
In Mathematics, ‘You Cannot Be Lied To’  
For Sylvia Serfaty, mathematics is all about truth and beauty and building scientific and human connections. 

 
“It’s really beautiful to observe, as you 

progress in your mathematical maturity, how 
everything is somehow connected. There are 

so many things that are related, and you keep 
building connections in your intellectual 

landscape. With experience you develop a 
point of view that is pretty much unique to 

yourself — somebody else would come at it 
from a different angle. That’s what’s fruitful, 
and that’s how you can solve problems that 

maybe somebody smarter than you wouldn’t 
solve just because they don’t have the 

necessary perspective.” 
- Sylvia Serfaty 



“Mathematican perk- don a puzzled frown & you can sit & enjoy 
warm sun while colleagues think you're mulling some particularly 

tricky problem.”  
-Dr. Holly Krieger 

 

“Honestly, the hotel walls looked like that 
before I got here! (...hides black marker)”

 



 “It was simple.  You had to consider the rotation of 
the earth – and, equally important… you had to know 
the location of the moon and where it was when you 
took off and where it was when you got there… Well, 
it was intricate but it was possible.” 

 
 
 

Katherine Johnson  (1918-       ) 
 
  
 



“I began to use the term 
“software engineering” to 
distinguish it from hardware and 
other kinds of engineering; yet, 
treat each type of engineering as 
part of the overall systems 
engineering process. When I first 
started using this phrase, it was 
considered to be quite amusing. 
It was an ongoing joke for a long 
time. They liked to kid me about 
my radical ideas. Software 
eventually and necessarily 
gained the same respect as any 
other discipline.”  

 
-Margaret Hamilton 

 



“To do mathematics is to engage in an 
act of discovery and conjecture, intuition 
and inspiration; to be in a state of 
confusion— not because it makes no 
sense to you, but because you gave it 
sense and you still don’t understand 
what your creation is up to; to have a breakthrough idea; to 
be frustrated as an artist; to be awed and overwhelmed by 
an almost painful beauty; to be alive, damn it.”  
— Paul Lockhart, The Mathematician's Lament 



A Mathematician who uses Geometry to combat Gerrymandering! 
"Changes to voting rules that used to be 
considered by courts before they could 
be implemented are now implemented 
first and the courts consider them after 
the fact."  
-Moon Duchin 
 

Because of the increase in cases challenging new electoral maps, she says, there’s a 
need for expert witnesses who understand the mathematical concepts applicable to 
gerrymandering.  She has created a program to train mathemeticians to be expert 
witnesses in court cases.  
 
 
 
 
 
Read more about her project in the Chronicle for higher Education: 
http://www.chronicle.com/article/Meet-the-Math-Professor/239260 



Most of what we believe, we believe because it was told to us 
by someone we trusted. What I would like to suggest, 
however, is that if we rely too much on that kind of education, 
we could find in the end that we have never really learned 
anything. 

 
-Paul Wallace 

 



Staring is not a viable problem 
solving strategy. 

 
-Margaret Kenney 

 



 “I’m also super 
interested in the idea 
that the initial data of 
the universe could 
contain irrational or 
uncomputable 
numbers. Then the 
universe could never 
finish computing the 
consequences of the 
initial conditions. Maybe we can’t predict what’s coming next 
because every digit of the initial data is a toss of a coin..” 
 

-Janna Levin 

 



To Live Your Best Life, Do Mathematics 
The ancient Greeks argued that the best life was filled with beauty, truth, justice, play 
and love. The mathematician Francis Su knows just where to find them. 
 

When I think of human flourishing, I’m thinking of 
something close to Aristotle’s definition, which is activity 

in accordance with virtue. If you have a playful mind or 
a playful spirit, or you’re seeking truth, or pursuing 

beauty, or fighting for justice, or loving another human 
being — these are activities that line up with certain 

virtues.  Mathematics builds skills that allow people to 
do things they might otherwise not have been able to 

do or experience. If I learn mathematics and I become a 
better thinker, I develop perseverance, because I know 

what it’s like to wrestle with a hard problem, and I 
develop hopefulness that I will actually solve these 
problems. And some people experience a kind of 

transcendent wonder that they’re seeing something 
true about the universe. That’s a source of joy and 

flourishing.  Math helps us do these things. 

- Francis Su 



“From an aesthetic point of view, it’s beautiful. For us, it’s awe-
inspiring too; maybe at a slightly more mathematical level. For us, 
we have this pancake that we compute, and it grows bigger and 
bigger and fills the space. Once you look at it, it’s like: How can it 
possibly do that? The beauty that other people see in it is in some 
sense the beauty we see. It speaks to you. It has this 
shape. Why does it have this shape? What is it? We see the 
beauty but also what it means. It’s not just some surface that 
somebody made up; it is intrinsically connected with the question 
of what chaos is.         -Professor Hinke Osinga 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

As well as for her research, she is known as a creator of mathematical art 



“We as mathematicians don’t have to be 
apologetic about saying we like beautiful 
things. We live on beautiful things.”  
 

-Sir Michael Atiyah  (1929-       ) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

In the broad light of day mathematicians check their equations and their proofs, leaving no stone unturned in their search for rigour. But, at 
night, under the full moon, they dream, they float among the stars and wonder at the miracle of the heavens. They are inspired. Without 
dreams there is no art, no mathematics, no life. 



“… mathematics is a 
communal endeavor: even 
the most brilliant idea gets 
its meaning only from its 
relation to the whole.” 
 

-Dusa McDuff 

 


