DIALOGUE ON 2+2=5, THE PHILOSOPHY OF MATHEMATICS AND MATHEMATICS EDUCATION 
	
this  dialogue was initiated both by Heather Mendick’s presentation ‘Mathematical Popular Cultures’ at Mathematical Cultures - Conference 3  (10-12 April 2014) – chaired by Brendan Larvor  –  and Brendan Larvor’s own conference blog, and then via  email messages exchanged by conference members. 

Public sources of the materials
http://www.celebyouth.org/will-smith-and-maths/
https://sites.google.com/site/mathematicalcultures/conference-3





On 13 Apr 2014 09:57 by Brendan Larvor wrote:

	Answers on a postcard
n the final session of MC3, I (BL) asked participants to suggest ways in which the original description of this project now look naive.  One group did its homework: 

[image: Notes by Madeline Muntersbjorn]




On 15 Apr 2014 03:48] Alexandre Borovik wrote on Autodidacticism: 

John Dewey famously said

"The aim of education is to enable individuals to continue their education … the object and reward of learning is continued capacity for growth. Now this idea cannot be applied to all the members of a society except where intercourse of man with man is mutual, and except where there is adequate provision for the reconstruction of social habits and institutions by means of wide stimulation arising from equitably distributed interests. And this means a democratic society." (Democracy and Education)

Theoretically speaking, the best way to enable individuals to continue their education is to turn them into autodidacts. This is what is supposed to happen at the higher levels of education -- part of professional skills of a researcher is to be able to learn, in a selective, systematic and focused way, from the flow of research information, published or otherwise disseminated.

In the Russian mathematics community, there is a jargon use of the verb "vyuchit', which means "to have learned", but in the simplest, primary school meaning, something as "to learn by heart", with emphasis on achieving very sound knowledge. A child can be asked:

"Have you ``vyuchil'' times table by 6?",

In mathematical community it is used in expressions like

"He has ``vyuchil'' etale cohomology''

Of course, statements like that refer to autodidactism as part of professional activity of research mathematicians.

I would suggest to use the word "autodidacity", if it is not used already in some other meaning, to mean "capacity to learn on his/her own".  I have the feeling that the traditional meaning of the word "scholar" included something like

"some who learned enough from others to be able to continue to learn on his own".

I can also conjecture that originally, prior to the era of empirical sciences, there were no difference between  "learning on his own" and "researching".

Returning to the modernity, I have a feeling that autodidacity is not prominent in graduates of maths departments of British universities; Moreover, I suggest that majority of our PhDs failed to develop autodidactic skills.

So, we have obvious sociological and historical facets of the problem of autodidactism. It also touches, obviously, on education and the IT revolution in education,  and on modern-day politics -- the hackers' movement is made of autodidacts.

And, why this problem is interesting to me, there is also a very interesting aspect related to the philosophy of mathematical practice: the relations between learning and research in mathematicians' work.

I have already started to think a bit about the latter problem; see my paper

"Mathematics discovered, invented, and inherited, Selected Passages From Correspondence With Friends", 1 no. 4 (2013), 13-28. arXiv:1309.3073.

published in my own Samizdat journal (ISSN 2054-7145) because I could not imagine it being accepted in any official publication. The paper was written for a handful of my research collaborators and mathematician friends.

As I boldly state in the Abstract,

"The classical platonist/formalist dilemma in philosophy of mathematics can be expressed in lay terms as a deceptively naive question:

Is new mathematics discovered or invented?

Using an example from my own mathematical life, I argue that there is also a third way:

new mathematics can also be inherited"

And I conclude on p. 26:

"This paper documents a convoluted history of a few simple but powerful mathematical ideas and the way they were inherited, or ignored, or re-discovered by new generations of mathematicians.

I was privileged to work with Israel Moiseevich Gelfand. He made a clear distinction between the two modes of work in mathematics expressed by Russian words `prIdumyvanie' and `prOdumyvanie', very similar and almost homophonic. The former means `inventing', the latter `properly thinking through' and was used by Gelfand with the meaning

`systematically thinking through back to the origins, fundamentals, first principles of particular mathematical concepts or problems.'

Gelfand valued `prOdumyvanie' more than `pridumyvanie', he believed that prOdumyvanie yielded deeper results. The stories told here, I hope, support this view."

Gelfand himself was a classical autodidact; I feel that `prOdumyvanie' is closely related to "professional autodidactism" and makes an interesting target for a philosophical study


On 16 Apr 2014 06:59 by Tim Johnson asked: What is a mathematician?

	Steven Shreve (CMU), in his presidential address to the 5th World Conference of the Bachelier Finance Society (2008) noted that mathematics had a tradition of throwing out its children, highlighting how computer science was once mathematical but is no longer.  This observation prompted my interest in the relationship between mathematics and finance; objectively I think it is difficult to cleave the two disciplines, but I suspect that "mathematicians" will push "financial mathematicians" out of the nest, but who is the cuckoo?

I believe that many of the issues of how mathematics is perceived is self inflicted: we object to the image of being other-worldly but we cultivate the image.  We bemoan the lack of mathematical ability in government, but we celebrate the lack of political ability in mathematicians.  There is an aphorism that I have heard from a politician "We will take science seriously when science takes politics seriously".

I am interested in how, historically, mathematicians have been overtly political  and how their political activities have influenced their mathematics.  One paper that relates to the British experience is David Forfar's (published) paper on where those successful in Cambridge's Mathematical Tripos exam ended up, highlighting how those who had proved good at mathematics ended up in diverse careers.  Interestingly, G. H. Hardy hated the Tripos, believing it ossified British mathematics; one wonders where this places him in the "long division" debate. 

I think there is a problem with mathematics that is similar to the problem that affects UK-US relations. Because the British and Americans speak the same language we think we mean the same things, when in fact we don't.  When an academic talks of mathematics I think they mean something different to what a lay person understands and even a mathematics graduate working outside academia conceives is mathematics.  I believe Madeleine linked to this when she made a point about "low level maths for high level problem" v. "high level maths for low level problems".




Paul Ernest: Why teach maths?
posted 17 Apr 2014 04:29
	With reference to Brendan’s question ‘Why study maths’ in his notebook, here is a partial answer.  We teach mathematics to develop the following capabilities.

FUNCTIONAL MATHS
1. Functional numeracy.
2. Practical, work-related knowledge of mathematics.
3. Advanced specialist knowledge of mathematics for those needing it.

PERSONAL QUALITIES AND CAPABILITIES
4. Mathematical problem posing and solving.  
5. Mathematical confidence.    
6. Social empowerment through mathematics (to enable learners to function as numerate critical citizens in society.)

APPRECIATION
7. Appreciation of mathematics itself, and its role in history, culture and society in general.
· Appreciating the role of mathematics in life and work,.
· Having a sense of mathematics as a central element of culture, art and life
· Being aware of the historical development of mathematics, 
· Appreciating ethnomathematics: informal culturally embedded mathematical concepts and skills from cultures around the globe, both rural and urban. 
·  Having a sense of mathematics as a unique discipline
· Understanding the ways that mathematical knowledge is established and validated through proof
·  the  philosophy of mathematics: understanding that there are big questions and controversies about whether mathematics is discovered or invented.
·  gaining a qualitative or intuitive understanding some of the big ideas of mathematics such as pattern, symmetry, structure, proof, paradox, recursion, randomness, chaos, infinity., etc -- some of the deepest, most powerful and exciting ideas created by humankind.






23 April 2014 Heather Mendick  Extreme Neoliberalism: Will Smith and Mathematics

Neoliberalism, the marketisation of everything, including ourselves, runs through our data. Indeed we’ve encountered several of examples of  ’extreme neoliberalism’ where celebrities find ever more excessive and expressive ways to convince us that their wealth and success derive not from luck or privilege but from superhuman levels of hard work and self-transformation. In a recent example, US actor Matthew McConaughey used his Oscars speech to tell us that his hero is himself in ten years, writing his success as the result of endless striving. However, it is the actor, musician and celebrity dad Will Smith who continues to provide the most compelling examples of extreme neoliberalism. Memorably, he once assured us that his commitment to sickening hard work is such that he would rather die than get off a treadmill before someone else. In this post Heather focuses on her favourite example from Will Smith in which he claims that he can choose the answer to two plus two.

In a much-watched interview extract, Will Smith positions himself not as an icon but an idea. This idea is possibility and self-creation. He uses mathematics to explain this. You can watch the interview in full below but I’ve transcribed the key section:

I don’t want to be an icon, um, I want to be an idea … I want to represent possibilities, um, I want to represent magic, right, that you’re in a universe and two plus two equals four. Two plus two only equals four if you accept that two plus two equals four. Two plus two’s gonna be what I want it to be, you know. And there’s a, there’s a redemptive power that making a choice has, you know, rather than feeling like you’re an affect to all the things that are happening. Like make a choice. You just decide what it’s gonna be, who you’re gonna be, how you’re gonna do it. You just decide. And then from that point the universe is going to get out your way. It’s water. It wants to move and go around stuff. So for me, I want to represent possibilities … You really can make what you want.

This example probably fascinates me because of my former life as a mathematics teacher and my ongoing sideline in maths education research specialising in the uses of maths in popular culture.

Here and elsewhere, mathematics and the iconic statement ‘two plus two equals four’, represents a hard objectivity, the antithesis to freedom and creativity. One of the things which constrain us. Will’s rejection of this, stands for his rejection of all the things that (are said to) constrain us. In place of this we have “the redemptive power that making a choice has”. When you decide there are no constraints “the universe is going to get out of your way”. This is extreme neoliberalism because it elevates the individual above all else. Those, like me, who find the universe getting in their way, have failed: failed to exercise our power of choice, failed to just decide, failed to see the possibilities. All of us are equal within Will’s universe: there are no systematic inequalities that offer some people more choices and possibilities than others.
As Paul Ernest  reminded me, two plus two recurs in popular culture, and it’s instructive to compare Will’s use of it with its most iconic instance in George Orwell’s dystopian novel 1984.  The novel’s protagonist, Winston, lives within a totalitarian regime in which all aspects of his life are controlled by the Party. He writes in his diary:

In the end the Party would announce that two and two made five, and you would have to believe it. It was inevitable that they should make that claim sooner or later: the logic of their position demanded it. Not merely the validity of experience, but the very existence of external reality, was tacitly denied by their philosophy. The heresy of heresies was common sense. And what was terrifying was not that they would kill you for thinking otherwise, but that they might be right. For, after all, how do we know that two and two make four? Or that the force of gravity works? Or that the past is unchangeable? If both the past and the external world exist only in the mind, and if the mind itself is controllable—what then?

When tortured, as in the film version below, Winston is compelled to deny what he knows to be true and to count five fingers when only four are held up.
In the world of 1984, “freedom is the freedom to say two and two make four”. Once again mathematics represents certainty but here it is a familiar, even friendly, certainty – a welcome external constraint – that can be used to gauge how far the lies and deceptions of the Party have penetrated. For Winston, holding onto mathematical absolutes means holding onto beauty, truth and humanity, against an oppressive system. For Will, holding onto mathematical absolutes means holding onto constraint, compulsion and rigidity, against possibilities and redemption..


Michael Harris  April 25, 2014 at 11:23 am
Will Smith seems to be identifying himself with God as seen by Descartes but not by Leibniz. Here is a discussion from (an early draft of a chapter in) Ian Hacking’s new book of the distinction between the two.

“I think it helpful to see that the outlines of the distinction are there from the beginning of recognizably modern mathematics, but it would be wrong to say that Descartes or even Leibniz saw matters clearly and distinctly. One of many things that divided the two philosophers was the nature and characteristics of truths known or established in mathematics. It was an old debate that much exercised anyone who believed, as mediaeval Christian and Muslim philosophers did, in an omnipotent and omniscient God. A square always has four sides, and 2+2 will always make four: those are eternal truths. But could God, if he so chose, make a five sided square, or make 2+2 make five? If not, then there is something he cannot do, so he is not omnipotent.”

“This debate was remembered even in the Tractatus (3.031), where Wittgenstein wrote: ‘It used to be said that God could create anything except what would be contrary to the laws of logic.’ Well, what would stop him? Wittgenstein’s answer at that time was that ‘we could not say of an “unlogical” world how it would look’. (I have used the first, Ogden, translation (1922). The Pears and McGuinness translation (1961) says: ‘We could not say of an “illogical” world what it would look like.’)”
Hacking expands (briefly) on the distinction in his paper
http://www.cs.bham.ac.uk/research/projects/cogaff/misc/hacking-mathematics-1998.pdf.
Count on Will Smith to play God in a future feature film.


Michael Barany  April 25, 2014 at 2:25 pm

Thanks for raising this provocative contrast, Heather!
Your post and Michael’s comment made me think of a debate from about two decades ago between Michael Lynch and David Bloor, over the interpretation of a parable that Wittgenstein uses. In the parable, a child counts correctly up to 1000 by twos, then continues “1004, 1008, 1012″ and is immediately corrected by the teacher.

