
The Way Things Ought to Be

This essay is about how mathematicians see themselves and about how others
see us. And it is about the difference between these two perceptions. At the
end, I will remark about some consequences that these differing world views

may have.
A significant part of the academic/scientific world is controlled by chemists. This

is so because, in order to survive in “big science”, a chemist must be an organiza-
tion person. If he cannot direct a lab and work with a group of twenty or more peo-
ple, then he will probably not be a successful chemist. Thus chemists have ample
qualifications to become deans, and often they do. What are some of the implica-
tions of this observation?

When the dean wants to speak to one of his best chemists, he knows where to
look. A hard-working chemist shows up at her lab at 8:00 a.m. and does not leave
until 6:00 p.m.—except for frequent breaks to go to the business office and work
on grant proposals. The dean will find her, and in the expected place. When the dean
wants to speak to one of his best mathematicians, he might analogously expect that
mathematician to be sitting at her desk or programming her computer. But there’s
the rub! In point of fact, the mathematician is likely as not taking a walk in the woods,
or riding her in-line skates or chewing the rag in the coffee room or playing a game
of Go. The dean does not understand this. It looks as though the mathematician is
playing.

Now let us segue to a slightly larger picture. The mayor of Gotham City is look-
ing for the butcher. Where will he look? Most likely, a hard-working butcher is found
in his shop—cutting meat or cleaning his butcher block or sharpening his knives.
Just the same if the mayor is looking for the baker or the candlestick maker. But
what if the mayor wants to find the professor of English? The mayor probably
thinks of a professor as a teacher and will look in the classroom. More fool he. The
professor only has six hours per week of classroom duties! Measured by time spent,
this professor is more likely to be taking a run or having lunch with a publisher or
debating metaphysical epistemology with a colleague or participating in an e-mail
discussion group. In other words, it looks as though the professor is playing.

When Jean Jacques Rousseau developed his Social Contract, he was not thinking
about modern tenured professors. He was thinking about farmers and clerks and
merchants. Yet that Social Contract is still a yardstick by which the government and
the public judge the way that the world works. Professors are not easily measured
by that norm, and mathematicians are even more bohemian than the average pro-
fessor. I usually work 80 hours per week, and everyone in my acquaintance knows
it, yet those outside of academics simply cannot understand what it is that I do with
my time. I am sure that most of us suffer the same social isolation.

Like it or not, this is the life we chose for ourselves, and we all must endeavor to
grow and flourish where we are planted. But it is the 1990s, and many universities
are downsizing, realigning, and reinventing themselves. In the process, the world to
which we have become accustomed is being rattled. As an example, the administration
at the University of Rochester has proposed to close the graduate program in math-
ematics. The university administrator who made the decision is an attorney who spe-
cializes in bankruptcy law. He is not an expert in Gelfand-Fuks cohomology. Think
about the points made in the preceding paragraphs as you consider how this ad-
ministrator may have come to his decision—and whom he was consulting as he im-
plemented the decision.

It behooves us to become aware of how we are perceived and how we are judged
by those who are outside our ranks. In a world where hard decisions are being made,
we are often the ones acted upon rather than the prime movers. Generally speak-
ing, we are not organization people; instead, we are, by training, the misfits. We can
best help ourselves by learning to communicate and by learning to fulfill our roles
as educators and as the keepers of the collective learning of mankind. Let me enun-
ciate my position plainly: We should by no means abandon or diminish that which
we do so well (mathematics). But we must learn to help others understand what it
is and why it must be done.

532 NOTICES OF THE AMS VOLUME 43 NUMBER 5

Notices
of the American Mathematical Society

EDITOR: Hugo Rossi

ASSOCIATE EDITORS:
Robert J. Daverman, Robert M. Fossum , Susan Friedlander
(Forum Editor), Steven  Krantz, Susan Landau, Andy Magid,  
Mary Beth Ruskai

CONTRIBUTING EDITOR: Keith Devlin

PRODUCTION EDITOR: Sandra Frost

SENIOR WRITER: Allyn Jackson

PRODUCTION ASSISTANTS:
Muriel Toupin, Anne-Marie Epp

PRODUCTION:
Lori Nero, Donna Salter, Deborah Smith, Peter Sykes, Max-
ine Wolfson

ADVERTISING SALES: Anne Newcomb

SUBSCRIPTION INFORMATION:  Subscription prices for
Volume 43 (1996) are $270 list;  $216 institutional member;
$162 Individual member.  (The subscription price for mem-
bers is included in the annual dues.)  A late charge of 10% of
the subscription price will be imposed upon orders received
from nonmembers after January 1 of the subscription year.
Add for postage: Surface delivery outside the United States
and India—$15;  in India—$34;  expedited delivery to desti-
nations in North America—$32;  elsewhere—$67.  Sub-
scriptions and orders for AMS publications should be ad-
dressed tho the American Mathematical Society, P.O. Box
5904, Boston, MA 02206-5904.  All orders must prepaid.

ADVERTISING:  Notices publishes situations wanted and
classified advertising, and display advertising for publish-
ers and academic or scientific organizations.

SUBMISSIONS:  The NoticesEditorial Board encourages sub-
mission of articles on mathematics, the profession, and
mathematics education, as well as shorter articles or reviews,
and Letters to the Editor. Written material can be sent di-
rectly to the editors or to the Providence office.

NOTICES ON e-MATH:  Most of this publication is now avail-
able electronically through e-MATH on the World Wide Web.
e-MATH is the Society’s resource for delivering electronic
products and services to mathematicians. To access the No-
tices on e-MATH, use the URL:

http://e-math.ams.org/

(or http://www.ams.org/)

(For those with VT100-type terminals or for those without
WWW browsing software, connect to e-MATH via Telnet (tel-
net e-math.ams.org;  login and password e-math) and use
the Lynx option from the main menu.)

[Notices of the American Mathematical Society is pub-
lished monthly by the American Mathematical Society at
201 Charles Street, Providence, RI 02904-2213. Second
class postage paid at Providence, RI and additional mail-
ing offices. POSTMASTER: Send address change notices to
Notices of the American Mathematical Society, P.O.Box
6248, Providence, RI 02940-6248.] Publication here of the
Society’s street address, and the other information in
brackets above, is a technical requirement of the U.S.
Postal Service. All correspondence should be mailed to the
Post Office box, not the street address. Tel: 401-455-4000.
e-mail: ams@math.ams.org.

© Copyright 1996 by the 
American Mathematical Society. 

All rights reserved.
Printed in the United States of America.

The paper used in this journal is acid-free and 
falls within the guidelines established 
to ensure permanence and durability.

ABOUT THE COVER

The color photograph shows the repelling set for an ex-
panding map F from the euclidean plane into itself. F is
defined by dividing the plane into two components by
means of a straight line and specifying that F is a cer-
tain affine map on one component and a second affine
map on the other component. (continued on page 536)

—Steven Krantz
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