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Abstract. In this article, I consider the status of several statements analogous to the Church-
Turing thesis that assert that some definition of algorithmic randomness captures the intuitive
conception of randomness. I argue that we should not only reject the theses that have appeared in
the algorithmic randomness literature, but more generally that we ought not evaluate the adequacy
of a definition of randomness on the basis of whether it captures the so-called intuitive conception
of randomness to begin with. Instead, I argue that a more promising alternative is to evaluate
the adequacy of a definition of randomness on the basis of whether it captures what I refer to as
a “notion of almost everywhere typicality.” In support of my main claims, I will appeal to recent
work in showing the connection between definitions of algorithmic randomness and certain “almost
everywhere” theorems from classical mathematics.

1. Introduction

Among computability theorists and mathematical logicians more generally, there is a broad
consensus that the formal notion of a Turing computable number-theoretic function provides an
adequate formalization of the intuitive, pre-theoretic notion of an effectively calculable number-
theoretic function. This commitment is more precisely expressed as the thesis that a number-
theoretic function is Turing computable if and only if it is effectively calculable, a thesis commonly
referred to as the Church-Turing thesis.1

One key datum that lends credence to the Church-Turing thesis is the lack of alternative defi-
nitions of computable function that seriously contend to capture the intuitive notion of effective
calculability. That is, every definition that has been offered as a formalization of the intuitive notion
of effectively calculable number-theoretic function has been proven to be extensionally equivalent
to the definition of a Turing computable function.

But what if matters had been otherwise and there were multiple, non-equivalent definitions
of computable function, each of which having a reasonable claim to capturing the intuitive, pre-
theoretic notion of effectively calculable function? In such a scenario, how would our understanding
of the concept of computability have differed from how it is commonly understood?2

1Properly speaking, this thesis should be referred to as Turing’s thesis, but given the equivalence of the notion of
Turing computable function and Church’s notion of lambda-calculable function, it has become common to take “the
Church-Turing thesis” to refer to both Church’s thesis and Turing’s thesis.
2According to some, this state of affairs obtains in the actual world. For instance, some hold that various models
of hypercomputation, which transcend the so-called Turing barrier (i.e., compute functions that are not Turing
computable), also capture the intuitive notion of computability. To be clear, in the discussion here I take the target
notion “effectively calculable function” to be synonymous with “a function effectively calculable by a human following
a finite list of instructions, carrying out a finite number of steps in any given halting computation,” a notion that
involves no infinitary operations. This is not to say that models of hypercomputation do not capture anything
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In the theory of algorithmic randomness, we are confronted with precisely such a scenario. In
particular, there are multiple, non-equivalent definitions of algorithmically random sequence (in
fact, infinitely many such definitions), and moreover, several of these definitions have been claimed
to capture the intuitive, pre-theoretic conception of randomness. More specifically, in the literature
on algorithmic randomness, one can find multiple analogues of the Church-Turing thesis, each
instantiating the following schema, which I’ll henceforth refer to as the randomness thesis schema:

An infinite sequence is intuitively random if and only if it is D-random.

Here D is a definition of randomness for infinite sequences,3 and the D-random sequences are those
that fall under the definition D .

This paper is concerned with the status of three specific instances of the above randomness thesis
schema, instantiated by definitions of randomness that I will henceforth refer to as randomness
thesis candidates. The theses, which will be explained in Section §2 below, are as follows:

The Martin-Löf-Chaitin thesis: An infinite sequence is intuitively random if and only
if it is Martin-Löf random.4

Schnorr’s thesis: An infinite sequence is intuitively random if and only if it is Schnorr
random.5

The Weak 2-Randomness thesis: An infinite sequence is intuitively random if and only
if it is weakly 2-random.6

Setting aside for the moment the details of these formal notions of randomness and of the
notion of intuitive randomness referenced in each thesis, at this point of the discussion it suffices to
observe that each thesis is formulated in terms of a notion of algorithmic randomness for infinite
sequences that is extensionally distinct from the other two. Given (i) that each of the three
instances of the randomness thesis schema implies, at a minimum, a claim of extensional adequacy,
i.e., that the relevant formal definition of random sequence has the same extension as the informal,
intuitive notion of random sequence, and (ii) that no two of the randomness thesis candidates are
extensionally equivalent, it follows that at most one of these three theses can be true.

In this paper, I argue that we should not accept any of these three theses. But my view is not
that these definitions of randomness simply miss the mark and that we should thus look elsewhere
for a definition that captures the intuitive, pre-theoretic conception of random sequence. Rather,
my more general goal, towards which the present study is just one step, is to establish that it is
a mistake to judge the various definitions of randomness according to the following criterion of
adequacy:

significant about the general notion of computation, just that they do not capture the notion of human computability
that Turing and others originally had in mind.
3These sequences are usually taken to be binary, but one can consider more generally infinite sequences formed from
any finite alphabet of symbols without affecting the resulting theory of randomness. Hereafter, the sequences under
consideration will always be binary.
4See, for instance, [Del11] and [Das11].
5See [Sch71a] and [Sch77].
6See [OW08].
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Adeq1: A definition of randomness D is adequate if and only if it captures the intuitive,
pre-theoretic conception of randomness.7

This raises an immediate question: If we set aside Adeq1 as a criterion by which the various
definitions of algorithmic randomness should be judged, what condition or conditions determine
the adequacy of a given definition of randomness?

Here I present a partial answer to this question by defending the following criterion of adequacy,
which provides a sufficient condition for the adequacy of a definition of randomness:

Adeq2: A definition of randomness D is adequate if it captures some notion of almost
everywhere typicality.

Of course, the viability of this criterion hinges on what I mean by “almost everywhere typicality,”
which I will clarify shortly. Having done so, I will present Adeq2 is as a more reasonable alternative
to Adeq1. As we will see, the three randomness thesis candidates mentioned above, as well as
several other non-equivalent definitions of algorithmic randomness that have not been suggested as
randomness thesis candidates, fare equally well with respect to this criterion Adeq2.

The heart of my argument is the recent study, from the point of view of algorithmic randomness,
of certain “almost everywhere” theorems found in fields such as analysis, probability theory, ergodic
theory, and information theory (see, for instance, [BMN11], [Rut12], [BDH+11], [FGMN11], and
[Hoy11]). These are theorems of the form

(for almost every x) Φ(x),

where the “almost every” quantifier means “for every x in a set of Lebesgue measure one” and Φ is
some property that holds of elements of the relevant domain. In this paper, we will consider such
theorems from classical analysis, each of which involves the behavior of some class of real-valued
functions at almost every real number in [0,1].

What is the connection of such results to algorithmic randomness? The answer is this: For
each of the theorems in question, if we restrict the class of functions referenced in the theorem to
a specific definable subclass, then the collection of real numbers for which the restricted version
of the theorem holds will be coextensive with a collection of algorithmically random sequences
(considered as the binary representations of real numbers). That is, if Φ∗ is a suitable restriction
of the formula Φ given above, then we have the following:

Φ∗(x) if and only if x is D-random.

That is, each Φ∗ picks out what I referred to above as a notion of almost everywhere typicality (or a.e.
typicality, for short), and moreover, this a.e. typicality is coextensive with D-randomness for some
definition D of algorithmic randomness. Furthermore, different notions of a.e. typicality correspond
to different definitions of algorithmic randomness, including each of the three randomness theses
candidates introduced above.

7I will briefly discuss what one might take “the intuitive, pre-theoretic conception of randomness” to refer to in
Subsection 2.2 below.
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In light of the correspondence between notions of a.e. typicality and definitions of algorithmic
randomness, I will argue that it is not viable to judge the adequacy of definitions according to
Adeq1, from which it follows that we ought not accept any of the three main randomness theses.
And in addition to suggesting the untenability of judging the adequacy of definitions of random-
ness according to Adeq1, the correspondence between notions of a.e. typicality and definitions of
algorithmic randomness suggests that Adeq2 is a more appropriate criterion of adequacy by which
the various definitions of randomness can be judged, or so I shall argue.

