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Plan of talk:

(1) The journey to become a mathematician: life and maths interactions.

(2) Examples of refugee / immigrant scientists.

(3) Maths and the general public.



I was born in Marivan, Kurdistan on the border of 

Iran and Iraq. 



When I was two the Iran-Iraq war broke out, lasted eight years. 

It affected everything from safety and education to economy.

We kids played with explosives.



My ancestors were aristocrats.

My parents were farmers. I did farming 

as well for many years.

I had a happy family life.

My father took education seriously.

 



Entered school at age 6. Schools were quite basic. Beating was common.

First time I felt a special connection with maths was at age 10.

That year we had a good teacher. 

In middle school, my older brother Haidar, taught me advanced maths. 

He taught me how to learn maths for fun rather than passing exams.  

He was very creative and a good role model for me.



In high school, I followed maths more seriously. 

Found maths to be

   - precise 

   - immortal

   - beautiful

   - source of joy

   - exciting & challenging 

   - useful



But I was totally isolated.

 

Read lots of maths books from city library.  

  

 Not satisfied just reading, wanted to 

create new maths.

Decided to become mathematician, at 16.

Dropped out of school in final year.



Entered University of Tehran to do pure maths. 

Met maths professors for first time. 

Had access to much better library.

Continued independent study as in school with bits of 

research.

Followed interests: algebraic topology, algebra, math 

logic, and ... algebraic geometry.

Fascinating connection:  algebra           geometry.  



Learnt more advanced algebraic geometry.

Famous mathematicians were great source of inspiration.

Especially A. Grothendieck: German born refugee in 
France, stateless for decades.

I also wanted to contribute to progress of the Kurds.

Life was tough during undergraduate.

In 2000, I came to London, asked for asylum. 



I spent first year in UK as asylum seeker in 

Nottingham. 

Was a tough year, faced new challenges. 

In 2001, started PhD in Nottingham advised by 

I. Fesenko. Later met V. V. Shokurov, my 

second advisor.

Attended several workshops, conferences, met 

many people from different countries.  



Spent five months in Cambridge, five months in Johns Hopkins University, 

two months in Moscow State University and Steklov Institute.

Finished PhD in 2004, moved to Cambridge in 2006 after a stay at Warwick Univ.

 



Professional life of a mathematician: research, teaching, service.

Need: motivation, creativity, concentration, patience, persistence, time 

management, etc. 

We try to unlock inner beauty of mathematical structures and nature.

Maths is both science and art.

We shape maths, and maths shapes us.

 



Maths is also a collective endeavour. 

We communicate, collaborate, use others work.

We are misunderstood.

After many years work, was awarded the Fields Medal 

(2018) for contributions to algebraic geometry. 

Over the years, I also worked on improving 

education among the Kurds.



Diversity is important in maths in terms of ideas, people.

 

Diversity of cultures is important for humanity. 

Just as biodiversity is important for survival of ecosystems.

Refugees / immigrants make a country more diverse. 

They may come with empty hands but not with empty heads.

They bring something, they get something, they give something.

Immigration is historical, universal.  

Unfortunately, it is highly politicised. 

 



UK based Fields Medallists: 

    Klaus Roth (German refugee)

    Micheal Atiyah (half Lebanese, grew up in Sudan & Egypt) 

    Alan Baker

    Simon Donaldson

    Richard Borcherds

    Tim Gowers

    Martin Hairer (Austrian)

    Caucher Birkar (Kurdish refugee)

  

 

 



Some more examples of refugee scientists in UK: 

Klaus Roth (Fields Medal),  Hans Krebs (Nobel in physiology/medicine),

Bernard Katz (Nobel in physiology/medicine), Max Perutz (Nobel in chemistry).

Examples of foreigners/immigrants working in UK: 

Abdus Salam (Nobel in physics),  Konstantin Novoselov (Nobel in physics),       

Andre Geim (Nobel in physics), César Milstein (Nobel in physiology/medicine), 

Aaron Klug (Nobel in Chemistry),  Sydney Brenner (Nobel in physiology/ 

medicine), Amartya Sen (Nobel in economics), V. Ramakrishnan (Nobel in 

chemistry).

 

 



Maths benefits society in many ways.

Natural sciences make extensive use of mathematical models. 

Technology uses maths and science. 

Maths is extensively used in engineering, economics. 

Maths is used in social sciences, e.g. psychology.

But in return maths needs more funding.

 

 

 



Thank you for your attention!
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