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Preface

These essays tell the story of inductive probability, from its inception in the
work of Thomas Bayes to some surprising current developments. Hume and
Bayes initiated a dialogue between inductive skepticism and probability the-
ory that persists in various forms throughout the history of the subject. The
skeptic insists that we start in a state of ignorance. How does one quan-
tify ignorance? If knowledge gives rise to asymmetric probabilities, perhaps
ignorance is properly characterized by symmetry. And non-trivial prior sym-
metries generate non-trivial inductive inference. Then perhaps symmetries
are not quite such innocent representations of ignorance as one might have
thought. That is a sketch of the theme that is developed in the title essay,
“Symmetry and its Discontents”, and that runs throughout the book.

In the second section of this book, we meet Sir Alexander Cuming, who
instigated important investigations by De Moivre and Stirling, before be-
ing sent to prison for fraud. We view Ramsey’s famous essay “Truth and
Probability” against the Cambridge background of Robert Leslie Ellis, John
Venn and John Maynard Keynes. Fisher’s discussion of inverse probabili-
ties is set in the context of Boole, Venn, Edgeworth and Pearson and his
various versions of the fiducial argument are examined. We learn of Alan
Turing’s undergraduate rediscovery of Lindeberg’s central limit theorem, and
of his later use of Bayesian methods in breaking the German naval code in
World War II.

The last section deals with developments in inductive probability, which
are still not generally well-known, and that some philosophers have thought
impossible. The question is how a Bayesian theory can deal in a principled
way with the possibility of new categories that have not been foreseen. On the
face of it the problem appears to be intractable, but a deeper analysis shows
that something sensible can be done. The development of the appropriate
mathematics is a story that stretches from the beginnings of the subject to the
end of the twentieth century.
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These essays have appeared, over almost twenty years, in a variety of
disparate and sometimes obscure places. I remember eagerly waiting for the
next installment. Each essay is like a specially cut gem, and it gives me
great satisfaction that they can be brought together and presented in this
volume.

Brian Skyrms
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