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In this paper we seek to (re)visit some of the more critical issues surrounding the incorporation of so called ‘ethnomathematics’ into the mathematics education curriculum of South Africa.

This paper arises out of a concern we have for the intellectual complacency that seems to surround the theoretical and philosophical underpinnings of ethnomathematics – there appears to be (certainly in our country) a view that a critique of ethnomathematics is passé.  This is a very dangerous attitude and we argue that if ethnomathematics is to strengthen its position, we continually need to critically reflect on its assumptions and underpinnings.  We are committed to the notion of universal truth and knowledge and reject the fragmentation and ownership of knowledge (in this case mathematical knowledge) along ethnic and indigenous divisions. 
Ethnomathematics -
bandwagon syndrome

· naively co-opted by politicians and

policy-makers

· clichéd

· polarization

· ethnification

There is one thing we need to address before anything else. We need to increase the number of young people, particularly blacks and women, who are able to successfully complete the first course in Mathematics at our universities. (Mangena, 2004)

This call is made against the backdrop of a changing and transforming education system in South Africa; an education system which aims to:

· ‘heal the divisions of the past and establish a society based on democratic values, social justice and fundamental human rights’, 

· to ‘lay the foundations for a democratic and open society’ and 

· to ‘improve the quality of life of all citizens and free the potential of each person’, in order to ‘build a united and democratic South Africa able to take its rightful place as a sovereign state in the family of nations’ (Republic of South Africa, 1996). 

‘Education and the curriculum’ (including Mathematics)

have an important role to play in realizing these aims. The curriculum aims to develop the full potential of each learner as a citizen of a democratic South Africa. (Department of Education, 2002, p.1)

Seepe, a driver of the Indigeneous Knowledge Systems (IKS) Programme in South Africa calls for a ‘culturally informed mathematics’, an ethnomathematics approach as part of the ‘democratization’ of curricula (Seepe, 2000, pp.31-133) on the basis that it has been too ‘Eurocentric’

He suggests that the launch of the Indigenous Knowledge Systems Programme in South Africa is seen as a ‘critical component in the restructuring and democratization of the South African science and technology system, which has hitherto remained Eurocentric’ (Seepe, 2000, pp.133, 134).

As good as his intentions appear, Seepe, like so many others, seems to have fallen into the trap of polarizing the notion of mathematical knowledge into ‘mainstream’ – in his case ‘eurocentric’ and ‘ethnic’ – in his case ‘African’.

Some of the questions we ask are:

· What is a ‘Eurocentric’ science and technology system or, for that matter, system of mathematics? 

· What makes it a Eurocentric system? 

· What makes it Eurocentric? 

· The notion of Eurocentrism (with particular reference to mathematics) has unfortunately become a buzzword that is bandied about without much thought or insight.

Furthermore, 

· how exactly is ‘the utilization of indigenous technology and African knowledge systems’ supposed to unlock ‘the door that has prevented the masses from accessing mathematics, science and engineering’?

Finally, the question of the African origins of mathematics is moot and not very helpful, and we do not intend to engage with it. Rather, our concern here resides with the issue of the origins of African mathematics, in the sense that we question the existence of a uniquely and distinctly African mathematics (just as much as we question a uniquely and distinctly European mathematics).  We argue that the interpretations and applications of mathematical concepts may be distinctly African (or European), but that to claim a uniquely ethnic or cultural ownership of mathematics is misleading and merely reinforces fragmentation and marginalisation. 

We support the notion that Ethnomathematics can be a useful concept in describing mathematical practices and skills through a cultural lens, but we do not necessarily buy into the notion of the existence of a unique and distinctly defined ethnomathematics.

Some of our concerns are grouped under the following:

· Pedagogical/pragmatic

Does ethnomathematics work?

Mixed evidence

Cannot make blanket assumption that it does

· Political 

Does ethnomathematics facilitate access – for some, but not for all

A familiar context in one class will be alien in another

Bandwagon syndrome 

Confusion of categories

· Philosophical/ epistemological 

Ethno-philosophy

African philosophy

Is Mathematics not translocal and transcultural?

Some doubts about the notion of ‘African’ mathematics, in particular

Realistically, when ethnomathematicians and indigenous knowledge apologists speak of the cultural specificity of mathematics, they are actually referring to traditions, either to practices or to beliefs.

Our argument that ethnomathematics is, at best, a rhetorical tool for establishing relevance and promoting sensitivity to cultural differences – but neither a viable pedagogical nor epistemological construct – emanates 

1. from an epistemological and logical perspective, 

2. on the basis of a new look at practices and skills, 

3. from concerns about embracing ‘African’ mathematics as valid and valuable – just because (or on the mere grounds that) it is African. 

Some thoughts about truth and ‘the social’

1. ‘consensus’ versus ‘truth’ in mathematics

2. the debate about the nature and status of mathematical truth waged between those who support a ‘discovery’ approach and those who endorse an ‘invention’ model

Just as mathematical beliefs and ideas may differ among or across cultures, the manifestation of mathematical practices and skills may so differ. However, the former amount to knowledge only if they are true and if they are adequately justified. Similarly, while they may differ in their manifestation, mathematical activities and practices like ‘representation and interpretation; estimation and calculation; reasoning and communication; problem posing; problem solving and investigation; and describing and analysing’ (Department of Education) are transcultural, ‘in that they appear to be carried out by every cultural group ever studied’ (Bishop).

Concluding comments

Critical and rigorous self-reflection and analysis of all its assumptions is crucial if ‘ethnomathematics’ is to contribute meaningfully to curriculum development and implementation, in (South) Africa as elsewhere. After all, despite disagreement, there appears to be a shared, implicit assumption that even the most difficult and theoretical mathematical problems are amenable to discussion and argument. Moreover, there seems to exist basic agreement on some standard of correct and incorrect reasoning in mathematics, as in other areas of intellectual life. 
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