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What is it called,
when the day rises, like today,
when everything is ruined,
everything is pillaged,
and nonetheless the air breathes,
and one has lost everything,
the city burns,
the innocents kill each other,
but the guilty are in agony,
in a corner of the day that is rising? …
It’s called dawn.

—Jean Giraudoux, Electra



Foreword

Series 360

The goal that the 360 series, like many degrees and thus proposing a wide-ranging
horizon, has set itself may seem too ambitious. Though completeness may not be a
realistic aim, the desire to propose a variety of perspectives and to especially accept
direct confrontation, via a conversation which, depending on authors and subjects,
could turn into a disputation, is at the heart of the editorial project. The principle
of the series is to gather around a subject four qualified individuals and make them
converse with a view of better bringing out the connections in their arguments and
questioning.

This original approach is, therefore, deliberately far removed from the dominant
modes of scientific “communication”—single-person monologues, usually a sci-
entist, sociological or journalistic investigations, “beautiful books,” books with
a message—whose qualities and usefulness are assuredly undeniable, by proposing
a dialogue around a topic involving science, never in isolation, but together with its
relationship to social, economic, ideological, or political issues. In our view, the
mere juxtaposition of written texts, a solution often used in publications, cannot
render that which arises from the diversity of opinions, and of the various disci-
plines, intellectual origins, and social practices the protagonists come from. Hence
the decision was taken to base the books in the 360 series on a genuine dialogue
between authors, in a single time and place remindful of a theater convention. In our
opinion, this genuine dialogue, which explains the oral quality of the books, though
of course subsequently polished, is what makes all their wittiness and originality
and justifies the risk taken by this sometimes acrobatic modus operandi.

This series, a recent initiative of the publishing house La ville brûle, started with
a volume on the Big Bang Theory, the conceptual pillar of astrophysical labora-
tories, raised by some cosmologists to the rank of a precise theory—even an
“ordinary” one, by the desire to challenge—in the last decade or so, as well as the
matter of open discussions on its epistemological status that some reduce to a state
of speculations (Le big bang n’est pas une théorie comme les autres, 2009).
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The series followed with climatic changes, by confronting different perspectives
from various origins—economy, climatology, and journalism—reflecting the public
debates incited by this major issue (Changement climatiques: les savoirs et les
possibles, 2010). The avatar of quantum theories that are multiple universes enabled
us to make physicists, a historian and a philosopher debate (Multivers, mondes
possibles de l’astrophysique, de la philosophie et de l’imaginaire, 2010). The
burning issue of the future of nuclear power after the catastrophe of the Japanese
plant in Fukushima Dai-ichi in March 2011 reproduced the configuration of the
book on climate, mixing economics, technology, and journalism as evidence that
this issue cannot be dealt with by confining it to only one approach (Nucléaire:
quels scéanarios pour le futur?, 2011).

Freedom in Mathematics

The series follows with this book on mathematics. It confronts the points of view of
two mathematicians, Pierre Cartier who was one of the pillars of the famous
Bourbaki group and Cédric Villani, one of the most brilliant of his generation, who
received the Fields Medal in 2010. Mathematician and historian of science, Jean
Dhombres and philosopher of science, Gerhard Heinzmann, both specialists in
mathematics, engage in a fruitful dialogue with the two mathematicians, likely to
lead the reader to reflect on mathematical activity and its social consequences
in mankind’s history and in the modern world. Cédric Villani’s popular success
proves once again that common awareness has assimilated, even if in a very con-
fused way, the major role of mathematics in the construction and efficiency of
natural sciences that are at the origin of our technologies. Notwithstanding this, the
idea that mathematics cannot be shared remains entrenched, and even branded as a
lack of culture laid claim to by some in the media, cultural, and political estab-
lishment. Our authors explore three major directions in their dialogue. The very
complex relationship between mathematics and reality is a subject of many debates
and opposing viewpoints. The freedom that the construction of mathematics has
given man is by enabling him to develop natural sciences, as well as that needed by
mathematicians to develop their research. The responsibility with which the
scientific community and governments should address the issue of the role of
mathematics is in research or education policies. Happy reading!

Sylvestre Huet
Journalist for the French daily Libération

specialized in scientific information
Director of the 360 series for the publishing house La ville brûle
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able to work with Janos Aczel, the uncontested leader in this field, having published
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