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insightful criticisms alerted students to 
pitfalls and dead ends but left their au-
tonomy intact. He knew well the fragile 
nature of graduate students’ psyches. 
He also upheld the standards of excel-
lence expected of students at Chicago. 

David’s mind was so agile that he 
moved from the Greeks to postmod-
ern philosophers with aplomb. I never 
left a lecture without a new idea or a 
different angle on an age-old problem. 
My only difficulty was keeping up with 
him. His lectures regularly forced me 
to expand my horizons.

In the seminar room, he relished the 
opportunity to engage students one-
on-one and encouraged his students 
to do the same with each other. It was 
in this setting that I learned to articu-
late my own theological ideas. Those 
ideas were not always accurate, not 
always refined, not always nuanced, 
not always universally well received, 
not always permanent—but they were 
my ideas, and David Tracy encouraged 
me to formulate them. David did not 
uncritically accept his students’ ideas, 
but he consistently invited them to 
think creatively. 

Finally, David was loyal to Chicago, 
to the academy, and to his students. 
He told me that he stayed at Chicago 
because the conversation there was 
fruitful. He enjoyed his colleagues, 
delighted in his students’ progress, 
and was able to develop many lasting 
relationships over the years. He made 
a difference in the academy and in stu-
dents’ lives. 

Chester Gillis, PhD’86
WILMINGTON , NORTH CAROLINA

Comiskey Park memory
When William Julius Wilson left for 
Harvard, he suggested Gary Orfield, 
AM’65, PhD’68, as his replacement 
on my dissertation committee (“Civil 
Rights Scholar,” Alumni News, Sum-
mer/25). So I had a dissertation 
committee of Donald Bogue, James 
Coleman, and Gary Orfield. One day 
I was in Orfield’s office talking to him 
about my dissertation research, when 
he said he had tickets to the White 
Sox game that night. He asked if I 
would like to go. I said sure. He said, 
“You can take my daughter with you.” 
So I ended up attending the game 
with his daughter. 

Louie Woolbright, PhD’85
MONTGOMERY, AL ABAMA

After the verdict
I read with interest your article “Evo-
lution on Trial” (Spring/25) and want to 
provide a footnote for John Mark Han-
sen’s Scopes/Darrow history. The ar-
ticle correctly states that John Thomas 
Scopes, EX’31, “eventually found a new 
job as a geologist, working in the oil and 
gas industry, living in Houston, Texas, 
and Shreveport, Louisiana.”

My father, John S. Ivy, SB 1922, gave 
Scopes a job when no one else would. 
He told me Scopes had been looking 
for an extended time but could not get 
a job due to his “notoriety” and the os-
tracism he was experiencing. This was 
almost a decade after the trial.

My father was one of the founders 
of the United Gas Corporation. He 
was the chief geologist and president 
of the exploration and production sub-
sidiary Union Producing Company. 
United Gas was growing in spite of 

the Depression due to a number of oil 
and gas discoveries it had made and 
the rapid expansion of its gas pipeline 
distribution network. Though my fa-
ther did not tell me how Scopes came 
to seek a job at United Gas, my father 
obviously would have been a key deci-
sion-maker in the hiring of a geologist. 
He did tell me that Scopes wanted to 
keep a low profile and asked him to try 
and protect his anonymity. 

My father entered the University of 
Chicago in 1917, received a bachelor of 
science degree in geology in 1922, and 
continued his graduate studies until 
February 1923. One of his professors 
was Edson S. Bastin, SM 1903, PhD 
1909, who became Scopes’s adviser. 
I believe Bastin conducted a 1918 
geological field trip to Oregon and 
Washington, in which my father par-
ticipated. This, aside from the course-
work, would have allowed them to 
know each other beyond a casual basis.

My father told me Clarence Darrow 
called him in the mid- to late-1930s 
to indicate he was searching for John 
Scopes and asked if he knew how to 
get in contact with him. My father 
arranged a meeting between Darrow 
and Scopes and met Darrow when he 
came to Houston.

The timing of the Darrow/Scopes 
meeting is interesting, as Darrow died 
of heart issues on March 13, 1938, just 
before his 81st birthday. Speculat-
ing again: It is human nature that as 
one approaches the end of their time 
here, a desire arises to seek out and 
visit again those who have earlier had 
a significant impact on one’s life. Dar-
row, at the age of almost 80, seeking 
to find Scopes after he had completely 
disappeared into obscurity possibly 
indicates the importance and depth 

L E T T ERS In fall 1971, when 
I was living in 
Thompson House, 
I rappelled twice 
from my eighth-floor 
window. The steam 
radiator made a good 
anchor. 

David learned from 
his students as well 
as taught them. 
While an original 
thinker and an 
internationally 
renowned scholar, he 
was without hubris.
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COURSE WORK

CRONIES WITH BENEFITS 
You’ve probably been captured. Luigi Zingales is onto you.  

BY CARRIE GOLUS , AB’91 ,  AM ’93

C
rony Capitalism, taught by Luigi Zingales, 
meets in the basement of the Harper Center 
on Wednesdays at the unpopular hour of 8:30 
a.m. Nonetheless, by 8:15 a.m. several students 
are already in their seats. “I hate waking up 
early,” one student wrote on an evaluation for 
the course in a past year, “but I dragged myself 
out of bed at 7:30 a.m. to get ready to go listen to 

Professor Zingales talk for three hours.”  
Zingales, the Robert C. McCormack Distinguished Ser-

vice Professor of Entrepreneurship and Finance at Chicago 
Booth, is highly entertaining and loves to poke the bear. He 
cohosts the podcast Capitalisn’t, which aims to explain “how 
capitalism can go wrong, and what we can do to fix it.”  

