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The important thing, 1 believe, is that truth isn't 
outside power, or /a( king in power: contrary to a 
myth. truth i.sn't the reward of free spirits, 
nor the privilege of those who have suueeded in 
liberating themselves . Truth is a thing of this 
world Ea<h society has its regime of truth that 
is, the 1 ypes of discourse whi£ hit auepts and makes 
fun<tion as true [I] 

As I read these words of Michel Foucault, I cannot help 
but become more aware of the politics of my own teaching 
of mathematics .. If! take my study of Foucault seriously, I 
must think about changing my teaching practices. In the 
past, I saw improvement or change in my teaching as a 
personal endeavor; now, however, it has become more 
than that-it is a political struggle in which I have begun 
to question how the teaching of mathematics has been 
constructed to empower certain individuals who engage 
in certain practices .. Foucault has helped me identify the 
construction of mathematics as well as to diffuse some of 
my anger concerning the traditional teaching of mathe
matics. His work provides me with means to articulate the 
contradictions I have been feeling in my teaching and to 
identify other ways of viewing and teaching mathematics 

As a graduate teaching assistant in a university mathe
matics department, I taught the "weeder" calculus courses 
as I finished my master's degree. The Mathematics 
Department functioned as a service department to the 
Engineering Department The first-quarter freshman cal
culus course had enrollments of several hundred young 
men, and the rigor and disconnectedness with which I 
taught the classes and gave the exams guaranteed that the 
filtering process started the first quarter This unfeeling 
approach continued for these students through six or 
more quarters of calculus and differential equations 

I never thought about this practice even though I did 
not particularly enjoy sensing the frustration of so many 
students, particularly many of the women. What I 
enjoyed was a deluded sense of separateness from those 
who struggled with their prejudices, irrational decisions, 
and generally messy lives I played with fantasies of 
obtaining my master's degree and becoming a mathema
tician in an are-a with few women But what Foucault has 
suggested to me is that in teaching mathematics courses, a 
way of knowing is modeled and supported that sets the 
contents of mathematics courses "out there somewhere" 
for the chosen few to grasp like a golden ring on a merry
go-round; these chosen few are more likely to be men than 
women I wondered how such a system is perpetuated-a 
system that seems to be the result of the incorporation of a 

masculine structuring, masculine concerns, and mas
culine discourse in the sciences 

In this paper, I will use the ideas of Foucault to analyze 
how gender is conceptualized in the teaching of mathe
matics. More specifically, I will bring out features implicit 
in the teaching of mathematics that continually support 
and perpetuate a dominant discourse of "truth" in the 
world of mathematics that reflects a male perspective on 
the world. My data will be various components of 
mathematics discourse as I have observed them in my 
own experiences as an instructor of mathematics. I will 
use as my method of analysis Michel Foucault's notions 
of power and knowledge as they function to create and 
support discursive formations. While some feminist schol
ars in the social sciences have used Foucault's writings to 
conduct feminist critiques, none have applied his ideas to 
the discipline of mathematics. [2] 

In talking about the term "masculine" here, 1 do not 
wish to make this an issue of males versus females in 
mathematics classes. "Masculine" refers to a cognitive 
style, not a biological category. Traits of this cogniti\e 
style are objectivity, separation, control of knower over 
nature, and a strictly intellectual way of knowing that 
denies other ways of knowing A feminine cognitive style 
represents centeredness, empathy with subjects and na" 
ture, and blurred boundaries between knower and knov.-n. 
Throughout this paper, I will use the terms "masculine" 
and "feminine" to refer to these two ways of viewing the 
teaching and learning of mathematics. 

To introduce Foucault's works, I will review briefly his 
notions of power and knowledge as a starting point for 
analyzing discourse in the classroom that creates mascu
line ways of knowing mathematics and thus women who 
believe they are poor in mathematics. I then will show the 
utility of these theories in an analysis of mathematical 
teaching. I write this piece in the hope that readers will see 
the usefulness of Foucault's ideas in mathematics educa
tion and will begin to question their own practices in the 
teaching of mathematics 