The upshot of my account is that we cannot justifiably say of any of these three randomness thesis
candidates what Gödel said of the definition of computability, that we have an “absolute definition
of an interesting epistemological notion, i.e., one not depending on the formalism chosen” [Göd46, p.
150]. None of these definitions of randomness captures everything that mathematicians have taken
to be significant concerning the concept of randomness. Rather, we have a family of definitions of
an interesting epistemological notion, many of which provide insight into certain mathematically
significant instances of typicality.

The main claims of this paper may come as no surprise to current researchers in algorithmic
randomness, many of whom have likely grown accustomed to the multiplicity of interesting and
informative definitions of randomness. Despite this, there are a number of reasons that such a
study is necessary. First, the main claims of the present study have yet to be clearly articulated
and defended elsewhere, and thus this study fills a gap in the philosophical literature on algorithmic
randomness. Second, the search for a definition of randomness that captures the so-called intuitive
conception was a central impetus in the development of algorithmic randomness;8 here I account
for why this search could not be successfully carried out. Lastly, although theses such as the
Martin-Löf-Chaitin thesis do not currently play a role in the theory of algorithmic randomness
(unlike the case of the Church-Turing thesis in computability theory9), in some recent work, both
the Martin-Löf-Chaitin thesis ([Del11], [Das11]) and the Weak 2-Randomness thesis ([OW08]) have
been defended. Thus, the view against which I am arguing is not without its adherents.

The outline of the remainder of this paper is as follows. In §2, I provide the necessary technical
background on the definitions of algorithmic randomness that are randomness thesis candidates,
as well as several others. I also discuss the so-called intuitive conception of randomness. In §3,
I discuss the notions of a.e. typicality that can be derived from the restricted almost everywhere
theorems, while in §4 I present my argument for the claim that we should not accept any of the
three main randomness theses and my argument for the claim that Adeq2 is more appropriate than
Adeq1 as a criterion of adequacy for the various definitions of randomness. Lastly, in §5 I consider
two objections to my account.

2. Definitions of Algorithmic Randomness

Before I survey the main definitions of algorithmic randomness that we will consider here, I
will first try to motivate the general idea behind these definitions. Then I will briefly discuss the
8I do not attempt to defend this claim here, but see, for instance, chapter 9 of [Por12].
9See, for instance, Section 7.2 of [BBJ07] for a brief discussion of the distinction between avoidable and unavoidable
uses of the Church-Turing thesis.
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so-called intuitive conception of randomness that certain definitions of algorithmic randomness are
claimed to capture.

2.1. The logical approach to defining randomness. Each of the definitions of randomness that
we discuss in this paper are instances of what one might call the logical approach to randomness.
The distinctive feature of definitions formulated according to the logical approach is that for each
such definition D ,

(i) there is a countable collection of properties {Φi}i∈ω expressible in some formal language L
(usually the language of first- or second-order arithmetic) such that for each i ∈ ω, the set
{x ∈ 2ω : Φi(x)} has Lebesgue measure one, and

(ii) a sequence x ∈ 2ω is D-random if and only if Φi(x) for every i ∈ ω.

One immediate consequence of this approach is that for each such definition D , assuming that there
is some x that fails to satisfy some Φi, 2ω can be partitioned into a non-empty collection consisting
of all D-random sequences and a non-empty collection consisting of all non-D-random sequences.

But a natural question arises: Which properties {Φi}i∈ω should be chosen in formulating a
definition of randomness? There is no obvious answer to this question. In fact, much of the
early work in the development of algorithmic randomness was motivated by answering this very
question.10 The aim of this early work was to identify those properties that are satisfied by the
typical outcomes of some fixed random process such as the repeated tosses of an unbiased coin. For
instance, it was held that such properties should at least guarantee that any sequence counted as
random satisfies the law of large numbers and the law of the iterated logarithm.11

But this approach is far from satisfying, as it is not at all clear that “those properties satisfied
by the typical outcomes of some fixed random process” picks out a unique collection of properties.
In fact, if the argument I provide in §4 is successful, we should reject the claim that there is any
such unique collection of properties. Of course, this is not to say that no choice of the properties
{Φi}i∈ω gives us a reasonable definition of randomness. As I will argue, there are choices of the
properties {Φi}i∈ω that yield definitions of randomness that are adequate according to the criterion
Adeq2 (though there is no unique such collection, in my view).

2.2. The so-called intuitive conception of randomness. When confronted with a randomness
thesis that asserts that some formal definition of randomness captures the intuitive, pre-theoretic
conception of randomness, one might reasonably question what this intuitive conception could be.
The literature on algorithmic randomness (both mathematical and philosophical) is largely silent
on this matter.12

What authors who appeal to the intuitive conception of randomness seem to have in mind is
clearly something like the prevailing, commonly-held ideas concerning the notion of randomness.
Of course, this raises a number of questions, such as: Given that humans appear to be unreliable at
10This is precisely the question Martin-Löf took himself to be answering in his 1966 paper [ML66].
11That is, the limiting relative frequencies of the 0s and 1s in such sequences should converge to 1/2, and the relative
frequencies of 0s and 1s in initial segments of these seqeunces should oscillate above and below 1/2 infinitely often.
12This should be contrasted, for instance, with Turing’s discussion of the characteristic features of the intuitive notion
of human computability in Section 9 of his famous 1936 paper [Tur36].
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both detecting randomness and producing randomness,13 surely our definitions of randomness ought
not answer to these purportedly faulty intuitions. But which ideas are to be included among the
“prevailing, commonly-held ideas of randomness”? And why think there is only one such collection
of prevailing ideas to begin with?

In light of the first question, we might instead hold that the intuitive conception of random-
ness consists of the prevailing commonly-held ideas concerning the notion of randomness among
the statistically literate, where this includes those who recognize that among equiprobable events
occurring in a sufficiently large number of random trials, there can be both local irregularities
(such as the unpredictability of individual outcomes) but global regularity (such as a near-equal
distribution of outcomes for each event in the long run).14

Regarding the second question, for dialectical purposes, I will simply assume that there is some
single such intuitive conception. Under this assumption, presumably held by the advocates of
the various randomness thesis, I will then argue that each of the theses are untenable. I should
emphasize, however, that nothing in my argument hinges on there being a single intuitive conception
of randomness. Moreover, it is beyond the scope of this study to further investigate what this
intuitive conception could be or whether there is a single such conception (or more precisely, whether
the data I present indicates that there is no single intuitive conception of randomness).

With this background in mind, let us now discuss the three main definitions of randomness that
have been proposed as randomness thesis candidates, as well as two other definitions that will be
pertinent for the discussion of a.e. typicality in §3.

