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Aside from the introduction, there are twenty chapters. 
Some chapters are densely written, while others are 
quite accessible. The authors come at their topics from 
a variety of methodological angles, such as histori-
cal analysis, literature, and post-modernist theory. All 
chapters are quite short, rendering them as tasters for 
exploring the ideas in greater depth. A particular point 
of interest is the extensive use of works of literature as a 
lens for exploring these liminal events; several chapters 
use this lens.

One takeaway of the book is that dealing with dis-
eases and disasters is not just a matter of “following 
the science”—we need to understand the political, 
social, cultural, and intellectual context of the society in 
question. Disease and disaster reveal human intercon-
nectedness in its physical, social, and spiritual aspects.

A recurrent theme in the collection is the ambiguity of 
globalization: not only does globalization enable the 
spread of ideas, people, goods, and services, but it also 
enables the spread of disease and the movement of ter-
rorists. Furthermore, given that this is so, how should 
polities deal with these problems? Are they best dealt 
with at a more local level or more at the national level? 

Arpad Szakolczai’s lead-off chapter, “The Permanen-
tisation of Emergencies: COVID Understood through 
Liminality,” may be the most challenging for readers, 
both in the sense of the difficulty of its prose and in its 
challenge to what he sees as a pernicious attempt at rule 
by technocratic “experts.” By “experts,” Szakolczai does 
not simply mean those who are knowledgeable about a 
particular topic, but additionally those who have been 
intellectually shaped by a problematic conception of 
nature, a conception that does not adequately grasp 
what capital-N Nature truly is: a gift. He notes that this 
does not rule out a God who is doing the giving, but 
he doesn’t explicitly affirm one either. Either way, we 
receive Nature, but, he claims, the experts fail to respect 
Nature as a gift; they are actually hostile to Nature and 
the natural. Szakolczai seems to be gesturing at “tech-
nology-as-idolatry” critiques of contemporary society: 
our experts have been detached from a true notion of 
the natural. Because of this, the experts see the COVID 
epidemic as an opportunity to expand their influence. 
His argument is provocative but extremely compressed 
and hence to me unclear.

Jordon Barkalow uses James Madison’s concept of 
faction to analyze the varied reactions to government 
efforts to respond to COVID. A faction as Madison 
defines it is a group that has an interest or passion 
adverse to the interests of the whole political commu-
nity. In “Federalist No. 10,” Madison famously argues 
that a large republic will dilute the power of factions 

by way of multiplying them.1 However, Barkalow 
 suggests, “The ability of personal factions to negatively 
affect national efforts to combat the spread of COVID 
suggests that the benefits Madison associates with the 
extended size of a republic might no longer apply to a 
technologically advanced 21st century” (p. 41). Factions 
have become national in scope.

Another common theme is that of apocalypse, in the 
sense of unveiling; diseases and disasters rip away veils 
and expose aspects of human nature and behavior that 
ordinarily lie under the surface. The chapters involving 
literature do a particularly good job of exploring this 
area. For example, Catherine Craig discusses James Lee 
Burke’s 2007 novel The Tin Roof Blowdown, set in New 
Orleans in the aftermath of Hurricane Katrina.2 Craig 
contends that 

the novel shows hope for the possibility of redemp-
tion and the presence of goodness even when all 
established order is brought to chaos. This possi-
bility depends on human freedom to choose and 
pursue a transcendent good. While this freedom 
can be fostered or neglected by political institu-
tions, it ultimately precedes and transcends them. 
(p. 198)

The hardcover edition of this book is unfortunately ludi-
crously expensive, apparently priced only for library 
collections. (The e-book version is less expensive.) That 
being said, I would recommend this book as a source 
book for beginning to explore the political and social 
implications of disease and disaster. 

Notes
1James Madison, “Federalist No. 10,” in The Federalist, ed. 
George W. Carey and James McClellan (Indianapolis, IN: 
Liberty Fund, 2001), 42–49.

2James Lee Burke, The Tin Roof Blowdown (New York: Simon 
& Schuster, 2007).

Reviewed by Daniel Edward Young, Professor of Political Science, 
Northwestern College, Orange City, IA 51041
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David Eugene Smith (1860–1944) may not be a house-
hold name for readers of this journal, but he deserves 
to be better known. An early-twentieth-century world 
traveler and antiquarian, his collaboration with pub-
lisher and bibliophile George Arthur Plimpton led to 
establishing the large Plimpton and Smith collections 
of rare books, manuscripts, letters, and artefacts at 
Columbia University in 1936. He was one of the found-
ers (1924) and an early president (1927) of the History 
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of Science Society, whose main purpose at the time 
was supporting George Sarton’s ongoing management 
of the journal ISIS, begun a dozen years earlier. Smith 
also held several offices in the American Mathematical 
Society over the span of two decades and was a char-
ter member (1915) and President (1920–1921) of the 
Mathematical Association of America (MAA).