Wittgenstein points out that, on the basis of the child’s experience counting to 1000 by twos, there was nothing that formally ruled out his continuing as he did. There are many possible rules to tell the child how to continue, and the teacher’s choice, as with the child’s (and as with Smith or Winston’s continuation of “2+2=“), will always be arbitrary. Who is the child, or the teacher, or Wittgenstein, or we the readers to say which is right, or (and this is Wittgenstein’s key point) which is _necessarily true_?

And yet, we _know_ what the right answer is. We side with the teacher and not the child. Lynch and Bloor ask why.

For Bloor, it is all about interests and power. Because there is fundamentally a choice about how to continue, that choice will be determined by the social institutions, political values, and other sources of power that make it possible for the teacher to correct the child and necessary for the child to obey, and make the child’s assent a condition of participating in a particular society. We don’t say that the child was _wrong_, but that the child had yet to be _disciplined_.

For Lynch, by contrast, it is all about the small repeated and learned routines of counting. It is wrong, for Lynch, to claim that the teacher and child were free to choose from a number of logical possibilities, not because there is an eternally true right way to continue but because each individual’s existence is built out of these small repeated ways of knowing and doing. It is not necessary to imagine big swirling interests and power structures to explain the process of trying to count, being corrected, and learning the “right” way to continue.

Lynch thus suggests Bloor is naive, that he buys into the idea of grand theoretical and social principles when all there really is, is everyday experience. Bloor suggests Lynch lacks a politics and a recognition of how power on a large scale really does affect our day to day actions.

For me, this takes us to the line at the very end of the 1984 clip you shared: “you must try harder.” Here, getting “2+2” wrong is not about the underlying truth of mathematics or even about the power of the party to change that truth. It is about the personal, embodied failure of Winston to get with the program. What does that tell us about Will Smith, whose personal embodied (especially on the treadmill) success has given him the power to claim what Winston denies?


Will Smith's Mathematics  Posted on 25 Apr 2014 07:14 by Tim Johnson

	Heather has shared some thoughts on the significance of the statement that 2+2=4 with reference to a statement by Will Smith.

Smith is clearly talking rubbish, I have no idea whether he thought about what he was saying but I see an opportunity to advise film producers who offer to pay Will $5 million to appear in a film, and offer it in two instalments of $2 million, Will would quickly revise his beliefs.

The statement "two plus two is four" is often used to close down discussion.  I associate it with a rejection of the possibility that mathematics is socially constructed: "two plus two was four at the time of the dinosaurs".  Of course it was not because (as far as I know) dinosaurs did not speak English.  A lot of mathematics is tautology and if we define two as "one plus one" and four as "one plus one plus one plus one" then two plus two is "(one plus one) plus (one plus one)" which is identical to "one plus one plus one plus one".  If I define five as "one plus one plus one plus one" then  two plus two is five.  If  I am working in base three, 2+2=11.  But I doubt this was what Will Smith was thinking about in the interview, rather I think he is using mathematics metaphorically, a better analogue would have been Euclidean geometry, if we constrain ourselves to the parallel postulate then the sum of the internal angles of a triangle is 180 degrees, if we abandon the postulate we discover more interesting geometries.  I like to think Will is presenting a metaphor.

Michael brings in Descartes and Leibnitz.  One of the talks that I need to follow up on was Norma's because of what she said about seventeenth century scientists seeing nature as a performance.  This is interesting to me because of the problem Pragmatists have with the idea of scientific objectivity, i.e. the scientist as uninvolved spectator rather than participant - this is important in understanding economics.  It is normal to see the statement 2+2=4 as 'god given' in some sense (it was true at the time of dinosaurs).  An alternative explanation is 2+2=4 works practically (this is why we can disabuse Will of his beliefs), and we reject such statements when they prove to be practically untrue, as when Gauss realised that in surveying the internal angles of a triangle do not always sum to 180 degrees.  

My recollection of Orwell's discussion of 2+2=4 in 1984 is centred on empiricism, that the Party in denying 2+2=4  it was asking you to deny the evidence of your own experience.

There were a number of mentions of Holmes-Moriarty at the workshop.  Will's comments connect to this via economics.  The Austrian economist Oskar Morgenstern became involved in the Vienna Circle of mathematicians and philosophers, never as an active participant but as a bridge between them and economics.  In 1935 he presented a paper to the mathematicians associated with the Vienna Circle on the problem of perfect foresight.  Morgenstern often referred to an episode in Conan Doyle's story 'The Final Problem', which describes the 'final' intellectual battle between Sherlock Holmes and the  mathematician, Professor Moriarty which results in them both falling to apparent death in the Reichenbach Falls.  At the start of the adventure Holmes and Watson are trying to flee to the Continent, pursued by the murderous Moriarty.   Watson and Holmes are sat on the train to the Channel ports
[Watson] ``As this is an express and the boat runs in connection with it, I should think we have shaken [Moriarty] off very effectively.''

"My dear Watson, you evidently did not realise my meaning when I said that this man may be taken as being quite on the same intellectual plane as myself.  You do not imagine that if I were the pursuer I should allow myself to be baffled by so slight an obstacle.  Why, then, should you think so lowly of him?''

For Morgenstern this captured the fundamental problem of economics. While Frank Knight had  realised that profit was impossible without unquantifiable uncertainty, Mogernstern came to think that perfect foresight was pointless in economics.  If the world was full of Laplacian demons making rational decisions then everything would, in effect, grind to a halt with the economy reaching its equilibrium where it would remain forever. There is a story in the Zen tradition of two Go masters playing a game.  The first player places their stone on the board, and after considering the implications of this first move, the second player concludes that they have lost and resigns.  This is the consequence of perfect foresight. 

 Morgenstern offers a more individualistic alternative, writing
always there is exhibited an endless chain of reciprocally conjectural reactions and counter-reactions.  This chain can never be broken by an act of knowledge but always through an arbitrary act - a resolution.
The imp of the perverse would confound Laplace's demon by doing something unexpected, irrational and inspired.  It was this feature of the social science that makes it fundamentally different from the natural sciences, since physics is never perverse.  It is also a justification for the Austrian economic schools interest with individuality

Heather argues this is a neoliberal position, but I cannot see the link based on how I understand neoliberalism.  From the economic perspective (where the term originates, I believe) neoliberalism is a synthesis of classical liberalism and strong states, it was a "middle way" between free-markets and state-intervention. Pinochet's Chile characterises neoliberalism; Reagan, Thatcher, Clinton, Blair and Bush are neoliberals because they head strong centralised governments; UKIP are neoliberals, Ayn Rand and the Tea Party are not because they look to restrict the role of governments and so are classical liberals.  Will Smith is taking a liberal position, not a neoliberal position, and that tradition has its roots in Locke's politics and empiricism.

There is a link to my research here.  The Scholastics followed Aristotle  in recognising the vital role markets played in keeping societies together (this is illiberal-see this paper that coined the term neoliberal) and they began to realise that markets were places were communities determined an 'objective' market price based on collective, not personal, need.  This diverged from Aristotle who had only considered individual exchange in Nicomachean Ethics.  In addition, the 'market price' was impersonal, it did not matter whether you were an Emperor, king, lord, knight, peasant or priest, the price was the price and could not be controlled.  This  had theological significance for Aquinas, the order in markets, what Adam Smith would term "the hidden hand'' five hundred years later,  implied to the Dominican that there was  an 'active' intelligence guiding the market.  Not only was there order in nature but there was order in the cities, an order independent of the will of Kings and Emperors,  evidence for God's existence.  This was starkly demonstrated in 1304-1305 when economic instability and a market failure led the French King, Philip the Fair, to issue decrees fixing the price of bread.  His decrees failed spectacularly, clear evidence to the scholars that it was 'God' and not the King, who governed nature. This episode can be seen as one of the streams that flowed into Enlightenment conceptions of democracy.




Paul Ernest  April 25, 2014 at 7:04 pm

Picking out 2+2 as a symbolic icon for mathematics is very interesting, and as you say, Heather, 2+2=4 and 2+2=5 can play iconic roles representing different things. 2+2=4 can represent truth or even self-evident truth, while 2+2=5 can represent falsehood, error or even sin. For there is an elision of meaning between incorrect = error = wrong (not right) = sin (not good). Traditional answer-centred school mathematics demonizes errors and sometimes slips into such elisions of meaning punishing children’s error as sins. However you point out that 2+2=5 can signify freedom from constraining authority, logic, and represents a creative redefining of meaning – in the case of Will Smith. This is not as ridiculous as it seems for we know in maths 1+1=0, 1+1=1, 1+1=2 and 1+1=10 are all true in different arithmetic systems, and 1+1=2 plays an iconic role similar to 2+2=4. Part of the creativity of mathematics is that one can redefine operations and functions and explore new systems. (Note that in the context of calculating to the nearest cm 2.4cm + 2.3cm = 5cm represents what is elsewhere an erroneous sum as correct). 2+2=5 signifies the opposite for Winston and 1984 where truth is forced to bend, yield and is vanquished by naked authoritarian power. There are many popular cartoons and jokes based on some of these contrasts which I would have liked to include but this margin is too narrow to contain them.



On Apr 25, 2014 Tony Gardiner [anthony.d.gardiner AT gmail.com] wrote:

"For Winston, holding onto mathematical absolutes means holding onto beauty, truth and humanity, against an oppressive system. 
For Will, holding onto mathematical absolutes means holding onto constraint, compulsion and rigidity, against possibilities and redemption."

Is it just like "my favourite colour" - where different choices can both be fine?
Or is one (or both) of them talking nonsense?  (In which case, one had better get off the fence and decide which one - if any.)

Tony

On Apr 25, 2014  Emil Simeonov [emil.simeonov AT technikum-wien.at] wrote:

Language reflects and abstracts experience, and so does mathematical language. Of course one (who??) could create a game where 2 + 2 equals 5. We could even create a story or a fairy tale – every time one has two oranges in a box and then adds two more sees that one additional orange has appeared so that now there are 5 oranges in the box. The question now is how to go on. Should this hold for 2 + 3 as well or should 2 + 3 lead to 7? Anyhow… if one manages to construct such a game (and I would be very interested to see it) the next question will be whether this game is interesting enough to be played.
 
The interesting thing about mathematics is that it is a kind of meta-narrative (as a language) and can be used to create many different ‘concrete’ stories – again the question is “For whom?”. The new 2 + 2 = 5 game will probably not have this “property” – it will not correspond to experience and hence its stories will be highly artificial. Maybe this shows the link between Will and Winston – Will might serve well as dictator  - or maybe he does not want to make propaganda about 2 + 2 = 5? In this case he is the very proponent of “tolerance”, because it will mean that everybody should be “empowered” to construct an own system (Jackie Chan might opt for 2 + 2 = 7 and a conservative like John Wayne will probably stay with 2 + 2 = 4). Does experience allow so much choice? (Will’s position allows him actually to play both roles in the Winston clip – it would make a nice exercise for an acting class – use the same argument for the good guy and then for the bad guy)
 
The very playing of the game creates experience so we do not have to bother about oranges but just about how many research articles can be produced out of the study of such a game like 2 + 2 = 5. Is it “rich” in “structure”? There are enough subfields in mathematics which are based only on intrinsic experience, like the theory of large cardinals. But the theory of large cardinals is ‘obviously’ rich in structure, contains a lot of “hard” problems, of conjectures, of “insight” which makes it “high-brow” mathematics, and 2 + 2 = 5 has still to prove this.
 
By the way, one “definition” of a code in semiotics is that a code is something one can lie with. I find this definition very useful because it contains both a connection to and a distance from experience and it clearly deals with communication. So I would be actually interested in the boundaries of the 2 + 2 = 5 game experience. What does it allow and what not? What are the rules there, because as a true follower of Will I would like to brake them immediately. A rebel in an environment devoid of rules would be a really tragic figure.
 
Emil

P.S.: I remember to have read  a citation of Kandinsky but I could not find it now. It goes approximately like this: Two fishes plus two fishes  make four fishes but two yellow plus two yellow makes what??
 
P.S.2: Concerning Wittgenstein’s ‘We could not say of an “illogical” world what it would look like.’ I think that both language and logic are extracted from experience so the priorities have to be switched around. There is one thought by Pascal (from his Pensées) which fits very well here: ‘Habit is a second nature that destroys the first. But what is nature? Why is habit not natural? I am very much afraid that nature itself is only a first habit, just as habit is a second nature.‘ This makes Wittgenstein’s statement tautological, which he is probably very much aware of in the Philosophical Investigations.
 

