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206 On Contradiction

A reenactment a few years after the event.

I want to be gentle and loving but I’m so desperate and angry, and as I
struggle to get toilet paper with one hand and sing to infant and respond to
toddler, I know in my heart, in my soul, in every one of my bones, I know
that I was promised (somewhere around the time when I got my first perfect
math SAT score) that this would never be my life. When children enter your
life, they expose the lies we were promised about order, and control, and
choice. If you don’t adapt, you risk creating an unsupportive environment
in which families don’t thrive.

The evolution of what we today consider mathematics promised to some a
sense of order, and control, and choice. To them, the perceived chaos and
disorder of “diversity” is at best irrelevant, at worst a violation. Their failure
to adapt has created an unsupportive environment in which our community
cannot and does not thrive.

They must adapt, though, not just for the human interest angle, but because
they have got it wrong. The promise of order, control, and choice, was a
lie, and an unsustainable one at that. Math is not just the epsilon greater
than zero; it is the choice to let epsilon be greater than zero; and it is
also the man you remember choosing to let epsilon be greater than zero.
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Math is not just the patterns and structures studied by those allowed to
be called mathematicians; it is also those patterns and structures used and
contemplated by those not allowed to be called mathematicians; it is also
the imperfections we exclude from our patterns; it is also the tension of
being open to more than one possible framework. Rethinking, reshaping,
and rehumanizing mathematics has to be what we do now, and we must do
it with the same fearlessness parents are regularly forced to adopt as their
children set off to destroy, I mean explore, patterns and structures of their
own.
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My views are a work in progress, and my most recent progress towards a new
understanding of mathematics is due in (extremely) large part to discussions
with and the writings of Rochelle Gutiérrez, Michael Barany, and Brian Katz.

In honor of not discarding the seemingly academically irrelevant, I will add
that any instance of me existing as a mathematician and parent is with
reference to Lillian Pierce whose perspective on this very serious and very
silly business of parenting in academia has been life-sustaining.


