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Abstract:

This paper is concerned with the compasses of the Torajan woodcarvers of Sulawesi. One of these artefacts, the bamboo compass, shares with the standard western compasses the purpose for what both of them were constructed: to draw circumferences. But its physical characteristics and the way it is used embed mathematical ideas different from those embedded in the western compass’ characteristics and use. Such differences show that the relationship between artefact and cognition cannot be detached from the context. In any activity, tools play a fundamental role besides the practical use: they are cognitive mediators. They are agents both of mathematical ideas related to their  physical characteristics and of mathematical ideas encompassed in the way they are used. Thus, tools become paths leading towards their users’ minds. Tools used in a particular situation are a critical aspect of the situation itself and, at the same time, their use may suggest relevant questions concerning mathematical cognition. Our main purpose is common to both ethnomathematics researchers and socio-cultural psychologists interested in out-of-school knowledge, for it deals with the legitimisation of non-western, out-of-school mathematical ways of knowing. 