On Apr 25, 2014, Johnson, Timothy C" <T.C.Johnson AT hw.ac.uk> wrote:

I have a similar take, made public (because Brendan needs to show to the AHRC that a network has emerged!)
https://sites.google.com/site/mathematicalcultures/blog/willsmithsmathematics
Tim


On Apr 25, 2014 Alexandre Borovik [alexandre AT borovik.net] wrote:

Hmm, where have I heard about "the triumph of the will"?

I personally do not see much difference in the status of two statements:

"There is liquid water on the Earth"

"2 plus 2 is 4"

In case of failure of any of them, we would not be around arguing about 
Will Smith's philosophical views; this is perhaps obvious for the 
former, the latter perhaps needs explanation; unfortunately anything 
that comes to mind is excessively high-brow for this dispute. The role 
of Helium-4 in the Universe, its evolution and stability, perhaps? Or, 
closer to us as human beings, the consistency of thresholds for firing 
of neurons?

I avoided raising this issue in my talk, but here I have  to quote from 
"The Revolt of the Masses" by J Ortega y Gasset. These words were 
written in 1932, when the temptations offered by "the triumph of the 
will" were already becoming too apparent:

"For myself,  this matter of the disproportion between the profit which 
the average man draws from science and the gratitude which he returns -- 
or,  rather,  does not return - to it; this is much more terrifying. 
[...] The European who is beginning to predominate - must then be,  in 
relation to the complex civilisation into which he has been born,  a 
primitive man, a barbarian appearing on the stage through the trap-door, 
  a "vertical invader.""

Best -- Sasha


On Apr 26, 2014 Emil Simeonov [emil.simeonov AT technikum-wien.at] wrote:

Dear all,
 
we should make clear if we want to restrict mathematics to ‘2 + 2 as it happens in the world’ which might mean something like ‘There is liquid water on the Earth’ or speaking with Arnold’s words to consider mathematics as ‘the cheapest part of physics’. Then we should immediately ban the theory of large cardinals from mathematics and speak up to relevant research funding institutions (NSF, etc.) to stop paying for this area of research.
 
Mathematics does not happen in the world but in the mind of mathematicians and as it deals with abstract items like ‘2’ (there is no 2 in the world, there are 2 oranges or 2 chairs) and abstract expressions like ‘2 + 2’ it needs some kind of coding, of language in order to be represented. By this I mean that one cannot avoid issues of language (in the broadest sense semiotic issues) when reflecting upon mathematics and upon mathematicians (by whoever).
 
On the other hand the mind of a mathematician is embedded in ‘the world’, so reasonable questions would be: How does ‘the world’ influence the mind of a mathematician? How is a mathematician’s mindset formed? Are there boundaries? One comes back to Pascal’s thought that ‘…nature itself might be only a first habit, just as habit is a second nature’ since we have to reflect upon nature by using a mind which is formed by nature. (Speaking with Collingwood, one cannot abstract everything. What remains, as hidden as it might be, are what Collingwood calls ‘absolute presuppositions’.)
 
The question in mathematics is not just ‘What is correct?’ and not even ‘What is thinkable?’ but moreover ‘What is interesting?’, and, paraphrasing Hardy, ‘What is important?’ (besides the equally relevant and in practice preceding questions of ‘Why’ and ‘How’). By this I mean that if a sufficient number of ‘relevant’ mathematicians say about a theory of 2 + 2 = 5 ‘Aha, this looks/sounds interesting!’ or ‘This seems to be important, because …’ then it will become part of mathematics (with all historical possibilities like e.g. turning out later to be not as relevant as expected).
 
Emil
 

On Apr 26, 2014 Alexandre Borovik [alexandre AT borovik.net] wrote:

First of all -- cordial thanks to Heather for starting this fascinating discussion.

Writing for the circle of friends, I can confess that this discussion has deeply personal meaning for me and for my work both in mathematical research and mathematical education.

Michael, please, help me with exact reference to

 > a parable that Wittgenstein uses. In the parable,
 >     a child counts correctly up to 1000 by twos, then continues "1004,
 >     1008, 1012" and is immediately corrected by the teacher.

This is what I was doing a few days ago with my 5 years old grandson. He was counting by twos up to 100, using a pattern of bricks in a pavement on a busy street as a physical model of the natural series (to the great amusement of passer-byes). When he reached 100, I said:

"and the same continues".

He: "and if from a thousand, then this is one thousand two, one thousand 
four ...."

I: "of course!"

He: "and then two thousand, two thousand two ..."

I: "Yes, of course. But you have to get to two thousand first. And on the way go through numbers like one thousand two hundred thirty four. It takes time."

My grandson thought a bit and agreed, that yes, it takes time. What was interesting in our conversations this week, my grandson, as 

soon as he answered  my question of the kind as "Two cows - how many 
teats do they have?", he immediately responded by asking me a more abstract version of the same question: "And two hundred cows?"   and was deeply satisfied by my answers: "Of course, eight hundred teats! What's the difference? One cow - four teats, a hundred cows -- four hundred teats, two hundred cows - eight hundred teats."

It was interesting to see how natural and interesting was for a child to move from numbers as descriptions of the real world (bricks in the pavement, a full sized plastic cow in a chocolate museum) to numbers as descriptors of abstract concepts (you would of course agree that eight hundred teats is a very abstract concept indeed). Also, what my grandson obviously liked was that my answers to his abstract questions were instant, as if I was talking about something real, something I could see in front of me right then and there.

Mathematics is a parallel universe to the physical world; its objects and structures can be used for modelling the physical reality, but if we wish to avoid the situation when our models "are not even wrong", our mathematics has to be *consistent* (at least in some restricted technical sense).

I have to make my earlier assertion a bit more precise: "2 + 2 = 5" is 
unacceptable not because it contradicts the observed  behaviour of 
physical objects, but because it poisons mathematics by making it 
difficult to reconcile mathematics with itself. But this is an idea that 
is much harder to convey than an observation that if you have to replace 
car tires in front of the car and two tires in back you need 2 + 2 = 4 
tires.

In my research mathematics, I have been working for some time in a 
locally consistent, but globally inconsistent version of the 
quantum-mechanical universe (or microverse). And my aim was to *crash* 
this universe by forcing division by zero, and turn, as it happens in 
some sci-fi stories, the starred sky into the Blue Screen of Death. I am 
pleased to say that my co-author Sukru Yalcinkaya and I have succeeded 
in doing that.

If you are not bored yet, I can try to explain this work in a separate 
email.

Best wishes – Sasha


On Apr 26, 2014  Alexandre Borovik [alexandre AT borovik.net] wrote:

One of the best replies to an ignorant statement by a public figure was 
given in relation to Robert Kilroy-Silk's infamous proclamation that 
Arabs had never contributed anything to civilisation.

"Sir,

I am prepared to accept that Mr Kilroy-Silk has never heard the words 
"algebra" or "algorithm" but I trust he is familiar with "alcohol"."

Sasha


On Apr 26, 2014 Michael J. Barany [mbarany AT princeton.edu] wrote:

The Wittgenstein passage is sections 143 and (especially) 185 of Philosophical Investigations. Lynch vs. Bloor is in Science as Practice and Culture (Chicago, 1992).

Emil, I'm afraid I was misleading with my reference to "in the world". One of course can look to counting oranges or changing tires, but what I had in mind was something that included as well Sasha's grandson asking about hundreds of cows, Jean Lave's subjects reckoning in daily life, and Michael H using tricks in category theory. The point was that "the philosophers' 2+2" is often an impoverished substitute for the things users of mathematics (including mathematicians) do. I suppose this is a case for the Philosophy of Mathematical Practice known better by many on this list than by me, but also for a particular form of it. Because "the philosophers' 2+2 in practice" can again look quite different from the things users of mathematics do, by and large. And that was my concern with the language-game-ification of 2+2 in the rather ideal-semiotic terms from your earlier message.

I'd also hesitate at the idea (although this is perhaps not what you meant) that the mental experience of mathematics means it is not also (or even foremost) in the world, or that abstract expressions are, by virtue of their abstractness, unworldly. But that is a topic well-trod in the history of the philosophy of mathematics, so probably best not to rehearse it here.



On Apr 28, 2014  Alexandre Borovik [alexandre AT borovik.net] wrote:

I cannot resist the temptation to comment further on Wittgenstein's  parable of counting. In my book "Shadows of the truth" I collected some number of testimonies about early counting experience. This one comes  from Viktor Verbovskiy, a mathematical logician (p. 214):

When I was 7 or 8 year old, my uncle decided to teach me to count up to a million. I do not remember up to what number I could count at that time. Teaching was done in an abbreviated form: . . . after a thousand goes two thousand, then three thousand, . . . , ten thousand, eleven thousand, twenty thousand, thirty thousand, . . . , one hundred thousand, two hundred thousand, three hundred thousand, . . . , one million. I accepted that as a literal truth, and came to conclusion that one thousand multiplied by 37 gives one million. That is, it was assumed that one thousand is followed by one thousand and one, but I somehow missed that point, since it was not told to me explicitly. But when I told to my big brother  about my discovery that one thousand multiplied by 37 makes a million he looked at me as if I was crazy, I was embarrassed, started to think and everything somehow fell into its place (although I do not remember how long it took). [...]

It has to be emphasised: little Victor ***CORRECTLY*** guessed the formal recursive definition of multiplication, he only applied it in the  wrong place.

I am a Chomskyan in sharing his belief that children possess an innate neural mechanism for generating parsing rules for symbolic input. This is how they learn their language. This is also how they interiorise  mathematics -- by generating mathematical structures for symbolic, social, physical worlds around them. Some of these structures are  supported by their cultural and educational environment, some not -- and wilt away. But I believe that (more frequently than not) these shy green shoots have potential to blossom in less harsh environment.

And children are also little Occams, for the obvious reason -- they do not like to overstretch themselves.

Best wishes -- Sasha


On Apr 28, 2014 Brendan Larvor [phlqbpl AT herts.ac.uk] wrote:

Dear all,
 This is great stuff.  I’ve some thoughts about Wittgenstein (who has not?), but in the meantime I’ve been swapping tweets with Matthew:
 
https://twitter.com/BrendanLarvor

Starting with the raw material of Will Smith's ambition to be an idea...  He isn't speaking clearly enough for us to decide whether his claimed ability to determine by fiat that 2+2=5 is a metaphor, an instance or parable or what.  Nor can we easily judge how much hyperbole separates what he says from what he would say to a more Socratic interviewer than this (assuming he would engage at all).  But nevertheless, we know what he's saying--it's the old familiar quarter-truth that you can do and be anything you like if you go at it with enough intelligence and energy.  Obviously, he can't just go on telly and say that, because that's so banal in US popular culture that even TV would notice.  So he has to up the ante. 
 
For our purposes, the question is why he settles on 2+2=4.  I think it matters that he went for the relatively abstract matter of arithmetic.  If he had gone for something physical to illustrate how the universe parts like water before his onward march, it would have sounded too mad even for this context where A-listers get to talk rubbish ("If I decide to walk straight to the west coast, the Rocky mountains will get out of my way!"--someone on Twitter would have challenged him to do it).  And if he'd abandoned metaphor (or metaphysics or whatever it was) to talk about social reality, well... "If I really decide to do something and work at it, the structural racial injustices of our society will not impede me".  If he had said that, we can imagine what viewers would have made of it.  Simple arithmetic suited his purpose because it has this odd nature: it's philosophically deep yet utterly quotidian, abstract yet practical, a universal element of human experience and yet the object of research that might as well, for almost everybody, be the glass bead game (http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Glass_Bead_Game).  He kept it abstract: he didn't say "I could will it that you could lay two apples on the table and then two more and somehow have five apples". 
 
So, 2+2=4 here functions as a paradigm of a basic truth that cannot be altered, except by God-like Will-power.  But it can only play the role it does because it lacks the vividness of the immediately empirical. 
 
Which brings me to Bloor and Wittgenstein.  I gave up on Bloor early, because it seemed to me that his theory is a machine for writing bad history.  The causes he invokes don't operate with sufficient finesse on the things that he would have them explain.  Power does not care whether or not we adopt quaternions.  I think this is that Michael Barany said (is it?). 
 
Incidentally, Sasha's talk of 'poisoning' would be a cue for a Bloorite to start talking about Mary Douglas and hygiene--does anyone here think that would be insightful on this question: what is the proper reply to the suggestion that LW's stuff about rule-following leaves it whimsically open what one should do at 100, having got there by adding one? 
 
Bloor’s reading of Wittgenstein on arithmetical rule-following has the effect it does for the same reason that 2+2=4 can function as it does in Will Smith’s self-aggrandisement. 
 
I should add that Bloor wrote me a very nice and useful letter when I wrote to him out of the blue in about 1990.  He suggested I read Proofs and Refutations. 
  
