
Journal of Physics A: Mathematical and Theoretical

J. Phys. A: Math. Theor. 47 (2014) 035301 (9pp) doi:10.1088/1751-8113/47/3/035301

Defining quantumness via the Jordan
product

Paolo Facchi1,2, Leonardo Ferro3,4,5, Giuseppe Marmo3,4

and Saverio Pascazio1,2

1 Dipartimento di Fisica and MECENAS, Università di Bari, I-70126 Bari, Italy
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Napoli, Italy
4 INFN, Sezione di Napoli, I-80126 Napoli, Italy
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Abstract
We propose alternative definitions of classical states and quantumness witnesses
by focusing on the algebra of observables of the system. A central role is
assumed by the anticommutator of the observables, namely the Jordan product.
This approach turns out to be suitable for generalizations to infinite dimensional
systems. We then show that the whole algebra of observables can be generated
by three elements by repeated application of the Jordan product.

PACS numbers: 03.67.Mn, 03.65.Fd

1. Introduction and motivations

The definition and characterization of the quantum features of a physical system is an important
problem, both for its fundamental implications and its practical aspects, due to the advent of
quantum information processing [1]. There are tasks in computation and communication that
can be efficiently performed only if quantum resources are available. Classical systems are
not suitable for such applications.

A recent attempt to define and discriminate quantumness and classicality was made
in [2, 3] by Alicki and collaborators, who introduced the idea of ‘quantumness witness’,
motivating interesting experiments [4, 5]. These experiments checked the quantumness of the
system investigated (a photon) and ruled out possible (semi) classical descriptions.

These studies, as well as those that ensued [6–8], focused on finite-dimensional systems.
In brief, the approach was the following. Consider a physical system and its C∗-algebra A
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[9, 10]. The key observation [2, 3] is to notice that the following two statements are equivalent:
given any pair a, b ∈ A,

(i) A is commutative: [a, b] = i
2
(ab − ba) = 0; (1)

(ii) a ! 0, b ! 0 −→ {a, b} = ab + ba ! 0. (2)

(We introduced an additional factor i/2 in (1) with respect to the familiar definition of
commutator. In this way the space of real elements acquires the structure of a Lie algebra.)
Therefore, if the symmetrized product (2) of two positive observables can take negative values,
the algebra A is non-Abelian and the system is quantum. A state ρ of a quantum (or classical)
system is defined to be classical [6] if

ρ([a, b]) = 0, ∀a, b ∈ A. (3)

Classical states are therefore ‘transparent’ to all commutators and in this sense do not ‘detect’
the non-commutativity of the algebra. An observable q = {a, b}, with a, b positive, is positive
on all classical states, but can take negative values for quantum states, ‘witnessing’ in this way
the ‘quantumness’ of the system.

In the above definitions, the focus is on the whole C∗-algebra which is assumed to embed
the real algebra of observables. In this paper we will propose alternative definitions that directly
refer to the algebra of observables and can be generalized to infinite-dimensional systems.

2. Lie–Jordan algebras

Let A be an associative ∗−algebra. We denote by L the (real) self-adjoint part of A, i.e. the
algebra of observables

L = { a ∈ A | a∗ = a }, (4)

which, when A is non-commutative, is not closed under the associative product:

(ab)∗ = ba ̸= ab, (5)

for some a, b ∈ L. This requires the introduction of new algebraic structures. By following the
seminal ideas by Jordan [11], later developed in conjunction with Wigner and von Neumann
[12], we define the Jordan product [13] as the symmetrized product

a ◦ b = 1
2 (ab + ba) = 1

2 {a, b}, ∀ a, b ∈ L. (6)

The self-adjoint algebra L is closed with respect to this commutative product

(a ◦ b)∗ = a ◦ b, (7)

but it is not associative. However it satisfies a weak form of associativity

(a2 ◦ b) ◦ a = a2 ◦ (b ◦ a), (8)

where

a2 = a ◦ a. (9)

The algebra L is also naturally endowed with a Lie product

[a, b] = i
2
(ab − ba), ∀ a, b ∈ L, (10)

where the factor 1/2 is introduced for convenience and the imaginary unit in order to make the
product self-adjoint:

[a, b]∗ = [a, b] ∈ L. (11)
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This antisymmetric bilinear form equips L with a Lie algebra structure, since it verifies the
Jacobi identity:

[[a, b], c] + [[c, a], b] + [[b, c], a] = 0. (12)

Note that these two operations are compatible in the sense that the Leibniz identity is satisfied

[a, b ◦ c] = [a, b] ◦ c + b ◦ [a, c]. (13)

Moreover, the lack of associativity of the Jordan product is related to the Lie bracket by

(a ◦ b) ◦ c − a ◦ (b ◦ c) = [b, [c, a]]. (14)

The above identity will be central in our analysis. It offers a remarkable physical insight.
The lack of commutativity (right-hand side) turns out to be related to the symmetric product
in a way that is different (and as we will argue, more general) from equations (1)–(2). This
observation will enable us to define the quantumness of a physical system in terms of the lack
of associativity of its Jordan product.

A real vector space L with a symmetric operation ◦ and an antisymmetric one [·, ·],
satisfying properties (12), (13) and (14) will be called a Lie–Jordan algebra.

Remark. If we are given a Lie–Jordan algebra L, we can always recover the associative
product on the complexified vector space LC = L ⊕ iL by defining

ab = a ◦ b − i[a, b] (15)

that justifies all factors 1/2.

3. Infinite-dimensional case

For infinite-dimensional algebras one introduces a Banach structure on the algebra, that is a
complete norm ∥ · ∥ verifying ∀ a, b ∈ L:

(i) ∥a ◦ b∥ " ∥a∥ ∥b∥; (16)

(ii) ∥a2∥ = ∥a∥2; (17)

(iii) ∥a2∥ " ∥a2 + b2∥. (18)

In this case the Lie–Jordan algebra is called a Lie–Jordan Banach (LJB) algebra. A key
observation helps clarifying the unique correspondence between LJB-algebras andC∗-algebras
[14]: a C∗-algebra is always the complexification of a LJB-algebra and inherits the norm
∥x∥ = ∥x∗x∥1/2, where x = a + ib and x∗x ∈ L. Hence from an algebraic (and topological)
point of view it is completely equivalent to consider C∗-algebras or LJB-algebras. For instance,
commutative C∗-algebras are given by the associative LJB-algebras, i.e. Lie–Jordan algebras
where the Jordan product is associative. This can be easily proved.

Theorem 1. A C∗-algebra A = L ⊕ iL is commutative if and only if the LJB-algebra L is
associative.

Proof. Assume first that A is commutative. Then, trivially, from the associator identity (14) it
follows that the LJB-algebra L is associative. Conversely, if L is associative, then any double
commutator vanishes, so that ∀ a, b ∈ L

0 = [a, [b2, a]] (19)

= [a, 2b ◦ [b, a]] (20)

3



J. Phys. A: Math. Theor. 47 (2014) 035301 P Facchi et al

= 2b ◦ [a, [b, a]] + [a, 2b] ◦ [b, a] (21)

= 2b ◦ [a, [b, a]] − 2[a, b]2 (22)

= −2[a, b]2, (23)

where we used the Leibnitz identity in the second and third equality. In conclusion,
[a, b] = 0, ∀ a, b ∈ A. #

Classical systems (namely those systems whose observables make up an Abelian algebra)
are therefore characterized by associative LJB-algebras. In the appendix it is further analyzed
how the commutation of the operators can be expressed in terms of the Jordan product only.
In the next section we will define classical and quantum states.

4. Classical states and quantumness witness

4.1. Classical states

The space of states S(L) is defined [14] by all real normalized positive linear functionals on
L, i.e.

ρ : L → R (24)

linear and such that ρ(1) = 1 and ρ(a2) ! 0, ∀ a ∈ L. We can now define classical states.

Definition 1. We say that a state ρ ∈ S(L) is classical if

ρ((a ◦ b) ◦ c − a ◦ (b ◦ c)) = 0, ∀ a, b, c ∈ L. (25)

A state that is not classical is quantum.