Overview of Foucault's notions of power 
and knowledge 
What is important about Foucault's work is his separa
tion from usual theories of power This is brought out in 
the afterword Foucault wrote for Michel Foucault 
beyond structuralism and hermeneutics, when he says, 
"What characterizes the power we are analyzing is that it 
brings into play relations between individuals (or between 
groups) the term "power" designates relationships 
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between partners." [3] Here he gives us an interpretation 
Of power as something that is not a possession that one 
group or individual holds while another lacks., He sees 
power as a multiplicity of relationships, and his work 
insists that people become aware of how they participate 
in power relationships-that they are not separated from 
power. Within the clas_sroom, .f~r inst~nce, the student ~s 
ari active and productive partiCipant lll power Power lS 

made and exists in every social interaction and classroom 
It is not exercised in a repressive sense from outside the 
individual; rather, the site of power is within individual 
students and teachers Power, to Foucault, is a multi
dimensional field of relationships or an ecology of rela
tions, for instance, between teacher and student 

Foucauit talks about the productive aspects of power 
Power must be viewed not only as oppressive but as 
creative as well [4] We accept power relationships and 
power produces knowledge and discourse. It needs to be 
considered as a productive network connecting an entire 
social body. He is saying that power relations are rooted 
in social network systems Foucault abandons the notion 
of power as repression, particularly in The history oj 
sexuality, and develops an account of power as something 
that constitutes the person 

Foucault warns that power should not be viewed in 
some universal form or as a commodity It is not some
thing people can hold; rather, it is exercised through 
individuals: "Individuals are the vehicles of power, not its 
points of application" (5] He asserts that power is not 
given or recovered but is exercised His conception of 
power is further explained by emphasizing that power is 
more than just a relationship between partners It is a way 
in which certain actions modify other actions; it only 
exists, he says, if it is put into action. Individuals need to 
look at the way in which actions modify other actions. He 
says: 

In effect, what defines a relationship of power is that 
it is a mode of action which does not act directly and 
immediately on others Instead it acts upon their 
actions: an action upon an action on existing 
actions or on those which may arise in the present or 
the future (6] 

Foucault claims power does not act directly on people but 
on their actions Here, he decenters individuals and exam
ines their actions: "The exercise of power consists in 
guiding the possibility of conduct and putting in order the 
possible outcome" (7] For example, teachers, who are 
guided by textbooks, provide assignments clarifying and 
limiting what is to be studied and known. They then use 
examinations to determine which students are successful 
within the discursive frame 

Knowledge functions.as a form of power and dissemi
nates the effects of power~it is an expression of power 
and thus of relations among individuals. It is whatever 
one can speak about within discourses New forms of 
knowledge, therefore, will translate into new expressions 
of power Discursive practices, on which I will elaborate 
later, are equivalent to what is perceived as knowledge 
and power Power that is spread throughout a discursive 

formation has an effect on the nature of the discursive 
practices. Knowledge is produced and induces power; 
therefore, each society has its discourse that it accepts as 
truth. In our society, for example, knowledge is a result of 
scientific discourse and findings 

According to Foucault, understanding his notion of 
power is a prerequisite to understanding his ideas con
cerning discursive formations within which discursive 
practices, rules, and roles exist. With the publication of 
The arc haeo/ogy of knowledge, the term diswrsive for
mations took the place of his earlier term, epi.steme The 
notion of episteme is defined as ""the total set of relations 
that unite, at a given period, the discursive practices that 
give rise to epistemological figures, sciences, and possibly 
formalized systems (8] The epi.steme of a given period or 
culture allows people to understand the constraints and 
limitations that are inherent in any discourse An epis
teme, then, creates and orders the only way that people 
can think about the world 

Foucault gives new status to discourse when he intro
duces the term, dis(ursive fOrmation With this term, he 
investigates, within common groups of people, the pro
duction and structure of discourse that frames knowl
edge. To clarify Foucault's theory of discursive forma
tions, 1 will discuss, in more detail, his notions of 
discursive practices, rules, and roles 

Discursive practices 
A discursive practice, in part, is a communicative speech 
act that embodies certain rules for knowledge Within the 
discursive formation, the discursive practices are what 
govern knowledge and power relations .. In defining dis
cursive practices, Foucault is not so much concerned with 
everyday speech acts as he is with what he calls "state
ments". For example, the statement, ""Mathematics is 
objective and unemotional", is a common speech act that 
does not necessarily concern Foucault. He becomes con
cerned, however, when this same statement is made 
within a classroom, perhaps by a scholarly professor, and 
is believed to be true by those who hear it. To Foucault 
this term, ''discursive practices," is not limited to written 
and spoken discourse but includes non-verbal acts as well 
In his own writings, discursive practices include such 
things as use of space in settings, religious or juridical 
texts, or people's interactions with other people and 
objects 