Michael H. has mentioned Hacking's new book, which I'm currently reading.  He's very careful in his use of Wittgenstein, and the main positive thing he takes from LW is this (translated) phrase: "The motley of mathematics".  The original is “ein buntes Gemisch” and Hacking spends a couple of pages on the translation of this phrase, comparing Anscombe’s motley with Muehlhoelzer’s ‘colourful mix’.  He favours ‘motley’ because he thinks the original has the sense of a mixture of different sorts of thing, whereas a colourful mix could be a colourful mix of one sort of thing.  E.g. balloons. 
 
Good night all,
 
Brendan
 

Heather

Tim Johnson also has some reflections on Will Smith’s take on 2+2 and my take on this here: http://magic-maths-money.blogspot.co.uk/2014/04/when-being-wrong-is-right.html

Tim Johnson   Tuesday, 29 April 2014
[bookmark: 4929159070178010515]When being wrong is right
inShare Email ThisBlogThis!Share to TwitterShare to Facebook 
I attended the Mathematical Cultures workshop/conference at the London Mathematical Society at the start of the month where I presented Is fairness a mathematical concept in the context of how the culture of mathematics contributed to the Financial Crisis.  Specifically, I began my talk with this quote from the UK's Parliamentary Commission on Banking Standards Report (Volume 2)
89. The Basel II international capital requirements regime allowed banks granted “advanced status” by the regulator to use internal mathematical models to calculate the risk weightings of assets on their balance sheets. Andy Haldane described this as being equivalent to allowing banks to mark their own examination papers. A fog of complexity enabled banks to con regulators about their risk exposures:
[...] unnecessary complexity is a recipe for […] ripping off […], in the pulling of the wool over the eyes of the  regulators about how much risk is actually on the balance sheet, through complex models. 
 (my emphasis) 
and I ended it with this clip from a 1999 BBC science program on Black-Scholes-Merton and the collapse of LTCM (the speaker is Paul Samuelson) (the clip starts at 12:20 in the original programme)

My observation is that there is a culture of mathematics being a magical language that unlocks the secrets of the universe. This is captured in many popular representations of mathematics: in Darren Aronofsky's film Pi, that links maths, kabbalah and finance
[image: http://1.bp.blogspot.com/-20CST6ye-e4/U198f-MpzoI/AAAAAAAABW0/DZY05P2uxTM/s1600/Pi.png]
the Da Vinci Code
[image: http://4.bp.blogspot.com/-MPkZHszuxFQ/U198oLstjQI/AAAAAAAABW8/6FbP-zOHfdo/s1600/DVC.jpg]

Marcus Du Sautoy's The Code
[image: http://1.bp.blogspot.com/-wLbRLbQ9IF4/U198w906BjI/AAAAAAAABXE/aXgArSA47yM/s1600/Sautoy.jpg]

even Simon Singh's book on the Simpsons
[image: http://4.bp.blogspot.com/-RPgyi2AZp6k/U1985zBn9jI/AAAAAAAABXM/nzDuEwTYe6s/s1600/Simpsons.jpg]

(for those who don't want to buy the Simpson's book, there is a long standing web-site)

On Saturday, I listened to Bridget Kendall's show 'The Forum'.  Kendall is well known in the UK for having been the BBC's Moscow correspondent during the 1991 coup and rise of Boris Yeltsin, and then the BBC's Washington correspondent.  Less well known, she is the daughter of Britain's most important probabilist of the twentieth century, David Kendall, and her brother is a probabilist at Warwick - I suspect she has a good grasp of mathematics.

Kendall begins the programme by asking Max Tegmark, an MIT cosmologist, about the idea of "maths as a kind of key" in this excerpt starting at 2:35 of the programme. Tegmark is committed to mathematical realism and believes that ultimately, mathematics enables us to "ultimately predict the future" (at 0:55 in the except, 3:30 in the original).

I see a strong connection between Haldane's criticism of the use of maths in finance and Samuelson's and Tegmark's mathematical realism.  To paraphrase William Tait's description of mathematical realism:
A mathematical proposition  is about a certain structure, financial markets. It refers to prices and relations among them. If it is true, it is so in virtue of a certain fact about this structure. And this fact may obtain even if we do not or cannot know that it does.
The maths makes the financial theory true.

Following the meeting Heather Mendick shared a post where she contrasts Will Smith being constrained by the mathematical fact that 2+2=4, with Orwell's presentation that "Freedom is the freedom to say that two plus two equals four".

Heather sees Smith's approach as being an example of "extreme neoliberalism", (I think she means extreme liberalism), but I argued that there is a connection between Orwell's "freedom" to claim 2+2=4 in the context of empiricism and Will Smith's (I assume, metaphorical) rejection of 2+2=4 as a rejection of imposed authority.

What struck me when listening to The Forum was how the discussion developed immediately after the except above. In this excerpt, starting at 3:41, Kendall asks Tegmark to explain how  accepting the rules of mathematics leads to a belief in parallel universes.  I have recently shared my views on multi-verses, and my belief is that they are a fiction resulting from an incomplete understanding of the mathematical physics.  Tegmark supports my view that multi-verses are a mathematical consequence but his Platonism forces him to believe in multi-verses.  In this context, comparing Will Smith to Max Tegmark, who is wrong in rejecting mathematical truths.  We all recognise Smith is wrong, even probably Smith, but at the same time it is difficult to reject what Tegmark argues, despite the fact that Kendall comments that to the "uninitiated" it all looks like make-believe (at 2:30 in the except, 6:11 in the original).

We label Smith as "ignorant" for presenting the claim that 2+2=5 in the context of advocating people reject the status quo, but we are expected to believe in multiverses.  Haldane’s criticism (probably) referred to the London Whale, where by presenting mathematics traders at J.P. Morgan reduced the liability of a portfolio from $22 billion to $13 billion (I may be inaccurate here, but the order of magnitude is correct).  To the "uninitiated" it all looked like make believe, but, like multi-verses, it carries the authority of mathematics.

Something that always appealed to me about science is its iconoclasm: science is right because it is happy to destroy its icons and move on.  We criticise Smith but venerate Galileo for rejecting the Ptolomaic system, despite the fact he the Dialogue is spectacularly wrong on the tides (e.g. Aiton, Brown).  Galileo is wrong, as the Inquisition realised, but he was right.

If economics is real in the Platonic sense, and can be described by exact mathematical equations, it will eventually grind to a halt.  This was the concern of many economists in the first half of the twentieth century, Knight, Keynes and the Austrians all agreed on the significance of uncertainty and unpredictability in determining economic affairs.  The organiser of the Mathematical Cultures conference, the philosopher Brendan Larvor, remarked


On Apr 29, 2014  Alexandre Borovik [alexandre AT  borovik.net] wrote:


Dear All,

I apologise for continuing my musings on Wittgenstein, Lynch and Bloor

On 26/04/2014 15:35, Michael J. Barany wrote:
> Wittgenstein points out that, on the basis of the child’s experience
>>>counting to 1000 by twos, there was nothing that formally ruled out his
>>>continuing as he did. There are many possible rules to tell the child
>>>how to continue, and the teacher’s choice, as with the child’s (and as
>>>with Smith or Winston’s continuation of ³2+2=³), will always be
>>>arbitrary. Who is the child, or the teacher, or Wittgenstein, or we the
>>>readers to say which is right, or (and this is Wittgenstein’s key point)
>>>which is_necessarily true_?
>>>
>>>And yet, we_know_  what the right answer is. We side with the teacher
>>>and not the child. Lynch and Bloor ask why.
 >

The answer why WE know what is the right answer lies in  the fundamental 
principle of mathematical practice that I call, for the lack of better 
name, the "Economy Principle":

A mathematician has an instinctive tendency to favour objects,
processes and rules with the simplest possible descriptions or
formulations.

To some extent it is a general tendency of the human mind; it is taken 
for granted, for example, by composers of IQ tests, where answers to 
various problems of the type

(*) continue the following sequence:  1, 3, 6, 10, 15 ...

are expected to be based on the assumptions (which incidentally
are never stated) that

(a) the numbers or objects in the sequence are supposed to
be built consecutively one by one, and

(b) the rule for construction has to be as simple as possible.

In that particular case, one can easily observe that consecutive 
increments in the sequence are 2, 3, 4, 5 and therefore a likely 
continuation of the sequence is

1, 3, 6, 10, 15, 21, 28 ...

Number sequences in IQ tests  provide some of the best mathematical 
entertainment on the Internet: use Google to find an IQ test, copy a 
sequence and paste it in the search engine of N. J. A. Sloane's "On-Line 
Encyclopedia of Integer Sequences", http://oeis.org/. Then look in awe 
at the astonishing number of mathematically meaningful
descriptions and ways to continue the sequence. Notice that each
of the sequences has actually appeared in some mathematical
problem---the "Encyclopedia" provides comprehensive
references (just look at http://oeis.org/A000027)! For example, one of 
the ways to continue our sequence

1, 3, 6, 10, 15
is
1, 3, 6, 10, 15, 20, 27, 34, 42 ...

(sequence A047800). It has the explanation that its n-th term  is the
number of different values of  i^2 + j^2  for i and j running through 
the integers in the interval [1,n].

However, we instinctively know that the first answer is ``right''
because its description is simpler. Our intuition is reflected in
an important  concept of modern computer science: "Kolmogorov
complexity". Kolmogorov complexity of a word (or a sequence), as 
Kolmogorov himself has defined it, is the length of the shortest program 
producing that word (or, in lay terms of the shortest description of the 
word).

I have already mentioned that children are little Occams.

In his classical study of psychology of mathematical abilities in
children, Vadim Krutetskii emphasizes that striving for clarity, 
simplicity and economy in a solution is one of the most important signs 
of mathematical ability in children. I quote an example.

Krutetskii's interviewee is 9-year-old Sonya L.

<<<QUOTE
Problem. A father and his son are workers, and they walk from home to 
the plant. The father covers the distance in 40 minutes, the son in 30 
minutes. In how many minutes will the son overtake the father if the 
latter leaves home 5 minutes earlier than the son?

Usual method of solution [by 12-13 year old children]:

In 1 minute the father covers 1/40 of the way, the son 1/30.
The difference in their speed is 1/120. In 5 minutes the father
covers 1/8 of the distance. The son will overtake him in

1/8 : 1/120 = 15 minutes.

Sonya's solution: ``The father left 5 minutes earlier
than the son; therefore he will arrive 5 minutes later. Then the
son will overtake him at exactly halfway, that is, in 15
minutes.''
UNQUOTE>>>

Where this "economy of thought" comes from in case of Sony's solution? 
 From her seeing symmetry in the ***real world scenario*** described in 
the problem, from an ***additional*** mathematical structure that she 
felt (but which, most likely, was never mentioned to her at school).

I published at http://education.lms.ac.uk/2013/05/3-1-2/ a translation 
of a fragment of a paper of 1946 by I. V. Arnold (yes, he was the father 
of V.I. Arnold), 20 arithmetic "word" problems which are all solved by 
the same arithmetic operation 3 - 1 = 2.

I.V. Arnold gives a remarkably important summary:

<<<QUOTE
These examples clearly show that teaching arithmetic involves, as a key 
component, the development of  an ability to negotiate situations whose 
concrete natures represent very different relations between magnitudes 
and quantities. the difference between the “arithmetic” approach to 
solving problems and the algebraic one is, primarily the need to make a 
  concrete and sensible interpretation of all the values which are used 
and/or which appear in the discourse. [emphasis is mine -- ab]
unquote>>>

it is this "need to make a  concrete and sensible interpretation of all 
the values" forces children to discover mathematical in their nature 
structural relations of world. Look at problem no. 5 from I.V. Arnold's 
list:

"How many cuts do you have to make to saw a log into 3 pieces?"

This is 1-dimensional version of Euler's Formula. This is the seed of 
algebraic topology. When you look at the problems in the list -- they 
are all about mathematical structures which describe the real world and 
which for this reason are discovered, in some or other form, by children.

What is happening in school is the systematic suppression of children's 
own discoveries.

And proposals to teach children "modelling" after they were deprived of 
basic one-step and two-steps word problems which would help them to 
discover and understand the structures of the world around them -- this 
should be classified as an especially cruel form of child abuse.

Best wishes -- Sasha


On Apr 29, 2014 Michael J. Barany [mbarany AT  princeton.edu] wrote:

Sasha, what makes you say the Economy Principle (and related judgements)
are "instinctive"? Surely its users have had many opportunities to learn
to recognize economy in mathematics, and it is a principle not universally
shared. The political and epistemological difference between "instinctive"
and "learnt" can be huge.

----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------


On Apr 29, 2014 Alexandre Borovik [alexandre AT  borovik.net] wrote:

Dear Michael,

> Sasha, what makes you say the Economy Principle (and related
> judgements) are "instinctive"? [...] 
> The political and epistemological difference between "instinctive"
> and "learnt" can be huge.
>

A very good question indeed, and I agree, it goes to the heart of
education policy.

