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SUMMARY 

This item has been included in the provisional agenda of the 205th 
session of the Executive Board at the request of Bulgaria, Canada, 
Côte d’Ivoire, Dominican Republic, Ghana, Mexico, Nigeria, 
Paraguay, Portugal, Russian Federation, Saudi Arabia, Senegal, 
Solomon Islands, Syrian Arab Republic, Uruguay and Zambia. 

The corresponding explanatory note is included in this document.  

Action expected of the Executive Board: proposed decision in 
paragraph 13. 
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EXPLANATORY NOTE 

I. INTRODUCTION AND MOTIVATION 

1. Mathematical sciences play an important role in the understanding of major societal and 
planetary challenges such as climate change, reversing biodiversity loss, counteracting sea level 
rise, and forecasting population growth worldwide and associated food needs. They also play a 
fundamental role in the achievement of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development goals.  

2. The purpose of an international day of mathematics is to provide an annual focus for the 
continuous assessment of the central role of mathematics in people’s lives. Such a day would also 
highlight milestones in the history of mathematics, from the Upper Palaeolithic era in Africa with the 
Ishango bones, possibly the oldest trace of human mathematical representations, and continuing 
through the Moscow Papyrus, the first known mathematical text, produced by the Egyptians 4,000 
years ago. At a very early stage, the Mayans constructed a highly sophisticated number system quite 
early on (2,600-1,500 BCE). The foundations of the systematic approach to mathematics were laid 
by Euclid and Greek polymaths in Antiquity, and the Lo Shu square in China was invented around 
the second century BCE. The inclusion of zero as a number is usually credited to fifth-century Indian 
mathematicians, before the introduction and spread of algebra and algorithms by Arab scholars 
during the Islamic Golden Age.  

3. The international day of mathematics will build new bridges between science, society and 
nature for sustainable development, and forge new links between researchers, citizens, senior 
officials, industry leaders and non-governmental organizations. An international day of mathematics 
will allow all these links to be created, maintained and strengthened, responding to the critical need 
for improved dialogue between scientists, citizens and leaders.  

4. In addition, an international day of mathematics will raise the profile of women in science, 
particularly in the field of mathematics, through the promotion of the legacy of notable female 
mathematicians such as Emmy Noether, Sophie Germain, Mary Winston Jackson and Maryam 
Mirzakhani. The inclusion of female mathematicians in popular discourse and historiography will help 
foster an egalitarian gender-responsive rhetoric in science among citizens and promote outstanding 
female role models in mathematical sciences. The international day of mathematics will focus on 
triggering interest among girls to pursue careers in science, technology, engineering and 
mathematics (STEM), where they are very much in the minority.  

5. An international day of mathematics will ensure a lasting follow-up to the achievements of 
World Mathematical Year (2000) by raising the profile of mathematics in science, technology and 
innovation, and its applications as regards promoting education, improving the quality of life 
worldwide, and achieving the Sustainable Development Goals. 

II. THE IMPORTANCE OF MATHEMATICAL SCIENCES 

6. Mathematics plays a central role in human activity. On the most fundamental level, 
mathematics is behind our understanding of the laws governing the universe. It is also a determinant 
of engineering and technological advances in our society. The applications of mathematics have 
revolutionized society through information technology, the Internet and technologies based on 
powerful computer-run algorithms. 

7. All industries rely on mathematical applications. These applications are vital in modern society 
and respond to the needs of humankind by increasing societal health and well-being.  

8. As mathematics-based computer science and engineering are becoming increasingly 
important in the twenty-first century, it is essential to fully appreciate the importance of the study of 
these disciplines for global development. It is equally vital that the brightest young girls and boys 



205 EX/32 – page 2 

 

continue to pursue careers in science and technology so that the population can be fully versed in 
technology.  

III. OUTCOMES OF AN INTERNATIONAL DAY OF MATHEMATICS 

9. An international day of mathematics will enable coordinated activities to take place worldwide, 
with the following expected outcomes:  

• Greater public understanding of how mathematical sciences affect daily life, and their value 
added for future global development. 

• An emphasis on mathematical sciences’ contribution to human civilization from the Upper 
Palaeolithic era in Africa onwards by popularizing the mathematical representations carved 
on the Ishango bones, through the systematization of mathematics by the Greek scholars 
of Antiquity to the development and dissemination of mathematics by scholars in the Islamic 
Golden Age 

• Building of worldwide educational capacity through science-based activities for young 
people, and issues addressed relating to gender balance in science, with a special focus 
on developing countries and emerging economies. 