Foucault says a discursive practice is "a body of anony
mous, historical rules, always determined in the time and 
space that have defined a given period." (9] A discursive 
practice creates knowledge: "There is no knowledge with
out a particular discursive practice and any discursive 
practice can be defined by the knowledge that it 
forms" (10] Although Foucault uses the terms, "discur
sive practices," he means for it to include all that which is 
accepted as true in a society. Another example of discur
sive practices, cited by Foucault in Discipline and punish, 
is Jeremy Bentham's architectural construct called the 
panopticon, which produces certain behaviors in the pri
soners it houses. The spaces in the panopticon allow 
prisoners to be watched at all times so that the prisoners 

41 



learn to "gaze" themselves, thus policing their own and 
others' actions in order to stay in line with what is accept
able to prison rules 

Analysis of discursive practices In 
mathematics 
In this section, l will identify four discursive practices in 
the teaching of mathematics and make the case that each 
promotes a gender bias in the classroom-textbooks, 
teaching methods or styles, examination processes, and 
use of space in classroom. These practices follow certain 
rules and, to anyone studying or teaching mathematics, 
would create knowledge in the mathematics discourse 
My point is to show that this discourse has adopted a 
masculine perspective and excludes the feminine voice 

Textbooks 
Text books constitute a discursive practice that regulates 
the concepts that are taught and the order in which they 
are taught. Concepts are presented within a language 
framework of rigid categories Here, students are encour
aged to think in dualistic ways that dichotomize context 
from text. Women many times do not think in such 
well-defined categories, and this language can he inter
preted as privileging masculine states of objective knowl
edge. This presentation reinforces the unrelatedness of 
ideas and puts out of focus different ways of knowing 

Most texts claims to include problems that are mean
ingful to students as well as teachers Many new editions 
include brief historical anecdotes and cartoons-the 
claim is that anecdotes motivate students. Some authors 
use a more ""relaxed" vocabulary to encourage students of 
diverse backgrounds to use the books comfortably. How
ever, the word choice used in texts continues to affect the 
images of students-that mathematics is written by and 
for men Females' expectations and success are affected 
by the male dominated images which are used in mathe
matics textbooks For example, in a trigonometry book I 
reviewed, historical anecdotes are used at the end of sec
tions to describe the development of the concepts My 
initial reaction was to use these comments in my other 
classes; however, not one comment mentions a woman as 
an •·inventor" of ideas. Men, it is written, "invented" 
mathematical concepts. The comments carry with them 
pictures of men, thus creating a male domain I rom which 
women students are excluded Texts that usc the pro
nouns "we·· or"us" make me wonder to which community 
this word is relerring 

Claims made in texts to p1 ovide an histo1 ical perspec
tive to mathematics hardly allow for any connection 
between female learners and the subject matter If an 
historical picture is shown of a mathematician, it is that of 
a man: if a Cartoon is shown, too many times, it is a girl 
struggling with a concept [ ll] The resulting image, even 
for those of us teaching math, is that serious mathemati
cians are (and historically have been) men. The percep
tion is that mathematics was discovered by and is carried 
on by men; this notion is perpetuated by the titles of such 
books as Men of mathematic< by ET Bell 

If an attempt is made to provide a context to problems, 
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women students may not be familiar with the context Fo1 

example, recently a group l taught (mostly women 
encountered a problem having to do with the rules o 
baseball Successfully doing the problem was dependen 
on knowing how to play the game Most of us could no 
war k the problem, and I found myself reassuring the clas 
that it was not the mathematics we could not do; rather, i 
was the context we could not understand These kinds o 
problems need to be identified and pointed out to mak 
instructors aware of the use of metaphors common on! 
to males' experiences 

