
 
Algorithmic Social Sciences Research 

Unit 
ASSRU 

Department of Economics 
University of Trento 

Via Inama 5 
381 22 Trento, Italy 

 

Discussion Paper Series 
 

6 – 2014/I 

  
de Finetti ’s Theory of Probability  

and its Jaynesian Critique 
 
 
 
 

K. VELA VELUPILLAI1 
 

JULY 2014 
 

 
!

   

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
1!Department!of!Economics,!The!New!School!for!Social!Research!(NSSR),!6!East!16th!Street,!New!York,!NY!
10003,!USA!&!Department!of!Economics,!University!of!Trento,!via!Inama!5,!381!22!Trento,!Italy.!Email:!
kvelupillai@gmail.com!



!

1!
!

 de Finetti’s Theory of Probability♣   
and its Jaynesian♥ Critique 

 
 

 
K. Vela Velupillai♠ 

Department of Economics 
The New School for Social Research (NSSR) 

6 East 16th Street 
New York, NY 10003 

USA 
& 

Department of Economics 
University of Trento 

Via Inama 5 
381 22 Trento 

Italy 
 

kvelupillai@gmail.com 
 

25July 2014 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
♣ I have been deeply influenced by the comprehensive ‘de Finetti scholarship’ of Professor Eugenio 
♥ I refer, of course, to E. T. Jaynes and his critique of de Finetti (and others, as well as ahistorical and, 
largely, unsophisticated – the word ‘vulgar’ also comes to mind, especially since it is unfairly used in 
referring to the great Italian probabilist’s classic invoking of the Dutch Book Method – remarks on a 
variety of fundamental mathematical concepts). Being an economist, with a Cambridge background, I am 
not uninfluenced by being a sort of Keynesian, to coin the word ‘Jaynesian”! 
♠ It may not be inappropriate to mention that the initial impetus for my reflections on de Finetti – 
expressed in the more comprehensive companion paper (Velupillai, 2014) – was a stillborn ‘invitation’ by 
Professor Enrico Zaninotto, in April, 2011, to give the ‘Inaugural Lecture’ at the aborted de Finetti 
Graduate School of Social Science, at the University of Trento. Needless to say, the ‘School’ was as 
stillborn as the ‘invitation’, about which I never heard anything after the personal communication of 11 
April, 2011. This was not the first time Professor Zaninotto was instrumental in aborted promises to me.!
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Abstract 
 

For aesthetic, strategic and pragmatic reasons, E. T. Jaynes (2003, Appendix A) 

objects to Bruno de Finetti’s founding of probability theory on the basis of the 

notion of coherence. In this paper an attempt is made to diffuse this critique, as 

well as to point out, briefly, that these, and the remarks on a variety of foundational 

issues in mathematics and metamathematics (op.cit, Appendix B) are ahistorical, 

irrelevant and misguided. 
 

JEL Codes: C02, C11, C18, C44 

Keywords: Aesthetics, Coherence, Betting, Robot, Turing Machine 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



!

3!
!

§1. Introduction 
“Hayek has not read my book with that measure of ‘good will’ which an author is entitled 
to expect of a reader. Until he can do so, he will not see what I mean or know whether I 
am right. He evidently has a passion which leads him to pick on me, but I am left 
wondering what his passion is.” 
J. M. Keynes1 

 

Reading the above characteristically elegant, yet melancholy – although also probably (sic!) 

tinged with anger - reflection by Keynes, substituting Jaynes for Hayek and de Finetti for 

Keynes2, one is led to wonder ‘what’ Jaynes’ ‘passion is’? But, then, Jaynes does not reserve his 

critique exclusively to de Finetti; no less hallowed mathematicians and probabilists of the caliber 

of Kolmogorov and Feller are equally chastised, albeit for obviously different reasons3. 

Moreover, the butt of Jaynes’ sharp views are also directed at metamathematical – i.e., 

foundations and philosophy of mathematics – issues, of course as they pertain to the 

mathematical foundations of probability theory. 

