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ABSTRACT

Reuben Hersh, an American mathematician and philosopher, presented his humanistic
perspective with a critical view of traditional schools of the philosophy of mathematics.
This interdisciplinary perspective is considered among the valuable and influential
viewpoints of late philosophy, contrasting dominant traditional philosophies. From the
point of view of a philosopher of science, he endeavored to connect mathematics to the
human world through his influential views. His innovation lies in presenting a picture of
the mathematical life—a picture that is evidence that a humanist or social-historical account
is truer to real life than traditional accounts. Since humanistic philosophy links mathematics
with people, society, and history, the impact of this perspective will play a significant role
in revising, refining, and transforming conventional traditional views of mathematics as a
mere scientific tool. In this paper, through an analytical-descriptive approach, we aim to
trace the footprint of a sociological theory by the American sociologist, Erving Goffman,
within Hersh's humanistic perspective—an approach that has the capacity to create an
interdisciplinary foundation. Mathematics, like other social institutions, has its "front" and
"back. Acceptance of the mathematical myths that Hersh unveils depends on whether one
is located in the front or the back of mathematics.

Keywords: philosophy of mathematics, humanism, sociological, Erving Goffman

1. Assistant Professor of Mathematics, Faculty of Science, University of Science and Technology of
Mazandaran, Behshahr, Iran
>4 z.naghizadeh@mazust.ac.ir


https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0

lntcrdisci{:]jnary Studies
in the Humanities

Volume 18
Issue 1
Winter 2026

INTRODUCTION

A philosophy can be regarded as an explanation that seeks to give meaning to the
natural disorder of a collection of experiences. The philosophy of mathematics is
fundamentally a diligently reconstruction that gives specific meaning or order to the
vast, disordered accumulation of mathematical knowledge built up over many years
(Eves, 2006, p. 320).

Reuben Hersh (1927-2020), an American mathematician and philosopher,
introduced his humanist perspective in 1980 through a critical view of traditional
schools of philosophy of mathematics. In humanism, mathematics is recognized as a
human activity, a social phenomenon, and a part of human culture, historically
evolved and intelligible only in social context. Thus, Hersh envisions a world of ideas
and designs created by human beings and found in their shared perception,
contrasting the Platonic realm of forms, and considers it a historical-socio-cultural
reality. Therefore, from a humanist viewpoint, without humans, mathematics does
not exist (Sal Moslehian, 2005, p. 28). The difficulty in discerning the nature of
mathematical objects stems from a centuries-old assumption of Western philosophy.
This hypothesis posits that there are two kinds of things in the world. What isn’t
physical is mental; what isn’t mental is physical (Hersh, 1997b, p. 13). From Hersh's
perspective, mathematics is neither mental nor physical; it is social. It is part of
history and culture. Like law, money, religion, and all things that, despite their reality,
form only part of the consciousness of social humans. This is what mathematics is
(Sal Moslehian, 2005, p. 87). The being and existence of mathematical objects
possess neither an inside nature like subjective thoughts nor an outside nature like a
rock or a spirit. In fact, Hersh rejects both the outside and inside natures that have
dominated discussions in the ontology of mathematics. He then selects a third type,
more commonly discussed in sciences such as anthropology and sociology. Hersh
attributed the articulation of this truth—that social reality is distinct from physical
and mental reality—to Emile Durkheim, the prominent French sociologist from a
century prior (Hersh, 1997b, p. 14).

Interdisciplinary studies emerged as an academic field in the second half of the
twentieth century in response to theoretical and research challenges. These were
challenges that existing scientific disciplines were unable to resolve on their own.
Based on the interactions between sociology and mathematics, two academic
disciplines have emerged: "Mathematical Sociology" and "Sociology of
Mathematics” (Sharifi & Habibi, 2025, p. 53).

Goffman in his book, The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life (Goffman, 2021),
generalized the concepts of "front" and "back," which were originally applied to
restaurants and theaters, to all social institutions.



In this regard, by using Goffman's dramaturgical metaphor, we try to trace the
sociological underpinnings within the humanistic perspective—an approach with the
capacity to create an interdisciplinary framework.

