
Likewise, Fermat’s challenge problem to European mathematicians, which
remained unsolved for long (and was eventually solved by Euler) is taken
from an explicitly solved example in Bhaskara’s Bı̄jagan. ita (87, Colebrooke
1816, pp. 176–178). Indeed, Bhaskara himself poses it as a challenge, saying
“Declare it friend if the method [of solution] be spread over your mind like a
creeper”.) Thus, in Feb 1657, Fermat (Ouvres, p. 332 et seq.) asked European
mathematicians to solve the problem Nx2+1 = y2 for a given (positive, non-
square) N . As examples, he listed, for the case N = 3, that x = 1, y = 2
are solutions, and x = 4, y = 7 are also solutions. Then he asked for the
smallest integer solutions for the case N = 61, and N = 109. This is today
called “Pell’s equation”, and the smallest solutions are the numbers x =
226153980, y = 1766319049 given by Bhaskara II centuries earlier. Given
how large these numbers are, an independent rediscovery would represent a
fantastic coincidence.

When the Indian calculus first reached Europe, some people like Fermat
and Pascal accepted it enthusiastically, while other people like Liebniz did
not fully understand it. (Newton, in his anonymous review of his own report,
on behalf of the Royal Society, on Leibniz’s charge of plagiarism against him,
claimed that Leibniz failed to comprehend the infinite series named after
him; Newton 1714.) Descartes too was unable to comprehend how to sum
infinite series. Indeed, Descartes opined that the ratio of curved and straight
lines was beyond the capacity of the human mind (Descartes, 1996). In India
children were taught to measure angles as the length of a curved line (the arc)
using a flexible string since the days of the śulba sūtra-s (or aphorisms on the
string) (Raju 2009). They could easily straighten the string to compare the
length of a curved line with a straight line (and needed to do so to measure
the arc in units of the radius).

On the epistemic test, mistakes are proof of transmission. A charitable
interpretation of Descartes’ blunder is that he was presumably alluding to
the infinite series for π, found in Indian texts from long before Leibniz. He
thought an infinite series could only be summed by actually carrying out an
infinite number of sums, and hence regarded an infinite sum as a supertask.
Descartes was not the only person who thought thus. Galileo, whose access
to the Jesuit archives is well documented, in his letters to Cavalieri (Man-
cosu 1966) agreed with this objection, hence eventually left it to his student
Cavalieri to take the credit or discredit for calculus.

Newton, himself, claimed credit only for making the calculus rigorous, not
for inventing it (though he did claim credit for the sine series). He thought
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