 

In this brief contribution I set out to ‘defend’ de Finetti – not that a defense by a minor student of 

the great Italian probabilist is going to deflect the imprint of a critical Jaynes; but 

misrepresentations of a legendary scholar of one of the most renowned representation theorems 

in any form of probability theory should, surely, not go unremarked? 

 

The overall impression in reading the magnum opus by Jaynes, Probability Theory: The Logic 

of Science (nothing less!), is that he displays the lack of ‘good will’ Keynes thought ‘an author is 

entitled to expect of a reader’. It is this aspect, negative though it may well be4, that is 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
1 Keynes’ ‘penciled marks or comments’ (Keynes, 1973, p. 243) at the end of his personal copy of 
Hayek’s review of the Treatise on Money, which appeared in the August, 1931 issue of the Economica. 
2!Although it is I, the poor scribbler of this note, who is donning the mantle of the great Italian 
probabilist, albeit pro tempore.!
3 The unscholarly remarks on generalized functions, Dirac’s introduction of the delta function, the role of 
Laurent Schwartz, George Temple and James Lighthill (whose book , Lighthill, 1958, by the way, is 
dedicated to Dirac, Schwartz and Temple), seem to be symptomatic of Jaynes’ lack of historical 
scholarship (cf, Jaynes, 2003, Appendix A & B).!
4 Negative aspects have a curious way of having positive effects on clarifying the issues in discussion. 
This is amply demonstrated by both Sraffa’s brilliantly devastating review of Hayek’s book (Sraffa, 1932) 
and the development of algorithmic probability as a result of unsympathetic mathematical attitudes 
towards von Mises’ noble attempts to found the frequency theory of probability on a rigorous definition 
of place selection functions, taken by ‘orthodox’ probability theorists like Fréchet (see Lambalgan, 1987, 
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highlighted in this paper. In emphasizing this negative aspect I hope I am myself not guilty of a 

lack of the “‘good will’ which an author is entitled to expect of a reader’. 

 

Accordingly, the next section summarises the three + one point critique of de Finetti in Jaynes 

(op.cit). In §3 an attempt is made to deflect the critique from a de Finetti point of view, textually 

and historically substantiated5. A brief §4 concludes the paper. 

 

§2. Jaynes’ ‘Critique’ of de Finetti 
“One sees that all is built on moving sand, although naturally one seeks to place the 
supports on the points which are relatively less dangerous….  .” 
Bruno de Finetti (1985), p. 80 

 

Jaynes opens his critical Appendix on The de Finetti system of probability (Jaynes, 2003, p.655; 

italics added), with a claim that is more reminiscent of Hamlet’s famous injunction to Horatio6, 

than what is appropriate in an avowedly ‘scientific’ treatise: 

“[F]ollowers of Bruno de Finetti .. are concerned with matters that Bayes never dreamt 
of.” 

 

A generous interpretation would be to ignore it as a ‘figure of speech’, and pass on7 to the more 

substantially founded criticisms – but the latter are as fantastically dream-like that one is forced 

to pay attention to every critical assertion that attempts to undermine the efforts of de Finetti and 

his followers8 to develop a rigorous, subjectively grounded, Theory of Probability. I am not sure 

how Jaynes had access to the world of Bayes’ dreams, unless there were ‘unpublished diaries’ by 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
especially §2.6). A concluding theme in this essay is that there is, after all, a strong affinity between the 
mathematics of de Finetti’s subjective theory of probability and the algorithmically founded frequency 
theory of probability of von Mises.  
5 In this effort I am also greatly indebted to the fine ‘de Finetti scholarship’ exhibited in von Plato (1974, 
chapter 8).!
6 ‘There are more things in heaven and earth, Horatio, than are dreamt of in your philosophy’, Hamlet, 
Act. 1, Sc. 5.  Hamlet, it seems, is pointing out to Horatio that what can be explained is limited. 
7 Dante’s advice, in Inferno (III, 51 ) comes to mind: Non ragioniam di lor, ma guarda e passa! 
8 Among whom I am one, albeit a very minor member of a noble set! However, as a Foreign Member, of 
the Moral Sciences Division of the Juridical, Political and Economic Sciences, Istituto Lombardo, it 
gives me unreserved pleasure to note that many of de Finetti’s early and fundamental contributions (for. 
eg., de Finetti, 1928, 1930a, 1930b, & 1930c) were published in the Rendiconti del Reale Istituto 
Lombardo di Scienze e Lettere. 
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the good Reverend, found in the wreckage of a plane crash9, in the imaginary universe of 

maximum entropy followers! However, this fantastic assertion sets the tone for the three-pronged, 

loose and unjustified, critique, by Jaynes, of the foundations of de Finetti’s Theory of 