PURPOSE

In this paper, through an analytical-descriptive approach, we aim to trace the footprint
of a sociological theory by the American sociologist Erving Goffman within Hersh's
humanist perspective—an approach capable of creating an interdisciplinary
foundation. Mathematics, like other social institutions, has its "front" and its "back".
However, these are not "regions" in the literal, physical sense. The "front" and "back"
refer to particular aspects of mathematical activity. It is impossible to understand the
front of Mathematics while ignoring the back and it’s hidden aspects. The acceptance
of the mathematical myths that Hersh unveils depends on whether one is located in
the front or the back of mathematics.

METHODOLOGY

The present study, which is written using an analytical-descriptive method and library
resources, seeks to explain a sociological approach in Reuben Hersh's humanistic
perspective. As mentioned earlier, in this paper, we will see how Hersh, by utilizing
Goffman's theory, introduces the concepts of "front" and "back" for mathematics and
unveils many of the myths in mathematics. The main questions of the present paper are:

1. What sociological approach did Reuben Hersh use in expressing his
philosophical viewpoint?

2. What are the myths in mathematics from Hersh's perspective, and how does he
connect the acceptance of these myths to his proposed sociological approach?

FINDINGS

In this paper, we will first examine how Reuben Hersh utilizes the sociological theory
of Erving Goffman to express the two concepts of "front regjon" and "back region"
in mathematics.

According to Goffman's dramaturgical metaphor, when one’s activity occurs in the
presence of other persons, some aspects of the activity are expressively accentuated and
appear in what is called the "front region". Other aspects, which might discredit the
fostered impression, are suppressed. These suppressed facts appear in another scene, in
a "back region" or "backstage" (Goffman, 2021, p. 128). Goffman extended the
concepts of "front" and "back," which originally applied to restaurants and theaters, to
all social institutions. In a university, the classrooms and libraries are the front regions,
where the public (students) is served. However, the chairman's and dean's offices are
the back, where the products (classes and courses) are prepared. Mathematics, like other
social institutions, has its own "front" and "back" regions, which represent particular
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aspects of mathematical activity (Hersh, 1997b, 36 & Hersh, 2013, p. 36). The front of
mathematics consists of the polished results that we show to the world (including our
students), and the back which consists of what we do to obtain those results (Dubinsky,
1999, p. 1064). It is impossible to understand the front of Mathematics while ignoring
the back and it’s hidden aspects.

In the sequel, some common myths about mathematics from Hersh's perspective
are presented. The acceptance of the mathematical myths that Hersh unveils depends
on whether one is located in the front or the back of mathematics. In mathematics,
the front/back separation makes possible a myth, and in the movement from front to
the back, more sophisticated attitude toward the myths is formed.

CONCLUSION

Given that integrating interdisciplinary theories can lead to more profound studies
and methodologically more precise research, in this paper, we have sought to explain
Hersh's humanistic approach to provide a basis for understanding the socio-historical-
cultural meaning of mathematics. Hersh is skeptical about the continued seriousness
of dominant traditional philosophies and believes that if these philosophies wish to
remain relevant, they must confront the challenge of humanism. In this regard,
relying on the research findings and in response to the main questions of this paper,
we have utilized Goffman's dramaturgical metaphor to trace the footprint of a
sociological approach within the humanistic perspective—an approach capable of
creating an interdisciplinary framework. Subsequently, we discussed myths in
mathematics that few would believe if the complexities of the process of creating and
developing mathematics were revealed. These are myths whose formation is made
possible by the front/back separation in mathematics, just as this separation creates
myths about the flavoring of the food and the secret of its deliciousness, or the
complexion and beauty of the leading lady.

A more extensive study of Hersh's approach in answering the question "What is
the nature of mathematical objects?" and his use of Durkheim's concept of social
reality within the humanistic framework of mathematics is beyond the current scope
of this paper and will be examined in future studies through separate research.

Considering the extensive potential at the intersection of sociology and
philosophy of mathematics, it is suggested that researchers from these two fields
engage in more comprehensive interdisciplinary studies on sociological theories in
the philosophy of mathematics. Among these, the impact of the humanistic
philosophical approach on mathematics education could be one of the important axes
of such research and, on the other hand, it could enrich the currently slender body of
mathematical sociology.



NOVELTY

Given that integrating interdisciplinary theories can lead to deeper and more
methodologically precise studies, in this paper we have endeavored to trace the
sociological approach within Hersh’s humanistic perspective by drawing on
Goffman’s theatrical metaphor- an approach that holds the potential to create an
interdisciplinary framework.
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