I think it is part of the Russian pedagogical tradition: a belief (or a
scientific fact?)  that children aged up to 8 or 9 are instinctively
economical in psychological or physical effort -- when they feel that
they need rest, they rest. It was a part of tradition to emphasise the
need to give children opportunities for rest.

Teachers in old Russia were trained in specialised pedagogical colleges
(2 years of education after secondary school, aimed at primary school
teachers) or pedagogical institutes (4 years of education, specialist
mathematics, physics, etc. teachers for middle and secondary school
school). In both cases a course in physiology of child's development was
compulsory

It takes years of conditioning to train children to suppress their
natural defensive mechanisms. Of course, this can be achieved: in some
countries children work 14 hours a day in sweatshops, in others they are
cramming for silly school tests 14 hours a day, or play addictive
computer games 14 hours a day, but neither should be seen as a
physiological norm.

Primary school in the old Russia, (7-11 years old) had 4 lessons a day,
for 45 minutes each, with generous breaks. And three full months of
uninterrupted summer vacations. The basis for learning in the new
academic year was not what was taught in the previous year, but what
children retained after three months out of school -- which is almost
the definition of REALLY deeply interiorised knowledge and skills.

I suspect that the principle of the "economy of thought" is relatively
unknown in the British education tradition because children are not
given a chance to be economical, they are neurotically overstretched
from the early age. For my (university!) students the simple thesis that
"mathematics is the art of avoiding calculations" sounds as a paradox.

I promised to Brendan that I will not criticise the current British
system of education only because it is not as good, in my opinion, as my
own education. And I emphasise that I do not criticise the current state
of education. A criticism would suggest that I am aware of an
alternative -- but I am not. I do not propose any changes and dutifully
do my best to give my utterly unprepared students a chance to learn at
least some morsels of mathematics.

Best – Sasha



On Apr 29, 2014, at 8:48 PM Johnson, Timothy C" <T.C.Johnson AT  hw.ac.uk> wrote:

Will Smith is now following me on Twitter (@TCJUK).  I wonder if I had name checked Wittgenstein I would have got a retweet.
 

On Apr 30, 2014 Michael J. Barany [mbarany AT  princeton.edu] wrote:

I have been following this discussion with great interest from my family's peculiar
vacation retreat, and at this point I wouldn't dream of trying to catch up.  But to put in my two cents on Bloor vs. Lynch, my impression when I read the exchange was that it was shed more light on the sociology of sociology of mathematics than on sociology of mathematics itself.  Maybe this was an intentional effect ("reflexivity").  Bloor's breathtakingly self-serving title "Left and Right Wittgensteinians" is still surprisingly able to irritate me.  I suppose anyone in any field could write one half of a debate and call it let them get away with it, and in 1992 sociology of mathematics was one of them.  

And two more cents on the question of 2 + 2 = 5:  there is no reason to believe that the effects of power and the forces of habit that govern the adoption of the usual reaction to that equation are in any way analogous to or derived from the effects of power and the forces of habit at play in the adherence to a research program.  

Speaking of which (and incidentally proving that 2 + 2 really does equal at least 5), if and when I ever get around to writing an article on philosophy of mathematics, it will probably be an autobiographical piece called "Trapped in a Degenerating (or degenerative) Research Program" -- or else "Escape from a Degenerating Research Program, depending on how things work out.

Michael


On May 01, 2014 Brendan Larvor [phlqbpl AT  herts.ac.uk] wrote:

Argument by autobiographical induction can now be added to the list of informal argument forms.  Such forms are fascinating because their validity conditions are so delicate.  
 

On May 01, 2014 Michael J. Barany [mbarany AT  princeton.edu] wrote:
 
In my case it won't be an argument, just raw material.  There are so many theories, and so few examples!

Michael

On May 01, 2014 Heather Mendick [Heather.Mendick AT  brunel.ac.uk] wrote:

In sociology, some call it auto/ethnography, H



On May 01, 2014 Norma B. Goethe [ngoethe AT  ffyh.unc.edu.ar] wrote:

I tend to agree with Michael on this, but I guess it depends on how what we understand by ´informal argument´. Brendan, Michael, I am still looking for Hacking´s new (?) book you did refer to in previous comments - what is the title and publisher?


On  May 01, 2014 Michael J. Barany [mbarany AT  princeton.edu] wrote:

Hacking's book is with Cambridge University Press:
http://www.cambridge.org/fr/academic/subjects/philosophy/philosophy-science/why-there-philosophy-mathematics-all

"Why Is There Philosophy of Mathematics At All?"

Michael

On  May 01, 2014 Alexandre Borovik [alexandre AT  borovik.net] wrote:

Dear Michael,

On 30/04/2014 17:11, Michael Harris wrote::
> But to put in my
> two cents on Bloor vs. Lynch, my impression when I read the exchange was
> that it
> was shed more light on the sociology of sociology of mathematics than on
> sociology
> of mathematics itself.  Maybe this was an intentional effect
> ("reflexivity").  Bloor's
> breathtakingly self-serving title "Left and Right Wittgensteinians" is
> still surprisingly able
> to irritate me.  I suppose anyone in any field could write one half of a
> debate and call it
> "Clever and Stupid Wittgensteinians" or whatever, but only certain
> fields at certain
> times would let them get away with it, and in 1992 sociology of
> mathematics was
> one of them.
>

This is a brilliant formulation: I agree, sociology (and a lot of other 
...ologies) of mathematics are fields where anyone can get away with 
anything he/she has said -- because no-one among potential readers of 
his/her papers knows anything about mathematics.

However, mathematics education, as opposed to mathematics, is very 
different, and (at least in this country) can be understood only through 
the prism of political economy and theories of class conflict. Even more 
alarming, Augustin Thierry (1795--1856) could happen to be more relevant 
as a theorist of class struggle -- because of his emphasis on hereditary 
privileges -- than Marx or Engels. This is because in the debate over 
mathematics education in this country no-one (with the exception of Tony 
Gardiner) appears to care about mathematics -- it seems as if 
participants of the debate care only about fighting against, or 
defending, class privileges. Rephrasing the well-known maxim, 
mathematics is the first victim of the class war in education.

Read these remarkable recent words of Nick Gibb MP (Con), former 
Minister for Schools:

<<<QUOTE
As an ex-schools minister I see value in the unions. But they are wrong 
not to join our battle against progressive educationalists.
UNQUOTE>>>

And more:

<<<QUOTE
This might seem like an odd thing for a Conservative MP and former 
schools minister to say, but teaching unions are not the problem with 
our schools. [...]  Who is to blame for our education system slipping 
down the international rankings? The answer is the academics in the 
education faculties of universities.
UNQUOTE>>>

(If you cannot believe your eyes, check 
http://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2014/apr/23/teaching-unions-arent-problem-universities-schools-minister.)

The statements from the other side of the barricades are no less 
colourful. I heard, on two different occasions, from much respected 
members of the mathematics education community,  that (a) fractions, and 
(b) long division were elitist.

If this is not the language of class war, than what is it? And should 
mathematicians remain silent bystanders in this unholy war?

Best wishes – Sasha


On 2 May 2014 13:41, Ernest, Paul <P.Ernest AT  exeter.ac.uk> wrote:

Sasha

You have a great power to provoke in your announcements! Like Raymond Chandler's hero Phillip Marlowe commenting on a sign saying "only genuine scotch whiskey served here" in a cheap bar, I gave up counting after noticing three falsehoods ...

Just to address a couple of misconceptions - I have never heard anybody refer to fractions, long division or any other mathematical content as elitist in my 40+ years in mathematics and mathematics education. I would also gauge that my fellow mathematics educationists are Normally distributed over the political spectrum. But of course none of this matters! What matters is the evidence and arguments in the research papers!  No-one discounts the mathematician Lawvere because he is/was a Maoist!

Heather makes a powerful point about Will Smith as a neoliberal whose will (no pun intended) is enough to bend the rules of mathematics to 2+2=5. At first I struggled with this characterisation - but then I realized that the patron saint of neoliberalism is Ayn Rand whose overt philosophy concerns the virtue of selfishness - unfettered freedom being the axiom of libertarianism. So the selfish and self-made Nietzschean uber-mensch is the ultimate neoliberal hero!

I also think that some of the great mathematicians act like Will Smith. Hamilton decided that xy =/= yx, Cantor that w+1=w, etc. Bending some rules (with conservation of many others) opens up whole new universes of theory. Mathematics is only constrained by consistency (and even there, there are researchers looking at fudging that!). As Blake said - anything that can be imagined is an image of truth! This probably only holds in mathematics!

It may be that this rule breaking power of genius mathematicians defines the pinnacle of an elitist system. Mathematics (or at least the world of mathematicians) is deeply elitist within itself - but based on a mathematical meritocracy. The geniuses (I eschew genii)  reside at the summit of Mount Olympus. Lesser mathematicians are found scattered down the slopes according to their status and rank. Non-mathematicians are not on the mountain at all. Do I hear the call for mathematics educationists to be banished to the plains as well?

Best wishes

Paul



On 2 May 2014 13:41, Tony Gardiner [anthony.d.gardiner AT  gmail.com]> wrote:

"I have never heard anybody refer to fractions, long division or any other mathematical content as elitist in my 40+ years in mathematics and mathematics education."

I am in no position to refute such a statement. What Paul has or hasn't heard is "beyond my ken".

However, I have been confronted by such comments regularly over the same period: indeed, I finally despaired of one of our math teachers' organisations in the early 1980s when I had heard "Who needs fractions?" (and "Who uses textbooks?") one time too often.  

And as the person who set up and ran the UK pyramid of challenges and olympiads after 1988, and who made sure that they focused on quality problems without being "elitist" (i.e. prematurely "advanced"), I have seen at first hand over 25 years how the best 500-1000 students in each school year (= Grade) have, or have not, been taught what they need to learn about their tables, fractions, etc. (but not long division, since we would not dare to set a problem involving long division because almost no ordinary schools teach it to fluency).  And I have to report that one could summarise the national picture as reflecting a "class struggle": these basic techniques are taught in schools that serve the controlling classes, and they are systematically denied to those who come from the bulk of the population (who have to depend on their ingenuity to get by without them - with predictable consequences: some succeed, but most have no chance).      

"Long division" has been repeatedly repudiated as irrelevant in the curriculum debates of the last 4 years - partly because Nick Gibb embraced it rather too determinedly (I once spent over an hour on the phone to him trying to explain why it was important, but nowhere near as important or natural as he claimed).  If Paul wants a reference for the reclassification of long division as "elitist", he could do worse than go back to the Cockcroft report (1982), and subsequent bowdlerisations: the Cockcroft report tried to present a balanced argument to undermine long division.  Subsequent publications (including from Her Majesty's Inspectors: try "Mathematics 5-16") went further.  Long multiplication has suffered much the same fate. 
The English preference is to replace these "difficult" things by "more transparent" substitutes ("Ersaetze") -which ordinary kids cannot implement effectively (such as the grid method and "chunking").  I have spent this very morning with 60 primary teachers, and associated "experts", where Sasha's crudely stated position appeared to be substantiated. 
 
Similar claims have been made here in England over the same period on behalf of "learning one's tables".  

All of these topics have been sidelined as "OK for those in private schools, or those who really want to be pure mathematicians - but irrelevant for almost everyone else" (the network of private "preparatory schools" that feed our successful private and selective schools teach them and expect success almost routinely; almost no one else does - though there is now much more general acceptance than 15 years ago that everyone benefits by "learning their times tables").  Whether that makes them "elitist" or not, others can decide.

Tony


On 2 May 2014, Snezana Lawrence [snezana AT  mathsisgoodforyou.com]  wrote:

Thanks for such a lovely and open dialogue that has developed unexpectedly from a simple reference to Will Smith which took us all the way to Olympus. I have to say that I concur with Sasha and Tony although my interests have been, over the years, not so much about fractions and long division but about geometry. Even the name sometimes seemed dangerously subversive, and any reference to Euclid (for example in Euclidean constructions) in this pursuit has been carefully considered and sometimes negotiated with various colleagues. Further explaining this is probably superfluous. But then again, this should not be such a surprise. History teaches us that every type of curriculum is heavily influenced by politics, even if the politicians decide that mathematicians are decision makers – which mathematicians should be the decision makers is a political question in itself. Had I not been at the (real) mount Olympus itself some years ago, I would say we all need to use our chisel a bit at it to erode the structure, but then it’s such a beautiful mountain, one can only admire it and climb it sometimes. 

Snezana



On 2 May 2014, Johnson, Timothy C [T.C.Johnson AT  hw.ac.uk] wrote:

Paul,

Technical point: Rand is a liberal neo-liberals take a middle path between laisser faire classical liberalism and centralised control. The archetype was Pinochet.  Thatcher, Reagan, Bush, Blair and Clinton are neo-liberals; tea party and UKIP are liberals.

Tim


On 2 May 2014, Tom Archibald [tarchi AT  sfu.ca] wrote:

Thanks to all for many interesting interventions.