Probability. The historical scholarship is scanty and self-serving; the conceptual analysis is 

weak and misleading; and the technical basis of the critique is seriously faulty. 

 

Jaynes claims (loc.cit) that de Finetti ‘sought to establish the foundations of probability theory 

itself on the notion of ‘coherence’ … [and] appears to derive the rules of probability theory very 

easily from this premise’. It is not clear to me why Jaynes uses the adverb ‘appears’ here; is it 

because he believes de Finetti’s derivations are unrigorous? If so, there is no evidence of such a 

demonstration in the 727 + xxiv pages of Probability Theory: The Logic of Science. 

 

Jaynes, then, goes on to assert that ‘coherence is an unsatisfactory basis [for deriving the Rules 

of Probability Theory] in three respects’ (ibis, p. 655; italics added). 

 

The first reason is ‘admittedly only aesthetic’, he states, and goes on (p.655; italics added): ‘it 

seems to us inelegant to base the principles of logic on such a vulgar thing as expectation of 

profit.’ 

 

The second reason for coherence being an ‘unsatisfactory basis’, is supposed to be ‘strategic’. 

Jaynes’ claim (loc.cit) is that the assigning of ‘betting preferences’ properly ‘belongs to the field 

of psychology rather than probability.’  

 

The third reason is ‘thoroughly pragmatic’, claims Jaynes. Here he adumbrates as follows (ibid, 

p. 656; italics added): 

“[I]f any rules were found to possess the property of coherence in the sense of de Finetti, 
but not the property of consistency in the sense of Cox, they would be clearly 
unacceptable – indeed, functionally unusable – as rules for logical inference. There would 
be no ‘right way’ to do any calculation, and no ‘right answer’ to any question. Then there 
would be small comfort in the thought that all those different answers were at least 
‘coherent’.” 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
9 I am referring to the scandal surrounding the authentication of the so-called Hitler Diaries, allegedly 
found in the Börnersdorf crash. 
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To these reasons, tagged on to the concept of coherence, as used in the de Finetti scheme, Jaynes 

adds a fourth criticism (ibid, p. 656; italics added): that de Finetti defines his probabilities on 

‘arbitrary uncountable sets, but he views additivity differently’. 

 

In passing, it is necessary to point out, in the interests of historical scholarship and its accuracy, 

that Jaynes refers to the de Finetti classic of 1937 – itself presented at a lecture in Paris, in May, 

1935 (cf. Foreword to de Finetti, 1937) – as the fountainhead of the great Italian probabilist’s 

fundamental contributions to the development of an original subjective theory of probability. 

There is no evidence whatsoever that Jaynes is aware of any of the previous decade of work and 

publications, entirely in Italian, except for one in French, by de Finetti, that culminated in the 

unified presentation in the classic of 1937. 

 

In the next section I’ll discuss and dissect the three plus one Jaynesian critiques of the de Finetti 

framework, ultimately founded on a rigorously measurable10 notion of coherence. In doing this I 

shall also take the opportunity to outline and expose the aesthetic gaps, strategic lapses and 

pragmatic holes in Jaynes’ own reliance on the notion of a Robot to found his version of a 

Theory of Probability, as a basis for a Logic of Induction. 

 

§3. In Praise of de Finetti 
“The old-established way of measuring a person’s belief is to propose a bet, and see what 
are the lowest odds which he will accept. This method I regard as fundamentally sound; 
…” 
Frank Ramsey (1926), italics added. 
 

