection of 
Forms is not a nostalgic retreat into a remembered past, but an invocation of an eternal past that is an eternal present 
and an eternal future» (Pickstock 2013, 27, 66). 



some act, through which the formal system can be expanded» (Parshin 2000, 33). Parshin calls 
this «act» a «sudden illumination» or «intuitive insight», emphasizing his view that such 
unformalizable creative acts occur not only in mathematics but across variety of disciplines and 
in life itself: «there must exist a Gödel theorem in biology», as he puts it (Parshin 2000, 35, 47, 
55)10. Importantly, Parshin argues that «each proposition of language, which can be represented 
as a formula consisting of a countable number of digits, is in fact an instantiation of a certain 
infinite structure, which reveals only its finite part in a given speech act» (Parshin 2000, 37). In 
other words, according to Parshin, it follows from the incompleteness theorems that the true 
propositions of a consistent language refer to the single object, the totality of truth. 

As Gödel himself noted in the original publication of the incompleteness theorems, «the true 
reason for the incompleteness inherent in all formal systems of mathematics is that the formation 
of ever higher types can be continued into the transfinite… while in any formal system at most 
denumerably many of them are available» (Gödel 1931, 181). Elsewhere he made statements 
which shade more light on this point, linking «the inexhaustibility of mathematics» to the fact 
that «the very formulation of axioms… gives rise to the next axiom» because of the nature of the 
«operation "set of"» (Gödel 1951, 305-307). This insight is also touched upon in the article 
‘What is Cantor’s Continuum Problem?’, where Gödel writes: «the axioms of set theory by no 
means form a system closed on itself, but, quite on the contrary, the very concept of set… 
suggests their extension by new axioms which assert the existence of still further iterations of the 
operation "set of"» (Gödel 1964, 260). We can assume that Gödel saw such «inexhaustibility» of 
the truth as characteristic not only of «formal languages» narrowly understood, but of reality 
itself, as indicated, f.i., by his claim «the mathematical and the empirical parts» of reality are «in 
harmony»11 (Wang 1996, 151). 

Further insight into the inexhaustibility of truth can be gained through reflecting on the 
connection between the incompleteness theorems and the Liar paradox, which Gödel himself 
acknowledged12 (Gödel 1934, 362). In a classical version of the paradox, a Cretan says: «All 
Cretans are liars». As György Serény notes, this statement itself is not necessarily «a logical 
paradox since it must simply be false. On the other hand, it indeed exhibits remarkable 
paradoxical features since the apparently contingent fact that some Cretans existed who 
sometime told the truth turns out to be a logical necessity» (Serény 1999, 2). Admitting the 
necessity of the forementioned contingent fact is essentially the same as admitting that the 
statement «I always lie» cannot be true13, in contrast to «I sometimes lie» or «I always tell truth». 

                                                           
10 Curiously, as (Roli et al. 2024, 11) argue, «there will always be some organismic behaviors that cannot be 
captured by a preexisting formal model» – an assertion they call an «incompleteness argument of the kind Gödel 
made in mathematics».  
11 In fact, Gödel suggests that it is precisely «the "inexhaustibility" of mathematics» which «makes the similarity 
between reason and the senses… still closer» (Gödel 1953, 353). In the context of the cited work, mathematics is 
understood as the study of «relations between concepts or other abstract objects which subsist independently of our 
sensations, although they… have consequences verifiable by sense perception» (Gödel 1953, 351). Elsewhere, 
Gödel also notes that «the "given" underlying mathematics is closely related to the abstract elements contained in 
our empirical ideas», further indicating that mathematical objects comprise a distinct but not isolated «aspect of 
objective reality» (Gödel 1964, 264). 
12 In this connection Gödel also noted that «we can construct propositions which make statements about 
themselves… which… are undoubtedly meaningful statements» (Gödel 1934, 362). 
13 The Liar paradox is often presented in the form «This statement is false». For the present discussion, we suggest 
the form «I always lie», because it escapes contradiction by necessitating that «I sometimes say the truth» – to use 
Serény’s words, «the apparently contingent fact turns out to be a logical necessity». This point provides the link to 
the ontological proof we discuss below. 



In his paper ‘Road to Gödel’, Saul Kripke suggests that it is more fruitful to approach Gödel’s 
incompleteness proof through linking it to the «heterological» paradox14, rather than the Liar 
paradox (Kripke 2014, 239). As Kripke argues, the crux of the proof is the construction of the 
statement which «precisely» means «‘Unprovable of itself’ is unprovable of itself» – the 
statement that he calls «clear and well motivated» (Kripke 2014, 239). Kripke also emphasizes 
that this statement can be demonstrated to be neither provable nor disprovable «without noticing 
explicitly» that it «says something about itself»: «what is really used is that… it is a universal 
statement each instance of which can be checked within the system» (Kripke 2014, 239). Indeed, 
if the statement that asserts its own improvability is provable, then it is a provable false statement 
– an unacceptable consequence for the consistent logic. 