2.3. Martin-Löf randomness. Prior to the publication of Martin-Löf’s 1966 paper, “The Defini-
tion of Random Sequences” [ML66], there was a general consensus that no satisfactory definition of
randomness for infinite sequences had been developed, as all prior definitions of randomness were
considered, for one reason or another, to be defective.15 The definition of randomness offered in
the 1966 paper, nowadays referred to as Martin-Löf randomness, was held by Martin-Löf to be a
“natural definition of random infinite sequences” that “seems to satisfy all intuitive requirements”
[ML66, pp. 602, 608]. Given the failure of previous attempts at defining random infinite sequences,
this was a significant breakthrough.16

The basic idea behind Martin-Löf’s definition is that random sequences, such as those typically
produced by the repeated tosses of an unbiased coin, are those sequences that are typical with
respect to a certain kind of statistical test. For sake of illustration, let us consider the case of a
putatively random finite string of 0s and 1s. Suppose we have a device D that putatively produces
random strings of a fixed length n (for some sufficiently large n). We can test the null hypothesis
that D produces random strings by taking as a sample an output string produced by D and
13There is a substantial literature on this topic. For a good starting point, see [BHW91] or [FK97].
14Here I have in mind, say, statisticians, professional gamblers, and members of the scientific community at large.
15For instance, Richard von Mises’ definition of randomness was criticized for failing to be well-defined, and later
modifications of the definition, such as those offered by Abraham Wald and Alonzo Church, were shown by Jean Ville
to include as random certain sequences that fail to satisfy the law of the iterated logarithm. For more details, see,
for instance, [vL87] or [Das11].
16Martin-Löf explicitly notes this, writing, “Such a definition has so far not been obtained by other methods” [ML66,
p. 608].
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checking whether σ bears a given property that is typical of strings produced by, say, the tosses of
an unbiased coin. For instance, we might consider a statistical test that checks the number of 0s
and 1s of all strings with the same length as that of σ, rejecting the null hypothesis of randomness
if it is observed that the ratio of 0s and 1s in the string strays too far from the value 1. For such a
test, we set a level of significance α ∈ (0, 1), with a corresponding critical region in the distribution
of all possible strings of length n. If our sample string is found in the critical region, we reject the
hypothesis that D produces random strings at level α, where α is the probability of rejecting a true
null hypothesis.

But how do we carry out such a test when the device in question outputs a potentially infinite
sequence? Martin-Löf’s key insight was to test the sample at all levels of significance of the form
α = 2−1, 2−2, 2−3, . . . , 2−n, . . . . Moreover, if there is some level 2−n such that the sample avoids
the corresponding critical region, then we do not reject the null hypothesis. Thus, we reject the
null hypothesis only if some initial segment of the sample is contained in each of the critical regions
corresponding to arbitrarily small levels of significance. Lastly, if we further generalize by viewing
such putative outputs of D as completed totalities, i.e., infinite binary sequences, then such a
hypothesis test applied to an infinite sequence x amounts to testing finite initial segments of x.

But which statistical tests should we employ to test for randomness? Another key insight of
Martin-Löf’s was that we should include all and only those tests that are computably enumerable.
As Martin-Löf observes, “Any sequential test of present or future use in statistics is given by
an explicit prescription, which, for every level of significance . . . , tells us for what sequences the
hypothesis is to be rejected” [ML66, p. 609]. From such an explicit prescription, we can actually
enumerate the critical regions of our test; this amounts to requiring that the enumeration be given
computably. And by proceeding at this level of generality, Martin-Löf took himself to be providing
a definition that would never count as random a sequence that would be counted as non-random
in statistical practice, even in principle.

Formally, a Martin-Löf test is a sequence (Ui)i∈ω of uniformly computably enumerable sets of
finite strings 2<ω such that for each Ui = {σ1, σ2, . . . } we have∑

σj∈Ui

2−|σj | ≤ 2−i,

where, for any σ ∈ 2<ω, |σ| is the length of σ. Equivalently, if we set

JUiK = {x : (∃σ ≺ x) σ ∈ Ui}

(where σ ≺ x means that σ is an initial segment of x), then JUiK is an effectively open subset of 2ω

with Lebesgue measure no greater than 2−i.17 That is, JUiK is the critical region corresponding to
the significance level 2−i.

17The Lebesgue measure λ on 2ω is defined as follows. For a finite sequence σ ∈ 2<ω, the open set JσK = {x : σ ≺ x}
has Lebesgue measure λ(JσK) = 2−|σ|, and then λ can be extended in the standard way to the Borel subsets of 2ω

via Carathéodory’s theorem.
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Next, x passes the test (Ui)i∈ω if x /∈
∩

i∈ωJUiK, i.e., there is some critical region JUiK such that
no initial segment of x is contained in Ui. Lastly, a sequence x is Martin-Löf random, denoted
x ∈ MLR, if x passes every Martin-Löf test (Ui)i∈ω.

The definition of Martin-Löf randomness has proven to be extremely useful, finding recent ap-
plications in such areas as ergodic theory, information theory, geometric measure theory, reverse
mathematics, and computable analysis. Such a wide range of applicability might be considered
as grounds for the thesis that Martin-Löf randomness captures the intuitive conception of ran-
domness (referred to above as the Martin-Löf-Chaitin thesis). But prior to the discovery of these
applications, the Martin-Löf-Chaitin thesis was accepted primarily on the basis of the confluence
of multiple intensionally distinct definitions of randomness, with the idea being that just as the
confluence of definitions supports the Church-Turing thesis, so too should it be counted as evidence
for the Martin-Löf-Chaitin thesis.18

There are a number of problems with this approach to justifying the Martin-Löf-Chaitin thesis.19

However, it is beyond the scope of this paper to consider these problems, as our goal here is not to
consider the strength of the evidence offered in support of the various randomness-theoretic theses,
but rather to argue directly against the tenability of the theses.

We now turn to Schnorr randomness, which was explicitly formulated as an alternative to Martin-
Löf randomness.

2.4. Schnorr randomness. Several years after the publication of Martin-Löf’s definition of ran-
domness, Schnorr offered a constructive variant of Martin-Löf’s definition of randomness.20 In
Schnorr’s view, Martin-Löf’s definition counts too many sequences among the random sequences,
as certain Martin-Löf tests lack physical meaning and thus should not be included as part of an
adequate definition of randomness. According to Schnorr,

The acceptable definition of random sequences cannot be any formulation of recur-
sive function theory which contains all relevant statistical properties of randomness,
but it has to be precisely a characterization of all those properties of randomness
that have a physical meaning. These are intuitively those properties that can be
established by statistical experience. [Sch71a, p. 255]

18This point is summed up nicely by Antony Eagle, who writes,

Different intuitive starting points have generated the same set of random sequences. This has been
taken to be evidence that [Martin-Löf]-randomness . . . is really the intuitive notion of randomness,
in much the same way as the coincidence of Turing machines, Post machines, and recursive functions
was taken to be evidence for Church’s Thesis, the claim that any one of these notions captures the
intuitive notion of effective computability. [Eag10]

19For instance, there are definitions of algorithmic randomness D1 and D2 such that (i) D1 and D2 are not extensionally
equivalent but (ii) each of D1 and D2 are extensionally equivalent to multiple intensionally distinct definitions of
randomness. This problem is discussed at length in “The confluence of definitions of algorithmic randomness” (in
preparation).
20See, for instance, [Sch71a], [Sch71b], or [Sch77].
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According to Schnorr, in order for a statistical test to be physically meaningful, there must an
explicit example of a sequence passing this test.21 Furthermore, such an explicit example, on
Schnorr’s account, is given by a computable sequence.

Not every Martin-Löf test has this property. That is, there is a Martin-Löf test such that no
computable sequence passes this test (for instance, there is a universal Martin-Löf test, so that
a sequence is Martin-Löf random if and only if it passes this one test). Schnorr thus modified
Martin-Löf’s definition to exclude those Martin-Löf tests that have the property that no computable
sequence passes any such test. To do so, instead of considering tests (Ui)i∈ω with the property that
each set JUiK has measure no greater than 2−i for each i, Schnorr restricted his attention to those
tests (Ui)i∈ω where the measure of each set JUiK is equal to 2−i (or, more generally, equal to
some computable real number, which gives rise to an equivalent class of tests). Having made this
modification, Schnorr proved that for every test (Ui)i∈ω such that λ(JUiK) = 2−i for every i, there
is some computable sequence x such that x /∈

∩
i∈ωJUiK. Such tests, which are called Schnorr tests,

thus satisfy Schnorr’s condition of physical meaningfulness.
Defining randomness in terms of Schnorr tests instead of Martin-Löf tests yields a alternative

definition of randomness: a sequence x is Schnorr random, denoted x ∈ SR, if and only if x

passes every Schnorr test. Moreover, Schnorr proved that this restriction of tests yields a notion of
randomness that is strictly weaker than Martin-Löf randomness, in the sense that more sequences
are counted as random: every Martin-Löf random sequence is Schnorr random,22 but there are
Schnorr random sequences that are not Martin-Löf random.

