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The calendar is like a metronome

Something happened here in Strasbourg 101 years ago.

It calls for being situated in the longer history of international cooperation in mathematics. 



Let us walk through the book



Up to World War I: IAA, Enzyklopädie, the first ICMs
A predominantly European Story





Source: Archive Akademie der Wiss. Göttingen



The first ICMs before the Great War have an independent history. 

An ICM was planned by Gösta Mittag-Leffler for Stockholm in 1916.  

1897 Zürich
1900 Paris
1904 Heidelberg
1908 Rome
1912 Cambridge, UK
1916 Stockholm

Neither IAA nor another substitute of IMU was involved in organizing these ICMs.
The torch was passed on from one organizing committee to the next.



Two Chapters on upheavals: inside mathematics, 
and on the battlefields of the Great War 



1918 - 1928. A new structure for Science International.
The first IMU



Two of the Big Five — with George Hale, Georges Lecointe, 
and Arthur  Schuster — who created the IRC starting  in 1918.

Source: Bibliothèque IRMA Strasbourg



• First inter-Allied meeting in October 1918. Very efficient setup of a new umbrella organization 
for international scientific unions.

• The approach is top-down: First the IRC; Then the Scientific Unions, with statutes conformal to 
those of the IRC (July 1919, Brussels).

• Two motivations, represented by the two mathematicians shown: 

• 1. taking control by excluding the “central powers”, in particular Germany; 

• 2. perpetuating state financed, war related applied research funding into the post-war period: lift 
“National Research Councils” that had been created for instance in the US and in Italy to the 
international level.

• Neutral states (such as Sweden or The Netherlands) were invited only later.

• Everything was done very quickly, not to lose control of the international scene in times of 
peace. This may be the reason for the “sunset clause” in the statutes.

1918 - 1920 The new International Research Council IRC



A slide from a lecture by Danielle Fauque in 2019 (Colloque COFUSI)

Astronomy
Geology

Chemistry
Radio Science

Biology



The IMU is almost
created in 1919



So the UMI kind of existed already, when it was officially founded on Monday. 20 Sep 1920.

“According to the wish expressed in Brussels [in 1919] by the IMU, the National Committee 
has actively engaged in organizing the International Congress, which …. 

is to open in Strasbourg on 22 September 1920 …”

Source: BNUS Strasbourg



Source: BNUS Strasbourg



Plan of this building distributed to the participants of the 1920 ICM

Source: BNUS Strasbourg



1918 - 1928. A new structure for Science International.
The first IMU



A lecture from the Strasbourg ICM which was not 
reproduced in the Proceedings



From the list if participants 
of the Strasbourg ICM:

Elie Cartan was a close friend of Pierre Weiss.
His eldest son Henri was born in 1904. 

Henri Cartan 



From Norbert Wiener’s memoirs

This a telling example of what the first IMU 
would represent in hindsight.



1918 - 1928. A new structure for Science International.
The first IMU



From Edwin B. Wilson’s letter to Émile Picard, 19 Dec 1924,
summing up his feelings after the Toronto ICM of 1924

Thanks to R. Siegmund-Schultze for the copy



Salvatore Pincherle
IMU President

&
Organizer of the 

1928 ICM in Bologna

After the 1928 Congress the IMU was in agony.

The definite “liquidation” followed in 1932.

The IMU was the only International Scientific Union 
which did not manage to adapt to the historical

development of the 1920s,
and transform into a Union of ICSU

after the 1932 mutation of IRC into ICSU. 

Pincherle managed to mount the 1928 ICM without the
IMU, inviting German mathematicians,

because he had the backing of Mussolini.

The 1928 ICM at Bologna



There are many more interesting things to relate about 
the international development of the mathematical profession

between the two World Wars
than the hapless story of the first IMU.   

1932 Zürich!



Marshall Stone

After yet another World War …



Twice ~60 years of  ICMs
1897 Zürich
1900 Paris
1904 Heidelberg
1908 Rome
1912 Cambridge, UK
1916 Stockholm

1920 Strasbourg
1924 Toronto

1928 Bologna
1932 Zürich
1936 Oslo

1962 Stockholm
1966 Moscow
1970 Nice
1974 Vancouver
1978 Helsinki
1982/3 Warsaw
1986 Berkeley
1990 Kyoto
1994 Zürich
1998 Berlin
2002 Beijing
2006 Madrid
2010 Hyderabad
2014 Seoul
2018 Rio de Janeiro

Organized
without IMU

First IMU
imposes exclusion

The coming together
of ICMs and IMU

1950 Cambridge, Massachusetts
1954 Amsterdam
1958 Edinburgh

Second IMU
in creation
or existence

1513



What lessons were there to be learned 
from the failure of the old IMU?