Here I will just add a comment of historical character on elitism and arithmetic, with a coda pertaining to the essentially human character of counting and number.

Robert Record's 1543 Grounde of Artes is a small octavo volume (about 10 cm by 15 cm) of 163 pages. I don't know what it cost, though I note that a Geneva bible in octavo would have cost less than a week's wages for a labourer, and I suppose this would be a lot less.

In any case, people did acquire it. It ran to 28 editions in the first hundred years of its existence (as listed in the second edition of Pollard and Redgrave, which stops in 1640) but there were more after that. Now, the main aim of the book is to teach arithmetic through long division. It's designed for self-study by a careful choice of examples. It's career-oriented (as one can tell from the frontispiece, showing a counting house with a reckoning master and clients or students/apprentices) and hence aims in some sense at social mobility. (The co-opting of the working class consciousness had early roots!) 

The goals are plainly stated in the dedicatory preface (pardon the transcription errors and the length):
Sore oftentymes have I lamented with my selfe the infortunate condition of Englond [sic], seyinge so many great clarkes to aryse in sundry other partes of the worlde, and so few to appeare in this our nation: where as for excellencye of naturall wytte (I thynke) fewe nations do matche Englysh men: But I can not impute the cause to any other thyng, then to the contempte or mysregarde of learnyng....though I my selfe be not worthy to be reckened in the nomber of greate learned men, yet am I bold to put my selfe in presse with such abylyte as God hath lent me, though not with so great conynge as many men, yet with as greate affection as any man to helpe my countremen, and will not cease dayly (as much as my small abylyte will suffre me) to endyte some suche thynge that shal be to the enstruction, though not of learned men, yet at the leaste of the vulgar sorte...
But the thing that I like best in this preface is the argument that it is the capacity to use numbers that distinguishes us essentially from the beasts. All mathematics students should know this:

Nother oughte they to esteme this thynge [numbering] of so lytell valewe as many men of lyttell dyscretion oftentymes do: for who so setteth small pryce by the wyttie deuyse and knowledge of numbrynge, he lyttell consydereth it to be the chyefe poynt (in maner) wherby men dyffer from all brute beastes: for as in all other thynges (all most) beastes are partakers with us, so in numbrynge they dyffer clene from us.

The foxe in crafty wyt excedeth most men.
A dogge in smellying hath no man his pere.
To foresyghte of wether if you loke then,
Many beastes excelle man, this is clere.
The wittines of elephants doth letters attayne
But what connyng doth there in the bee remayne?
The emmette forseying the hardnes of winter
Provideth vitayles in tyme of sommer.
The nyghtyngale, the lynet the thrushe the larke,
In musical harmony passe many a clarke.
The hedgehogge of astronomy semeth to knowe.
And stoppeth his cave where the wynde wyll blowe.

Many thynges els of wyttynes of beastes and byrdes myght I here saye (save that an other tyme of them I entende to write) wherin they excell in maner all men, as it is dayly sene: but in nomber was there neuer beaste founde so connyng, that coulde know or discerne one thynge from many, as by dayly experyence you may well consyder, when a bytche hath many whelpes, or a henne many chycken, and lyke wayes of other, what so ever they be, take from them all theyr yonge, sauying only one, and you shall perceyue playnly that they mysse none, though they wyll resyste you in takynge them away, and wyl seke them agayne, yf they maye knowe where they be: but els they wyll never mysse them truely, but take awaye that one that is lefte and then wyll they crye and complayne: and restore to them the one, then are they pleased agayne, so that of nomber this I may iustly say, it is thonely thyng (all most) that separateth man from beastes: He therefore that shall contemne nomber, he declareth hym selfe as brutysshe as a beaste, and unworthy to be counted in the fellowshyp of men.

The preface concludes with a final example of the use of number:
And thus for this tyme wyll I staye my penne, commytynige both you and all yours (good M. Whalleye) to that true fountayne of perfect nomber, which wrought the hole world by nomber and measur: he is trinite in unite, and unite in trinite....

This mystery is not parsed further. The dedicatee is Richard Whalley, whose family wealth was greatly enhanced in the aftermath of the Act of Supremacy and the suppression of the monasteries. Record likewise mentions that the work could be useful for his children (he fathered 25 on three wives).

Cheers
Tom

On May 03, 2014, Emil Simeonov wrote:

[bookmark: _MailEndCompose]Dear all,
 
shouldn’t a philosophy of mathematics (and actually any other ‘philosophy of …‘) reflect upon the experience of people dealing with mathematics? Experience is necessarily autobiographical so I see no problem.
 
I have a certain problem with the issue of the ‘validity’ of an argument. A philosophical argument can be compelling or convincing or persuasive or sound but how do we assert whether it is valid or not? Philosophy is not mathematics and not logic and this is a (if not the) main problem of traditional philosophy of mathematics. If it wants to use ‘valid’ arguments, the Philosophy of Mathematics will become part of mathematics, which it actually wants to reflect upon. This is a nice (valid??) self-referential impasse.
 
It seems to me the other way around – we need many more autobiographical examples which reflect upon experiences with mathematics. We need to negotiate from a philosophical point of view how this reflection should take place  - which tools for reflecting are appropriate/useful and which different aspects of experience should be reflected upon. And of course every autobiography will add something which was not foreseen in the initial philosophical recommendations/expectations.
 
Arguments by example (including arguments by autobiography) are very often the starting points of generalizations (or serve as illustrations to already established generalizations). Such arguments are linked to the issue of authority. Thus examples linked to personal experience can be used as arguments the  strength of which depends on the reliability/authority of the person claiming to have had this experience. Since everything happens in a setting of a community (the ‘mathematical community’, …and I would be happy to discuss whether this community exists or not or whether it is a conglomerate of many communities), this community (or communities) serves as a correcting instance so that an autobiographical text which is too biased will not be accepted/read by the community. To put it more boldly: if a Philosophy of Mathematics should be accepted by mathematicians, it should be based on autobiographical examples. This holds for any level/type of mathematical activity and is the only possibility to arrive at general statements which mathematicians (who should be the addressees – on any level) will consider personally relevant, which will affect them, make them think and maybe reconsider their own attitudes.
 
Emil
 
P.S.: By the way already Aristotle considers arguments by example as induction so there is nothing new about this:
“We will first treat of argument by Example, for it has the nature of induction, which is the foundation of reasoning. This form of argument has two varieties; one consisting in the mention of actual past facts, the other in the invention of facts by the speaker.” (Rhetoric, book II, chapter 20, 1393a)
Autobiography is exactly about actual past facts, delivered by the witness (maybe mixed with some inventions??). … It would be great to have a discussion on autobiographical texts – also from the point of view of historians. What is the role of memory, of trust? Is a biography more reliable than an autobiography? Do the two genres serve necessarily two different purposes? The issue of ‘distance’, which is needed for reflection, will probably play a role here.
 


On 03 May 2014 13:24 Colin J. Rittberg [jakob.rittberg AT  gmail.com] wrote:
 
Dear Emil,
You say you want a philosophy of mathematics which will affect mathematicians, which will 'make them think and maybe reconsider their own attitudes' and that such a philosophy 'should be based on autobiographical examples'. Now, I do not want to change the research mathematician; I think they are fine the way they are. What needs change are the lofty reaches how philosophers think about mathematics and the down to earth (and pressing) issues of teaching. 

Having said this, let me also state that philosophy of mathematics can influence mathematics, even at the research level. This philosophy does not need to be autobiographical. Consider Maddy for example. She is a philosopher who analyses the heuristics of the set theoretic community in their axiom-choice debate. Her analysis is based on discussions with set theorists for sure, but they are not autobiographical. The most famous of her principles is MAXIMISE, a principle so interesting that set theorists have picked it up and use the term (with various meanings!) in their papers (often even in Maddy's all caps). 
Any good philosophy of X should be concerned with what the practitioners of X do, sure. But to do good and influential philosophy of X you do not have to be a practitioner of X yourself (consider "X=science" and Popper).

Best,

Colin


On 3 May 2014, Alexandre Borovik <alexandre AT  borovik.net> wrote:

Dear Tony, it appears that in American educational studies there is an established term for the picture that you describe: "the pedagogy of poverty". It has been coined in 1991 by Martin Haberman -- and is still in use. In your opinion, to what degree it is relevant in this country?

IMHO, "the pedagogy of poverty" might affect mathematics more than most other school subjects. Would you agree?

Many thanks – Sasha



On 3 May 2014 11:50, Alexandre Borovik <alexandre AT  borovik.net> wrote:

Dear Emil,

On 03/05/2014 04:08, Emil Simeonov wrote:
To put it more boldly: if a Philosophy of Mathematics should be accepted
by mathematicians, it should be based on autobiographical examples. This
holds for any level/type of mathematical activity and is the only
possibility to arrive at general statements which mathematicians (who
should be the addressees – on any level) will consider personally
relevant, which will affect them, make them think and maybe reconsider
their own attitudes.

You read my heart.

Reading papers or hearing talks on philosophy, sociology, etc. of mathematics I am so frequently frustrated by my inability to recognise myself in the images of a generic "mathematician" construed in these talks. The "Mathematical Cultures" meetings are perhaps the first where I do not have these depressing feelings (my most cordial thanks go to Brendan and all participants!).

I do not look down from Olympus -- I am an ordinary teacher of mathematics in an ordinary university where I have to teach, among other things, long division to students in non-mathematical departments. I look at the nature, role, place etc. of mathematics from a very practical, down-to-earth point of view.

I would love to see this "mathematics of practitioners of mathematics" being of interest to philosophers of mathematics?

Best wishes -- Sasha


On May 05, 2014 Brendan Larvor [phlqbpl AT  herts.ac.uk] wrote:

When I described the validity conditions of arguments by autobiographical induction as ‘delicate’, I did mean to be coy but I intended no sarcasm.  I had in mind a comparison with the more familiar list of informal arguments (ad scientiam, ad ignorantiam, etc.) that cannot be evaluated without attending to their contents and contexts as well as their forms.  Analysing the conditions under which such arguments work is a small industry in southern Ontario, and some other places.
 
Autobiographical philosophical argument gets us into a delightful tangle because we want our reflections to reflect something other than ourselves (or they cease to be philosophy), but there is no getting away from the fact that philosophy involves acts of judgment and that these inevitably involve the biography of the judge.  Nietzsche is the master of this—what exactly is the function of the little autobiographical story in the preface of the Genealogy?
 
He didn’t invent this though.  Remember that Descartes wrote his big ideas in two books: Meditations (a diary) and Principles (an autobiography).  It’s not an accident that he chose two first-person literary forms.  His examples should remind us that autobiography is a form of testimony, with all that entails, and an occasion for rhetoric.
 
I’m currently reading all about Coyote and other tricksters.  Poor Nietzsche desperately wanted to be a trickster, but I think if you wear a t-shirt with ‘trickster’ on the front, you’ve probably blown it. 
 
Brendan

________________________________________


On 06 May 2014 13:57 Paul Ernest [P.Ernest AT  exeter.ac.uk] wrote:

Dear Tim

You make an important distinction between laissez-faire liberals and neo-liberals

I just followed Heather's use of terminology in my comment

I understand you were trying to elucidate the terms as used in economic thinking

But more broadly there are complications because we have New Right, neo-cons, who fit with your  neo-liberals (Thatcher, Reagan, Pinochet, Rumsfeld, etc) as well as traditional Liberals (the British Whig tradition, modern Liberal party) , plus the use of 'liberal' in US to stand for left wing - vs. 'conservative' for right - as well as liberal vs. conservative Republican policies in US finance and social issues - Bush was called financially liberal and socially conservative, and McCain was called financially conservative and  socially liberal - but he never got in!

As to the laissez-faire capitalists (Ayn Rand, etc) fortunately they have never had power!  (Correct me if I am wrong)

Best wishes

Paul



On 7 May 2014  Heather Mendick [Heather.Mendick AT  brunel.ac.uk] wrote:

Thanks, Paul. I'm using neoliberal in the slightly sloppy way it's used in sociology to mean the expansion of the territory of the market so that competitiveness, individualism and entrepreneurial structure our experiences of everything, including our-selves, H



On 7 May 2014 11:50, Alexandre Borovik <alexandre AT  borovik.net> wrote:

My two pence on autobiographical elements in mathematical work:

I apologise for self-promotion, but I want to quote from my paper "New 
mathematics discovered, invented, and inherited",

http://www.borovik.net/selecta/wp-content/uploads/2013/08/Selected_1_4_Mathematics_inherited.pdf

The word "inherited" in the title of the paper is quite 
autobiographical. I conclude my paper with this remark:

<<<QUOTE
I was privileged to work with Israel Moiseevich Gelfand. He made a clear 
distinction between the two modes of work in mathematics expressed by 
Russian words prIdumyvanie and prOdumyvanie, very similar and almost 
homophonic. The former means `inventing', the latter `properly thinking 
through' and was used by Gelfand with the meaning

`systematically thinking through back to the origins, fundamentals, 
 first principles of particular mathematical concepts or problems.'

