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 Western Civilization has a remarkably Euro-Centric view of the World.  We have a 

decent idea about history, innovation, science, and mathematics from Europe, but once we leave 

the shores of Europe and North America, our knowledge is virtually non-existent.  Perhaps 

nowhere is this ignorance more obvious than our utter lack of knowledge of the contributions 

made by the Chinese civilization in areas of science, math, and navigation.  From the 5
th

 century 

B.C. to around 600 A.D., the Chinese constructed the Grand Canal, still the longest mad-made 

waterway in history, over 20 times as long as the Panama Canal (Britannica, 2010).  Chinese 

Mathematicians were discovering sophisticated mathematical formulas over 1000 years before 

their European counterparts.  While students are taught that Magellan was the first man to 

circumnavigate the globe, even though he died in the Philippines along the way, according to 

some historians, the Chinese had already traveled and accurately mapped the Earth 100 years 

earlier (Menzies, 2008).  China had a vast and impressive culture for hundreds of years while 

Europe sat mired in the Dark Ages.  Yet, Westerners fail to look to China for answers in our 

modern education system. 

The current hot trend in education is using real world examples to teach students 

mathematical concepts.  The days of memorizing tables and plugging and chugging their way 

through an endless supply of example problems are out of style.  Even here, the Chinese have 

bested our discovery by over 2000 years.  Originally published somewhere around 200 B.C., 

Jiuzhang Suanshu or Nine Chapters on the Mathematical Art, is a tour de force textbook 

covering a wide range of topics.  Is it possible to use this 2000 year old Chinese textbook to 

teach modern mathematics students? 
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As the name suggests, Nine Chapters is broken into nine sections, each dealing with a 

different type of real-world problem (see table 1, right).  Chapter 1 includes discussion of area of 

a variety of geometric shapes, rules for 

arithmetic, an accurate approximation for the 

value of 𝜋, and even the use of the Euclidean 

algorithm for finding the greatest common 

divisor of two numbers.  Other mathematical 

highlights of Nine Chapters include solutions to 

square and cubic roots, volumes of a number of 

solids, and a use of what would become known 

as Gaussian elimination to solve simultaneous 

linear equations.  Chapter 9 discusses triangles 

specifically and includes 13 problems that can  

Nine Chapters on the Mathematical Art 

Chapter 1:  Land Surveying 

Chapter 2:  Millet and Rice 

Chapter 3:  Distribution by Proportion 

Chapter 4:  Short Width 

Chapter 5:  Civil Engineering 

Chapter 6:  Fair Distribution of Goods 

Chapter 7:  Excess and Deficit 

Chapter 8:  Calculation by Square Tables 

Chapter 9:  Right angled triangles 

Table 1 

be solved using what the Chinese called the Gougu rule; more commonly known as the 

Pythagorean Theorem. 

 The scope of Nine Chapters is so broad that it does not correlate directly with our current 

curriculum.  However, virtually all of the 246 problems presented in the book can be used in 

today’s classroom.  For example, a teacher studying right triangles can take a brief look at 

Chapter 9 to provide an excellent set of problems that can supplement the textbook provided by 

the district.  This will provide a nice multi-cultural look at the subject that should help to engage 

students of various ethnicities.  In addition, some of the strategies for solving these problems are 

slightly different than how they are taught in Western education.  This is an excellent way to 
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incorporate the multiple approaches that help some students succeed where the standard 

technique does not. 

 

Example problem from Nine Chapters 

 While using Nine Chapters on occasion 

is certainly an excellent idea, perhaps a better 

one is teaching an entire class using the book 

as the text.  The translated version of the book 

is available, but the cost is quite high.  An 

elective class for early high school students 

would be both enjoyable for the students, and a 

great review of the foundations of mathematics 

before moving into more advanced math later 

in high school and college. 

Teachers are always looking for new and innovative ways to teach math to our students.  

Studies seem to indicate that problem solving, word problems, and discovery based techniques 

are highly effective for teaching the subject.  Yet here, in a 2000 year old Chinese book, are 

perfect examples of just these types of problems.  As in the areas of weaponry, navigation, and 

irrigation, once again the great Chinese civilization has beaten the Western world to discover this 

secret. 
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