Many times, teachers will supplement the texts they us 
in order to give students a richer understanding of con 
cepts Supplemental materials given to me have bee 
more examples of problems that already appear so dec on 
textualized and disconnected in texts These material 
are, in fact, intended to develop ideas where the text i 
lacking One area in which texts are lacking is mathemat 
cal contributions made by women! 1 o bring about an 
connected knowing relevant to women, supplement;: 
materials giving historical developments of concepts nee 
to include readings of women who have contributed t 
mathematical theory Literature is readily available abm 
women (living and dead) who have studied and cantril 
uted to mathematics I have had several female studen 
comment that they would like to know more about the: 
women. Also, local contributions should be considere 
valuable supplements to lectures For example, the con 
munity in which I currently teach has a museum displa: 
ing the actual ten-thousand-year-old sandals referred 1 
in a calculus text in the section about carbon datin 
Sharing this with students is an excellent way to brir 
some continuity to their experiences and what they stuc 
in math classes 

Teaching methods 
Another discursive practice of math classes has to do wi 
teaching methods All along, students see more mal 
teaching mathematics Many of us have the notion th 
men teachers, as knowers, pass out knowledge to stud en 
who passively receive facts and procedures Much oft 
learning students do comes from observing and imitati1 
their teachers As female students observe behaviors a1 
teaching styles of predominantly males, they decide whi 
behaviors are appropriate to their role in the classroo1 
The message that comes out of many teaching styles 
that mathematics is for males 

Because my lectures tend to be one way from teacher 
student, females in my classes generally see the inforrr 
tion and facts as separate from them Those who ask 1 

questions during lecture about why this information 
important or how these facts are useful are a!vvc. 
women! The "truth" here lies in the theory, which 
outside female participants' experiences and is suppli 
by me in bits and pieces with the hope that they v 
internalize the theory by listening to lectures This r ar 
happens! Authority and control are not given to tn 
that is found from these women's first-hand experien, 
in the classroom Foucault emphasizes that theorizing 
form of practice that invalidates first-hand exp' 
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ence. [12] Little teacher- or student-initiated discussion 
esults from my monologues If these women students do 
~at see any connection between ideas presented within the 
discourse of mathematics, they certainly will not see con
nections of ideas to their experiences outside the class If I 
open lectures with discussions of how ideas in the text 
relate to each other and if I reiterate these ideas daily, 

· ;tudents pick up a thread that carries over from section to 
section This is only my beginning to answer their ques
tions about the importance of mathematical ideas to their 
Jives 

Very early, female students learn from their teachers' 
methods that mathematical discourse is not one that 
allows room for sharing of opinions and ideas that con
tribute to learning math concepts . .Just as texts do, in the 
past I have presented mathematical theories and tried to 
think of applications of them A more relevant approach 
would be to elucidate mathematics that result from stu
dents' lives and experiences. Women in math classes 
would benefit from hearing stories about the importance 
of mathematics in other women's lives and how other 
women have managed to make mathematics relevant to 
their experiences Articulating ways of learning mathe
matics could provide a thread between the masculine 
discourse of mathematics and women's lives. Teachers 
rarely use our immediate environment (patterns woven 
into fabric, knitting directions that demonstrate sym
metry, etc.) to illustrate ways of thinking mathematically; 
rather, we use a man-made reality (buildings, cars, 
bridges, etc) as exemplars of the world of mathematical 
thinking 

In the past, I recall asking males more questions while I 
was lecturing Research shows that teachers have been 
observed to interact with males more often in the class
room and provide more opportunity for them to respond 
to questions. [13] Still other research reports that teachers 
have lower expectations for high school and college age 
females than males [14] Teacher feedback significantly 
affects females' interests in mathematics Women too 
often get the message from teachers that they can either be 
feminine or study such disciplines as mathematics 

Math instructors use vocabulary and syntax in ways 
students have never encountered. Many times, teachers 
make no sign that they notice the existence of students at 
all. Rather, they identify completely with the subject mat
ter and engage in speaking unyielding eternal truths. For 
example, 1 have observed teachers standing with their 
backs to the students, writing mathematical symbols, and 
speaking in a tone of voice that makes clear that the 
symbols should be recognizable and therefore obvious. I 
have had math professors who would preface remarks 
about concepts which were totally obscure with: "It is 
intuitively obvious that· "To describe ordered opera
tions and procedures that are divorced from any social
historical realm, vocabulary used in lectures is kept pur
posely separate from students The symbols used to 
describe operations become a "shorthand" that needs to 
be introduced over and over; this language can appear 
very alien This feeling of alienation from the language 
and symbols instructors use can be overwhelming to 

many students Methods of teachers are not concerned 
with the investigation of students' ability to translate 
meaning from natural language into algebraic symbolic 
language Several bright students whom I have taught in 
the past (in every case females) have told me that they 
dropped out of their last in a sequence of calculus or 
statistics classes because they could not understand what 
the professor (in every case a male) was saying 