Balancing books is a hallowed principle of any kind of economics, but most particularly in the 

tradition that has its origins in the pre-medieval Italian city states adopting the principle of 

double-entry bookkeeping, itself an Italian invention following close on the heels of Fibonacci’s 

introduction of the Hindu-Arabic numerals to replace the cumbersome Roman system of 

numbers, in tabulating profit-loss accounts of firms, banks, city states and also individuals of 

means (the Fuggers, the Medicis and, much later, the Rothschilds). In Macroeconomics, as the 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
10 I do not refer to measurable in its formal, mathematical, senses – but in its normal, engineering, 
geometric and craftsman’s ways of usage. de Finetti, like most Italian mathematicians of the time, was a 
maestro of geometry (cf. Guerraggio & Nastasi, 2000).  
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system of national accounting took centre stage in the interwar years, bookkeeping, the profit-

loss accounts of the state and its balance sheet, often mediated by what came to be known as the 

ex-ante/ex-post dichotomy, became common practice in the evaluation of policy alternatives. 

This trend culminated in the System of National Accounts (SNA), constructed by Sir Richard 

Stone, for the United Nations, and now adopted by almost all the nations of the word.  

 

It is easy to narrate – even from a Whig point of view – a history that links Fibonacci and Luca 

Pacioli with Sir Richard Stone and Lance Taylor, and tell a coherent (sic!) story of the perversity 

of book-balancing in every kind of dynamic economic decision making exercise.  

 

As soon as the time dimension was non-trivially introduced into decision making, expectations 

or anticipations – whether underpinned by a formal calculus of probability, or not – came to 

dominate evaluations of alternative prospects in circumstances under risk and uncertainty. 

 

The notion of the Dutch Book Method is only one version of double-entry bookkeeping, within 

the ambit of an individual decision making entity – not necessarily confined to agents, whether 

rational or not, but also applicable to firms and other decision-making units.  

 

de Finetti did not ‘base the principles of logic on such a vulgar thing as expectation of profit’; he 

– and the intellectually saintly Frank Ramsey, just before him – used (one kind of ) principles of 

logic, constrained by a rigorous notion of coherence (cf. de Finetti, 1974, chapter 3, in particular, 

pp. 88-90), to derive rules for rational (defined in one particular way, culled from a millennium 

of years of experience in ‘everyday life’) choice, in the face of risky futures.  

 

Jaynes’s condemnation, as vulgar, the notion of an ‘expectation of profit’, is reminiscent of the 

ethical objections to profit – usury, by another name – by the Medieval Christian Church. 

Suppose de Finetti, and Ramsey before him, had referred to expectation of growth, would it 

become non-vulgar in the eyes of Jaynes? The Medieval Christian Church proscribed usury – 

i.e., profit – on ethical grounds; Jaynes would like to banish the notion of profit, in the 

operational implementation of coherent expectations, on aesthetic grounds. What’s the 

difference? The ethics of the Church did not prevent the calculation of gains and losses and, 
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thereby, the balancing of books, based on reasonable expectations of an uncertain (in the form of 

risky) future, by means of coherent rules.  

 

It is to the credit of de Finetti – and Ramsey, just before him – to have used ‘the old established 

way’ of reconciling diverse expectations, by means of formalizing the notion of calculating odds, 

and devising the notion of coherence in this process of balancing books. I can do no better than 

refer a Jaynesian, who is tempted to indulge in ethical or aesthetic strictures against the normal, 

‘age-old established way of measuring a person’s belief’ by proposing a bet, and see what are the 

lowest odds which he will accept’, to Bernard Shaw’s classic study of the The Vice of Gambling 

and the Virtue of Insurance (Shaw, 1960). 

 

Finally, that Jaynes has misconstrued de Finetti’s (and Ramsey’s) method of imposing coherent 

beliefs in the expectation of gains – or the avoidance of losses – is exactly equivalent to the 

notion of a Fair Game – in the simplest case of two persons dividing a cake, ‘You Cut, I Choose’ 

– underpinning one way of formalizing Algorithmic Probability (cf. Shafer & Vovk, 2001, 

especially pp. 14 and 59-60). In the companion piece (Velupillai, 2014), an attempt is made, 

more formally and technically, to show that there is much in common between von Mises’ notion 

of Place Selection Functions and de Finetti’s fundamental concept of Exchangeability, the 

former in the Fair Game framework, and the latter constrained by Coherent individual choices. 