Significantly, Schnorr is very clear that he takes his definition to capture “the true concept of
randomness” [Sch71a, p. 255]. He even explicitly formulates this claim as a thesis (see [Sch77, p.
198]), also appealing to the confluence of multiple intensionally distinct definitions of randomness
that are extensionally equivalent to Schnorr randomness in support of his thesis. Regardless of the
merits of Schnorr’s position, as early as 1970, there were already two competing candidates on the
table for a definition that captures the intuitive conception of randomness.

2.5. Weak 2-randomness. Another alternative to Martin-Löf randomness that one finds in the
algorithmic randomness literature is known as weak 2-randomness, a notion of randomness that
is not obtained by restricting the class of Martin-Löf tests but rather by extending it. Originally
introduced in [Kur82] (and independently in [GS82]), weak 2-randomness was not originally formu-
lated as an alternative to Martin-Löf randomness that fares better with respect to capturing the
intuitive conception of randomness. However, recently weak 2-randomness has been offered as an
alternative randomness thesis candidate, as will be noted below.

Whereas Schnorr randomness is a notion of randomness that is weaker than Martin-Löf random-
ness, weak 2-randomness is stronger than Martin-Löf randomness, since it requires a sequence to
pass more tests to be counted as random. As discussed above, the measures of the critical regions
given by a Martin-Löf test (Ui)i∈ω are effectively bounded: λ(JUiK) ≤ 2−i for each i ∈ ω. If instead
we require merely that the measures of our critical regions converge to zero, but not necessarily

21See [Sch71b, p. 35].
22This follows from the fact that every Schnorr test is a Martin-Löf test.
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effectively,23 then we have a more general notion of test than that of the Martin-Löf test. Thus, a
generalized Martin-Löf test is a sequence (Ui)i∈ω of uniformly computably enumerable subsets of
2<ω such that limn→∞ λ(JUnK) = 0. In addition, we say that x ∈ 2ω is weakly 2-random, denoted
x ∈ W2R, if x /∈

∩
i∈ωJUiK for every generalized Martin-Löf test (Ui)i∈ω. Equivalently, x ∈ 2ω is

weakly 2-random if and only if x is not contained in any Π0
2 class of measure zero.24

Given that every Martin-Löf test is a generalized Martin-Löf test, it follows that every weakly
2-random sequence is Martin-Löf random. However, there are some Martin-Löf random sequences
that are not weakly 2-random, particularly all ∆0

2 Martin-Löf random sequences.25 In fact, that
some Martin-Löf random sequences are ∆0

2 has been taken by some to be grounds for rejecting the
Martin-Löf-Chaitin thesis (see, for instance, [Raa00] and [OW08]). The objection here is that ∆0

2

random sequences, though not computable, are nonetheless decidable in the limit. But this appears
to be a property incompatible with randomness, since it implies a close relationship between a
sequence x and the computable procedure used to approximate the values of x.

Again, we cannot weigh merits of this argument for the claim that ∆0
2 sequences should not be

counted as random, but it is worth pointing out that the weakly 2-random sequences are precisely
the Martin-Löf random sequences that cannot compute any non-computable ∆0

2 sequence (in the
sense of Turing reducibility), from which it follows that no weak 2-random sequence can be ∆0

2.
Moreover, Osherson and Weinstein claim that this latter fact “gives reason to identify the intuitive
conception of randomness with [weak 2-randomness]” [OW08, p. 58].

2.6. Two additional definitions. For our purposes, it will be helpful to introduce two additional
definitions of algorithmic randomness into the discussion, namely computable randomness and Kurtz
randomness, neither of which has been proposed as a randomness thesis candidate.

Originally introduced by Schnorr in his study of alternatives to Martin-Löf randomness, com-
putable randomness is defined in terms of a certain collection of betting strategies known as mar-
tingales.26 The formal details are not so important for the ensuing discussion, so I will only give a
rough sketch of the definition of martingale.

The basic idea behind these betting strategies is this: a game is played in which, for a fixed
sequence x ∈ 2ω, a bettor attempts to predict the values of x one bit at a time, placing a bet at
the nth round on the value of the nth bit of the sequence, having seen the values of the previous
n − 1 bits. The bettor has some initial capital and at each round he can bet some proportion p

of his capital that the next value of the sequence will be a 0 (so that the proportion 1 − p of his
capital is bet that the next value of the sequence will be a 1). The payoff is fair, as the winnings
for correctly guessing the next value are twice the amount of the bet placed on that value, while all
capital placed on the incorrect value is lost. The bettor wins the game is his capital is not bounded

23That is, λ(JUiK) → 0 as i → ∞, but there need not be a computable function f : ω → ω such that λ(JUiK) ≤ 2−f(n)

for every n.
24A subset of 2ω is Π0

2 if it is the intersection of a sequence of uniformly effectively open subsets of 2ω.
25A sequence is ∆0

2 if there is some computable function f : ω2 → ω such that (i) x(n) = lims→∞ f(n, s) and (ii)
f(n, 0), f(n, 1), f(n, 2), . . . consists of only finitely many distinct values for each n.
26These martingales, defined by Ville in his dissertation [Vil39], should not be confused with the martingales one
finds in modern probability theory, which are due independently to Doob and Lévy.
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by any finite number (although this capital need not increase monotonically). Lastly, a sequence
x is computably random if no bettor can win this game when betting on the values of x using a
computable betting strategy.27 The collection of computably random sequences will be denoted
CR.

Schnorr was able to prove that every Martin-Löf random sequence is computably random and that
every computably random sequence is Schnorr random (and thus that there are computably random
sequences that are not Martin-Löf random). Computable randomness and Schnorr randomness were
only separated much later.28

Kurtz randomness, also known as weak randomness, was introduced by Kurtz in his dissertation
[Kur82]. Whereas a sequence is weakly 2-random if it is not contained in any Π0

2 subclass of 2ω

of measure zero, a sequence is weakly 1-random if it is not contained in any Π0
1 subclass of 2ω

of measure zero. This yields a particularly weak notion of randomness (one even weaker than
Schnorr randomness), as the Kurtz random sequences include all sequences that are generic in a
very weak sense,29 sequences that do not even satisfy the law of large numbers. The collection of
Kurtz random sequences will be denoted KR.

In sum, we have five non-equivalent definitions of randomness that stand in the following rela-
tionship:

W2R ⊊ MLR ⊊ CR ⊊ SR ⊊ KR.30

With this background in mind, we now consider the primary data to which I appeal in my argument
against the three randomness theoretic theses.

3. The data: “Almost everywhere” theorems

In this section, I present the instances of almost everywhere typicality that serve the dual pur-
pose of (1) showing the untenability of the three randomness theses under consideration and (2)
motivating the criterion of adequacy Adeq2 (that a definition of randomness D is adequate if it
captures some notion of a.e. typicality) as an alternative to the criterion Adeq1 (that a definition
of randomness D is adequate if and only if it captures the intuitive, pre-theoretic conception of
randomness).