In other words, classical states do not ‘detect’ the lack of associativity of the algebra and
therefore (non-vanishing) double commutators.

Remark. Observe that the above definition of classical states is applicable also to algebras of
unbounded operators. More on this after theorem 2.

4.2. Quantumness Witness

As a consequence of theorem 1, for a quantum (i.e. non-commutative) system, it is always
possible to find a triple of observables a, b, c such that the observable

q = (a ◦ b) ◦ c − a ◦ (b ◦ c) (26)

is non-vanishing. Moreover, classical states (25) vanish on q-observables. Thus q ∈ L is a
candidate ‘witness’ for the quantum nature of the algebra of observables. Notice that, unlike
usual (entanglement and quantumness) witnesses, q detects quantumness as soon as q ̸= 0.
However, if one wants to consider only positive witnesses, one can always use q2 instead of q.

5. Characterization of classical states

One can give a nice characterization of classical states. We need some lemmas and definitions.
First of all we recall [9] that normal states ρ ∈ S(L) are those states that can be uniquely

realized as traces over density matrices ρ̃ belonging to the LJB-algebra L:

ρ(a) = tr(ρ̃A), ρ̃ ∈ L, ρ̃ ! 0, tr ρ̃ = 1. (27)

Moreover, the set of all normal states is dense in S(L) in the weak topology. Therefore,
considering only normal states is physically equivalent to considering the set of all states
S(L).
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Remark. In the finite dimensional case all states ρ ∈ S(L) are normal. Following [6] we
will freely use this identification in the finite-dimensional case and will commit the sin of not
distinguishing between states and density matrices.

Definition 2. Given a Lie algebra g, the derived algebra is [g, g], i.e. the subalgebra generated
by taking all possible Lie commutators.

Remark. In many relevant cases the derived algebra is the whole algebra, and is called ‘perfect
algebra’. A more stringent result also holds true, that is all semisimple Lie algebras can be
generated by repeated commutators of only two elements (see [15] and theorem 4 in section 6
of this paper). This is true, e.g. for the algebras su(n).

Lemma 1. A normal state ρ ∈ S(L) is classical if and only if its density matrix ρ̃ belongs to
the center of the derived algebra [L,L].

Proof. By using the compatibility condition (14), the Leibniz identity (13) and the properties
of the trace we have:

ρ((a ◦ b) ◦ c − a ◦ (b ◦ c)) = Tr(ρ̃ ◦ [b, [c, a]])

= Tr([ρ̃ ◦ b, [c, a]]) − Tr(b ◦ [ρ̃, [c, a]])

= Tr(b ◦ [ρ̃, [a, c]]). (28)

Hence ρ((a◦b)◦ c−a◦ (b◦ c)) = 0 for all a, b, c ∈ L implies [ρ̃, [a, c]] = 0 for all a, c ∈ L,
i.e. ρ̃ is in the center of [L,L]. The converse is obviously true from equation (28). #

Lemma 2. A density matrix ρ̃ is in the center of the algebra L if and only if the corresponding
state ρ satisfies

ρ([a, b]) = 0, (29)

for all a, b ∈ L.

Proof. If ρ̃ is in the center Z(L) then

Tr(ρ̃ ◦ [a, b]) = Tr([ρ̃ ◦ a, b]) = 0, (30)

for all a, b ∈ L.
Conversely, if ρ([a, b]) = 0 ∀ a, b ∈ L then

Tr(ρ̃ ◦ [a, b]) = Tr([ρ̃ ◦ a, b]) − Tr(a ◦ [ρ̃, b]) = −Tr(a ◦ [ρ̃, b]) = 0, (31)

implies [ρ̃, b] = 0 ∀ b ∈ L, i.e. ρ̃ ∈ Z(L). #

From these lemmas it immediately follows the following.

Theorem 2. A normal state ρ on a LJB-algebra of observables L is classical if and only if

ρ([a, b]) = 0, (32)

for all a, b ∈ L.

