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section 2

Moscow mathematics: 
formalism, intuitionism 
and the search for 
mathematical content

This section contains one article – with the accompanying translation being 
added as an appendix: 

– Verburgt, L.M. 2015. On Aleksandr Iakovlevich Khinchin’s paper ‘Ideas of 
intuitionism and the struggle for a subject matter in contemporary mathemat-
ics’ (1926). Accepted-with-revision. 

– Khinchin, A.Ia. 1926 [2015]. Ideas of intuitionism and the struggle for a 
subject matter in contemporary mathematics. English translation (with Olga 
Kondrikova). Originally published as ‘Idei intuitsionizma i bor’ba za predmet 
v sovremennoy matematike’ in Vestnik Kommunisticheskoi akademii, 16, 184-192. 
Accepted-with-revision

 
The first article (chapter 12) takes as the starting point for its contribution to 
the theoretization of the ideological debate on mathematical foundations in 
pre-Stalin Soviet Russia the translation into English of a 1926 paper of Alek-
sandr Iakovlevich Khinchin (chapter 12 appendix). During the 1920s Soviet 
Marxist scholars were primarily focused on the manifestations of ‘mathemat-
ical idealism’ found not only in all of the three ‘Western’ foundational orien-
tations (Hilbert’s formalism, Brouwer’s intuitionism and Russell’s logicism), 
but also in studies in set-theory, probability and logic. As a representative of 
the famous Moscow school – whose contributions to set- and function-theory 
found their more philosophical background in French semi-intuitionism and 
Russian intuitionistic logic –, Khinchin took up the task of publicly defending 
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the promises of Brouwerian intuitionism vis-à-vis the ‘empty chess game’ of 
Hilbertian formalism by presenting it as an orientation amenable, in principle, 
to the Marxist idea of a mathematics with ‘content’. Also given the Kantian or 
idealistic roots of Brouwer’s work this presentation was at least partly ‘tactical’. 
But the more interesting observation is, perhaps, that both Khinchin as well as 
Kolmogorov (in his contributions to intuitionistic logic and foundations) seem 
to been prepared to critically examine the approach and methods they used to 
obtains some of their most well-known results (e.g. the axiomatization of prob-
ability) (see also chapter 12 and chapter 12 appendix). 