Students who are highly capable of learning mathe
matics may need to see or experience more interactive 
teaching styles. These styles represent a feminine cogni
tive learning style For instance, teachers could ask stu
dents to write about their experiences of learning material 
and to share how they feel about the course. In the past, I 
have privileged certain forms of discourse For example, I 
have not always allowed an opening for inquiry on the 
nature of the unspoken rules we all so mindlessly follow 

Lately, in classes I teach, one method I have used is to 
ask students to keep journals describing how they learn 
mathematical concepts and how they feel about their 
learning Some write that they study with other people in 
the class and that they feel more comfortable with the 
group work we do in class. In one class, a woman wrote 
about the connection she saw b,etween different number 
bases we discussed and her study of music. Another 
woman thought of an answer to a problem while jogging 
and wrote about how confident she felt in solving the 
problem. Initially, of course, Some hesitate and claim 
there is nothing to write about in math classes; in the end, 
however, most agree the writing and sharing gives them a 
voice with me and a chance to show how they try to 
integrate concepts with their own outside interests. As I 
encourage students to reflect on their learning, I also 
realize that the pace with which we cover material does 
not allow for much introspection on the student's part 
Such critical reflection of mathematical topics is not given 
priority in regular classrooms; thus, any time spent on 
reflection of ideas covered in class imposes additional 
demands on students 

Examinations 
Examinations make up a third discursive practice in the 
teaching of math Exams and quizzes are extremely 
decontextualized and continually are used to measure 
individuals' mastery levels. I have listened to many dis
couraged female students say they put in many hours 
studying (more than for any other class), and their grades 
do not reflect their efforts. I try to reassure them that their 
grades do not reflect their ability to learn mathematics, 
nor does their performance on exams necessarily reflect 
their seriousness about learning the material 

What these grades reflect has something to do with the 
style in which the exams are written and given Typically, 
all students are given the same amount of time to regurgi
tate information they have consumed yet may not under
stand Because writing paragraphs of their experiences in 
mathematics would not be seen as demonstrating knowl
edge, short-essay answers are not the norm on exams .. Nor 
are students allowed to take tests in groups; this mode of 
testing would not show what the individual knows. Coop-
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eration in learning is not validated in math classes, partic
ularly on test days 

Every quarter, I give students a couple of quizzes that 
they complete in groups of their own making In this way, 
students can share ideas and teach other students. We are 
all so conditioned in our detached individual ways of 
knowing that unless I model for them that to sit with 
others to process the material is valid, they feel they are 
cheating. By working cooperatively, they feel they are not 
demonstrating they know anything at all In fact, by 
explaining their processes to other students, they are 
demonstrating their knowledge I doubt their reactions 
would be the same in a literature or education class if they 
were required to do a group project that would be graded 
Mathematics examinations clearly serve as a link between 
particular kinds of power relations and knowledge that is 
privileged. In this discursive practice of testing, a mascu
line cognitive style of disconnectedness for testing stu
dents is validated, while group efforts to complete exams 
are out of the question 

The usual examination style supposedly prepares stu
dents for national math exams that they will take 
throughout their college studies National exams set 
standards that are believed to be relevant to all (female 
and male) students, and preference is given to individuals 
who can complete exams quickly and successfully that 
require them to consume the most amount of informa
tion Students compete to collect credits and grades 
through this testing structure Researchers consistently 
publish data that say males outperform females on 
national exams because males have a higher level of 
mathematical reasoning ability. [15] These research results 
are communicated as truths and the image is that men do 
well on exams and women struggle to pass the tests 

Even the practice of administering standardized exams 
is the show of a belief that groups can dictate to other 
groups what is important to know In DiHipline and 
puni5h, Foucault claims examination "is a normalizing 
gaze, a surveillance that makes it possible to quality, to 
classify and to punish. It establishes over individuals a 
visibility through which one differentiates them and 
judges them" [16] Knowledge is transmitted from teach
ers to students, who then are evaluated according to how 
they perform on the exams 