 

As for the second, ‘strategic’, reason for coherence being an ‘unsatisfactory basis’ for assigning 

‘betting preferences’ to (rational) individuals, it is claimed that this is an activity that properly 

‘belongs to the field of psychology rather than probability.’ 

 

The problem here is, firstly, that Jaynes does not specify to what kind of psychology this 

assigning of ‘betting preferences’ belongs. This is a crucial issue since both, classical and 

modern behavioural economics (cf. Velupillai & Kao, 2014 for the formal descriptions of the 

two fields) claim foundations in one or another kind of psychology. For example, the foundations 

of classical behavioural economics, as a basis for a decision theoretic framework, lies in 

cognitive psychology which, in turn, is underpinned by computability theory. The strict 

dichotomy that Jaynes tries to emphasise, between psychology and (mathematically founded) 
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probability theory, is a vestige of logical positivistic false enthusiasm, long since discarded by 

most philosophers of science.  

 

Secondly, the notion of ‘common sense’ (Jaynes, op. cit, pp. 29 & 86-7) that is harnessed for the 

activities of his Robot, is – at best – an intuitive concept that can only be formalized by assuming 

something analogous to a Church-Turing Thesis to determine the equivalence between a formal 

notion and its intuitive counterpart. Such an equivalence, via the invoking of a thesis, is 

‘psychology’ by any other name, especially in the ‘assignment’ of a formal notion of ‘common 

sense’ to a Robot, whose computing activities are implemented with a formal program.  

 

Thirdly, assigning ‘betting preferences’ to a Nondeterministic Turing Machine, a generalized 

Jaynesian Robot, is a perfectly normal task – so long as it can be shown that the computing 

activities of such a machine is equivalent to the choice behavior of a rational agent, as defined in 

economic and game theories (cf. Putnam, 1960, Velupillai, 2000, especially chapter 3). 

 

The third, pragmatic, reason for the Jaynesian claim that coherence is an unsatisfactory basis (for 

assigning preferences), is supposed to be the superiority of ‘consistency in the sense of Cox’ 

(ibid, p. 656; italics added), from a variety of points of view of ‘calculation’11 Jaynes goes on, in 

addition, to make what I can only refer to as a ‘preposterous’ claim, by stating that (loc.cit): 

“To the best of [Jaynes’] knowledge, de Finetti does not mention consistency as a 
desideratum, or test for it.” 

 
Has not Jaynes read even the classic by de Finetti (1937), which he quotes as the fountainhead of 

the research program of the great Italian probabilist? Just for clarification and elucidation, I 

quote here the relevant parts from the distinguished Translator’s Note (Henry Kyburg, Jr.,) to de 

Finetti (ibid; bold italics, added): 

“ ‘Cohérence’ has been translated ‘coherent’ following the usage of Shimony, Kemeny, 
and others. ‘Consistency’ is used by some English and American authors, and is perfectly 
acceptable to de Finetti, but it is ambiguous (from the logician’s point of view) because, 
applied to beliefs, it has another very precise and explicit meaning in formal logic. As the 
words are used in this translation, to say that a body of beliefs is ‘consistent’ is to say (as 
in logic) that it contains no two beliefs that are contradictory. To say that in addition the 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
11 This should be read as ‘computability’, in the various contexts in which ‘calculation’ and ‘consistency’ 
are explicated in Jaynes (op.cit). 
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body of beliefs is ‘coherent’ is to say that the degrees of belief satisfy certain further 
conditions.” 

 

But more importantly, even ‘damagingly’ (to the Jaynesian claims), there are three statements in 

§2.6.2 (pp. 45-47, Jaynes, 2003), where in his attempts to deflect the impact of Gödel’s Second 

Incompleteness theorem (itself stated inaccurately and incompletely (sic!)), that are 

fundamentally incorrect or inappropriate. 