3.1. A.e. typicality. In classical analysis, it is very common to encounter theorems that hold of
almost every member of some fixed domain of objects, for instance, the set of the real numbers
or the unit interval [0, 1]. Hereafter, let us restrict our attention to results where the domain in
question is [0, 1]. A number of these results involve some collection C of real-valued functions
f : [0, 1] → R and have the form

(∀f ∈ C )(∀a.e.x ∈ [0, 1]) Φ(x, f),

27Roughly, a computable betting strategy is given by a computable function that determines the amounts of capital
to be bet on each outcome at each round (amounts that are themselves computable real numbers).
28See [Wan99].
29Such sequences, called weakly 1-generic, are contained in every dense effectively open subset of 2ω.
30This gives the false impression that the collection of definitions of algorithmic randomness is linearly ordered, but
there are definitions of randomness incomparable with one another in the ordering given by ⊆.
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where ∀a.e. is the almost everywhere quantifier (so that (∀a.ex ∈ [0, 1]) Φ(x) means that the set
{x : Φ(x)} has Lebesgue measure one), and Φ(x, f) is some predicate such as “f is differentiable at
x.”

Such results are commonly glossed as follows: For each f , if we choose a point x ∈ [0, 1] at
random, then with probability one, the property Φ(·, f) will hold at x. Alternatively, one can say
that it is the typical behavior of points x ∈ [0, 1] for the each of the above properties Φ(·, f) to hold
at x, or that Φ(·, f) holds of the Lebesgue-typical member of [0,1], or that these properties hold of
the random member of [0, 1].31 As stated in the introduction, such typical behavior will be referred
to as a.e. typicality.

In the contexts of computable mathematics or constructive mathematics, these kinds of almost
everywhere results can be studied for a restricted class of functions. One common restriction is to
consider only computable real-valued functions.32 It was originally observed by Demuth in [Dem75]
that the points at which these restricted almost everywhere results hold correspond precisely to
various classes of algorithmically random sequences. This correspondence was recently rediscovered
by Brattka, Miller, and Nies in [BMN11], and has led to a fruitful strand of research in algorithmic
randomness. In the next subsection, I provide the details of the correspondence between a.e.
typicality and randomness.

3.2. Some examples. Let us first consider two examples that give a flavor of the correspondence
between instances of a.e. typicality and notions of algorithmic randomness. In a standard course
on real analysis, one encounters the following theorems:

(1) For every non-decreasing real-valued function f : [0, 1] → R, f is differentiable almost
everywhere.

(2) For every real-valued function f : [0, 1] → R of bounded variation, f is differentiable almost
everywhere.33

There are several observations to make here. First, the statements of these two theorems have
precisely the same form, the only difference being that they involve quantification over different
collections of real-valued functions. Second, note that (2) is strictly stronger than (1), in the sense
that

31I should emphasize that these glosses here are not, strictly speaking, formal, insofar as the notions of “typicality”
or “random point” are not precisely defined in the contexts in which one finds these glosses.
32A function f : [0, 1] → R is computable if (i) for every computable sequence of real numbers (xk)k∈ω, the sequence
f(xk)k∈ω is computable, and (ii) there is a computable function g : ω → ω (called a modulus function) such that for
every x, y ∈ [0, 1] and every n ∈ ω,

|x− y| ≤ 2−g(n) ⇒ |f(x)− f(y)| ≤ 2−n.

33A function f : [0, 1] → R is of bounded variation if its total variation is finite. That is, the supremum of
nP∑
i=0

|f(xi+1)− f(xi)|

over all partitions P = {x0, x1, . . . , xnP } of [0,1] is finite.
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(i) having established (2), we are justified in concluding that a non-decreasing real-valued func-
tion is differentiable almost everywhere (since every non-decreasing function is of bounded
variation), but

(ii) having established (1), we are not justified in concluding that a real-valued function of
bounded variation is differentiable almost everywhere (at least not without first establishing
that every real-valued function of bounded variation is the difference of two non-decreasing
real-valued functions).

Third, the function quantifier in each of theorems ranges over sets of size 2c, the size of the power set
of the continuum. Lastly, the properties “being a point of differentiability of some non-decreasing
real-valued function on [0, 1]” and “being a point of non-differentiability of some non-decreasing
real-valued function [0,1]” are satisfied by every point in [0,1] (and similarly for the analogous
properties for functions of bounded variation). To wit, for each x ∈ [0, 1], one can find a non-
decreasing functions f and g such that f is differentiable at x but g is not.

With these observations in mind, let us now consider the following modified versions of (1) and
(2) above, given by restricting each class of functions to the computable members of that class. I
will refer to these statements as effectively restricted versions of (1) and (2).

(1∗) For every computable non-decreasing real-valued function f : [0, 1] → R, f is differentiable
almost everywhere.

(2∗) For every computable real-valued function f : [0, 1] → R of bounded variation, f is differ-
entiable almost everywhere.

Although it is still the case that we can immediately establish (1∗) from (2∗), there are some
significant differences between these results and their unrestricted counterparts.

First, in both (1∗) and (2∗), the function quantifier only ranges over countably many functions, as
there are only countably many computable functions g : ω → ω that can be used to define the mod-
ulus of a computable real-valued function. Thus, each of (1∗) and (2∗) yields a countable sequence
of sets of Lebesgue measure zero, where each set corresponds to the points of non-differentiability
of some computable real-valued function of the relevant kind.

This leads to the second significant difference between the restricted and unrestricted versions of
the two theorems, namely that the properties “being a point of differentiability of some computable
non-decreasing real-valued function” and “being a point of non-differentiability of some computable
non-decreasing real-valued function” are not satisfied by every point in [0,1]. Since there are
only countably many computable real-valued functions, the collection of points x such that some
computable non-decreasing real-valued function f is not differentiable at x is the union of countably
many sets of measure zero, which is thus also a set of measure zero. It follows that the collection
of points x such that every computable non-decreasing real-valued function f is differentiable at x

is a set of measure one. Thus, whereas the unrestricted results (1) and (2) do not single out any
collection of points as a collection of “typical” points, the restricted results (1∗) and (2∗) yield a
set of measure one many “typical” points.

As stated above, statements of the form “Property P holds almost everywhere” can be glossed as
“The randomly chosen point has property P.” Significantly, such a parallel persists with effectively
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restricted versions of such statements. That is, in a number of cases, when we effectively restrict
statements that hold almost everywhere as described above, the resulting collection of a.e. typical
points picks out a collection of algorithmically random points. Thus with respect to (1∗) and (2∗)
we have:

(†1) Every computable non-decreasing real-valued function f : [0, 1] → R is differentiable at
x ∈ [0, 1] if and only if x is computably random.34

(†2) Every computable real-valued function f : [0, 1] → R of bounded variation is differentiable
at x ∈ [0, 1] if and only if x is Martin-Löf random.35

As we observed above, since every non-decreasing real-valued function is of bounded variation, for
x ∈ [0, 1] to be a point of differentiability for every function of bounded variation is more demanding
than to be a point of differentiability for every non-decreasing function. This is reflected in the fact
that MLR ⊊ CR.

As another example of this phenomenon, if we consider the points of differentiability of com-
putable real-valued functions that are differentiable almost everywhere (a class of functions that
includes every computable function of bounded variation), we have the following:

(†3) Every computable almost everywhere differentiable real-valued function f : [0, 1] → R is
differentiable at x ∈ [0, 1] if and only if x is weakly 2-random.36

Again, by considering a larger class of functions, the resulting notion of a.e. typicality is more
restricted than the previous two examples, which is reflected in the fact that W2R ⊊ MLR ⊊ CR.