Use of space in classrooms 
Finally, discursive practices are seen in the use of space 
within math classrooms. Desks are more commonly put 
in rows and columns in a matrix fashion, reinforcing the 
notion that student interaction should be limited. If the 
class faces the front of the room where the teacher typi
cally stands, the little interaction that does take place is 
student to teacher and not student to student This learn
ing environment does not foster creativity or cooperative 
problem-solving strategies. Feelings of alienation in study
ing mathematics are reinforced in this environment Indi
vidual desks.that act as cells also reinforce the notion that 
mathematics can and should be done alone. The image 
here is that of the male mathematician sitting alone at his 
desk, "doing mathematics " 
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Research into the teaching of mathematics promote 
the idea that students learn mathematics well by study in 
in groups, [ 17] but my observations show teachers sti 
require students to do the bulk of the work quietly at the1 
own desks .. Rather than a classroom that instills fear an 
isolation and hinders students' freedom to learn, one ca 
be arranged to facilitate discussions as the norm As 
encourage students to work together on quizzes, I ca 
filter through the groups, making the group the center o 
activity. Particularly if a group of women students se 
that they are working successfully, they are reinforcej 
that their actions of networking are an important step t' 
problem solving 

Analysis of rules in mathematics 
Discursive practices are governed by certain rules c 
"conditions of existence, co-existence, maintenance, moe 
ification, and disappearance in a given discursive di\ 
ision" [I 8] Rules are intrinsic to any discursive formatio 
ahd help to define it. Discursive practices, then, are char 
acterized by the interplay of these rules that typically ar 
not written out; nor can people usually articulate them 

Rules determine the possibilities and limitations forth 
content of a discourse. T'hey determine the condition 
under which discourse is used, who can speak, how indi 
victuals must speak or write, and who speaks the "truth" 
Rules of our current discursive formation state that pris 
oners, children, and students are not listened to or given: 
voice Rules also determine what can and cannot b1 
talked about For example, in The hi5tory of ~exualit~ 
Foucault states that " on the subject of sex, silenc( 
became the rule" [19] Children's sexuality was not dis 
cussed or even known as a topic of discussion; thus, it die 
not exist Within the classroom, we use a shared set o 
rules as criteria for what can be discussed Rules, foJ 
example, determine what is not a part of the body o: 
discourse or knowledge in math classes-what is noi 
spoken about 

Another group of rules has to do with the form thai 
theories must take in order to be seen by people as truth 
within any discourse These rules determine the vocabu
lary that must be used in stating the truth Even the 
arrangement of statements follow these rules [20] For 
example, my thoughts and my statements in writing this 
paper must appear to readers in a linear fashion in order 
to be recognized as appropriate within our discursive 
formation There is no recognizable knowledge in state
ments that are seen as non-linear or in statements that do 
not follow our prescribed order 

Within the discursive formation of mathematics teach
ing, rules determine what can be said and thus known 
What constitutes knowledge in math classes is the result 
of the operation of various rules. Absent from the teach
ing of mathematics are such things as free discussions 
among students that lead to discovering processes that 
give correct solutions, students making choices of topics 
to cover, or an expression of feelings about mathematics. 
Texts are designed to make solutions look obvious and 
neat; syllabi are created that lock us all into a strict time 
schedule, thus preventing student choices; and the style of 
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comfortable with their own frustrations. A show of frus
tration is not allowed as part of this body of discourse by 
those who instruct; therefore, students do not accept their 
own frustration as natural 

These rules produce a masculine discourse, which feeds 
into the imbalance of power relations that exist in the 
classroom. Women are more likely than men to feel that 
the rules and rites of the mathematics community create a 
foreign environment 

Analysis of roles in mathematics 
Rules, produced by discursive practices, produce particu
lar kinds of roles for individuals Within a discursive 
formation, the speaker as a person or an individual has 
little relevance to Foucault Individuals who speak or 
write are only acting out particular roles that many others 
also could assume .. The discursive formation creates roles 
and defines them for the subject, giving certain role play
ers license to be heard, while many individuals continue 
with no voice. Foucault is not interested, for example, in 
what personal characteristics make a doctor but in the 
rules those who practice medicine must follow to main
tain their role as doctor By assuming particular roles, 
individuals speak the knowledge of a discursive forma
tion To put it another way, the language, with its attend
ant rules and prescribed patterns and social relations, can 
be thought of as speaking the individual. Some roles are 
validated more than others within a discursive fofmation. 
fhis recognition has little to do with inherent abilities of 
individuals 