 

Firstly, he claims (ibid, p. 46): 

“If the computer program [that is implemented in the Jaynesian Robot] does not crash, 
but prints out valid numbers, then we know that the conditioning propositions Ei are 
mutually consistent, and we have accomplished what one might have thought to be 
impossible in view of Gödel’s theorem.” 

 

‘We have accomplished’ NOTHING of the sort! This is a mathematically false claim, due to a 

basic lack of knowledge of the fundamentals of computability theory. The alternatives are not 

just the two: a computer program that ‘crashes’ (the exact meaning of which is unclear); one that 

prints our ‘valid numbers (valid according to the interpretation of what kind of mind – that of the 

Robot?). There is the third alternative: the computing can go on ‘forever’, especially if the data 

that is ‘fed’ for processing by the computer program of the Robot, is recursively enumerable but 

not recursive (empirically the most prevalent kind of data set).  

 

Secondly, Jaynes claims (ibid, p. 47; italics added): 

“There are situations in which one can prove that a certain property must exist in a finite 
set, even though it is impossible to exhibit any member of the set that has that property.” 

 

Clearly, Jaynes is not referring to proof of existence in a constructive sense. But even more 

importantly he is not even referring to the mathematics that underpins the activity of the Robot! 

In the kind of computability theory that characterizes a Robot, even in a finite set with a complex 

recursive structure, it is not possible to ‘exhibit any member of the set that has’ the desired 

property – but only by making precise the process-oriented notion of ‘exhibit’ (cf, Harrop, 1961); 

i.e., as an effective procedure. 
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Thirdly, the domain of applicability of Cox’s Theorem(s) is not the domain of relevance for 

implementing the computer program for the activation of the digital Robot, which is the tacit 

assumption in the Jaynesian ‘construction’ and assumption for it. Therefore, the claim that the 

Robot ‘can manipulate plausibilities, granted that it must associate them with real numbers’, 

consistently (ibid, p. 37) can only be taken with the proverbial ‘pinch of salt’.  

 

Finally, as for the ‘fourth criticism’, that de Finetti defines his probabilities on ‘arbitrary 

uncountable sets, but he views additivity differently’, all I have to do is to ask the Jaynesians to 

re-read – or, as appears to be case, read carefully, for the first time – at least §3.3.3, p. 84, of de 

Finetti (1974). de Finetti’s assumption (ibid, p. 84), ‘that in principle P could be evaluated …. 

for every event E’, but ‘under the restriction of a certain criterion’. Moreover, de Finetti goes on 

(p.84, italics in the original): 

“On the other hand, however, we certainly do not pretend that P could actually be 
imagined as determined, by any individual, for all events… .” 

 

My own reading of Jaynesian claims leads me to believe that they are made on the basis of a 

faulty interpretation of de Finetti’s finessed definition of an event. 

 

On the question of de Finetti’s strictures against countable – or higher infinite – additivities, and 

his lifelong quest for restricting the coherent evaluation of alternatives to finite additivity, I can 

do no better than refer the interested, critical, reader to Regazzini (201). 

 

§4. Concluding Notes 
“A program has common sense if it automatically deduces for itself a sufficiently wide 
class of immediate consequences of anything it is told and what it already knows.” 
John McCarthy (1959), p. 78; italics in the original.  

 

Quite apart from a series of misguided interpretations of de Finetti’s foundations – conceptually, 

mathematically and philosophically – there are also a plethora of infelicities of a deep and 

serious nature, on topics in the foundations of mathematics and metamathematics. These range 

from thoroughly ahistorical and ‘throw-away’ remarks on the history and genesis of Generalized 
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Functions, the way the Dirac-delta function was developed by Dirac12, the rigorous proof of 

Weierstrass’s13 famous ‘continuous everywhere differentiable nowhere’ function, the altercation 

between Weierstrass and Kronecker, all the way to inane statements about the personal dietary 

proclivities of Ramanujan and Gödel (ibid, p. 422). 