Not every notion of a.e. typicality is given in terms of computable real-valued functions. For
instance, consider the Lebesgue differentiation theorem, which states that for every L1-integrable
function37 f : [0, 1] → R, for almost every z ∈ [0, 1] the following holds:

(∗) lim
r→∞

1

λ(Br(z))

∫
Br(z)

f(x)dx = f(z).38

For any z satisfying (∗), we say that z is a Lebesgue point of f .
Now, one way to effectively restrict this theorem is to consider functions that are not only

computable, but computably approximable as elements of the Hilbert space L1[0, 1], which are
known as L1-computable functions. Restricting to this collection of functions yields the following:

(†4) For z ∈ [0, 1], z is a Lebesgue point of every L1-computable real-valued function
f : [0, 1] → R if and only if z is Schnorr random.39

However, we can also consider the Lebesgue differentiation theorem in terms of partial computable
functions f : [0, 1] → R that are defined almost everywhere, which are called a.e. computable
functions. With this choice of effective restriction of the class of functions in the statement of the
theorem, we have

34This is due to Brattka, Miller, and Nies [BMN11].
35This is originally due to Demuth [Dem75] but was rediscovered by Brattka, Miller, and Nies [BMN11].
36This is also due to Brattka, Miller, and Nies [BMN11].
37A function f : [0, 1] → R is L1-integrable if

∫
|f |dλ < ∞

38Br(z) is the ball of radius r centered at z.
39This result was obtained by Pathak, Rojas, and Simpson [PRS11] and independently by Rute [Rut11].

14



(†5) For z ∈ [0, 1], z is a Lebesgue point of every a.e. computable real-valued function f : [0, 1] →
R if and only if z is Kurtz random.40

In sum, we have at least five notions of a.e. typicality derived from results in classical analysis, each
of which corresponds to a notion of randomness introduced in §2 above.

Let us now consider the significance of this data for the status of the various randomness-
theoretic theses and for the alternative account of adequacy for definitions of randomness that I
am attempting to articulate.

4. Significance of the data

4.1. The status of the randomness-theoretic theses. In light of the data presented in the
previous section, how do the three main randomness-theoretic theses fare? As a first step towards
answering this question, let us consider the status of the Martin-Löf-Chaitin thesis in the face of
the correspondence between notions of a.e. typicality and definitions of randomness. Given this
correspondence, it is clear that the advocate of the Martin-Löf-Chaitin thesis faces a dilemma:

(i) explain why it is that the points of differentiability of computable functions of bounded
variation pick out precisely the intuitively random points while the points of differentiability
of non-decreasing computable functions or of almost everywhere differentiable computable
functions do not, or

(ii) concede that there is nothing more intuitively random about points in the former collection
than the points in the latter two.

Of course, if the advocate of the Martin-Löf-Chaitin thesis were to opt for (ii), this would amount
to a rejection of the thesis. So if the advocate of the Martin-Löf-Chaitin thesis does not want to
reject her preferred thesis, she must opt for (i). But I think we ought to be skeptical that the
requisite explanation as described in (i) can be successfully provided.

As I see it, the difficulty in providing the explanation as described in (i) is that each of the relevant
collections of points of differentiability has a reasonable claim as a collection of intuitively random
points, insofar as the points are understood in terms of the informal gloss of almost everywhere
results as discussed in §3.1. More specifically, earlier we saw that a statement of the form “almost
every x ∈ [0, 1] has property P” can be glossed as “the random point x ∈ [0, 1] has property P.”
Thus, there is precedent for considering such points as random, at least in an informal sense.

But it would peculiar if this informal gloss were only legitimately applicable in the context of the
points of differentiability of functions of bounded variation but not in the context of the points of
differentiability of other kinds of functions. Thus, whatever the advocate of the Martin-Löf-Chaitin
thesis takes the “intuitive conception of randomness” to be, she needs to explain why only one
collection of points of differentiability captures the intuitively random points while all others fail to
do so, despite there being grounds for taking these latter points to be random in the informal sense
specified above. That is, if we take a conception of randomness to be one on the basis of which we
attribute randomness to various objects, the advocate of the Martin-Löf-Chaitin thesis owes us an

40This, and similar characterizations of Kurtz randomness in terms of some other almost everywhere phenomena, is
due to Miyabe [Miy13].
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explanation as to why her understanding of the intuitive conception of randomness is preferable
to one on the basis of which we attribute randomness to, say, the points of differentiability of
non-decreasing computable functions.

The advocate of the Martin-Löf-Chaitin thesis might attempt to split the horns of this dilemma by
simply holding that these differentiability results, while interesting, do not really tells us anything
significant about the various definitions of randomness. However, to go this route would be to
give up too much, for (†2) is precisely the sort of result to which the advocate of the Martin-Löf-
Chaitin thesis should appeal to demonstrate the significance and value of the notion of Martin-Löf
randomness.

Mutatis mutandis, a similar dilemma can also be posed to the advocate of the weak 2-randomness
thesis. Furthermore, we can also pose such a dilemma for the advocate of Schnorr’s thesis in terms
of the Lebesgue points for L1-computable functions and a.e. computable functions. Thus, the data
presented in §3 suggest that it is much too strong a position to hold that any of the randomness
thesis candidates picks out precisely the intuitively random sequences.

4.2. The status of Adeq1. Even if we were to accept the claim that none of randomness thesis
candidates picks out precisely the intuitively random sequences, might we reasonably hold out
hope that some hitherto unknown definition of randomness captures the intuitive conception of
randomness?

To hold such a position, one must reject the claim that the correspondence between definitions
of algorithmic randomness and notions of a.e. typicality has any significance for our understanding
of the concept of randomness. In particular, one must reject the informal gloss that licenses us to
consider a.e. typical points as randomly chosen points.

But what grounds are there for rejecting this gloss? Moreover, what grounds are there for
rejecting this gloss while keeping open the possibility that some hitherto unknown definition of
randomness will satisfy Adeq1? To hold such a position, the adherent of Adeq1 owes us an account
of the intuitive conception of randomness according to which (i) the three main randomness thesis
candidates fail to capture this intuitive conception and (ii) the informal gloss should be rejected.
But what could such a conception of randomness be?

In my view, instead of striving to develop such an account of the intuitive conception of random-
ness that severs the correspondence between definitions of algorithmic randomness and notions of
a.e. typicality, our conception of randomness should be informed by this correspondence. And if our
conception of randomness is informed by this correspondence, we will see that no single definition
of randomness can do the work of capturing every mathematically significant collection of typical
points; rather, multiple non-equivalent definitions are necessary to carry out this task.

4.3. The merits of Adeq2 as an alternative to Adeq1. Recall that Adeq2 is a criterion of
adequacy for definitions of randomness according to which a definition D is adequate if it captures
some notion of a.e. typicality. In this section, I will argue that two primary merits that Adeq2 has
compared to Adeq1 are:
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(1) the use of Adeq2 is informed by theorems from classical mathematics, and thus there are
identifiable grounds for determining that a definition of randomness is adequate according
to Adeq2, unlike Adeq1, and

(2) Adeq2 is consistent with a research program to classify various notions of a.e. typicality
that occur in classical mathematics in terms of the definitions of randomness to which they
correspond, whereas Adeq1 is not.

Let us consider each of these merits in turn.
First, regarding the claim that the use of Adeq2 is informed by theorems from classical mathe-

matics, this should be clear from the examples that we considered in §3. In order for a definition
D of randomness to be judged adequate according to Adeq2, there must be some almost every-
where theorem that, when suitably restricted, yields a notion of a.e. typicality that is coextensive
with D . Moreover, in the examples we have seen, as well as many others not discussed here, the
almost everywhere theorems in question are not contrived but rather come directly from classi-
cal mathematics. In this respect, one looks to results from classical mathematics to ground the
Adeq2-adequacy of a given definition of randomness, something that cannot be claimed for Adeq1.

It follows from the discussion in the previous paragraph that there are identifiable grounds for
determining that a definition of randomness is adequate according to Adeq2: if there is a notion of
a.e. typicality that is coextensive with the definition in question, we judge it to be adequate.41 By
contrast, no such identifiable grounds are available in judging a whether a definition of randomness
is adequate according to Adeq1. It is simply not sufficient to appeal to the intuitive conception
of randomness without providing a clear account of the conditions under which we should judge a
sequence to be intuitively random or intuitively non-random. But as noted in §2.2, no such account
has been offered. Furthermore, in light of the data considered in §3, it is far from clear how one
might develop an account of the intuitive conception of randomness according to which at most
one definition of algorithmic randomness is coextensive with it.