Gelfand valued "prOdumyvanie"" more than "prIdumyvanie", he believed 
that "prOdumyvanie" yielded deeper results.
UNQOUTE>>>

I wish to add that "prOdumyvanie" is an  intrinsically 
autobibliographical concept.

Best wishes -- Sasha



Heather  May 7, 2014 at 1:56 pm

Pharrell’s ‘New Black’”: On Racism, Happiness and Not Being a ‘Sore Point’ | ESRI Blog
 [...] the entertainment industry – has continually asserted the significance of individual motivation, a ‘sickening work ethic’ and the power to dream , when explaining his ‘success [...]


Tim Johnson May 8, 2014 at 8:24 am

Having a five year old and a three year old I am very familiar with the soundtrack to “Frozen” and picked up the following verse:
It’s funny how some distance,
makes everything seem small.
And the fears that once controlled me, can’t get to me at all
It’s time to see what I can do,
to test the limits and break through.
No right, no wrong, no rules for me.
I’m free!
While I go past Scottish Referendum posters that “simply says CAN – the image having been amended from CAN’T” (http://www.yesscotland.net/news/new-poster-shows-we-can-be-thriving-independent-country)



On 12 May 2014 11:50, Alexandre Borovik <alexandre AT  borovik.net> wrote:

Dear All,

I decided to describe, without formulae, an example of something that 
looks as 2 + 2 = 5; it has appeared in  my current research programme.

[Extensive example omitted]

I find it intriguing that an algorithm actually implemented on a 
computer encapsulates more than two millennia of development of geometry 
in a form of a metaphorical fairy tale. One may say that our algorithm 
follows Ernst Haeckel's maxim

"Ontogeny recapitulates phylogeny"

and imitates the development of geometric models of the physical world 
from Euclid to Lobachevsky, Minkowski, Einstein, and Planck. The 
appearance of  Minkowski's name on the list is easy to explain: PSL(2,C) 
is the orthochronous proper Lorentz group of the Minkowski space-time of 
special relativity theory, but Planck (and the use of the arithmetic of 
finite fields as a metaphor for finer structure of matter at the 
sub-particle scale) is much more intriguing. Even more interesting that 
the location of the apparent contradiction in our algorithm exactly 
matches the seminal moment in development of mathematics (so beloved by 
philosophers of mathematics), the emergence of non-Euclidean geometry.

Maybe what I am trying to say is bad philosophy of mathematics, but I 
hope that it could serve as an amusing fairy tale.

"Сказка - ложь, да в ней намек,
Добрым молодцам урок"
A. S. Pushkin

Best wishes -- Sasha



On May 13, 2014 HARRIS Michael [michael.harris AT  imj-prg.fr] wrote:

I have been intending to write in response to this message for a week,
and have not found the time.   Now I have 5 minutes, so I will be hasty.  The 
philosophical relevance of autobiographical arguments is a question
for philosophy of philosophy, in the following sense.  Ian Hacking's book's
title asks why there is philosophy of mathematics at all, but not as 
part of the general question of what there topics might be obvious
subjects for philosophy.  So not what places mathematics clearly in a category
with morals and politics but not with strip tease or plumbing or (more difficult)
chemistry (there is a journal of philosophy of chemistry but it is very
technical).  

Whatever philosophy of mathematics is, it can't be merely descriptive but
it can't be prescriptive either (so that the philosophers would be in a position
to inform certain mathematicians that they are not mathematical); it's not
transcendental but nor is it merely historical.  Is it a contingent or necessary
fact that there are mathematicians at all?  Or that there are human mathematicians?

So when I present philosophers with autobiographical information, it's in the hope
that they will be able to separate the philosophical kernel from the contingent
residue; or else to tell me that no such separation is possible.

Sorry if this was cryptic.

Michael


On 16 May 2014 Alexandre Borovik <alexandre AT  borovik.net> wrote:

Dear Colleagues,

a remark on cultural environment of mathematics. This is from The New 
York Times:

http://www.nytimes.com/2014/05/18/magazine/who-gets-to-graduate.html?hp

“In the experiment, 288 community-college students enrolled in 
developmental math were randomly assigned, at the beginning of the 
semester, to read one of two articles. The control group read a generic 
article about the brain. The treatment group read an article that laid 
out the scientific evidence against the entity theory of intelligence. 
“When people learn and practice new ways of doing algebra or 
statistics,” the article explained, “it can grow their brains — even if 
they haven’t done well in math in the past.” After reading the article, 
the students wrote a mentoring letter to future students explaining its 
key points. The whole exercise took 30 minutes, and there was no 
follow-up of any kind. But at the end of the semester, 20 percent of the 
students in the control group had dropped out of developmental math, 
compared with just 9 percent of the treatment group. In other words, a 
half-hour online intervention, done at almost no cost, had apparently 
cut the community-college math dropout rate by more than half.”

My guess that this trick worked because a powerful metaphor of learning 
as growing something in ones' head triggered in students some 
***introspection***, activity that otherwise was more or less absent in 
their lives.

Actually I use the claim "when you learn mathematics, you grow neuron 
connection in your brain" in introductory lectures to my courses. I do 
not know whether it is true or not (or even if it is true for young 
children -- is it still valid for 19 years old?). But I feel it makes no 
harm.

However, the  thesis of learning-specific neuron connections growth is 
promoted by some serious neurophysiologists, and I am prepared to wait 
for a more detailed experimental confirmation. This is a nasty piece of 
research: training open-brain monkeys and looking for changes in their 
cortices. Something tells me that the results will not filter into human 
educational studies too soon.

Best wishes -- Sasha


On May 21, 2014 Tony Gardiner [anthony.d.gardiner AT gmail.com] wrote:

> Michael, please, help me with exact reference to
> a parable that Wittgenstein uses. In the parable,
>     a child counts correctly up to 1000 by twos, then continues "1004,
>     1008, 1012" and is immediately corrected by the teacher.

I'm not sure this was ever answered.
But it may be of interest to note that W spent an extended period as an elementary school teacher somewhere in the depths of the Austria countryside.

In the spirit of another part of this thread 
My two pence on autobiographical elements in mathematical work:
but partly just for fun, I have just come across the following quote from "Ludwig Wittgenstein: A Memoir" (by Norman Malcolm) which others may also enjoy conjuring up in their imagination:

"Once after supper, Wittgenstein, my wife and I went for a walk on Midsummer Common [in Cambridge].  We talked about the movement of the bodies in the solar system.  It occurred to Wittgenstein that the three of us should represent the movements of the sun, earth, and moon, relative to one another.  My wife was the sun and maintained a steady pace across the meadow; I was the earth and circled her at a trot; Wittgenstein took the most strenuous part of all, the moon, and ran round me while I circled my wife.  Wittgenstein entered into this game with great enthusiasm and seriousness, shouting instructions to us as he ran."  

Somehow I doubt whether Malcolm rotated 365 times on his own axis (or is it 364 or 366) as he trotted once round his wife.

Tony 


On 21 May 2014, Tom Archibald [tarchi AT sfu.ca] wrote:

This is (in the Anscombe translation) p. 3 of the Remarks on the Foundations of Mathematics. It's not presented parabolically: 

"*How do I know* that in working out the series +2 I must write "20004, 20006" and not "20004, 20008"? - (the question:"How do I know that this colour is 'red'"?" is similar.)"

It could be elsewhere in this corpus but I happened to look at it the other day in connection with reading Hacking's book on Phil of Math.

Best
Tom
Sorry, I now see that the student version is in Phil. Investigations section 185.

T


On June 02, 2014 Brendan Larvor [phlqbpl AT herts.ac.uk] wrote:

Here is Keith Devlin, arguing that kids should learn 'mathematical thinking', and it doesn't really matter what content they get to think about--it's general mathematical habits of mind that matter.  This sounds good, except that 'mathematical thinking' is here reduced to eight principles.  Might there be a ninth?  Seventeenth?  

http://www.huffingtonpost.com/dr-keith-devlin/common-core-math-standards_b_5369939.html


On June 02, 2014 Michael J. Barany [mbarany AT princeton.edu] wrote:

There's the classic move of defending the principle by insisting that any
of its opponents are really only quibbling with the practice. I'll
recommend again Chris Phillips' forthcoming New Math: A Political History:
http://www.amazon.com/The-New-Math-Political-History/dp/022618496X/
-- 
Michael J. Barany


On 2 June 2014, Tom Archibald [tarchi AT sfu.ca] wrote:

A good question for those analyzing mathematical practice.

Where are the "tricks"? (A lot of these we learn from better tricksters than ourselves.)

More particularly, I think they miss the dimension of thinking about a problem or set of problems that are treatable mathematically in a playful or exploratory way. 
They don't encapsulate the idea of creativity, nor do they express clearly the multiplicity of possible solutions, partial solutions, and so on. 

One could be bloody-minded about this and note that the meaning of some of these "principles" are not terribly clear: "Use appropriate tools strategically" does seem like a good general maxim, but it is not exactly a guide to the perplexed. What's "modelling"? Most classroom teachers have no idea. 

But to be fair, they were trying to get a set of principles that would justify the various objectives that they had in mind, and these are not at all bad for a document produced in the educational context. But could philosophers and others (i.e. this list)  provide a better ready-made list for justifying specific objectives in mathematics education? 

Tom


On 2 June 2014, Tony Gardiner [anthony.d.gardiner AT gmail.com] wrote:

There is nothing wrong with Devlin's eight principles (and he at least is content to stop at 8 - unlike Howard Gardner, whose "multiple intelligences" expanded to keep more and more critics on board, until it was clear his whole scheme was a charade).

The only problem as I see it is that there is no such thing as "mathematical thinking" in vacuo.  
 
There is mathematical thinking in this context, or that.
And most of us think we can recognise it when we see it (though we may be wrong).
And Devlin is correct that - for mature adults doing mathematics (at whatever level) - the style is more distinctive than the context.

But Devlin forgets that he is talking about beginners at school level.
For young beginners the context matters.
 
Mathematics is inescapably hierarchical: one can sometimes get round this, but for most people, most of the time, one cannot work on the roof until it has some walls to sit upon. And one cannot build the walls until they have some foundations to sit upon.

Some material is more basic than other material.
Moreover, some material supports other structures to a greater extent than other material.  (Erdos loved combinatorics for young minds.  But combinatorics soon needs sophistication with number, with algebra, with functions, and much much more.)

So one has to start with material 
(a) which is basic and accessible to beginners
(b) which supports other structures.
So that is where one has to start.

And those systems that are demonstrably more effective than England's (or the US)
put a lot of thought into 
* What is this basic material?
* How can one best address it so that young minds can internalise it effectively - minimising 
the barriers, the obstructions, and the potential confusions?  (For along the way every beginner 
has to be willing to switch focus, to think of things in a new way, and even to accept today what 
was forbidden yesterday.)

This is a tough discipline.
* The first question has a fairly canonical historical answer - but each generation pretends it knows better.
That is where American "New math" came from, where British "modern maths" came from, and where French 
"Bourbakisme for high schools" came from.  These all proved their worth (or shortcomings) - but at least they 
were worked out into a form where their proponents could see their error.
 
The new generation stands out in that it makes Devlin-esque claims without putting in the spade-work to produce
an end-product, that might allow its proponents and us to see whether it has legs.  MacLuhan used to have to be   
explicitly invoked.  Now all of us behave as if those with access to the media necessarily have a serious message
to impart.  Devlin could conceivably have a point.  But let us not judge until such time as he writes and tests a    
series of school textbooks that deliver what he claims sufficiently effectively as to convince. 

Meantime, let us try to remember how easily others have led us astray in the last 50 years. 
 
Tony


On 3 June, 2014, Johnson, Timothy C" <T.C.Johnson AT hw.ac.uk> wrote:

There is a joke that came to mind reading http://www.corestandards.org/Math/Practice/: Neurotics build castles in the sky, psychotics live in them and psychiatrists collect the rent.

I think "Mathematics" has a problem in that it means many different things to many different people.  The "New maths" was great for academic mathematicians but a disaster for physicists, as Murray Gell-Mann famously discussed.  In order to accommodate the diversity of meaning, the 8 principles become a bit meaningless; "Motherhood and Apple Pie" are admirable but they rarely help solve real life problems.

I write this from a particular perspective.  Two weeks ago I attended a meeting at Nottingham "Circling the square" at which a physicists declared to a mixed audience of physical, natural, social and human scientists that "E=mc^2 is a fact".  When I spoke I questioned this, and I was told "If I drop a cup it will accelerate at g=9.8...m/s^2, this is a fact".  This, following a challenge, was corrected to ""If I drop a cup it will accelerate at g=9.8...m/s^2 within clearly defined error bars, this is a fact".