Foucault's notion of roles suggests that the discursive 
practices oft he teaching of mathematics produce teachers 
with particular behaviors and styles-teachers who take 
on the prescribed role of the mathematics educator The 
role of the teacher is that of expert, knower of facts and 
procedures, and controller.. A dynamic exists that puts the 
teacher in a predominantly masculine role, while students 
are sentenced to accept their passive positions .. Students 
view the teacher as pre:pJanner or authoritarian, who 
must organize the class to deliver information in an effec
tive way to measure what is learned. The classroom is seen 
as made up of competitive individuals by the teacher 

These roles do not allow for the students to be teachers 
or vice versa ln this way, the asymmetry of power rela
tions is maintained between teacher and students. Those 

who conform to these roles (teachers and students alike) 
are likely to have their voices heard in the formation 

Conclusion 
We can see, then, that the structure of the discourse of 
mathematics has immense implications for its teaching 
In their learning, students become submissive to the ways 
of mathematics Mathematical discourse functions to 
inculcate students who study mathematics with the idea 
that they are the passive recipients of cold hard facts that 
they must memorize to pass each class. It is a very control
ling discursive system, and its status in our technological 
society causes individuals to accept this discourse as 
normal 

Within the four discursive practices I have described, 
masculine gender biases clearly predominate Students 
and teachers usually are not conscious ofthese tendencies 
and many times cannot articulate gender as an issue and 
its connection to power relations .. Even though they gov
ern the dynamics of the class, masculine norms usually are 
not recognized or articulated as such in math classes 
However, an asymmetry in the teaching and presentation 
of mathematics does exist, and this needs to be recognized 
in the context of masculine and feminine teaching and 
learning styles 

Foucault's theory contributes to the gender debate in 
the sciences Use of his theory to analyze the gender 
constructions in math classrooms shows the utility of that 
theory in order for teachers, as well as students, to begin 
to understand the discourse of math that affects females 
who study it. I claim the gender biases associated with 
mathematics were not created in isolated domains at all 
Use of masculine practices is privileged over feminine 
ways of knowing; one type of knowledge is favored over 
another. 

The discursive practices, rules, and roles of mathe
matics classes bring about what Foucault refers to as 
normalization of the subject Female students quickly 
learn to adopt and identify with appropriate masculine 
gender roles. Within the discursive formation, a prescrip
tive power controls the actions and behavior of students 
and teachers; these actions are those of a masculine style 
To allow for a balance of power relations among students 
and between students and teachers, these masculine 
biases need to be supplemented with more feminine ways 
of learning to allow for more females to continue their 
studies in mathematics-whether to do research or to 
teach. A change in power networks would result in new 
forms of knowledge and discourse within classes-a dis
course that takes into account the experiences and needs 
of women who study mathematics and who teach it. A 
constant renegotiation and reinvestigation of knowledge 
definitions, therefore, must take place 

What individuals will get out of using the theory of 
Foucault, I hope, is that those teaching and studying 
mathematics can bring about incremental changes in the 
discursive formation If we understand something of the 
unspoken practices and rules of a formation, we then can 
talk about why some statements are seen as valid and 
some are not If we understand about roles that teachers 
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and students adopt, we can question our roles and those 
of others 

Mathematics education, regardless of the approach, is 
based on commonly held views of mathematics philos
ophy For example, if teachers view mathematics as 
objective and without emotion, their teaching practices 
will reflect their ideology. Beliefs formed about the aca
demic study of mathematics affect mathematics pedag
ogy Therefore, to describe a completely different view of 
mathematics education would involve reconceptualizing 
new theories to comprise an adequate philosophy of 
mathematics; such a reconstruction is beyond the scope of 
this paper. My view is that a beginning point for these new 
theories would necessarily be built on human experiences 
and social interactions This new epistemology then 
would reflect in math education new forms of mathemat
ics knowledge 

I hope that my analysis gives my readers insights into 
how discursive formations are constructed and main
tained and some options available to those who teach 
mathen1atics and who are interested in breaking away 
from the accepted formation Foucault encourages us to 
question the taken-for-granted status of mathematical 
discourse, along with the notion that mathematics is value 
and gender free. Mathematics can be and needs to be 
understood as a constru~?ted discourse that, with its prac
tices and rules, affects our concept of truth, accepted 
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methods of learning, and many attitudes within rhe cla! 
room 
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