The statement that asserts its own improvability notably «says something about itself» while also 
telling us something about all the other statements in the system, namely, that they cannot be 
used to prove the existing true statement15. Otherwise put, this self-referential statement, 
precisely through informing us about itself, simultaneously informs us about the logical system 
as a whole. In case with the paradox of the Cretan, we gain knowledge (that there are Cretans 
who sometimes tell the truth) from the fact that the statement «I always lie» cannot be true. 
Likewise, we gain certain knowledge about all the statements in a logical system from the fact 
that the false statement cannot be provable: in both cases, acknowledging the restriction on the 
variety of meaningful statements leads to positive results, to the discovery of new truths.  

In this regard, the incompleteness theorems can be related to the ontological proof16. The proof 
itself can be understood as a meditation on the nature of truth, being and identity and their 
interrelations17. Identity and being are linked together through the concept of «properties» (in 
Gödel’s words, property is «cause of the difference of things» (Gödel 1995, 433, 435), while the 
«positive» properties «affirm being» (Kovač 2012, 333)), and in the necessary being, the truth 
and being coincide18. 

                                                           
14 The «heterological» paradox can be presented in the following form: «‘heterological’ [an adjective denoting a 
property that does not hold for the adjective itself] is heterological» (Serény 1999, 3). 
15 Perhaps this is the related to why Kripke suggested the «heterological» paradox as the key to the incompleteness 
proof, as the very meaning of the world «heterological» immediately suggests that the object described by this word 
is placed in relationship with objects beside it. 
16 Sobel had noted the close connection between the argument presented in Gödel’s paper ‘Russell’s Mathematical 
Logic’ (the «slingshot argument») and the ontological proof: both lead to the conclusion that ‘there is just one Truth’ 
(Sobel 2008, 147). That the incompleteness proof can be also linked to this underlying conception of truth 
contributes to the understanding of Gödel’s various intellectual achievements as constituting the coherent system. 
17 It seems to us that to consider Gödel’s ontological proof as a piece of formal reasoning, which is supposed to 
«force» someone to accept God’s existence (as some «indisputable» mathematical truth), would be something of a 
misunderstanding. If it was the case, it would mean that the deepest questions of human existence (or even, simply 
put, the totality of existence) can be exhausted by formal methods. But life is richer than just formal reasoning, and 
the incompleteness theorems show that in mathematics itself there are proof-transcending truths (note also Gödel’s 
remark «The purpose of philosophy is not to prove everything from nothing, but to assume as given all… that we 
see» (Wang 1996, 173)). However, showing that there are truths that transcend proof also implies that these truths 
indeed are, that they exist, and Gödel labored to explain how can we come in contact with such truths and 
reasonably include them in the system of our thinking: e.g., he suggested that certain axioms can be held as true on 
the basis of their fruitful applications (Gödel 1964, 261, 269). The ontological proof can be interpreted as 
generalization of such approach, in the sense that it offers a comprehensive vision of reality and truth which is 
acceptable on the ground of implying optimal personal and social outcomes. 
18 «The positive and the true sentences are the same» (Gödel 1995, 433), while the being that has the sum of all 
positives is the reason for the existence of itself and everything else. Cf. also the following passage: «every 
mathematical proposition could perhaps be reduced to a special case of a = a, namely if the reduction is effected not 
in virtue of the definitions of the terms occurring, but in virtue of their meaning, which can never be completely 
expressed in a set of formal rules» (Gödel 1944, 139). Strikingly, the ontological proof is precisely the reduction of 



If we return to the above-outlined schema of the interplay between two perspectives (sub specie 
aeternitatis, to which corresponds the ideal «plan» for a being, and its unfolding within time), the 
positive «properties» a being has can be related to the eternal plan, and the individual agency is 
expressed through making the choices that actualize them. In this schema, it is pointless to make 
any choices aside from those that lead to acquisition or actualization of positive properties, as 
these properties are exactly the ones that allow any being to achieve its maximal self-
realization19.  