Two things emerged in the subsequent discussion.  Firstly gravity seems to hold a similar status in rhetoric in physics as 2+2=4 holds in maths.  Secondly was the inability of the physicists to recognise the weakness I perceived in their arguments:  g=GM/r^2 (http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Standard_gravity), where M and r are parameters/variables dependent on position.  G is a constant and therefore the only "fact" that I could recognise.  The physicists were "Mathematically proficient" in the words of the CCSS but this did not seem to help them construct good arguments.  

I tend to think that maths is a rhetorical device used to justify claims in a wide range of domains.  I sometimes think that there is an over-emphasis of the technical devices at the expense of the purpose: i.e. MP1 "Make sense of problems and persevere in solving them." could apply to any domain.  Also, in a critique of the position of the physicists I quoted Poincare 

treatises on mechanics do not clearly distinguish between what is experiment, what is mathematical reasoning, what is convention and what is hypothesis
What the Nottingham meeting highlighted to me was that the "hard" sciences could learn how to distinguish these aspects from the "soft" sciences.

I don't know if any of this makes sense or is useful even if it does.  

Tim


On 20 June 2014  Emil Simeonov [emil.simeonov AT technikum-wien.at] wrote:

Dear all,
I started to write a response to Colin’s Email some weeks ago but then had quite a lot to do (and I also wanted to have a look at Maddy’s papers since Colin gives a specific example). Since then the discussion has moved on and I want to join also the latest conversation started by Brendan but I decided to finish my older comment.
Emil
 
Dear Colin, dear all,
 
this is an extremely important issue. Let me pose some questions: How do you separate ‘mathematics’ from the ‘mathematician’? If you do so, e.g. take any kind of platonic approach, there still remains the question: How is it possible for a mathematician to get ‘in touch’ with ‘mathematics’? How does this happen? Is it like in physics – through experiments, through ‘observations’? Is it through ‘thought experiments’? Where is the starting point of such thought experiments and how is agreement about their relevance reached? I think in this case, when one decides to separate ‘mathematics’ from the ‘mathematician’, Colin is absolutely right. And in this case I would advocate for a ‘separate’ ‘philosophy of the mathematician’?
 
My own opinion is that it is extremely difficult if not impossible to separate ‘mathematics’ from the ‘mathematician’ (at any level, not just at research level). We can look at ‘the mathematician’ and say something intelligent about what we see, we can go further and make interviews in order to get some information not accessible by mere ‘watching’ but we can also let the ‘mathematician’ write an autobiographical text (answer his/her own questions) and then we have to think how to deal with this kind of ‘biased’ information.
 
It made me think a lot when you wrote that you think research mathematicians are ‘fine the way they are’. I just said to myself: “Wow!! That’s a statement!” Maybe they a fine for you, maybe they are fine as a ‘research object’? I don’t want to go into examples like Ted Kaczynski, John Nash, Hermann Grassmann or Oliver Heaviside who were not really fine the way they were (for different reasons). And from the little hint which Michael made about his intended autobiographical text I don’t think it will be solely about ‘being fine’. What about mathematicians whose (correct) papers have been rejected? What about mathematicians who have difficulties finding suitable research problems to work on? What about mathematicians who cannot make progress with the problems they work on? What about mathematicians working on ‘low-brow-mathematics’? There is also an issue of morality (and could be linked to Madeline’s talk): What about all the mathematicians who are inventing ‘financial products’? (Tim might say a lot about this) What about mathematicians (like say Ulam) working ‘successfully’ on military projects? I could go on with such questions.
 
Speaking more generally: a philosophy does not have to be ‘critical' (as Michael Polanyi has exemplified) but if it contains criticism this might mean that things are not totally ‘fine’.
 
Concerning the statement ‘to do good and influential philosophy of X you do not have to be a practitioner of X yourself’ I would say that it is very difficult if not impossible to know what is going on in X without being a practitioner (and I have my problems with Popper). At least one needs reliable (hence autobiographical?) sources about what is happening in X. Let’s put it the other way: it would be great if there were more practitioners of X doing philosophy of X – and one can borrow a nice term for that: ‘the reflective practitioner’ (reflective in terms of philosophizing, which is more than Schön’s original concept http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Reflective_practice ). So I would be fine with reflective mathematicians and my problem is that there are not enough around and my aim is not so much to influence mathematicians with ‘my’ philosophy than to increase the number of mathematicians who reflect (philosophize) themselves (…and join our future meetings).
 
Best regards,
Emil
 
By the way, there is a nice discussion on Maddy’s principles (including ‘maximise’) here:http://mathoverflow.net/questions/110686/believing-the-conjectures  


 On  20 June  20144 Colin J. Rittberg [jakob.rittberg AT gmail.com] wrote:

Dear All,

Emil, thank you very much for your email. Let me say something about the points you raise.

You ask: How do you separate ‘mathematics’ from the ‘mathematician’? Whatever a mathematician is (this was a debated topic at the MC3), I think it is safe to say that a mathematician engages in mathematical activity. For Lakatos “[...] mathematical activity produces mathematics” (Proofs and Refutations, p. 146), and I agree. Lakatos goes on to say that this product, mathematics, “acquires a certain autonomy from the activity which has produced it”, and again I agree. Hence I see mathematics, this product of mathematical activity, as very different in kind to the mathematician who engages in mathematical activity. (An analogy could be the difference between the smith, the activity of forging and the end-product, but if you probe it for too long it breaks I am afraid.)

You ask about metaphysics. One of the strengths of the philosophy of mathematical practice (PMP) is, I think, that you can do good PMP without answering metaphysical questions. And I hold that this thought remains true even when one agrees to Lakatos' split between the mathematician and mathematics.

You are right in pointing out that research mathematicians are not necessarily fine the way they are. What I should have said is that the mathematical activity of research mathematicians is fine the way it is. I have in mind here philosophers like Lakatos and Popper who argued that if you want to do good science you have to do it in such and such a way (and hence psychoanalysis and Marxism are not scientific). But they were wrong. Philosophers cannot come up with some methodological principles which science, or mathematics, has to obey, because what good science or mathematics is, is in (constant?) flux. Our little rebel Feyerabend has put this provocatively as “anything goes”. Because of this I would be wary of a PMP which tells the mathematician what to do. This is why I said that “I do not want to change [the activity of] the research mathematician”.

Does the above mean that we should not be critical? Not at all! But our criticism should inform the research mathematician rather than condemn her simply because she does mathematics differently from how we think it should be done.

About the “philosophy of X” thing.
There are some philosophers of mathematics out there that have never studied mathematics. Now, I do not read their stuff (because it is mainly metaphysics) but I admit that some of it might be good and even influential.
If X is “mathematical practice” then we talk about PMP. For PMP you need some form of mathematical training so that you can actually understand what is going on in this practice. But do you need to be a practitioner? I have a degree in mathematics, but I never published in a mathematical journal. Does this make me a practitioner? It certainly enables me to understand (parts of) the practice, but I think that it is only important that you are enabled to understand the practice of mathematics (i.e. X in our case) in order to philosophize about it. But this boils down to “if you want to do philosophy of X, then you have to be able to (in parts) understand X”, which is undeniable I think.

Having a degree in mathematics is a great enabler and I wish we had more PMP people with such degrees in our ranks. But you can do PMP without it; it is a helpful but not a necessary condition.

I wholeheartedly agree that we should encourage more mathematicians to philosophize about their field. I find that many set theorists are already doing this, and I am very interested in their arguments. So interested in fact, that I am writing my dissertation on it.

Best wishes,

Colin


On 3 July 2014 Michael Harris [harris AT math.jussieu.fr] wrote:

I only just read this last exchange because, from June 18-27 my time and my mind
were fully occupied by a so-called summer school that presented some of the latest
developments in a branch of number theory in which I was working without realizing it, because its problems hadn't been systematized, for the first 10 years of my career.
Now the problems have not only been made systematic but they are being solved, at
a dizzying pace, and my talk on the last day was designed to reassure some of the
graduate students in the audience that there will still be something for them to do
after this round is over.  Here is the website:

http://ggp-2014.sciencesconf.org/

And this was only one of three programs running concurrently in the Paris area alone.
The first week of June I attended a conference in Boston on a different branch of
number theory, though there is some overlap; and I missed several other conferences
(and I'm missing one at this very minute, and another one next week) and I can't help
wondering how I can keep track of all the breaking news in my field.

But that's because I missed the events at this trimester program in Paris

http://www.ihp.fr/fr/programmes/en-cours

one of whose goals is to eliminate the problem by replacing mathematicians
by machines.  From the point of view of a mathematician living on borrowed time,
the question of whether philosophy of mathematics and philosophy of mathematicians are about the same thing looks a little frivolous.  

The question no one at the IHP program seems to have asked is whether the
machines who will succeed mathematicians on the evolutionary ladder will
have any interest in philosophy.  Nor did they wonder whether philosophers
will be interested in the machines.  But the developments are of great philosophical
interest.

However, I wanted to share with you a message I received that is more clearly in the spirit of the meetings on Mathematical Cultures.   I have written back but I haven't yet
decided how to respond.  This initiative is apparently extremely marginal from the standpoint of cultural appropriation of mathematics; but apparently the organizer has a sizable budget at his disposal.  So maybe "marginal" is not the word.  And the belief that Science, mathematics and technology allow us to access experiences that are beyond our physical possibilities

is central in framing the relation of mathematics to the broader culture.
Michael


Dear Michael Harris,
 
We had your contact through [NAME OF RECENT Ph. D. DELETED; SOMEONE I DON'T KNOW]. We are writing to you because we would be very much honored to invite you to participate in a public conversation at the Ecole Nationale des Beaux-Arts in Paris in October as part of the official cultural program of FIAC (International Contemporary Art Fair).
 
Voices of Urgency is a panel of meetings and discussions on poetry and science in the historic amphitheater of the Ecole Nationale des Beaux-Arts. It will take place from Thursday October 23 to Sunday October 26, 2014.
 
I created this program to invite the public to four conversations where poetry is at the heart of the discussion, in a direct confrontation with art and other forms of contemporary thought.
 
I recently put in place a seminar at the Palais de Tokyo and you can find the information here: http://www.palaisdetokyo.com/fr/events/alex-cecchiti
 
I think poetry has to play a fundamental role in our society, in the contribution of the writing of our future and as an action towards the current changes in the contemporary world.
 
As part of Voices of Urgency, poetry is faced with economic power and environmental issues. It also participates in the rewriting of the society on the basis of a genuine theory of desire and passion and takes position in respect of new technologies in the representation of the world.
 
These reflections will be highlighted and developed around an exchange between researchers and poets.
 
In this respect, we think that your presence will be of great help and could spark a passionate dialogue within the participants and the public. We consider in great value your poetry and your voice, and we will be honored to have you between us to guide the conversation. We are confident that thanks to your help a common ground for discussion can be established between poetry and research.
 
We would like to invite you to participate in these conversations on the evening of Thursday October 23rd, between 6pm and 8pm. This discussion will focus on poetry and technology and will be entitled “beyond human experience”.
 
Science, mathematics and technology allow us to access experiences that are beyond our physical possibilities. It seems to us that Poetry is and has been another favorite vehicle for humans to attain such a task and more. We would like to invite you to share with us your experience of mathematics, to explain to us what level of complexity this science has reached and to guide us in this conversation that attempts to create a common dimension for science, philosophy and poetry. I have read your two very interesting text : “WHY MATHEMATICS?” YOU MIGHT ASK and AN AUTOMORPHIC READING OF THOMAS PYNCHON'S AGAINST THE DAY and I have found them quite related to the topics we are working on such as literature, poetry and human experience at the border of possibilities. We are also very thrilled by the possibility of an exchange between you and some poets we invited.

We would be very happy and curious about your opinion on this proposal and hope you will consider participating in this project.

Please note that FIAC would support your travel expenses, accommodation for 2 or 3 nights, as well as remuneration for your participation.

In attachment some images of the amphitheater of the Ecole Nationale des Beaux-Arts where the meetings will take place.

We remain at your entire disposal for any further information and would be delighted to set up a time to discuss this proposal in more detail. We hope to hear from you soon.
Sincerely,
Etc.


On 4 July 2014 Johnson, Timothy C" <T.C.Johnson AT hw.ac.uk> wrote:

I did some work with Martin Creed when he had a major exhibition in Edinburgh a few years ago:
http://fruitmarket.co.uk/exhibitions/archive/martin-creed/

Martin wanted to get a mathematicians view of zero, if you look at his work you'll understand why I focused on the idea of a limit to zero. Martin had no knowledge of the importance of limits in maths but the idea had been important since his time as a student.  It was a useful experience for me, what Martin and I concluded about the difference between maths and "art" is that artists put most of their effort into public dissemination, rather than production, which is the reverse in maths.

Tim


ENDS
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