
 

Impossibility
by Colin Fosler

(l missed a trick here - r could have said that if it is
impouible to lind something thai is impossible then we
have found something that is impossible!)

There ouSht to be • mathe.m:uical topic Clllltd
'Impossibility'. Perhaps there is? I have never set QUI 10 'do
a lesson on' impossibility, bUI it became the centre of a
recent lesson that was supposed to be ,bout solving
quadJ1l1ic equations. A rather tedious bit of pl"lIcticc: was
brightened up when one pupil asked "Whal if it had x to the
power of 3 in it instead ofl': 10 the power ef2?M I answertd
that there were methods for solving these algebraically 100,
but that by the lime you get to equations containinl x' you
can't make up I formula for me answer, and thai someone
hadprotJed lhal it couldn't be done.

I said that the mathematics of it was beyond me but that, as
far as I undenllnd, it is universally accepted among
mluhematicians that there is a perfect proof that you really
can't do it, no matter how hard you try, and that no'one will
ever be able to. The entire class fell that this was very
unrc2I5onabie Ind that no one can ever ~lIy say thai
something is definitely impossible bttause. who knows, they
might manage it tomorrow? You've JUSt lot to keep trying
and DOt give up! (Itoc:curml. to meaftefWards that pupils had
previously met the notion of impossibility in mathematics
lessons only as the lefl·band ~d of a 'probability sale' from
%Ceo to one. Whatever its merits, a probability scale
reinforces the idea that impossibility is only one iota away
from possibiJity, rather than ilS complete opposite.)

11 is certainl)' a hard thing 10 atttpl. As I say, my
mathematics is not up to the details, but I felt there was a
POint worth arguing for here, that some thinp really ar,
impossible.

Like what?

Like make a triangle with exactly four sides.

That's easy!

Is this a triangle, Sir?
I don'T know; I can't sec it all!

Pupil:

Me:
P1:pil:

Pupil:
Me:

So what was going on here? Was this JUSt an excuse 10 avoid
the quadratic formula? Perhaps that was partly it. and no
doubt it was a sign that we had been doing tOO much routine
practice W()rk recently, but there was so much sharp
thinking and energy (lnce the discussion began that it felt
like the right thing (0 be doing at that moment. Pupib who
mighl appear relatively unpromising mathematically when
applying the quadratic formula and stiU nOl seeming to see
that 'b1' always has to be positive showed mrtling
determination, originality and ingenuity. For myself, I
hldn't realized before how imponant and polentially
difficult is the idea that something really is totally
impos,sible, no mauer how cunning you Iry to be or wbo you
are and what qualifications you might possess. "Even Me X
(. much·rcspccted colleague) wouldn't be able to make I

triangle with four sides!" suggested that they had bquo to
Ide on board the idea of mathem.tical impossibility! lIN

I was asked whether a triangle with IWO sides would do as
well as one with four, and, once I agreed, a triangle CUI Out
of paper was produced which, of course, has exactly two
sides - a front side and a back side! There was also the old
classic of'lI's gOt an inside and an outsidel'

There was a lot of dcawins, discuuing and raldining of the
term 'side' and somc rather cute visual auempts, such as the
one shown below, in which the pupil discretcly hc.ld his
finger over the corner:

4 <omo"d~'d tri""I,!

So ifI worked Qut how to do it would I be really
famous?
But you can't!

HUI if! did?
HUI you can't!

BUI what ifl did?
You can't do it if it's impossible!
Nothilrg's impossible - it', jusl that no one', done it
yet!

Pupil:

Me:

Pupil:
Me:

Pupil:

Me:
Pupil:

Me: lots of things are impossible, aren't they. and will
never be done?
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