Second, Adeq2 is consistent with a specific research program in the theory of algorithmic ran-
domness, namely, that of classifying notions of a.e. typicality in terms of degrees of randomness,
each of which is picked out by a different definition of algorithmic randomness, whereas Adeq1 is
not. Before I describe this research program, let me explain this latter claim, that the various
definitions of algorithmic randomness pick out different degrees of randomness.

In §2, I appealed to the relations “weaker than” and “stronger than” in comparing two definitions
of randomness. To be explicit, one definition D1 is stronger (resp. weaker) than another D2 if D1

counts strictly fewer (resp. more) sequences as random than D2 does, i.e., ext(D1) ⊊ ext(D2),
where ext(D) is the extension of the definition D . Additionally, for definitions D1 and D2 such that
ext(D1) ⊊ ext(D2), given that sequences that are D1-random pass more tests than sequences that
are merely D2-random, it is not unreasonable to say that D1-random sequences are more random
than sequences that are D2-random but not D1-random (and thus that the D2-random sequences

41If no such notion of a.e. typicality is available, all other things being equal, we should withhold judgment concerning
the adequacy of the definition in question.
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that are not D1-random are less random than the D1-random sequences). Thus it is natural to
interpret the various notions of algorithmic randomness in terms of degrees of randomness.

Now, the research program mentioned above is as follows: for each result in classical mathematics
involving an almost everywhere quantifier in the sense of Lebesgue measure, one can investigate
the degree of randomness necessary and sufficient for the result to hold in an effective setting by
identifying a definition of algorithmic randomness that captures the relevant notion of a.e. typicality.

We have already seen, for instance, that the points of differentiability of computable functions
of bounded variation form a proper subset of the points of differentiability of computable non-
decreasing functions. That the former collection is a subset of the latter is hardly surprising, given
that every non-decreasing function is of bounded variation. However, that the former collection is
a proper subset of the latter is much less apparent. By identifying the definitions of randomness
corresponding to each of the two classes of points of differentiability, we learn that the degree of
randomness necessary and sufficient for being a point of differentiability of computable functions
of bounded variation is strictly higher than the degree of randomness necessary and sufficient for
being a point of differentiability of computable non-decreasing functions. Thus, such a study can
be informative not just from the point of view of those interested in algorithmic randomness, but
also from the point of view of those interested in the effective content of mathematics.

As mentioned in the introduction, a number of results along these lines have been established from
areas such as classical analysis, probability theory, ergodic theory, and information theory. This
opens up the possibility that we can compare two notions of a.e. typicality from different areas of
mathematics, which would yield further insights into the effective content of the classical theorems
from which the instances of a.e. typicality are derived. For example, we have seen that Martin-Löf
randomness picks out the points of differentiability of computable functions of bounded variation.
It has also been shown that an effective version of Birkhoff’s ergodic theorem for effectively closed
classes holds at precisely the Martin-Löf random points (see [BDH+11] or [FGMN11]). Thus, we
can conclude that the almost everywhere quantifiers in the restricted versions of each of these results
are of the same strength, a result that one could hardly have anticipated prior to introducing the
tools of algorithmic randomness into the analysis. Thus, we have a research program akin to reverse
mathematics, which one might call reverse randomness.42 Much work remains to be done in this
direction.43

It should be clear that this research program is consistent with judging definitions to be adequate
according to Adeq2. However, on the approach taken by the advocate of Adeq1, only one definition,
up to extensional equivalence, can capture the intuitive conception of randomness. Thus, for those
who prefer that we judge the adequacy of the various definitions of randomness according to Adeq1,
it is not clear what value there is in the classification program described above.

42I owe this term to Laurent Bienvenu.
43A similar program can be carried out for results in classical mathematics involving an almost everywhere quantifier
in the sense of Baire category. For instance, Kuyper and Terwijn recently showed that the points at which everywhere
differentiable real-valued functions have continuous derivative are the 1-generic points (which form a comeager set,
but one of measure zero). See [KT13] for more details.
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Summing up the discussion in this section, the advocate of the randomness-theoretic thesis for
D-randomness, where D is one of the three randomness thesis candidates discussed here, has two
viable options: either (i) continue to accept the adequacy of D-randomness according to Adeq1,
in spite of the evidence suggesting the untenability of this approach, or (ii) to recognize that the
judging the adequacy of a definition of randomness according to Adeq2 provides a more fruitful
approach to the definitions of randomness, one that is consistent with the potentially informative
research program described above.44 Freed from the constraints of the search for the one correct
definition of randomness, we can take these definitions at face value: the definitions that we already
have are good enough for many mathematically significant purposes. This, I claim, is considerable
progress in understanding the concept of randomness as it occurs in classical mathematics.

5. Two Objections

In this final section, I will consider two objections one might raise against my account. The
first objection is directed towards the notions of a.e. typicality that the various definitions of
randomness purportedly capture. The second objection involves a worry that the various definitions
of randomness, and the corresponding notions of a.e. typicality, are artificial, in which case it would
follow that these definitions do not capture what mathematicians consider to be significant truths
about randomness.

5.1. The Overspill Problem. Consider the formula x = x, which obviously holds for almost
every sequence in 2ω, as it holds for every sequence in 2ω. Why should this not be counted as a
notion of a.e. typicality? Equivalently, why should the collection of sequences satisfying x = x not
be counted as picking out a degree of randomness?

Specifically, the objection here is that I have not said enough about what counts as a legitimate
notion of a.e. typicality, so that without some constraint on the notion of a.e. typicality, my account
runs the risk of counting all sorts of collections sequences as corresponding to various degrees of
randomness even though they clearly ought not be considered as such. Let us refer to this problem
as the overspill problem.

As a first step towards responding to the overspill problem, let us stipulate that a notion of a.e.
typicality is legitimate if it is obtained by effectively restricting some almost everywhere theorem
along the lines of the examples we considered in §3. Does this solve the problem? Not quite yet,
for one can argue that since any universal statement from classical mathematics can be seen as a
special kind of “almost everywhere” statement, the formula x = x defines a notion of a.e. typicality.

Of course, one might further argue that we should rule out such formulas as x = x from defining
a notion of a.e. typicality on the grounds that a notion of typicality that counts every object in a
given domain as typical is a defective notion of typicality. But what exactly is defective about such
a notion of typicality?

To answer this question, one might appeal to intuitive considerations. Consider, for instance,
certain everyday, informal uses of “typical”: “the typical American family,” “the typical income,”

44Of course, there is a third option, which is to simply reject all definitions of randomness as inadequate. But clearly
this is not a likely response from anyone who is already committed to the correctness of some definition of randomness.
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“the typical interview questions,” etc. We do not think that the typical American family is just
any American family, that the typical income is just any income, and that the typical interview
questions include all questions that have been or might be asked at an interview. In each of these
cases, the predicate “x is typical” picks out a proper subcollection of the domain in question, a
property of notions of typicality we might refer to as being discriminative. So, the argument might
go, just as everyday, informal notions of typicality are discriminative, good mathematical definitions
of typicality ought to be discriminative.

While there may be some merit to this argument, a stronger argument can be given if we consider
how notions of Lebesgue typicality are used in classical mathematics. In considering the usage of
“the Lebesgue typical point” in mathematical discourse, one will observe that when some property
is asserted to hold at the Lebesgue-typical object, this just means that there is a set of objects of
measure zero where this property fails to hold. Furthermore, if the property in question were to hold
everywhere and not just almost everywhere, there would be no reason to state that the property
holds at the Lebesgue-typical point; instead, one would simply state that the property holds of every
object in the domain, which is clearly a stronger claim. Thus, the notion of Lebesgue-typicality
as it appears in classical mathematics is discriminative. Consequently, if we further require that a
legitimate notion of a.e. typicality is one that is obtained by restricting some discriminative notion
of Lebesgue typicality from classical mathematics, then it follows that non-discriminative properties
such as the one given by x = x do not yield legitimate notions of a.e. typicality.

