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BO1.1. History of Mathematics
Lecture XVI

Concluding miscellany

MT23 Week 8
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Summary

I The exam (briefly)

I Points to ponder

I The history of the history of mathematics∗

I Hilary Term reading course
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Structure of the exam paper

Section A
I Six extracts given
I Choose two and comment on the context, content, and

significance
I Each extract is worth 25 marks
I Each extract is typically one short paragraph — it will relate

to a topic that we have studied, though you may not have
seen the precise extract before

I By way of practice, choose any quotation or short extract that
has appeared on the lecture slides

Section B
I Three essay topics given
I Choose one
I Answer worth 50 marks
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Typical exam questions (Section B)

Q. Discuss, with reference to specific examples, how concept X (or
terminology Y, or notation Z, . . .) has developed between 1600
and 1900.

Q. Discuss with reference to specific examples, how attitudes
towards X have changed between 1600 and 1900.

Q. Discuss the significance of text X.

Q. Describe some aspects of the work of major figure X.
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Points to ponder (1)

What is the history of mathematics?
What does it mean to study the history of mathematics?

What is mathematics?
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Points to ponder (2)

What do you think the words ‘mathematics’ and ‘mathematician’
have meant throughout this course?

Have they had the same meanings throughout?
More generally, have they had the same meanings throughout

history?
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Points to ponder (3)

If we choose to understand the word ‘mathematics’ differently, how
does this change our view of the history of mathematics?
How could a revised definition of ‘mathematics’ change the
selection of people and cultures who appear in the story?

What does the study of the history of mathematics have to tell us
about the way in which we approach mathematics nowadays?
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Historiography of mathematics

According to the OED:

historiography, n.
1. The writing of history; written history.
2. The study of history-writing, esp. as an academic discipline.
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Ancient histories of mathematics

Aristotle (384–322 BC)

Eudemus (4th century BC)

I Student and editor of
Aristotle

I History of Arithmetic

I History of Geometry

I History of Astronomy
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Biographical background

Proclus’s commentary on Euclid’s
Elements (5th century AD)

I (Spurious?) biographical
details

I Built on anecdotes provided
by Pappus (4th century AD)
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Later historical attributions

a full understanding of geometry
“requireth diligent studie and
reading of olde auncient authors”
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Renaissance humanist attitudes

Sir Henry Savile (1549–1622)

The teaching of mathematics
should be founded on humanist
principles:

I it should stem from the
works of classical antiquity;

I scholars ought to have a
concern for the history of
their subject;

I they should actively seek to
restore and edit surviving
texts.
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Renaissance humanist attitudes
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Nationalist attitudes
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Comprehensive histories of mathematics
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MATHEMATIQUES,
Dans laquelle on rend compte de leurs progrès de-

puis leur origine jufqu à nos jours ; où l’on expofe

le tableau & le développement des principales

découvertes , les conteftations quelles ont fait

naître , & les principaux traits de la vie des Ma-*
thématiciens les plus célébrés.
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Digitized by Google



Dr.
Ch

ris
to

ph
er

Ho
llin

gs
, M

at
he

mat
ica

l I
ns

tit
ut

e,
Oxfo

rd

Dr.
Ch

ris
to

ph
er

Ho
llin

gs
, M

at
he

mat
ica

l I
ns

tit
ut

e,
Oxfo

rd

Lauding the great mathematicians
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Adding greater nuance

See: Adrian Rice, ‘Augustus
De Morgan: historian of
science’, History of Science
34 (1996), 201–240
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Awareness of mathematics beyond Europe

See: Ivahn Smadja, ‘Sanskrit
versus Greek ‘proofs’ : history
of mathematics at the
crossroads of philology and
mathematics in
nineteenth-century Germany’,
Revue d’histoire des
mathématiques 21(2) (2015)
217–349
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Anecdotal history

VORLESUNGEN

ÜBER

GESCHICHTE DER MATHEMATIK

VON

MORITZ CANTOR.

ERSTER BAND.

VON DEN ÄLTESTEN ZEITEN BIS ZUM JAHRE 1200 N. CHR.

LEIPZIG,

DRUCK UND VERLAG VON B. G. TEUBNER.

1880.
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Who studies the history of mathematics?

I Mathematicians?
I Because mathematical knowledge is key?
I Because only mathematicians will read it?
I Suitable retirement project?