This recovers, for the finite-dimensional case, the result obtained in [6]. As emphasized
before, classical states are ‘transparent’ to all commutators and do not ‘detect’ the non-
commutativity of the algebra.
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Remark. Notice that in a general Jordan algebra (without Lie structure) it is possible that a
and a2 = a◦a do not commute, in the sense of definition 5 in the appendix. An example of this
was provided by Jordan himself [16, 17]. In the set of axioms defining Lie–Jordan algebras,
if a and a2 commute, i.e. the Leibniz identity (13) holds, then the compatibility relation (14)
implies the weak form of associativity (8). The converse, i.e. that weak associativity implies
commutativity of a and a2 is not obvious, and is the content of theorem 6 in the appendix.

Remark. Observe that the above characterization (32) would not be suitable for a
generalization to algebras of unbounded operators. Think for example of the canonical
commutation relations (CCR), [x̂, p̂] = i!1,6 which would imply ρ([x̂, p̂]) = i!. By contrast,
definition 1 of classical states is also applicable to infinite-dimensional systems and the use of
the Jordan product avoids the problems related to the CCR.

6. More on classicality and associativity in Lie–Jordan algebras

By taking advantage of the relations discussed above between LJB-algebras and other algebraic
structures, such asC∗-algebras and Lie algebras, one can obtain new interesting results as direct
descendants of older ones. In particular, in this Section we will present two more theorems that
can further enlighten our discussion of classicality in the framework of Lie–Jordan algebras.

The first theorem is on the characterization of associative LJB-algebras:

Theorem 3. Given a LJB-algebra (L, ◦, [·, ·]) with positive cone L+, the following statements
are equivalent:

(i) L is associative;
(ii) L is isomorphic to C(X, R), for some locally compact Hausdorff space X; if L has a unit,

X is compact;
(iii) if a, b ∈ L+ such that a − b ∈ L+, then a2 − b2 ∈ L+;
(iv) if a, b ∈ L+, then a ◦ b ∈ L+.

The above theorem translates the ideas explored in [3, 18, 19] in terms of LJB-algebras,
their associativity and lack thereof. It follows that for a quantum system one can always find
pairs of observables a, b ∈ L+ such that the observable

qAVR = a ◦ b (33)

is not positive semidefinite and can be adopted as a quantumness witness [2, 3, 6]. This
definition appears as a particular case of the more general one (26).

The second theorem concerns the generation of an algebra from a small set of observables,
which is interesting for the following reasons. The characterizations and definitions of
classicality (32) and quantumness (33) make use of simple commutators and anticommutators
(that involve only couple of operators). By contrast, the strategy adopted in this paper, hinging
upon the identity (14), makes use of commutators and anticommutators that involve three
operators. If one aims at an operational approach [8], towards experiments, one must make
careful use of resources. For example, (traces of) anticommutators involving n operators are
related to nth-order interference experiments and increasingly complicated quantum circuits.
In light of this observation it is interesting to understand how one can generate the whole
algebra by making use of a small set of generators via the Jordan product. We are going to
prove in theorem 5 that under suitable hypotheses, three generators are enough.

6 We stick here to the usual definition, different from (10).
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Definition 3. A set of elements a1, . . . , ak is said to generate an algebra L if every element
of L is linearly dependent on products of a1, . . . , ak; the elements a1, . . . , ak are then called
generators of L.

Kuranishi proved a sufficient condition for Lie algebras to be generated by two elements
[15]:

Theorem 4. Let g be a semisimple Lie algebra over the real or complex numbers. Then there
exist two elements a and b which generate g.

Definition 4. A non-unital Lie–Jordan algebra (L, ◦, [·, ·]) is called semisimple if the Lie
algebra (L, [·, ·]) (i.e. the full algebra considered with the Lie product alone) is semisimple.

Remark. Observe that the unit cannot be generated by Lie products, and hence it will be
‘added by hand’ whenever necessary.

The analogous for Lie–Jordan algebras of Kuranishi’s theorem is the following.

