
Week 11 Assignment Name:

Math History Videos Class Day (MW or TTh):

DIRECTIONS: During week 11 of the semester we will not be meeting in the classroom
but will be using this handout and three videos I have posted on our class website for you to
explore the history of mathematics. On our class website go to the “Week 11 Assignment”
link, and you will find the videos linked in the order in which you should watch them. This
handout contains questions about each of the videos. As you get ready to watch a video it
would be a good idea to read through the questions for that video first to know what you
are listening for particularly. Answer briefly yet fully, using full sentences in your answers.
Limit yourself to the spaces provided. This work is worth 50 points, which is equivalent
to half of a test grade. All responses must reflect what was stated in these videos and not
answers from other resources - unless the question is asking you for a personal response.

A) OVERCOMING OBSTACLES (16pts)

1. What are two reasons mentioned in the video that 19th century society was opposed to
women learning mathematics?

2. For each of the following women, give the obstacles they had to overcome and state
the inspirations that caused them to desire to continue studying math.

Sophie Germain:

Sonya Kovalevskaya:

Mary Somerville:



3. Who are the other two women covered at the end of the talk? Tell me ONE THING
that stood out to you about ONE of them.

4. As you’ve seen in this video, in the 1800s it was nearly impossible for a woman to get
an education. It was also very difficult for men from poor backgrounds to get an education.
In the U.S. today we provide free, mandatory K-12 education. What are your thoughts on
this when you consider the lack of access in earlier centuries to people who really wanted
an education compared with the amount of complaining that many people do today about
having to go to school? Is education helpful to people? Is it helpful to society? Do we take
it for granted because it’s free? Is it really “free?” Should we require everyone to have a
K-12 education like we currently do? Does mandatory education inspire people or does it
turn them off to learning? What do you think about some of these issues?

B) THE STORY OF ONE (16pts)

1) Early humans did not have a number system, and there are even some primitive cultures
today that do not have a number system. Why did human beings invent math, and how
did the idea of using numbers begin?



2) How were Roman Numerals inferior to the Sumerian and Egyptian numbers that came
before them, and what did the Romans have to use in order to work with their numbers?

3) What number system replaced the Roman system and what was better about the new
system - and why did it take so long for Europeans to accept this new, better system?

4) Tell me a bit about why the binary number system is perfect for machines, and tell me a
little bit about the history of computing machines from the time of Leibniz to the time of
World War II.

C) CANTOR AND THE INFINITE (16pts)

1) This video does not begin with the life of Cantor, but rather with an overview of my
sabbatical travels and my reason behind these travels. What did I say was important to me
about these travels?



2) At 16:42 I give the first mathematical teaser. Before watching the rest of the video,
state here what you think is true - does infinity come in different sizes or is infinity just
infinity? Support your reasoning.

3) After watching the whole video, write a bit about your understanding of the answer I
give to the teaser in question 2 above.

4) Aside from the obvious, why was the death of Cantor’s youngest son so particularly
hard on him?

D) CONCLUSION (2 pts.)

1) Which of the videos did you like best and why?