I Historians?
I Because only an understanding of historical context makes it

history?
I For better integration into wider historical scholarship?

I Scholars who are somewhere in between?
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Professionalisation

Otto Neugebauer (1899–1990)
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Popularisation

I Humanisation of mathematics

I Mathematical myth-making

I Mathematical anecdotes for
community-building

I Drawback: reinforcement of a
particular view of the subject
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Rewriting the history of mathematics
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Rewriting the history of mathematics

Sabetai Unguru, ‘On the need to
rewrite the history of Greek
mathematics’, Archive for History
of Exact Sciences 15 (1975),
67–114
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A broader perspective

Zaslavsky, Claudia. <i>Africa Counts : Number and Pattern in
         African Cultures</i>, Chicago Review Press, 1999. ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/oxford/detail.action?docID=839099.
Created from oxford on 2019-09-30 05:16:28.
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A broader perspective

Brigitte Stenhouse, Mary
Somerville: Being and Becoming
a Mathematician, PhD thesis,
The Open University, 2021

https://doi.org/10.21954/ou.ro.0001346f
https://doi.org/10.21954/ou.ro.0001346f
https://doi.org/10.21954/ou.ro.0001346f
https://doi.org/10.21954/ou.ro.0001346f
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Historiography of mathematics: references
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How do we know what we know about ancient Egyptian
mathematics?
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Herodotus (5th century BC)
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Herodotus on Egyptian geometry

It was this king, moreover, who divided the land into lots and gave
everyone a square piece of equal size, from the produce of which
he exacted an annual tax. Any man whose holding was damaged
by the encroachment of the river would go and declare his loss
before the king, who would send inspectors to measure the extent
of the loss, in order that he might pay in future a fair proportion of
the tax at which his property had been assessed. I think this was
the way in which geometry was invented, and passed afterwards
into Greece . . .



Dr.
Ch

ris
to

ph
er

Ho
llin

gs
, M

at
he

mat
ica

l I
ns

tit
ut

e,
Oxfo

rd

Dr.
Ch

ris
to

ph
er

Ho
llin

gs
, M

at
he

mat
ica

l I
ns

tit
ut

e,
Oxfo

rd

Mediaeval Islamic Egypt
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Montucla on ancient Egyptian geometry
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Augustus De Morgan (1838)

There is a stock history of the rise of geometry . . . that the
Egyptians, having their landmarks yearly destroyed by the rise of
the Nile, were obliged to invent an art of land-surveying in order to
preserve the memory of the bounds of property; out of which art
geometry arose. . . . There is no proof whatever . . .
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Rhind Mathematical Papyrus
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Reconstructing ancient Egyptian mathematics

I Is it valid to use modern mathematical ideas to reconstruct
ancient mathematics?

I What do you do if the mathematical and linguistic evidence
point in different directions?

I What story were people trying to tell?

I Where does ancient Egyptian mathematics sit within wider
stories?
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HT reading course: content
Early set theory in the works of Cantor, Dedekind, and
others

The reading course will consist of three parts: the detailed reading
and analysis of portions of

1. Bolzano’s Paradoxes of the infinite (1851), as a glimpse of
early 19th-century investigations of the infinite and associated
embryonic set-theoretic ideas;

2. Dedekind’s writings on real numbers, with their implicit use of
a set-theoretic language;

3. Cantor’s investigations of the infinite, which led to his
formalisation of the set concept.

As during the lecture course, the emphasis will be on the use of
original sources — not only those mentioned above, but also any
other relevant materials that may arise.
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HT reading course: arrangements

Seminars: weekly classes of an hour and a half each
(Note that these will timetabled with the lectures as two sessions
per week, but you only need to attend one of these — sign up as
you would for intercollegiate classes.)

Essays: up to 2,000 words to be submitted in advance for
discussion in the seminars in weeks 3, 5 and 7
(Further details will appear online during the vacation.)

Assessment: extended essay (3,000 words), details of which will
be announced on Monday of week 7. To be submitted by 12 noon
on Monday of week 10.
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HT reading course: vacation work

Vacation reading for discussion in first-week seminar is now given
on the course webpage.
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BSHM

The British Society for the History of Mathematics:

www.bshm.ac.uk

http://www.bshm.ac.uk
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BSHM undergraduate essay prize

http://www.bshm.ac.uk/undergraduate-essay-prize

http://www.bshm.ac.uk/undergraduate-essay-prize
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See you next term...


