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Roots of Cultural Mathematical Hatred 

 If I were to tell someone about a method other than writing able to describe the world, to 

express ideas, to communicate complex thoughts; a method by which one can both determine how 

much mortgage will be paid and know when and where the next asteroid will impact Earth; and if 

I were to tell that person that this method is easy to understand and that more than likely he or she 

already knows it; they would probably think I’m on drugs. I’m confident that after such a 

description of this method, not many people would be proud of claiming they’re terrible at it, that 

they hate it, or that they don’t understand it. Yet, 30% of Americans claim they’re not good at 

math, and that they would rather clean the bathroom than solve a math problem, according to a 

survey made by ChangeTheEquation.org. 

 Even though 90% of Americans believe that math is crucial to becoming successful in life, 

the current century old teaching method focuses not on understanding math, not on doing math, 

but memorizing stone set rules that they must not break and must repeat until they’re well prepared 

to spew that knowledge in a standardized test. This makes liking the “subject” almost impossible 

for someone who is not exceptional at memorizing and who is not good with numbers. Whose 

blame is it, that a portion of Americans don’t feel confident or feel uneasy with something they 

consider important, but the people who are supposed to teach it? Teachers and professors were 

forced to present math as an abstract language that doesn’t apply to everyday life, they are now 

forced to present math as an abstract language that does apply to everyday life; instead of 

presenting math as what it is: a form of art.  
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The reason that math is taught in such a repetitive and uninteresting way traces back to the 

industrial revolution. In a time in which industries benefited from educated workers, public 

education began to emerge. However, there was no incentive to have a creative public. There was 

no reason for the common layman to understand and apply logic. There was only need for them to 

know basic computations and how to solve specific problems. There was no need, back then, for 

people to do math.  

 As technology advanced, the demand of math knowledge increased with more jobs 

requiring more advanced skills than previously taught. This in combination with other events led 

to addition of topics to the math curriculum like algebra and trigonometry, with the hopes of 

students taking from them the same level of critical thinking and problem solving skills that the 

mathematicians who invented those topics had. This ignores, of course, that the reason these 

ancient mathematicians were successful, and had logical and creative skills far greater than the 

average person today, is not because they knew those specific topics; but because they were 

creative enough to invent them. 

 That’s where the most common misconception of today’s society lies. We believe that 

memorizing the quadratic formula, knowing how to punch buttons on a calculator, or being able 

to formally prove that a triangle has three sides, will bring with it problem-solving and reasoning 

skills characteristic of mathematicians. We believe that knowing Pythagoras’s theorem, knowing 

how to solve for x, or memorizing masturbatory definitional runabouts, is math. We believe that 

knowledge of certain topics will bring with it attributes that characterize professionals, and that is 

mortgaging the future of this nation.  
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 A definition of proper mathematics is required at this point. For that I’ll resort to a quote 

from Paul Lockhart: “Mathematics is the music of reason.  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.”  

 That definition might seem unrealistic or inaccurate, as you might not have encountered 

real math throughout your life. For this, I’ll present an example of a math problem that is not about 

geometry, or trigonometry, or algebra, or calculus. A simple question regarding dice: If you were 

to roll a die twice and add the results, what’s the most likely outcome? Think about it for a second, 

and how you might attempt to answer that question.  

Let’s see what happens if we list, on a table, all possible rolls of 2 dice. It’s worth noting 

that my intention on doing this is not to answer the original question and move on. I don’t even 

know if doing this will solve the problem. I’m not doing this with any expectations. I’m not trying 

to find something practical. I’m just playing: 

Just by looking at the picture we can see that we stumbled upon the answer. 
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We’ve answered the question. There are more possible dice rolls that will add to 7, so that 

is the answer. And if we had 72 dice laying around we could’ve done this without writing anything 

down by listing all possible rolls using actual dice instead of drawings.  

Yes, the question is answered, but why should we stop there?! Look at that table! Look at 

those patterns! Why does the distribution of all possible results of rolling two dice arrange itself 

in such a nice, triangular way? What would happen if you roll another die and add it to the previous 

result? What would happen if your dice start or end on a different number? What would happen if 

the dice had more than 6 faces? What’s the connection between the 7 and the initial conditions? 

How much information can you extract just from the number of dice rolled and their dimensions? 

These are all good questions. Questions you don’t know how to solve. Questions that require you 

to think and be creative at the same time. Questions that lead to more mystery after being answered.  

That’s what mathematics is about. That is what mathematicians do. And yet, our school 

system does not focus on such an entertaining, exciting, fun activity. Our society does not consider 

such a pure form of expression, creativity, and pattern-making an art. Instead, they focus on the 

most boring, complicated, repetitive way of showing the answers to ancient questions regarding 

numbers, without even presenting the questions. Without letting the students come up with their 

own solutions, and wonder if there are better ways. Without letting them get frustrated with a 

problem they can’t solve. Without letting them express themselves. That is like trying to teach 

someone to play the piano by teaching them how to correctly write all the notes, how to read and 

write sheet music, and having them listen to some of Mozart’s sonatas; but without letting them 

play the piano, without allowing them to even touch a key, and without encouraging them to create 

their own music. 
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Everyone is aware of the problem. Students realize that math is boring and complicated. 

Parents know their kids are struggling. Teachers know their students are uninterested and bored. 

Schools know their students aren’t doing well in tests. Politicians know the country is falling 

behind in international tests. Everyone suggest solutions: parents suggest better teachers; teachers 

suggest more courses to focus on “bad” students, and more time in class; schools suggest more 

homework, more preparation for tests, and more resources; state and national governments suggest 

changing the curriculum, and increasing standards. Hundreds of conferences to decide what 

notation to use or the order in which subjects are taught… But nobody listens to the students. As 

Paul Lockhart said:  

To do mathematics is to engage in an act of discovery and conjecture, intuition 

and inspiration…to be frustrated as an artist… to be alive, damn it. Remove this 

from mathematics and you can have all the conferences you like; it won’t matter.  

Operate all you want, doctors: your patient is already dead. 

 At this point there’s nothing they can switch or “improve” in the curriculum to make 

students like the abomination they call math. They’ve ruined it. They did not include in their 

definition of math the only thing that makes it enjoyable and fun. And as a consequence, we have 

a mathematically illiterate population unable to think critically, to be creative, to be inventive, 

unable to do math by no fault of their own. As a consequence, we have a culture in which is not 

only acceptable, but encouraged to hate the purest of arts. So when someone says “I hate math” 

my immediate thought is “Of course. Why the fuck wouldn’t you?”. 

 

 


