
Math 184 (45190) - Spring 2021
History of  Mathematics

Instructor: Claudio Gómez-Gonzáles Teaching Assistant: Joshua Jordan
O�ce: Zoom O�ce: Zoom
O�ce Hours: TBD O�ce Hours: TBD
Email: claudijg@uci.edu Email: jpjorda1@uci.edu

Class Times: MWF 13:00-13:50 Discussion Times: TR 13:00-13:50
Class Location: Zoom Discussion Location: Zoom

Course Website: Canvas and external
Course Text: A History of Mathematics, An Introduction, 3rd edition, by Victor J. Katz. This is the canonical
text for many math history courses. We will use this book both as a history text but also as an anthropological
artifact. Purchasing this book is completely optional, since all readings and homework exercises will appear
in pdf form on the class website. In addition, we will also use material from the following (non-exhaustive) list:

● Ethnomathematics, edited by Arthur B. Powell and Marilyn Frankenstein.
● Inventing the Mathematician, by Sara Hottinger.
● African Fractals, by Ron Eglash.

Again, acquiring these texts for yourself is completely optional.

Assessment scheme:

mailto:claudijg@uci.edu
mailto:jpjorda1@uci.edu
https://uci.zoom.us/j/97035291314
https://uci.zoom.us/s/99203317890
https://canvas.eee.uci.edu/courses/36307
https://claudiojacobo.com/math-184-history-of-mathematics/


Approximate course schedule:

Readings and homework are listed for the day they will be discussed/turned in.

Monday Wednesday Friday

Week 1 How do we think about math history?

Topic What is math? Who does math? Who tells our stories?

Reading “An example of traditional women’s
work” by Harris (in class).

“Ethnomathematics” by Ascher and
Ascher; “Uncovering distorted and
hidden history of mathematical
knowledge” by Powell and
Frankenstein.

“Foundations of eurocentrism in
mathematics” by Joseph (optional).

Homework Journal 1 due.

Week 2 Survey of  some mathematical traditions, à la Katz

Topic Ancient Egypt and Mesopotamia Ancient Greece (part I) Ancient Greece (part II)

Reading “Africa in the mainstream of
mathematics history” by Lumpkin;
A History of Mathematics, Chapter 1

A History of Mathematics, Chapter
2.1, 3.1, 3.2, 3.3, and 3.4

A History of Mathematics, Chapter
4.1, 4.2, 5.1, and 5.2

Homework Midterm proposal 1 due. Homework 1 due; journal 2 due.

Week 3 Survey of  some mathematical traditions, à la Katz(part II)

Topic Ancient and Medieval China Ancient and Medieval India Medieval Islam

Reading A History of Mathematics, Chapter 7.1,
7.2, 7.3, and 7.4

A History of Mathematics, Chapter
8.1, 8.2, and 8.8

A History of Mathematics, Chapter
9.1, 9.3, 9.6 and 9.7

Homework Homework 2 due; journal 3 due.



Monday Wednesday Friday

Week 4 Survey of  some mathematical traditions, à la Katz(part III)

Topic Medieval Europe “Mathematics around the world” Review and critiques

Reading A History of Mathematics, Chapter 10 A History of Mathematics, Chapter 11 “The Role of Portraiture in
Constructing a Normative
Mathematical Subjectivity” and “The
Ethnomathematical Other” by
Hottinger.

Homework Midterm project 1 due. Homework 3 due; journal 4 due.

Week 5 The Renaissance, colonialism, and foundations of  imperialism

Topic Polynomials, polynomials, polynomials! Geometry, art, and navigation Probability and insurance

Reading A History of Mathematics, Chapter 12.1,
12.2, and 12.3.

A History of Mathematics, Chapter
13.1, 13.2, and 13.3.

“The remarkable notions of the
remarkable notion of man” by
Bernstein and “The “Liverpool, a
capital of the long twentieth century”
by Baucom.

Homework Midterm proposal 2 due. Homework 4 due;  journal 5 due.

Week 6 In-depth example: fractals across Africa

Topic Introduction to fractals Mathematical knowing via fractals Fractals and culture

Reading “Introduction to fractal geometry,”
“Fractals in African settlement
architecture,” and “Fractals in
cross-cultural comparison” by Eglash.

"Geometric algorithms,” “Scaling,”
“Numeric systems,” “Recursion,” and
“In�nity” by Eglash.

“Theoretical frameworks in cultural
studies of knowledge,” and “The
politics of African fractals” by Eglash.

Homework Homework 5 due; journal 6 due.



Monday Wednesday Friday

Week 7 Capitalism and mathematics

Topic Imperialism and epistemicide The™ math and universality Math as authority

Reading "The structure of knowledge in
Westernized universities" by Grosfoguel;
“The great Caliban” from Caliban and
the Witch by Federici.

“Animadversions on the origins of
Western science” by Bernal; “Western
mathematics” by Bishop.

“A world of arti�ce” from Trust in
Numbers by Porter.

Homework Midterm project 2 due. Journal 7 due. Final proposal due.

Week 8 On math and power in the 20th century

Topic Statistics and eugenics Census taking and genocide U.S. math education

Reading “How Eugenics and Statistics
Converged and Diverged” by Louçã.

“Numbered people” and “The
IBM-Hitler Intersection” from IBM
and the Holocaust by Black.

“The American subject” and “The
subject in itself” from The New Math
by Phillips.

Homework Journal 8 due.

Week 9 Math history happening now

Topic PageRank Arti�cial Intelligence Presentations

Reading “A Society, Searching” from Algorithms
of Oppression by Noble; "Algorithmic
accountability: a primer" by Caplan,
Donovan, Hanson, Matthews.