The key idea behind Gödel’s ontological proof is demonstration that «any non-empty set of 
positive properties is possibly instantiated» (Oppy 2017, 2). As the being that has the sum of 
positive properties is also the sum of all truth, if it was not possibly instantiated, we would have 
a situation structurally similar to the one describable by the statement «I always lie»: to describe 
such situation is to claim that truth is never instantiated20. In a manner comparable to the move 
used in the incompleteness proof, the ontological proof makes positive use of the impossibility to 
make certain statements meaningfully. Both the unprovable sentence in the incompleteness proof 
and the sum of all truths in the ontological proof deliver meaningful truths about other objects in 
a manner that requires being different from them21. The truth is characterized by its ability to 
embrace plurality, by its openness. 

Gödel’s Symbolic Ontology 

As we attempted to demonstrate, there is a recurring pattern in Gödel’s thought: the relationship 
between the totality of being or truth and its instantiations which are, nevertheless, truly, 
distinctively individual. To grasp such pattern conceptually and to place it into the broader 
intellectual landscape, Schelling’s distinction between schema, allegory and symbol may prove 
useful22. In schema, «the universal… merely means or signifies the particular» (Schelling 1989, 
                                                                                                                                                                                           
any truthful proposition to a «case of a = a» (as its premises imply that any truthful proposition is true by virtue of 
being sustained by the totality of truth). 
19 To choose positive over negative is literally to choose being over non-being. Cf. Yourgrau’s comment on the letter 
by Gödel: «His [Gödel’s] point is… that we shouldn’t complain that God could have created a better, indeed, a best 
possible world, since if God had done so, we – being the kind of beings we are – wouldn’t have existed» (Yourgrau 
2023, 225). Similar conclusions are derivable from the ontological proof, as well. 
With respect to this sort of optimism Gödel is often compared to Leibniz. It is worth noting that interesting parallels 
can be observed between Gödel’s argument and the argument found in the treatise Hayakal al-Nur (‘Shapes of 
Light’) by the 12th century Islamic philosopher Suhrawardi. Suhrawardi argues that any «possible» being must have 
a cause, and the ultimate cause of reality must be a necessary being (Suhrawardi 1998, 65). Such necessary being 
must be unique, for if two (or more) such beings exist, then their existence presupposes some sort of difference 
between them (otherwise they would be identical and thus really the same being: «it is not possible to conceive two 
things which do not have a difference between them»), making their existence dependent on the existence of said 
difference and thus contingent rather than necessary (Suhrawardi 1998, 65). In a manner similar to «modal collapse» 
in Gödel’s proof, it follows in Suhrawardi’s argument that «one cannot conceive this universe of existences to be 
more perfect than it is» (Suhrawardi 1998, 83). Suhrawardi emphasizes that «if this universe of existences were 
other than it is, it is then that badness and harm would be made necessary» (Suhrawardi 1998, 83): if the world was 
to be made different from what it is because there is evil in it, then evil would enjoy the same ontological status as 
the good, it would be a constitutive causal force on par with the good. 
20 The same idea is captured by Gödel’s remark: «If there were nothing actual, then precisely this would in fact be 
something actual» (Gödel 1995, 431).    
21 In the incompleteness proof, the improvable statement, by virtue of being improvable, tells us that there is truth 
which cannot be captured by the proof constituted by the other statements (and thus expands our understanding of 
what it means for these very statements to be true). In the ontological proof, the maximal being affirms actuality of 
all the other beings in a manner that requires them to be different from it, so they do not become, in effect, one and 
the same being. But being different from the maximal being (and thus not having the totality of properties) is also 
exactly the reason why a being does not affirm its own actuality itself.  
22 Schelling is not discussed in connection to Gödel’s philosophy as often as Leibniz, Plato, or Husserl, yet it is 
known that Gödel studied his works and mentioned him (in favorable comparison with Hegel) as adhering to the 
«ideal of seeing the primitive concepts» (Wang 1996, 98, 168).  



47). In allegory, the opposite is true: «the particular here means or signifies the universal» 
(Schelling 1989, 47). «The synthesis… where neither the universal means the particular nor the 
particular the universal, but rather where both are absolutely one» is symbol (Schelling 1989, 
46). Gödelian conception of being and truth can be called «symbolic», in the sense that the 
particular beings are not mere projections or extensions of the universal truth but rather agents 
with distinct identity; they instantiate the truth in the manner that makes them distinct. Making 
such connection between the two thinkers offers us rich conceptual resources, f.i., to clarify the 
implications of Gödel’s ontological proof and to defend it from the accusation that it implies a 
freedom-denying determinism23. 

Gödel’s realist stance in respect to mathematics and science is well known and thoroughly 
discussed in literature24. This is, however, a distinct kind of realism: one that attributes reality to 
freedom and personhood as well as to mathematical or scientific data25. And in fact, these two 
aspects of realism facilitate and complement each other26. 
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