Smith is best known, however, for his pioneering 
work in mathematics education, both nationally and 
internationally. In 1905, he proposed setting up an inter-
national commission devoted to mathematics education 
(now the International Commission on Mathematical 
Instruction) to explore issues of common concern to 
mathematics teachers on all levels, worldwide. He was 
actively involved in reviving this organization after its 
dissolution during the First World War and served as 
its President from 1928 to 1932. Nationally, Smith was 
instrumental in inaugurating the field of mathematics 
education, advancing this discipline professionally both 
in his role as mathematics professor at the prestigious 
Teachers College, Columbia University (1901–1926) 
and as an author of numerous best-selling mathematics 
textbooks for elementary and secondary schools. These 
texts were not focused solely on mathematical content; 
they also dealt substantively with teaching methodol-
ogy, applications, rationales for studying the material, 
and significant historical developments.

Throughout his life Smith championed placing math-
ematics within the wider liberal arts setting of the 
humanities, highlighting history, art, and literary con-
nections in his many talks, articles, and textbooks. For 
him there was no two-cultures divide, as it later came 
to be known. While acknowledging the value of utili-
tarian arguments for studying mathematics (he himself 
published a few textbooks with an applied focus), he 
considered such a rationale neither sufficient nor cen-
tral. For him, mathematics was to be studied first of all 
for its own sake, appreciating its beauty, its reservoir of 
eternal truths, and its training in close logical reason-
ing. But again, for him this did not mean adopting a 
narrow mathematical focus. In particular, given his 
wide-ranging interest in how mathematics developed 
in other places and at other times, he tended to incorpo-
rate historical narratives in whatever he wrote.

This interest led him later in life to write a popular two-
volume History of Mathematics. The first volume (1923) 
was a chronological survey from around 2200 BC to 
AD 1850 that focused on the work of key mathemati-
cians in Western and non-Western cultures; the second 
volume (1925) was organized topically around subjects 
drawn from the main subfields of elementary math-
ematics. His History of Mathematics was soon supple-
mented by a companion Source Book in Mathematics 

(1929), which contained selected excerpts in translation 
from mathematical works written between roughly 
1475 and 1875. Smith wrote at a time when the his-
tory of mathematics was beginning to expand beyond 
the boundaries of Greek-based Western mathematics 
to include developments from non-Western cultures 
(Egyptian, Babylonian, Indian, Chinese, Japanese, and 
Arabic), a trend he approved of and participated in 
professionally.

Smith’s interest in broader issues extended even to 
exploring possible linkages between religion and math-
ematics. His unprecedented parting address to members 
of the MAA as its outgoing President is titled “Religio 
Mathematici,” a reflection on mathematics and religion 
that was reproduced a month later as a ten-page arti-
cle in The American Mathematical Monthly (1921) and 
subsequently reprinted several times. Smith’s article 
“Mathematics and Religion” appearing in the National 
Council of Teachers of Mathematics’ sixth yearbook 
Mathematics in Modern Life (1931) touched on similar 
themes. These two essays maintain that mathematics 
and religion are both concerned with infinity, with eter-
nal truths, with valid reasoning from assumptions, and 
with the existence of the imaginary and higher dimen-
sions, “the great beyond,” enabling one to draw fairly 
strong parallels between them. Thus, a deep familiar-
ity with these facets of mathematics may help one to 
appreciate the essentials of religion. Mathematics itself 
was thought of in quasi-religious terms, as “the Science 
Venerable.” Smith’s farewell address partly inspired 
Francis Su in his own presidential retirement address to 
the MAA in 2017 and in its 2020 book-length expansion 
Mathematics for Human Flourishing (see PSCF 72, no. 3 
[2020]: 179–81). Su’s appreciation of Smith’s ideas also 
led him to contribute a brief Foreword to the booklet 
under review, to which we now turn.

First a few publication details: In the Shadow of the Palms 
is an attractive booklet produced as a labor of love by 
someone obviously enamored with his subject. Tristan 
Abbey is a podcaster with broad interests that include 
being a “math history enthusiast,” but whose primary 
professional experience up to now has been focused 
on the environmental politics of energy and mineral 
resources. This work is the initial (and so far the only) 
offering by a publication company Abbey set up. Its 
name, Science Venerable Press, was chosen in honor of 
Smith’s designation for mathematics.

