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2 Abstract

Critieal theory 1s the study of the many ways in which methods and ideas
from literary analysis can be applied to help complicate and elaborate un-
derstandings of phenomena in a wide rauge of disciplines and cireumstances,
Mathematies is rarely considered within the realm of possible subjects of
critical theory, and it is in part this ready dismissal whicli indicates the po-
tential for such a counterintuitive investigation. Math is a svstem built from
a complex web of narratives which Las proven o effective as to forbid even
the most prolific critics of narratives and narrativization. There have been
a handful of eritics from historians to sociologists of seience. such as David
Bloor, Imre Lakatos, and Eric Livingston. who have worked to lay a founda-
rion for the eritical study of mathematics, bur none of these studies. o my
knowledge, have been done with a truly critical-theoretical method, or by one
with substantial training in advanced mathematics. [ am thus situated in o
unigue sitnation on the frontier of a discipline which could greatly henefit
from focused work by a mathematician-theorist.

In order 1o bolster the methadaological foundations of myv own work, |
propose to attend the stmmer 2007 School of Criticism and Theory (SCT)
at Cornell University. SCT has traditionally been targeted toward advanced
graduate and postdoctoral students studving critical theory as a substantial
compponent of their theses. It is in rthis last respect that 1 fit the school's
rarget awdience, albeit for my senior. not doctoral thesis, SOT students
participate in a six-week seminar. along with a series of shorter workshops,
public lectures, and colloquia in order to get broad exposure to some of the
tmost prominent areas of critical thinking in today's academy. 1 have been
able to attend all of the 2006 and some of the 2004 public lectures from the




nchool, and s convineed that a more concentrated study and interaction
with members of this unigque gathering of critical theorists would be the besr
way to explore the many avenues critical theory might open up in my own
work.

[ have primarily consulted with Professor Jonathan Culler about the pos-
sibility of attending SCT, My work thus far on critical theory in mathematics
has been developed in writings for a course of Professor Culler’s from last
spring, as well as rwo ceurrent courses. in addition to discussions with several
faculty from the Seience and Technology Studies department. This topic was
accepted for a thesis by the College Scholar progran.

3 Biographical Sketch

I grew up in and around the University of Minnesota, My first two vears were
spent shuttling between different parts of the Minneapolis campus, where v
parents first met, and our apartinent across the river, When my sister was
born, we found a home at the edge of the St. Paul campus, a lively Lub
of agricultural inmovation. It was a great microcosm of Minnesota; fields
of corn. soy, and grazing cattle side by side with theaters. malls, and. of
course, the University, I was an adept talker from an early age, and my little
sister. even in her pre-verbal vears, was a frequent and valuable interlocutor.
After 1 learned to walk, frequent trips to the Como zoo introduced me to
comparative biology. My training in chemistry began at the age of four, on
a visit to my grandpa's muscle physiology lab in Chicago, At the start of
kindergarten. I couldn’t count past 20, but rapidly thereafter developed skills
i mathematics, especially in comwbiuatorics: the study of counting,

In the third grade, my Sunday mornings in religions school were followed
by atrernoons in dad’s chemistry laboratory. He would sit me down in the
conference room in front of the blackboard, where T had colored on my own
or with my sister for years, and gave me chemical formulae for various amino
acids. From these, T was to determine the chemicals’ structures, and endecd
up naively deriving many important properties from the graph theory of
organic molecules. This work prepared me to give my first public mini-
lecture to a collegiate and professional audience that spring, on thin laver
chromatography. In fifth grade. | began playing trumpet in the elementary
school bad, and also saw my first proof of the Pythagorean theorem. It was
the first of many proofs I would persistently tryv to explain to my disinterested



friends at school over the uext several yvears,

The next year. | returned to the University as a student for the first
time since pre-school, after qualifying for the Institute of Technology’s Cen-
ter for Edneational Programs’ accelerated course in algebra, [ continued in
the program for five vears, which prepared me for advanced courses in cam-
binatorics and real analysis from the math department. About that time. I
also returned to my dad’s lab, this thne as an active researcher. Meanwlile,
[ began reading the work of some of the great French theorists of the second
half of thie 20th century, and became a passionate devotee, Some time last
year, it oceured to me that there might be something these theorists could
say about mathematics, and it has been the pursuit of that guestion which
lias most occupied me sinee then.

4 Statement of Purpose

My project will be to gain exposure to contempeorary critical methods by
attending the Sehool of Criticisin and Theory (SCT) at Cornell University,
SCT is unigue in its ability to bring together elite instructors and stidents
from many different backgrounds who all share a passion and talent for eriti-
cal theory. As a student at SCT, T will attend a six week serninar, along with
an assortment of smaller seminars and colloguia. While not directly address-
ing my interest in applying critical theory to mathematics, tlese seminars
and colloquia will, through clese instruetion and discussion, present a wide
range of ideas and methods from the forefront of contemporary theory.

I will be in an uncommon position as a mathematician studying the-
ory, a branch of academic practice often found resisting engagement with
mathematical thought and method. The reasons for such resistance are in
themselves fascinating, and underlie a heoader critieal disengagement with
mathematics thronghout most diseiplines, including mathematics itself. and
in everyday thinking as well. Mathematics, seen as both irrefitable and in-
accessible, is one of the best examples of privilesed discourses active today.
The extent of the impact of this system of knowledge and mesning is not
well understood. As T wrote in a final paper last semester;

“There are always problems in evaluating the effect of privileged dis-
courses, for their very privilege makes them difficult to bracket. The as-
cendence of a theory of logical certitude can be seen as one instance of
a broader tradition of logocentrism in Western metaphyvsics, where West-



ern metaplvsics itself is a coherent stance of articulation only through the
regime of homolingual address. Both logocentrism anud the homolingual ad-
dress which makes it possible have been widely eritiqued in critical circles.

There is a persistent conmter to the eritique of logocentrism, however. Tt
can be summed up by the question: what if there actually s an underly-
ing logic which can be identified? What if centuries of thinkers have heen
operating under ultimately correct, if sometimes misplaced, assumptions. of
an underlving unity in thowght and discourse? These claims are often read-
ilv answered in careful analyses of literary and political discourse, and the
last three decades Lave seen a remarkable depth of criticism in these areas,
Harder to circumseribe are arguments turning to the natural sciences, na-
ture itself. and mathematics. Strikingly often, theorists mnake exceptious in
their arguments for mathematical and logical thonght, and scrikingly often
the false edifice of mathematical ideality is allowed to stand unassailed and
oven unregarded. Any serious critical encounter with the normative regimes
of logocentrism and homolingual address cannot ignore what transpires in
the last and most vigorously defended stronghold of epistemic ideality.”

A critical theory of mathemarics would deaw from a diverse body of re-
search and thought, both current and historical. My own preliminary in-
vestigations have focused on eritical theories of witnessing and translation,
histories of seience and mathematics written from differing perspectives, com-
peting philosophies of wathematics and logie, and sociclogical studies of math
and selence. Critical linguistic theory seems to be among the most promis-
ing inroads to the analvsis of mathematical practice. Math. after all, has a
highly developed and highly specialized system of terminology and notation.
and one which is borrowed across the natural and statistical seiences. Histo-
rians of math and science have illustrated the contingent contextual basis of
seemingly immutable results in mathematics and the natural sciences, Soci-
ologists and ethnomethodologists, including especially David Bloor with his
‘strong program, have emphasized the social nature of the production and
dissemination of mathematical ideas. All these attempts have been closely
contrained within their particular disciplinary boundaries, and have rarely
ventured into the sort of focused critique which would eonfront the broader
implications of mathematical practice and production.
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