A paper on Flatland  (Edwin Abbott)  —First draft
I. My geometrical experiences


A. Sophomore year in high school, I had Mr. McNitt for Geometry and it was one of my favorite and most memorable classes-surprising to me since I don’t like math and am not very good at arithmetic or conceptual math.  My teacher had been a minister, but was now close to retiring as a high school math teacher.  He was very kind, very systematic, and very interesting.  He assigned us to copy each geometrical theorem into a composition book as he presented it so that we would have them all in one place, and he expected us  to copy it beautifully and neatly.  I loved that assignment and still have my composition book!  It gave me a sense of ownership of all that we were learning.  

B. He assigned us the book ‘Flatland’ to read at the beginning of the semester and I was so happy to be reading (my favorite activity) for a math class after having suffered through Algebra problems  the year before.  I remember it being really intriguing and relating to the main character’s experiences in his understanding of things that he couldn’t convince other people of and couldn’t always fully understand himself, yet knew for certain to be true.  My experiences were of the spiritual realm, God, the creative Word of God, and the Divine Prophethood of Bahah’u’llah instead of mathematical discovery of new dimensions, but the surrounding emotional and social difficulties of our different experiences seemed very similar.  
II. Women

A. I didn’t remember there being such an awful role for women in Flatland.  So I was shocked and then sickened by what seems like misogyny.  When an author imagines and creates a world, they are free to create a world without prejudice and institutionalized oppression so when they choose to make it a part of their imagined world, there must be a reason for it.   I don’t think that Abbott couldn’t imagine a world of equality between women and men; he has shown himself to be very imaginative indeed.  He also has the Square (the main character of the book) give a few little disclaimers about how awful the plight of women in Flatland is which tell us that this wasn’t just the best that Abbott could do. 
B. I think that Flatland is a satire of human society, so the social structures within Flatland are caricatures of Abbott’s social milieu.  As such, they seem stark and mean.  For example, women being represented by lines when the men all have at least three sides, and men having the possibility of advancement in side number (and thus, advancement in social status) while women always stay lines.  Also, their lack of perceived intelligence and constant ‘prattle’ and total denial of any kind of education to the point that they have a different sort of language that doesn’t even have any words that describe logical concepts- only emotions.  I started to think that this was satire when the Sphere from Spaceland sort of looked down on the Square for his attitude toward women and tried to describe, however briefly, that there was a better way of relating to women and a better and more equal social structure possible.  
C. And then I started to think that there was even more going on when I compared each of the dimensions and noted that social structures became more advanced, more civilized, more enlightened as they increased in number.  Pointland (0 dimensions) was just one ‘person’ totally self-absorbed and stagnant.  Lineland (1 dimension) was based on polygamy and women were points while men were lines (though I really liked the singing in harmony as a basis for relating to each other).  Flatland (2 dimensions) I’ve already described.  Then I think Spaceland (3 dimensions) is supposed to reflect our society.  
D. From the point of view of Flatland as satire, the book is not really bent, but broken, with a few glimpses of wholeness.  (These are terms from Oliver DeMille describing different kinds of ‘classic’ books in A Thomas Jefferson Education.)  It’s got that 19th century subtlety that doesn’t put the right answers in your face but gently suggests them after showing up the problems as ridiculous.  Not unlike Jane Austen, though she was writing more than half a century before Abbott.   Maybe it’s also a British thing to be subtle.  I can get into that.

III. Classism in a created world


 Flatland’s heirarchy of number of sides seemed pretty brutal, but like with the sexism issue, I think it’s supposed to be satirical.
IV. Explanations of mathematical concepts: progressions, dimensions, geometry


A. Arithmetical progression: 2, 4, 6, 8.   (The same number is added on again and again, in this case, 2)  Used to describe the increase in number of ‘bounding’ parts when you add a dimension to a figure. (Example: Lines have 2 bounding points, squares have 4 bounding lines, cubes have 6 bounding squares, ‘the more divine offspring of the divine Cube in the Land of Four Dimensions’ has 8 bounding Cubes.)

B. Geometrical progression:  0, 2, 4,  8, 16.  (The numbers double) Used to describe the increase in number of terminal points when you add a dimension to a figure.  (Example: 1 dim.: a moving point makes a line with 2 terminal points, 2 dim: moving line produces a square with 4 terminal points, 3 dim: moving square produces a cube with 8 terminal points, 4 dim: a moving cube theoretically makes Something with 16 terminal points.)

C. The above summarizes the idea of dimensions in the nitty gritty.  There’s also a lot in here about how perspective works in different dimensions, i.e. what you could see as a square in Flatland or as a line in Lineland.  Abbott gives some drawings of these that are helpful, but it takes me a lot of imagining to really get these as I’m not very visually oriented.  I can get it after a while.  What I can’t get at all is trying to visualize a fourth dimension.  Maybe that’s not too uncommon.  My husband claims to be able to it, but that’s not so surprising considering he’s a professionally serious math guy.  


D. A little geometry is thrown in to the drawings described above and some of the descriptions of Flatland.  These seem ripe for little lessons.  Some seem contrived, but all serve the purpose of describing Flatland to us, so it’s ok.


E. I told the story of this book (minus any reference to women or class structure) to my six year old daughter, Georgia, as a bedtime story and she really liked it and asked a few good questions.  It may have been her first formal introduction to dimensions, but my husband may have beat me to that years ago- it’s hard to say.  Anyways, it worked- as an interesting math story and a lesson on freedom of belief. 

V. Religious revelations/scientific breakthrough experiences- kind of like ‘Contact’


A. Of course, most interesting to me is the way the book brings up some of the same issues that Carl Sagan brings up (much later in real time) in the book/movie (ok, I’ve never read the book, but I sure like the movie) ‘Contact’.  The similar reaction of society to scientific theory and Divine Revelation, the persecution that the believers/scientists/Apostles of the Third Dimension go through when they admit their belief and try to explain it and the total lack of perception that the people listening to them have.  It’s a all very instructive of the dangers of a closed mind and the necessity of trying to imagine that what someone tells you from their heart/mind could be true even if you can’t understand how.  It’s that humility that we may just not understand everything about the world that I think he’s pointing to as the quality that society is lacking.