Theorem 5. Let (L, ◦, [·, ·]) be a semisimple Lie–Jordan algebra. Then the Jordan algebra
(L, ◦) (i.e. the full algebra considered with the Jordan product alone) is generated by the
Jordan products of three elements, plus the identity. In particular, one can use two generators
a, b of the Lie algebra (L, [·, ·]), and their commutator c = [a, b].

Proof. For simplicity assume, without loss of generality, that the algebra is non-unital. Since
the Lie algebra (L, [·, ·]) is semisimple it can be generated by repeated Lie products of two
elements a and b. Then starting from a and b we generate with a first Lie bracket:

c = [a, b] (34)

then

[a, c] = [a, [a, b]], [b, c] = [b, [a, b]] (35)

and repeating

[a, [a, c]], [a, [b, c]], [b, [a, c]], [b, [a, c]], [b, [b, c]], [c, [a, c]], [c, [b, c]] (36)

and so on. We see that all the elements generated by a, b and c are of the form of a double
commutator. Recalling the associator identity (14)

(a ◦ b) ◦ c − a ◦ (b ◦ c) = [b, [c, a]], (37)

it follows that every element can be expressed as a linear combination of triple Jordan products,
that is generated by Jordan products of a, b and c = [a, b]. #

For finite-dimensional quantum systems, the space of quantum states can be immersed into
the semisimple Lie–Jordan algebra u(N), which can be Jordan-generated by three elements.
This means that one could witness the properties of a system by repeated measures of
anticommutators of appropriate elements of the algebra, which is in principle experimentally
feasible. Further investigation is required to check if the elements generating the algebra
correspond to realization of states as projectors in the algebra.
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7. Conclusions and perspectives

In this paper we proposed an alternative definition of quantumness witnesses and classical
states that directly refers to the algebra of observables, and showed its equivalence with
previous definitions that refer instead to the whole associative algebra, which is assumed to
embed the real algebra of observables. This new definition has the advantage of being more
operational, since it makes use only of observables. Moreover, it is also more suitable for
generalization towards algebras of unbounded operators, because the Jordan product avoids
the problems related to the CCR.

The characterization of classicality and quantumness adopted in this paper involves three
observables, in contrast to the use of a simple commutator. This could have a relation to
the interesting property, proven in the paper, that semisimple Lie–Jordan algebras are fully
generated by three appropriate observables, a results that points towards experiments.

As emphasized at the end of section 5, while the characterization (32) is not suitable in
the unbounded case, definition 1 in section 4 still applies. This opens a door to the study
of unbounded observables in infinite-dimensional systems, such as coherent states [20, 21],
superpositions thereof, and the semiclassical limit [22, 23].

We conclude with an observation. It is clear that the notion of classicality is not necessarily
related to that of macroscopicity or to the thermodynamical limit. The research of the last
few decades has shown that a quantum system can behave classically (or semiclassically)
if (some of) its observables commute with every element in the algebra [24]. For example,
dissipative quantum systems display a number of classical features [25]. The notions of
classicality and quantumness should then be contrasted on the basis of the different footings
on which observables and states stand. A natural conclusion is that one should look at the non-
commutativity of the algebras. A somewhat more hidden aspect is that the lack of associativity
may play an important role. This is the message we tried to convey in this paper.

We recently learned about the mathematical proof of a result closely related to our
theorem 2 [26].
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Appendix. Commutation from the Jordan product

Consider two elements a and b of a LJB algebra L. We may ask: which properties of the
elements a and b can be expressed in terms of the Jordan product only, corresponding to the
commutation relation [a, b] = 0? Of course the Jordan product is commutative but need not
be associative. Following [13] we will see which condition on the Jordan product is equivalent
to the commutation of two elements. Let us denote the Jordan multiplier by an element a as
δa. Thus for all c ∈ L

δa(c) = a ◦ c = 1
2 {a, c}. (A.1)

Definition 5 (Jordan-commutation). Two elements a and b are said to Jordan-commute if the
operators δa and δb commute:

(δaδb − δbδa)(c) = a ◦ (b ◦ c) − b ◦ (a ◦ c) = 0, ∀ c ∈ L. (A.2)
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Theorem 6. Two elements a and b of a LJB-algebra L Jordan-commute if and only if they
commute in the usual sense, i.e. [a, b] = 0.

