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A NOTE CONCERNING IRVING H. ANELLIS "DISTORTIONS 
AND DISCONTINUITIES OF MATHEMATICAL PROGRESS: A 
MATTER OF STYLE, A MATTER OF LUCK, A MATTER OF 

TIME, 000 A MATTER OF FACT" 

Paul Ernest 

This note aims at correcting some of the claims made by Irving Anellis 
in 'Distortions and Discontinuities of Mathematical Progress' , in Philoso
phica 43 (1989), 163-196. In his section, 'A Matter of Luck' Anellis 
offers an account of the development of the 'tree' or 'tableau' method in 
proof theory. He describes van Heijenoort's contribution as follows. 

"In [1973], he showed that the method is sound and complete for propo
sitional calculus; in [1974] he proved the soundness and completeness of 
the method for first order functional logic; and in [1975] and [1975a], he 
showed the method to be sound and complete for intuitionistic logic. 
None of these results were published." 

"Moreover, because of this unlucky hesitancy, Bell and Machover [1977] 
published their proof of the soundness and completeness of the falsifiabil
ity tree method for classical propositional calculus and classical first order 
logic before van Heijenoort published his, although van Heijenoort's 
proofs of 1973 and 1974 were finished first and are simpler, if also 
somewhat longer, and van Heijenoort received no credit for his work." 
(pages 179-180, emphasis added) 

First of all, there is the matter of the facts. As a postgraduate mathema
tics student in London in 1973-4 (M.Sc. degree awarded Summer 1974) 
I attended Moshe Machover's courses on Mathematical Logic (October 
1973 - March 1974) and Intuitionistic Logic (January - March 1974) at 
Chelsea College. In each course I and the other students were given 
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typescript chapters of Bell and Machover [1977] as study materials (later 
to be published as chapters 1, 2, 3, 7 and 9). Apart from a few typing 
errors, which I and fellow students helped to correct, the contents were 
as published. Therefore the priority claim in the above quotation is incor
rect. It is based on Anellis' mistaken identification of the date of writing 
of Bell and Machover [1977] with its date of publication. I had copies of 
most of these chapters in my hand before the end of 1973, and copies of 
all of them, before the end of March 1974. They were presumably writ
ten over the preceding years, reaching their final form before or at about 
the time I received them. (The same is true of all of the other chapters 
too. The MS was ready in 1974, but there were delays in printing in 
Hungary, although the publishers were North Holland in Amsterdam.) 

Secondly, John Bell and Moshe Machover were justifiably pleased 
with their text, not because it presented novel results, but because it was 
an excellent systematization and presentation of more or less standard 
material, in a pedagogically effective manner. In particular, the classical 
tableau method was offered as based on Smullyan's version of 1968, and 
the intuitionistic version as based on Fitting's work of 1969 (as the his
torical remarks following chapters 1 and 9 state). Therefore, for Anellis 
to write of van Heijenoort's failure to gain credit for relatively routine 
unpublished material which he was not the first to develop (i. e. the 
soundness and completeness results mentioned above) is a little far
fetched. By 1975 the elementary results in the field were widely accepted, 
as the introduction to Toledo [1975] shows (page 15), and research on 
Tableau Systems has already moved on to matters of more general con
cern in Proof Theory. 

In conclusion, I would like to say that where factual claims are 
made, as in the above, I think it is important that we maintain the highest 
levels of scholarship, and refrain from unfounded claims. In a priority 
claim it is not appropriate to compare the date of writing of one docu
ment with the date of publication of another, which may have lain in 
press for several years (as in this case). However, in general, I believe 
that priority claims in the sciences are not only fruitless, but harmful. 
They perpetuate the negative values of competitive individualism. In fact, 
all knowledge grows by means of group processes and interactions, and 
to misquote Newton, when one scientist sees further than others it is 
because he stands on the shoulders of giants. 

University of Exeter 
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