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“Why Study Geometry?”


Geometry and math itself have been studied and taught for thousands of years; one would think that by now, there would be a concrete answer to the question, “why study geometry?” Unfortunately there is no solid, sufficient answer to the question, or at least an answer worthy of a mathematician, with several supplemental reasons for the validity of the statement. Answers have merely broken down into the opinions of those who decide to address the question. When one calculates opinion into the equation, there is undoubtedly going to be ideas and claims made across on all sides of the spectrum. Many say that the study of geometry is meaningless and that it does nothing to advance our minds. Others will say that it is absolutely necessary and essential as a basis for all knowledge learned in the study of mathematics. However, since they are opinions, they have a natural inclination to be biased and partial to the one who makes the statement. Somebody who is an avid math student and who understands math and is able to perform well in the subject of geometry would indeed say that it is necessary and important to learn. On the other side, a person who does not like or understand geometry will protest to that statement and think that geometry should not be taught or studied in school. As
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this is an essay about my honest opinion about the answer to the titular question it will differ from the essays of others who are more inclined to like math. My answer to the question is this: I believe that the study of geometry is necessary. There are things that I know now in the area of math that I would not know had I not taken geometry courses in high school and middle school. It is necessary to study geometry because it helps form a base in our knowledge of how to prove the statements and claims that we make daily. Examples of proofs and therefore geometry can be seen in many professions today that involve supporting claims and ideas with sound evidence, such as a lawyer and a debater. We study geometry because it is necessary and it serves as a base to many and more that is part of our education of students in all disciplines. While the idea that the study of geometry is necessary may not be evident at first; and the purpose still unseen; it seems tedious and boring, further insight will show that not everything has or even needs and immediate purpose, something that humans desire to see in everything, so as not to waste our short lives on futile endeavors.

The Latin author Stobaeus from the 5th century C.E. helped to preserve and pass down a story that involves Euclid and one of his students. The story goes as follows: “Someone who had begun to read geometry with Euclid when he had learnt the first theorem asked Euclid, ‘what shall I get by learning these things?’ Euclid called his slave and said, ‘Give this man three obols, since he must profit from what he learns.” As is natural, the student seeks a straightforward reason for why they are studying geometry. As a way of answering, Euclid gives the student money. This response shows that Euclid believes that not everything has a palpable end, as well as the idea that he believes in 
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learning for the sake of learning. Euclid is proving that if we desire to receive something from learning, we might as well just expect money. If asked the titular question, I believe that Euclid would answer with another question. He would ask, “why does there have to a reason for why we study geometry.” That much I gathered from the act of giving the obols to the student. If he was pressed further, I think that Euclid would say geometry is important to study, but we must also understand that not everything has a price and not everything leads to other thing. He might say that he studies geometry because he wants to study it, not for any his own gain or a higher purpose. He would also say that learning is something we should simply for the goal of learning and understanding and gaining more knowledge. Euclid’s answer to the student’s question shows the amount of contempt he has for those who wish to receive profit from everything they do. Were I the “target” of his answer, I would respond that if we don’t always do things with profit in mind, but it is nice to receive some fruits from our labors. The rewards don’t necessarily need to be monetary however; there many other reasons besides money that would lead people to study geometry. As is my prerogative as natural critic of math, I have often asked the titular question and demanded an answer that would mean something and be a real thing that could help me advance further in the world. More often as not, the answer is something similar to Euclid’s answer; geometry needs to be studied because geometry needs to be studied. Teachers, parents, advisors, all have said the same thing. My usual response is to reluctantly concur and agree that geometry is necessary to study for the sole purpose of learning for the sake of learning.
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Proclus, who lived from 410 to 485 C.E. was a mathematician and philosopher who wrote about Euclid and had several commentaries on him. Pertaining to the study of geometry, Proclus wrote: “Mathematical science must be considered desirable in itself, though not with reference to the needs of daily life. It is necessary to refer to benefit arising from it to something else, we must connect that benefit with intellectual knowledge, to which it leads the way and is propaedeutic, clearing the eye of the soul and taking away the impediments which the senses place in the way of the knowledge of universals.” The word propaedeutic is something that one studies for the purpose of forming a basis on which to study something else. To say that our study of Euclid’s Book I of the Elements cleared “the eye of [my] soul,” would be an exaggeration. It is not as if this one thing has completely opened the way for the studying of other mathematical courses. The Elements did help to give me a better understanding of geometry and as the first real book written about the subject, it allowed me to see where the root of geometry came from. Proclus’ implication that the senses slow the advance of knowledge, I b When Proclus states that our “senses” are what impede our “knowledge of the universals,” I believe that he is saying that the sense naturally want to do things that receive instant gratification, and as we can see from the first quote, math does not always give that. The “knowledge of the universals” must be the fundamental disciplines that form that are part of things that are absolutely necessary and essential to learn. Geometry clears the way for us to learn those things and helps to form the base for the “knowledge of universals.” If geometry truly “clears the eye of the soul,” then it would seem that that 

Sutman 5

is a sufficient reason for devoting time to the study of geometry, as we all need a strong base to build our knowledge off of.

While the study of geometry may be tedious and boring at times, with proofs and exercises that make little or no sense to some people, it is a necessary goal and part of the fundamental teachings of the discipline of math. Euclid’s Elements and his groundbreaking forays into math are evidence of how important it is to learn and study math and geometry because it is a necessity. Thus my answer to the question, “why study geometry,” is that we should study it because it is necessary to learn so we can form a base for our knowledge of math, and problem solving and much, much more.