Proof. From the associator identity (14), a and b Jordan-commute by definition (A.2) if and
only if

a ◦ (b ◦ c) − b ◦ (a ◦ c) = [[a, b], c] = 0, ∀ c ∈ L. (A.4)

If [a, b] = 0 then they trivially Jordan-commute. To prove the converse, recall that a LJB-
algebra is the self-adjoint part of a C∗-algebra [14], and that irreducible representation of a
C∗-algebra separates elements, i.e. for every element of the algebra such that x ̸= 0 there exists
an irreducible representation π such that π (x) ̸= 0. Then assume a and b Jordan-commute and
hence from equation (A.4) their commutator [a, b] is in the Lie center of the algebra L. Assume
by absurdum that [a, b] ̸= 0 and let π be an irreducible representation such that π ([a, b]) ̸= 0.
Then from Schur’s lemma it is well known that the Lie center of an irreducible representation
is a multiple of the identity and this implies by antisymmetry that π ([a, b]) = 0, which is a
contradiction.

#

References

[1] Nielsen M A and Chuang I L 2000 Quantum Computation and Quantum Information (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press)

[2] Alicki R and Van Ryn N 2008 J. Phys. A: Math. Theor. 41 062001
[3] Alicki R, Piani M and Van Ryn N 2008 J. Phys. A: Math. Theor. 41 495303
[4] Brida G, Degiovanni I P, Genovese M, Schettini V, Polyakov S V and Migdall A 2008 Opt.

Express 16 11750
[5] Brida G, Degiovanni I P, Genovese M, Piacentini F, Schettini V, Gisin N, Polyakov S V

and Migdall A 2009 Phys. Rev. A 79 044102
[6] Facchi P, Pascazio S, Vedral V and Yuasa K 2012 J. Phys. A: Math. Theor. 45 105302
[7] Modi K, Fazio R, Pascazio S, Vedral V and Yuasa K 2012 Phil. Trans. R. Soc. A 370 4810
[8] Fazio R, Modi K, Pascazio S, Vedral V and Yuasa K 2013 Phys. Rev. A 87 052132
[9] Araki H 2000 Mathematical Theory of Quantum Fields (Oxford: Oxford University Press)

[10] Bratteli O and Robinson D W 2002 Operator Algebras and Quantum Statistical Mechanics vol
1–2 2nd edn (Berlin: Springer)

[11] Jordan P 1933 Zschr. f. Phys. 80 285
Jordan P 1932 Göttinger Nachr. 569
Jordan P 1933 Göttinger Nachr. 209

[12] Jordan P, von Neumann J and Wigner E P 1934 Ann. Math. 35 297
[13] Hanche-Olsen H and Størmer E 1984 Jordan Operator Algebras (Boston, London, Melbourne:

Pitman)
[14] Falceto F, Ferro L, Ibort A and Marmo G 2013 J. Phys. A: Math. Theor. 46 015201
[15] Kuranishi M 1951 Nagoya Math. J. 2 63 (available at http://projecteuclid.org/euclid.nmj/

1118764740)
[16] Jordan P 1968 Commun. Math. Phys. 9 279–92
[17] Emch G G 1972 Algebraic Methods in Statistical Mechanics and Quantum Field Theory (New York:

Wiley)
[18] Dixmier J 1977 C∗-Algebras (Amsterdam: North Holland)
[19] Landsman N P 1998 Mathematical Topics Between Classical and Quantum Mechanics (New York:

Springer)
[20] Sudarshan E C G 1963 Phys. Rev. Lett. 10 277
[21] Glauber R J 1963 Phys. Rev. 131 2766
[22] Filippov S N and Man’ko V I 2009 Phys. Scr. 79 055007
[23] Filippov S N and Man’ko V I 2009 J. Russ. Laser Res. 30 443
[24] Holevo A S 2001 Statistical Structure of Quantum Theory (Heidelberg: Springer)
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