“Optimize what?” by Wu;
“Technological benevolence” from
Race After Technology by Benjamin.

Homework Journal 9 due.

Week 10 Final projects! Problem sessions this week will also be devoted to presentations.

Topic NO CLASS Presentations Presentations



Readings: These are the backbone of the course, as the material in these readings will facilitate most of the work we
do together in class. The readings will be posted roughly a week before their due date, together with critical questions
to be addressed in reading journals. The syllabus is written so that the readings are listed on the day we will discuss them
in class, rather than the day that they are assigned. While some of the posted readings may seem quite long, usually an
entire chapter, this is because I’m providing additional material in case you (a) �nd it interesting and just want to read
more or (b) decide to expand on the topic for a midterm or �nal project.

Reading journals: These are assignments framed around the weekly readings, and should range between about 180
to 240 words each. In addition to answering two to three questions on the actual readings, the journals should also
address your own reactions to the material—connections that you saw to your own life, feelings that you’d like to
re�ect on, etc. While the reading journals are graded mostly on completion, they will likely come in handy as reference
points while you work on your midterm and �nal projects. There will be nine reading journals; your total for this
component of your grade will be calculated using your eight highest scores. These journals are 24% of your grade.

Participation: The participation component of your grade (worth 10%) will come from in-class discussions on the
readings. We will establish a code of conduct in week 1 on how we want to engage with one another on these topics. If
you are unable to regularly attend class live, which is completely reasonable and especially so during a pandemic, then
please let me know and we will come up with an alternate arrangement for this part of your grade.

Attendance: As above, participation is an important part of this class. That said, you’re adults and there’s also a
pandemic happening. Even if parts of the world now have partial access to vaccinations, I understand that people
might be struggling to make ends meet, might have lost jobs or be part of a family with lost income, or might have any
other reason for being chronically exhausted. If you cannot regularly make it to class, please just let me know—you do
not need to share the reason—so that we can �gure things out together. I will not keep attendance.

Homework: There will be �ve so-called “mathematical” homework assignments, due on Fridays between weeks 2
and 6, to connect the historical concepts we discuss to living practice. Some of the problems in an assignment will be
graded in the traditional mathematical style, for both their method and correctness1 of solutions, but the rest will be
graded by completion. Similar to the reading journals, your total for this component of your �nal grade will be
calculated by dropping the lowest homework assignment grade. In sum, homework is 12% of your grade.

Midterm projects: There will be two midterm projects, one due on Monday of week 4 and the other on Monday of
week 7, and each is 12% of your �nal grade. The idea for a midterm project is to expand on something we discussed in
class, or something you’ve always wondered for yourself, related to the history of mathematics. These projects are
supposed to be fun and intended for a general audience. Each of these assignments breaks into two parts:

1. The proposal, which is due two weeks before the project itself. In the proposal you will outline what you’d
like to learn more about, provide two sources (these can include materials we use in class), and describe the
format of the �nal project you’d like to create.

1 when such a notion of correctness even makes sense



2. The project, which explains what you’ve learned in the format you’ve outlined in the proposal, using at
least four sources. The medium of your project is totally your decision—you can make a series of TikToks
describing Babylonian understanding of the quadratic formula, design a zine that examines eurocentrism in
math history textbooks, or turn in a portfolio of fractal art.

Final project: The �nal project is the largest component of your grade (30%) and takes the place of a usual �nal
examination. The structure of this assignment is similar to your midterm project, with a proposal due at the end of
week 7 and �nal presentations taking place in class during weeks 9 and 10. There will be a sign-up sheet for
presentation times as well as a rubric for the �nal project provided sometime around week 6. Let me know in advance
if you will be unable to present your project during these times so that we can make alternate arrangements. Each
student will have roughly 6 minutes (plus questions) to present their �nal project. If you propose to work in a group
with other students, you can share time for a joint presentation.

Similar to the midterm projects, you can choose to expand on a topic that we see in class as the subject of your �nal
project. This project should also be fun but is intended for a more formal audience. As such, I expect the structure of
this project to re�ect that audience—an essay, a podcast episode, a longer video, etc.—and to include three sources in
the proposal with at least six in the final product. Since you will be developing a lesson plan (or more) in Math 184L
related to the content of this course, you can choose to make your project centered around the same topic.

Late Policy: I completely understand that things are especially unpredictable now and I do not want students
agonizing because something has to be turned in late. You will have �ve late credits to use as you wish throughout the
quarter, where you can turn a reading journal or homework assignment in n class days after the due date at the
expense of n credits with no penalty. For example, if you turn in homework 2 on Wednesday of Week 4, you use up
two of your �ve credits; if you turn in reading journal 6 on Monday of Week 7, you use only one credit. Once you
have exhausted your credits, late assignments are penalized 20% per class that they are turned in past the due date. Of
course, extenuating circumstances exist and  Joshua has �nal say on late assignments (except for midterms and �nals).
Contact me regarding belatedness on midterms and �nals.

Academic Honesty
Fortunately there are no exams or quizzes in this course. Also, it’s easy (and important) to refer to the work of others
that informs your own—in the �nal project, midterms, and even in reading journals. Please do not submit another’s
work as your own! The Department and University have established harsh penalties for academic dishonesty that I do
not want to familiarize myself with. Basically, I would much rather talk with you about an extension for an
assignment than email you about plagiarism. Cite your sources!

Add, Drop, and Enrollment Questions: Decisions pertaining to wait-lists, adds, drops, and pass/no-pass changes
are not made by instructors in the UCI Mathematics Department. Refer here for information.

https://aisc.uci.edu/students/academic-integrity/index.php
https://www.math.uci.edu/undergrad-courses/course-registration-and-placement-information#Top

