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the t‘;i}{H‘rl'IU!]i;}' 1o |J11-‘R:HL‘HI Post’s approach 1o Godel™s incompleteness theorem, which
is not only more general than Gddel's but also simpler. As well us this, Post drew
some nontechnical conclusions from the incompleteness theoren- —about the interplay
between symbolism, meaning, and understanding—that deserve wide circulanon in
mathematics classrooms,

Post's lite and career

Post’s life occupied roughly the first half of the 20th century. Here is a briet summary
of the main events.

1897 February 11: born Augustow, Poland.

1904 May: emigrated to New York.

1917 B.5, from City College.

19200 Ph.D. from Columbia.

1921 Decidability and completeness of propositional logic in Amer o Math. Foresaw
undecidability and incompleteness of general formal systems.

1936 Independent discovery of Turing machines in J. Svmb. Logic.

1938 October 28: met with Gadel to outline his discoveries.

1941 Submitted his “Account of an Anticipation™ to Amer. J. Math.

1944 Paper on recursively enumerable sets in Bull. Amer Math. Soc.

1947 Proved unsolvability of word problem for semigroups /. Svinb. Logic.
1954 Died in New York.

[ shall elaborate on his discoveries, particularly the unpublished ones, below, But
first it is important to appreciate the personal background of his work. Post's life was
in some ways a lypical immigrant success story: His family brought him to New York
as a child, he studied and worked hard and, with the help of a supportive wife and

Mathematics Magazine © 2004 Mathematical Association of America
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<« C Dwww.computerhope.com;’pem|3-IE-;'emil_pcst.htm

Born: February 11, 1897 in Augustow, then Russian Empire, today
Poland

Death: April 21, 1954 (Age: 57)

Computer related contributions

## Mathematician and logician known for Formulation 1, Post
correspondence problem, completeness-proof of Principia's
propositional calculus as well as his work in the field that
eventually became known as computability theory.

Publications

% Finite Combinatory Processes - Formulation 1, Journal of Symbolic
(1936)

4w Polyadic groups, Transactions of the American Mathematical Socie
(1940)

w# Formal Reductions of the General Combinatorial Decision Problem
of Mathematics 65: 197-215 (1943)

## Recursively enumerable sets of positive integers and their decisiol
of the American Mathematical Society 50: 284-316. (1944)
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Abstract A Polish-born mathematician who worked in symbolic logic, set theory and computation theory, Emil Leon Post received his
Background note doctorate from Columbia in 1920 for a dissertation proving the consistency of the propositional calculus described in Whitehead and
Scope & content Russell's Principia mathematica. He joined the faculty at City College of the City University of New York in 1932, where he remained
« Arrangement until his death in 1954 Although iliness continually interrupted Post's career, he made impartant contributions to the concepts of
Collection information completeness and consistency and to recursive functions, foundational to modern computing theory. In 1936, he introduced the
= Provenance concept of a "Post machine,” a sort of precursor to the von Neumann's notion of a program. The Post Papers consist of & linear feet
« Preferred citation of professional correspondence, research notes, and papers, to which have been added a small number of items of biographical
» Processing information interest.

« Separated material
» Bibliography
Indexing Terms
Collection overview

Background note

Detailed inventory Emil L. Post was born in Poland in 1897. At the age of seven he emigrated with his mother and sisters to New York, where his father
» Series |. Correspondence worked in the successful family clothing and fur business.

« Series |l. Subject Files

« Series Il Works by Post As a child growing up in Harlem, Post was especially interested in astronomy. Tragically, before age thirteen he lost his left arm in an
« Series IV. Research Notes accident. Post wrote to several observatories asking whether his handicap would exclude him from the profession of astronomy.

« Series V. Materials Gathered by Phyllis Post Goodman While the response from Harvard College Observatory was encouraging ("there is no reason why you may not become eminent in

» Series VI Photographs astronomy"), the superintendent of the U.S. Naval Observatory wrote that "in my opinion the loss of your left arm would be a very

serious handicap to your becoming a professional astronomer. In observational work with instruments the use of both hands is
necessary in all the work of this observatory.” Discouraged, Post turned his intellect away from the heavens and toward
mathematics.

After graduating from Townsend Harris High School, Post entered City College of New York. By the time he received a B.S. in
mathematics in 1917, Post had already done much of the work for a paper on generalized differentiation that was eventually
published in 1930. From 1917-1920 Post was a graduate student at Columbia University. His doctoral dissertation involved the
mathematical study of systems of logic, specifically the application of the truth table method to the propositional calculus of
Whitehead and Russell's Principia Mathematica. Post was able to show that the axioms of propositional calculus were both complete
and consistent with respect to the truth table method. This dissertation was to help form the foundation of modem proof theory.
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Born: 11 February 1897 in Augustéw, Russian Empire (now Poland)
Died: 21 April 1954 in New York, USA
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Emil Post's father was Arnold Post and his mother was Pearl Post. Armold and Pearl were Polish Jews and their son Emil was born in Russian controlled Poland and spent the first seven vears of his life there. The family emigrated to the Uny
States in May 1904 looking for a better life. and set up home in New York.

Emil was an extraordinarily bright child but lus life was one of great tragedy. When he was a child he lost an arm in an accident but this handicap was one which he handled well. He had to face mental problems in his adult life which ha
devastating effect on him. making the physical problem of having lost an arm seem rather trivial in comparison.

There was free secondary schooling available for specially gifted children m New York. This was at the Townsend Harris High School which was situated on the same site as the College of the City of New York. After graduating from the H:
School Post remained on the same campus as he continued his studies at the City College.

We now think of Post as a mathematical logician but the first subject which attracted him was astronomy. While studying at the College of the City of New York he studied mathematics but there is little sign that at this stage he was particula
attracted towards logic. While an undergraduate at the College he wrote his first paper which was on generalised differentiation. The question he asked was a fascinating one: what does the differential operator "' mean when 7 is not an integ,
Although written while he was an undergraduate. Post did not submit the paper to the American Mathematical Society until 1923 and 1t was not finally published until 1930. It does contain a really important idea, for in the paper Post proves
important result about mverting the Laplace transform. This publication appeared long after Post's graduation with his first degree which was his B.S. awarded by the City College in 1917,
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