Looking at Olli Lehto’s book (whose title has been 
chosen as the motto for today’s event), many have taken 
as the basic lesson the principle:

Avoid exclusion on the basis of national origin.
And this line of conduct has been taken to be 
synonymous to “being apolitical”.

1998

These were of course not the first interferences of politics with the IMU, 
whose birth was overshadowed by the Cold War.



As is well know, the professor of mathematics J.L. Massera has been tortured and then held a prisoner in 
Uruguay in spite of actions to obtain his freedom by thousands of individual scientists and scientific 
societies over six years. Some months ago, an international Campaign was started by Profesors Henri 
Cartan of France and Israel Halperin of Canada to persuade the Government of Uruguay that their image 
in the world would suffer more damage by continued imprisonment of Prof. Massera than by anything he 
might say if he were released.

This International Campaign now has the formal support of the Mathematical Societies of Canada, 
France, Yugoslavia, Italy, Denmark and Czechoslovakia. We anticipate that this list will grow as other 
Mathematical Societies can arrange to put the question to their memberships.

International Campaign-Massera would like to ask the IMU to take one or more of the following actions:

l. Issue a public statement expressing the wish that Prof. Massera be allowed to go immediately to France 
or Italy, in both of which countries he has standing invitations.

2. Recommend to adhering National Organizations and National Committees of Mathematics that they in 
turn take such action as they find appropriate to obtain the release of Professor Massera.

I appreciate that some voices will be raised in opposition to this request on the grounds that the IMU is 
not authorised to get involved in politics. But it should be clear to all that this is a question of simple 
humanity and does not involve political attitudes or influence. I imagine that we would all agree that if 
the IMU had at a certain point in time protested the inhuman treatment of Banach and many other 
scientists that no one to-day would criticise that action. 

From a letter of Israel Halperin to Jacques-Louis Lions 7 May 1982



The IMU has consistently abstained from throwing its considerable reputation 
behind such causes or campaigns.

“The E.C. felt that even though as individuals the members are very much 
concerned with human rights IMU as an organization should refer such matters 
to ICSU.”

Letter Lehto to Rosenzweig, 26 May 1987

Today the reference would be to the Committee for Freedom and Responsibility in 
the Conduct of Science (CFRS) of the ISC, which was set up with a new remit in 
2005,  “which covers not only the special rights of scientists but also the special 

responsibilities that are concomitant to those rights.”



The Last Chapter



Source: ETH Archive, Zürich / Auguste Dick Legacy, Vienna; 
thanks to R. Siegmund-Schultze for the Vienna copy with drawings.



Sections 10.3 - 10.5 exploit a quantitative analysis of ICM distinctions, 
which today have a considerable career impact,  

for  the period  1950 - 2018, 
worked out by Birgit PETRI, 

and partly based on data graciously provided by Zentralblatt.    

Structure 
Committee

The Last Chapter



Geographic distribution 
of our total population (big charts), 
resp. of the subpopulation of 
plenary speakers (small charts),
according to countries of origin.



Geographic distribution 
of our total population (big charts), 
resp. of the subpopulation of 
plenary speakers (small charts),
according to professional affiliation.



Institutions employing exceptionally  many mathematicians
that play distinguished roles at the ICMs of a given period. 

2 example periods



What kind of a filter does the selection of plenary speakers amount to
in terms of the major domains of mathematics.  

1949 - 2020



Since January 2011, the Secretariat of the International Mathematical Union is 
permanently based in Berlin, Germany. Under the supervision of the IMU Executive 
Committee, the Secretariat runs IMU’s day-to-day business and provides support for 
many IMU operations, including administrative assistance for the International 
Commission on Mathematical Instruction (ICMI) and the Commission for 
Developing Countries (CDC). The IMU Secretariat also hosts the IMU archive.

Today the IMU counts 87 members

https://www.mathunion.org/organization/imu-secretariat


The success of the IMU
is the result of the work 

and interaction of
many dedicated 

colleagues. 