We should note that a related objection can be raised that certain notions of a.e. typicality, which
are legitimate according to the criterion specified above, should not be counted as corresponding
to any degree of randomness, since such collections contain sequences that are seemingly non-
random. For instance, consider the notions of a.e. typicality corresponding to Kurtz randomness
(one example of which was given in §3). Although such notions of a.e. typicality satisfy the criterion
of legitimacy, the collection of Kurtz random sequences includes all sequences that fail to satisfy
even the most basic laws of probability, such as the law of large numbers (namely, the weakly
1-generic sequences). Such sequences, one might argue, have no business being considered random.

To give a fully developed response to this particular concern would take us beyond the scope of
this paper, as it requires a more nuanced account of the relationship between the different definitions
of randomness (in particular, the dependence of each such definition on some underlying collection
of resources), a detailed discussion as to why seemingly non-random sequences can nonetheless be
counted as formally random, and an argument that this latter fact does not undermine the claim
that the definitions of algorithmic randomness pick out various degrees of randomness.45 For the
present purpose, it suffices to note that this concern does not undermine the original argument
given against the three randomness theses, as the adherent of each randomness thesis still has to
account for the equivalence of the other two definitions of randomness with some notion of a.e.
typicality, even if other notions of a.e. typicality (i.e., those corresponding to Kurtz randomness)
are less well-behaved.

45This very objection and my response to it is the focus of the paper, “Randomness and accessible mathematical
objects” (in progress).
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5.2. The Artificiality Objection. The second objection that we will consider here is that these
notions of randomness and the notions of a.e. typicality associated to them are artificially concocted
and as such, they are not relevant to understanding the concept of randomness as it occurs in
classical mathematics.

An objection along these lines is provided by Michiel van Lambalgen in his dissertation, “Random
Sequences” [vL87]. Articulating a view consonant with my own regarding the possibility of a correct
definition of randomness, he writes,

As regards the interpretation of statistical tests, the very generality of Martin-Löf’s
definition presents a problem. There is a glaring contrast between the careful, piece-
meal discussion of statistical tests in the literature [. . . ] and Martin-Löf’s sweeping
generalisation. It seems to me that there is no use in trying to establish once and
for all all properties of random sequences if we cannot survey this totality and if
there are no general arguments for the choice of a particular class of properties. In
this case, these arguments would have to be supplied by recursion theory. Now the
prospects for such general arguments look bleak: without too much effort we could
devise several alternatives to the definitions proposed by Martin-Löf and Schnorr.
[vL87, p. 92]

While I mostly agree with van Lambalgen here,46 this is the extent of our agreement on the matter.
For van Lambalgen continues,

If these general arguments do not exist, the use of recursion theory may be rather
inessential here. After the discovery of a statistical law which should be true of
random sequences, we may determine its recursion theoretic structure; but this
structure seems to be rather accidental. It is open to doubt whether there really
exists such an intimate connection between randomness and recursion theory. [vL87,
p. 92, emphasis added]

If there is no intimate connection between randomness and recursion theory, then to study the
notions of a.e. typicality captured out by the different definitions of randomness may be misguided,
if not foolhardy. That is, without such an intimate connection, there is no reason to think that
the definitions of randomness pick out classes sequences that are of interest to anyone but the
computability theorists who were interested in these definitions to begin with. Let us call this
problem the artificiality problem.

We should first note that the various definitions of randomness were formulated prior to the
discovery that they are equivalent to various notions of a.e. typicality; that is, the definitions of
randomness were not reverse engineered to capture the notions of a.e. typicality discussed in §3.
In light of this fact, it is not unreasonable to hold that the various definitions of randomness

46One point of disagreement: it is unclear to me that van Lambalgen’s ability to devise alternatives to Martin-Löf
randomness and Schnorr randomness has much of a bearing on the possibility of identifying the correct definition
of randomness. That is, it is not the mere presence of multiple definitions of randomness that should be troubling
to the advocate of one of the randomness-theoretic theses. Thus I take my argument to be an improvement of
van Lambalgen’s insofar as I account for why this multiplicity proves to be problematic for advocates of a given
randomness-theoretic thesis.
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are far from artificial and should be of interest to mathematicians outside of the community of
computability theorists (and even outside of the community of mathematical logicians).

In response to this, one might claim that the restriction of almost everywhere results to com-
putable instances is itself an artificial restriction. Moreover, the objection might continue, there are
no notions of typicality implicit in almost everywhere theorems from classical mathematics to begin
with; these so-called notions of typicality only emerge once we have introduced artificial restrictions
to the theorems in question. For example, as we saw, a point x ∈ [0, 1] is computably random if
and only if x is a point of differentiability of every computable, non-decreasing real-valued func-
tion. But as I laid out in §3.2, in the unrestricted setting, for every x ∈ [0, 1], we can always find
a non-decreasing real-valued function f such that f is not differentiable at x. So if we consider
the entire class of non-decreasing real-valued functions, the points of differentiability for all such
functions is empty.47 Thus, there is no notion of typicality associated with this classical theorem.

It is true that the different notions of randomness are not explicitly identifiable when we consider
the almost everywhere results in their unrestricted forms. But to hold that these definitions are
therefore artificial due to the fact that they only become relevant to the discussion once we effectively
restrict the almost everywhere results in question is to dismiss as artificial many of the insights
provided by the study of the effective content of classical mathematics over the last sixty years.48

For much fruitful research in computable algebra, computable model theory, computable analysis,
and varieties of constructive mathematics has been carried out by considering theorems of classical
mathematics, restricting the relevant objects to some “nicely definable” class,49 and studying the
extent to which the theorems still hold true in these restricted settings. In many cases, in such a
restricted setting, additional information about the objects in question is uncovered, information
which likely would not have been uncovered in the unrestricted setting.50

I submit that the notions of typicality associated with almost everywhere theorems, which are
only apparent when we consider restricted versions of these theorems, should be counted among the
additional information that is uncovered by restricting to the effective setting. In fact, Kolmogorov
seemed to anticipate this very role, writing,

The notions of [algorithmic randomness] in their application to infinite sequences
make possible some very interesting research that, although it is not necessary from
the point of view of the foundations of probability, may have a certain significance
in the study of the algorithmic aspect of mathematics as a whole. [Kol83, p. 217]

47One might further object that the restriction to computable real-valued functions here is artificial because every
computable real-valued function f : R → [0, 1] is already uniformly continuous. But it turns out that the restriction to
computable real-valued functions is not the only restriction one can make. Recently, Hoyrup and Rojas have studied
the class of layerwise computable functions, a notion defined explicitly in terms of a universal Martin-Löf test. These
functions are not necessarily uniformly continuous, but more importantly, Rojas and Hoyrup ([HR09b], [HR09a])
show that the collection of layerwise computable functions on a computable probability space is coextensive with the
collection effectively measurable real-valued functions on that space (an effectivization of a very natural notion from
analysis, that of a measurable function). Connections between randomness and other notions of computability for
real-valued functions have been and continue to be explored.
48For a brief survey of the history of work in effective mathematics, see [Har98, pp. 5-7].
49For instance, “nicely definable” can be taken to mean “∆0

1-definable in the language of arithmetic,” “arithmetically
definable,” “definable at level n of the arithmetical hierarchy,” and so on.
50For examples of this phenomenon, see the many selections in [EGN+98a] and [EGN+98b].
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This is precisely what I take the analysis of almost everywhere theorems to deliver for us: In the
context of this larger project of unearthing the effective content of classical mathematical theorems,
these results give us insight into the effective content of certain almost everywhere theorems from
classical mathematics. In this respect, the definitions of algorithmic randomness are far from
artificial.
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