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Is this a trick question?

There are no trick questions, 
just surprisingly interesting ones!
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Who invented calculus?

• This is not a conventionally interesting question.
• Historians do not tend to be interested in priority 

disputes in themselves.
• Circular question: the answer always depends on what 

you mean by calculus, but the goal is to understand what 
different people meant in their times and places, not 
what you mean.

• Where it started doesn’t determine what it meant.
• Heroes are boring, context is awesome.
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• This is a very surprisingly interesting question.
• The priority question itself and debates over it animated 

generations of science and philosophy.
• Calculus was just one product of a centuries (millennia) 

long history of calculation.
• Calculus is a key to capitalism, colonialism, slavery, 

democracy, and other central facets of modern history.
• Calculus has defined what rational inquiry was and who 

could perform it.
• Calculus has been at the centre of major changes to 

education, theory, and society.

Calculus has been continually reinvented, 
and the story of its reinvention is the story 
of centuries of transformations in science 

and society.



History of Mathematics

• Collaborative, discussion-based
• Current literature and primary sources
• Formal assessment available by arrangement if required

1. Introduction, how to read like a historian 6. Intermediate values

2. Origins and sources 7. Problems and practices

3. Rhetoric and form 8. Foundations and roots

4. Geometry and nature 9. Minds and machines

5. Enlightenment 10. Globalisation
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