The Kira-kira method of the Torajan woodcarvers of Sulawesi to divide a segment into equal parts

Miquel Albertí

bitxi@telefonica.net
Abstract:

This paper deals with the problem of how to identify mathematics in activity. I offer a method which develops parallel to the mathematical modelling process. We move from outside to deep inside of the practice: first, analysing the finished-work (the activity’s product); then, observing the work-in-progress (the product’s construction process where tools play a great role) and; finally, enquiring about the work-in-purpose (the authors’ product ideas and explanations). Only after taking into account these three crucial stages of the situation it can be stated that mathematical knowledge is involved in the practice and characterize it.

The case will be that of the Torajan woodcarvers of Sulawesi, in Indonesia. It will be shown how they divide a segment into equal parts using a recursive method which doesn’t need the participation of a compass as in the Euclidean solution. As the woodcarver acquires his skill from old practitioners rather than through academic education, the conclusion will be to have found ethnomathematical knowledge.