One might classify this work non-pejoratively as a cof-
fee-table booklet. It contains 50 excerpts (Su terms them 
“short meditations”) from a wide range of Smith’s writ-
ings, selected, categorized, and annotated by Abbey, 
along with full-page reproductions of eight postcards 
mailed back home by Smith on his world travels, and 
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two photos, including Smith’s Columbia-University-
commissioned portrait. Smith’s excerpted writing 
occupies only 109 of the total 167 pages, nearly two 
dozen of which are less than half full. The amply spaced 
text appears on 3.25 inches of the 7 inch-wide pages, the 
outer margins being reserved for Abbey’s own auxiliary 
notes explaining references and allusions that appear 
in the excerpt. This gives the book lots of white space; 
in fact, eighteen pages of the booklet are completely 
blank. Another nine pages contain 75 short biographical 
sketches of mathematicians taken from Smith’s histori-
cal writings; these are unlinked to any of the excerpts, 
but they do indicate the breadth of his historical inter-
ests. Unfortunately, no index of names or subjects is 
provided for the reader who wants to learn whether a 
person or a topic is treated anywhere in the booklet; the 
best one can do in this regard is consult the titles Abbey 
assigns the excerpts in the Table of Contents.

The booklet gives a gentle introduction to Smith’s 
views on mathematics, mathematics education, and the 
history of mathematics. The excerpts chosen are more 
often literary than discursive. Smith was a good writer, 
able to keep the reader’s attention and convey the senti-
ments intended, but these excerpts do not develop his 
ideas in any real length. They portray mathematics in 
radiant—sometimes fanciful—terms that a person dis-
posed toward the humanities might find attractive but 
nevertheless judge a bit over-the-top: mathematicians 
are priests lighting candles in the chapel of Pythagoras; 
mathematics is “the poetry of the mind”; learning 
geometry is like climbing a tall mountain to admire 
the grandeur of the panoramic view; progress in math-
ematics hangs lanterns of light on major thoroughfares 
of civilization; and retirement is journeying through the 
desert to a restful oasis “in the shadow of the palms.” 
Some passages are parables presented to help the reader 
appreciate what mathematicians accomplished as they 
overcame great obstacles. 

While the excerpts occasionally recognize that math-
ematics touches everyday needs and is a necessary 
universal language for commerce and science, without 
which our world would be unrecognizable, their main 
emphasis—in line with Smith’s fundamental outlook—
is on mathematics’ ability on its own to deliver joy and 
inspire admiration of its immortal truths. These are 
emotions many practicing mathematicians and math-
ematics educators share; Smith’s references to music, 
art, sculpture, poetry, and religion are calculated to 
convey to those who are not so engaged, some sense of 
how thoughtful mathematicians value their field—as a 
grand enterprise of magnificent intrinsic worth. 

In the Shadow of the Palms offers snapshots of the 
many ideas found in Smith’s prolific writings about 

mathematics, mathematics education, and history of 
mathematics. It may not attract readers, though, who do 
not already understand and appreciate Smith’s signifi-
cance for these fields. Abbey himself acknowledges that 
his booklet “only scratches the surface of [Smith’s] con-
tributions” (p. 4). A recent conference devoted to David 
Eugene Smith and the Historiography of Mathematics 
(Paris, 2019) is a step toward recognizing Smith’s 
importance, but a comprehensive scholarly treatment of 
Smith’s work within his historical time period remains 
to be written.
Reviewed by Calvin Jongsma, Professor of Mathematics Emeritus, 
Dordt University, Sioux Center, IA 51250.
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On the cover of its June 2011 issue, readers of Christianity 
Today were greeted by the portrait of a distinctly ancient 
yet still remarkably human figure. Hovering nearby 
stands the intriguing title, “The Search for the Historical 
Adam.” What had been a mostly academic debate had 
burst onto the popular scene. This article, arguably more 
than anything else, revealed the state of the scholarly 
debate, which, in a word, was not looking promising 
for traditionalists. A litany of high-profile figures, such 
as Peter Enns, Dennis Venema, and Scot McKnight, had 
struck successive blows to the long-cherished view of 
an original couple. 

Just over a decade later, it seems a crisis may have been 
averted. Biologists and theologians have since offered 
not just one but multiple competing models that pre-
serve both the genetic data and a doctrine of inerrancy. 
The debate has now shifted from “if Adam and Eve 
can be squared with contemporary science” to “how 
we ought to pair the two.” The two most prominent 
attempts have been the recent pair of books by Joshua 
Swamidass  and William Lane Craig,  yet with the pub-
lication of The Origin of Humanity and Evolution by the 
accomplished philosopher Andrew Loke, a third major 
model has entered the discussion. 

However, it would be a mistake to assume that Loke’s 
work focuses solely or even chiefly on the question of 
the historical Adam. Rather, his more ambitious proj-
ect is to provide a comprehensive interpretation of 
Genesis 1–9 in conversation with contemporary science. 
In chapter 1, Loke distinguishes between three differ-
ent projects that are often conflated: (A) interpreting the 
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