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section 3

Moscow probability theory: 
toward the Grundbegrife

This third section contains the following article and appendix: 

– Verburgt, L.M. 2014. On Aleksandr Iakovlevich Khinchin’s paper ‘Mises’ 
theory of probability and the principles of statistical physics’ (1929). Unpub-
lished manuscript. 

– Khinchin, A.Ia. 2014. Mises’ theory of probability and the principles of sta-
tistical physics. Annotated English translation (with Olga Kondrikova). 

 
During his career, Khinchin published one review (in 1928) and four articles 
(in 1929, 1936-1944, 1952 and 1961) on Von Mises’s probability theory – of 
which the first is here made available in English for the first time (chapter 13 
appendix). The Russian tradition in probability theory goes back to mid- or 
late-nineteenth century St. Petersburg. But Khinchin was a student of the 
progressive Moscow school of theory of functions and there his involve-
ment with the theory meant a return to a more classical subject – one that, 
interestingly enough, also harkened back to the metaphysical-religious foun-
dational viewpoints of that very school. His support for the positivist Von 
Mises also meant that Khinchin had to cope with the increasing criticism of 
Marxist theorists of Von Mises’s theory as one of the many manifestations of 
Western ‘idealism’ and, in this specific case, ‘Machism’. Where he initially, 
that is, in his first article cautioned these theorists against the straightforward 
rejection of the theory in its entirety – all the while connecting Von Mises 
to ‘Machism’ on theoretical grounds – at least in his second and third article 
Khinchin himself dismissed the core of Von Mises’s work on ideological 
grounds. Another issue that will be explored in chapter 13 is the following 
important element of Khinchin’s approach vis-à-vis the status of Von Mises’s 
theory; if the initial question was that of whether its frequentism is accepted 
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as the theoretical basis of the mathematical definition of probability, eventually 
the question became that of whether it was to be favored as the interpretation 
of a purely mathematical system (i.e. as the connection between ‘mathematics’ 
and ‘reality’). 