 

Jaynes, for example, claims (ibid, p. 668), that ‘Laurent Schwartz … persisted in defining the 

term ‘function’ in a way inappropriate to analysis’ and made the ‘notion of a delta-function 

rigorous, but .. awkwardly’. He, then, goes on to state that ‘G.Temple (1955) and M.J.Lighthill 

(1957)14 showed how to remove the awkwardness ..’. These kinds of statements, inaccurate 

technically and incorrect textually, are the ways in which Jaynes tries to cast doubts on de 

Finetti’s valiant efforts to provide rigorous, yet intuitive (even, at times, in the formal sense of 

invoking principles of Intuitive Logic), foundations for the construction of a subjective theory of 

probability. 

 

For example, Schwartz – and Sobolev, almost simultaneously – generalized the classic Dirichlet-

Kuratowski notion of the set-theoretically underpinned definition of a function, by developing 

the theory of distributions. It was not that they ‘persisted in defining the term ‘function’ in a way 

inappropriate to analysis’; it was that (classical) analysis was inappropriate for the new 

challenges of physics and, dare I say, also economics. This was the way – or, at least, one of the 

ways - de Finetti tried to ‘justify’ his completely original construction of the coherence 

constrained, exchangeability based, subjective theory of probability.  

 

Neither Temple (1955), nor Lighthill (1958), even hint at anything ‘awkward’ about the 

Schwartzian development of the theory of distributions. In fact Temple is candid enough to 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
12 Remarkably, the genesis of Dirac’s innovative idea of the delta-function in his early engineering 
education, where Oliver Heaviside’s operational calculus was crucial, is not mentioned (cf. Farmelo, 
2009, p. 113 and Kragh, 1990, pp. 206-7). In my own engineering education I was introduced, first, to the 
operational calculus of Heaviside and only much later, in fourth year undergraduate classes on quantum 
mechanics, to the Dirac δ-function. On the other hand, Richard Goodwin’s lectures on advanced 
economic theory, at Cambridge in the early 1970s, routinely invoked the Duhamel ‘folding’. 
13 Strangely, the spelling of this great German analyst is consistently (sic!) given as Weierstrasz (Jaynes, 
ibid, p. 665, ff)! 
14 To the best of my knowledge this should be 1958. 
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‘confess’ that he is ‘vulgarising’15 the rigorous definition by Schwartz (without, however, 

compromising on ‘rigour’).  

 

Even the (in)famous Weierstrass function, on p. 669, is stated incorrectly16 - and the analytic 

statements accompanying it are seriously misconstrued.  

 

The views expressed by Jaynes, in §B.4, on ‘Kronecker vs. Weierstrasz’, on finite sets, on the 

‘certitude of arithmetic’, on the characterization of algorithmic methods and on ‘our computer 

mentalities’ are loose, even mathematically and conceptually dangerous. 

 

Above all, given the Jaynesian alternative of a common sense driven Robot, to de Finetti’s 

elicitation of preferences via the Dutch Book Method, it is surprising that there is no evidence of 

any knowledge of the vast and rich literature on formalizing the intuitive notion of common 

sense, for the purposes of automatic, digital computer-aided, programming. This is a venerable 

tradition, an off-shoot of the official origins of the Artificial Intelligence movement with the 

Dartmouth Conference of 1956, etched for posterity in the proceedings of the National Physical 

Laboratory conference held in 1958. At this conference, John McCarty, one of the pioneers of 

the Dartmouth Conference, began the noble line of research on formalizing the intuitive notion 

of common sense, computably. I find it incredible that the Jaynesian notion of a formalized, 

common sense driven, Robot stands completely outside this tradition – and to that extent it 

remains a limping, meaningless, device for any kind of foundation for probability, definitely not 

for a subjective alternative to de Finetti’s rich and rigorous constructions. 

 

However, the positive task ahead now, from the point of view of developing de Finetti’s rich 

framework, as I see it, is to emphasise its combinatorial, computable and constructive 

possibilities. If this task can be accomplished successfully, then it will be immediate, I 

conjecture, that the links between algorithmic and de Finetti’s kind of subjective probability can 

be shown to be obvious. This is attempted in Velupillai (2014). 

 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
15 But this is not the sense in which Jaynes dismisses de Finetti’s Dutch Book Method as ‘vulgar’. 
16 It should be: ! ! = !!! cos !!!" .!

!!! !
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