• Promotion of world-renowned female mathematicians to draw the other half of humanity 
towards the mother of all sciences. 

• Promotion of the importance of mathematical technology in sustainable development, 
particularly in climate change study, reversing biodiversity loss, natural disaster prevention, 
forecasting sea level rise, assessing and predicting food needs and communication needs, 
with a view to enhancing access to educational opportunities and improving the quality of 
life worldwide. 

• Promotion of awareness of the interdisciplinary nature of twenty-first century science, and 
emphasis on how interactions between different thematic areas of science will be 
increasingly needed in future research and education. 

• Enhanced international cooperation in the basic sciences, research and development, and 
education by coordinating activities between learned societies, research institutions, 
academies and educational institutions, and industry. 

• Celebration of the role of mathematics in science and culture across all the world’s 
continents by raising awareness of important historical figures and revolutionary 
mathematics-based technologies such as cryptography. 

IV. IMPORTANCE OF AN INTERNATIONAL DAY OF MATHEMATICS FOR UNESCO 

10. An international day of mathematics will offer UNESCO a novel and important opportunity to 
fulfil its mission of promoting international cooperation in key areas of modern science, raise the 
profile of the International Basic Sciences Programme (IBSP), and in particular provide opportunities 
to organize special events and activities using donations of extrabudgetary funds.  

11. An international day of mathematics will contribute to the achievement of the aims of 
UNESCO's Major Programme II – Natural Sciences (science in the service of peace and sustainable 
development), as outlined in document 39 C/5, particularly the main lines of action such as 
increasing Member States’ institutional and human capacity to produce, disseminate and apply 
science, technology and innovation (STI). Areas where an international day of mathematics will bring 
especially strong focus include: (i) the advancement of science and technology for sustainable 

https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000261648_eng
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development; (ii) the promotion of UNESCO’s Priority Africa, particularly education for all and gender 
equality, and (iii) the harnessing of international cooperation for scientific and technology capacity 
building. 

12. UNESCO played a crucial role in the proclamation and planning of World Mathematical Year 
(2000), International Year of Physics (2005), International Year of Astronomy (2009), International 
Year of Chemistry (2011), International Year of Crystallography (2014) and International Year of 
Light (2015), and will celebrate the International Year of the Periodic Table of Chemical Elements in 
2019. The multidisciplinary theme of mathematics intersects all of these previous international 
celebrations. Furthermore, an annual international day of mathematics will ensure that the 
achievements of these previous observances are effectively followed-up and strengthened. Lastly, 
an annual international day of mathematics will help UNESCO in its aim to build upon worldwide 
capacity in science and technology for peace and sustainable development. 

Proposed decision 

13. In light of the above, the Executive Board may wish to adopt the following draft decision:  

The Executive Board, 

1. Having examined document 205 EX/32, 

2. Considering that greater global awareness of, and enhanced education in, mathematical 
sciences are vital so as to address challenges in areas such as artificial intelligence, 
climate change, energy and sustainable development, and to improve the quality of life 
in both the developed and the developing worlds,  

3. Stressing that the applications of mathematical sciences are vital for advances in all 
types of engineering and computer science, while responding to the growing needs of 
automation and providing access to information via the Internet (the World Wide Web) 
for the wellbeing of society, 

4. Noting the broad and significant impact of recent initiatives of UNESCO’s International 
Basic Sciences Programme (IBSP) and the enthusiastic commitment of the global 
mathematics community to continue working with UNESCO on internationally 
coordinated science outreach and education programmes, 

5. Recognizing that it is vital to ensure that the achievements of earlier UNESCO initiatives 
in science and education are effectively followed-up and strengthened,  

6. Also recognizing the importance of developing gender equality standards in 
mathematical sciences by promoting successful female role models in science, from 
Hypatia of Alexandria to Maryam Mirzakhani, not forgetting Emmy Noether, Sophie 
Germain or Mary Winston Jackson, 

7. Further recognizing the contributions of all civilizations to advances in mathematical 
sciences contributing to their universality, as far back as the Upper Palaeolithic era in 
Africa with the Ishango bones, which may be the oldest trace of human mathematical 
representations, 

8. Decides: 

(a) to welcome and endorse the recommendation to proclaim an “international day of 
mathematics”, to be celebrated on 14 March every year;  

(b) to invite the Director-General to support all efforts leading the proclamation of an 
“international day of mathematics”; 
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(c) to include this item in the agenda of the 40th session of the UNESCO General 
Conference;  

(d) to recommend that the General Conference at its 40th session decide to proclaim 
14 March of every year “international day of mathematics”. 
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