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Abstract:

Our starting point for this paper is the recognition of the complex cultural and cross-cultural interactions and interpenetrations of learning networks across time, space, and society. Within this framework, our objective is to defend the rationale for a non-essentialist but realistic view of mathematics.  Our theoretical starting point is Emile Durkheim’s theory of collective representations and collective elaborations. We also draw on Randall Collins’ work on the sociology of intellectuals, and Sal Restivo’s sociology of abstract thought.  Postmodernism has not taught us to be relativists but rather how to be – following Dorothy Smith – sociologically sophisticated truth seekers. Our political economy of mathematics supports Spengler’s view that there are “as many number worlds as there are cultures” and the modern science studies perspective on mathematics as social relations, a social construction, and a social institution. These strongly sociological ideas do not imply or entail relativism.  Our approach links theory, practice, and power and recognizes the significance of the Other in contemporary discourse. Ethnomathematics helps us unfold the pathways of this discourse.