Crony Capitalism takes a similarly skeptical approach. Econ-
omies throughout the world do not really resemble “the idealist 
version of free markets generally taught in economics classes,” 
the syllabus states: Corporate governance, wealth inequality, 
regulation, the media, and the political process all distort the 
market. Public-serving entities are subject to regulatory cap-
ture, when an agency meant to act in the public interest instead 
acts in the interest of the industry it’s supposed to regulate—a 
concept first described by Chicago Booth professor and Nobel 
laureate George Stigler, PhD’38.

Zingales’s course focuses on why crony capitalism in all 
its forms—giving unfair advantages to those with the right 
connections—“prevails in most of the world,” and why it’s 
increasingly prevalent in the United States.   

At 8:30 a.m. Zingales quickly reviews last week’s home-
work on sugar subsidies. Students were assigned to read a 
ProMarket article on the Fanjul family, Cuban refugees who 
have made a fortune selling sugar in the United States. Stu-
dents had to use opensecrets.org, which tracks money in US 
politics, to compute the Fanjuls’ campaign donations and 
lobbying expenditures (directed at Republicans and Demo-
crats alike), then calculate their company’s benefits from 
subsidies and protections. The return on their investment, 
students discover: a staggering 4,000 percent. 

As well as the carrot, the Fanjuls employ the (implied) 
stick. Zingales shares a story about an unnamed presiden-
tial economic adviser who, during a talk, remarked that the 
United States should get rid of sugar subsidies. Driving back 
to the White House, the story goes, the adviser received a 
phone call suggesting that he not do that again. “The Mafia 
does exactly this,” says Zingales, who comes from Italy. “For 
most people, it’s convenient to behave.”  

Homework dispatched, it’s on to the lecture, which at first 
doesn’t seem to have much to do with economics, let alone 

©
20

25 A
dam

 N
iklew

icz c/o theispot

              



THE UNIVERSITY OF CHICAGO MAGAZINE | FALL 2025    25

Crony Capitalism, ECON 28620, “analyzes 
what makes capitalism work and what 
distorts it.” Assigned texts include books 
and book chapters, academic papers (old 
as well as new), reports from think tanks, 
newspaper and journal articles, podcasts, 
and more. 

For the class meeting described here, 
required readings included two articles 
from ProMarket (a publication of the Stigler 
Center at Chicago Booth): “The Present 
and Future of Journalism: How the News 
Media Lost Its Purpose” (2021) and “‘Doubt 
Is Their Product’: The Difference Between 

Research and Academic Lobbying” (2020). 
In addition, students read “Preventing 
Economists’ Capture,” a chapter Zingales 
contributed to the 2013 book Preventing 
Regulatory Capture: Special Interest Influ-
ence and How to Limit It (Cambridge Uni-
versity Press).—C. G. 

Next comes a rapid-fire history of the effects of the print-
ing press. Before its invention, books were expensive, the 
Bible was available only in Latin, and the linguistic land-
scape was extremely diverse. Every little area spoke its own 
dialect, and being illiterate “wasn’t a big loss,” he says.

Afterward, seismic changes. Books were written in na-
tional languages—to appeal to the largest possible group of 
readers—and therefore “created, to some extent,” the notion 
of nationality. 

The printing press brought newspapers, which the inter-
net—in a parallel seismic process—disrupted. The slide “A 
Paradox of the Information Age” points to the current dire 
situation for both legacy media and democracy: More infor-
mation is easily available, but there is a greater diffusion of 
low-quality information. 

With just a few minutes left in the three-hour lecture 
(which also covered the history of censorship, propaganda, 
cancel culture, social media, artificial intelligence, and 
more), Zingales brings his troublemaking home. He’s already 
covered how regulators can be captured—influenced to make 
decisions that benefit certain industries. His astonishing 
claim: “Academics are not very different from regulators.”   

Academics—paid by universities and protected by ten-
ure—are subject to capture?  

The issue is data, he says. Research in his and many other 
fields requires data: “So these days, if you have an IQ above 90 
and you have access to a proprietary set with fantastic data, 
you get tenure at the top university,” he quips. But who controls 
the data and how they use that control shapes the research.  

Bob Woodward—the crusading journalist of Watergate 
fame—is now known for writing “biographies that are clearly 
tilted in favor of the person,” Zingales says. That’s because 
famous people don’t want to share their information with 
a biographer who would be critical: “You need to be nice.”  

Just like famous people, organizations have reputations 
to protect. Data is shared “with an implicit quid pro quo,” 
Zingales says. “If you find results we like, we keep giving you 
data, and if you don’t find results we like, we stop.” 

“What is funny,” Zingales says, is that when he makes 
this argument to other economists, they claim to be im-
mune from such corrupting influences. “I say, ‘Wait a min-
ute. You’re an economist and not affected by incentives?’” ◆ 

S Y L L A B U S 

crony capitalism. The first image in Zingales’s slideshow: a 
painting of Prometheus holding a burning torch and cast-
ing a worried glance at the sky. “There is a strong analogy 
between knowledge and fire,” he says. The next slide lists 
the similarities: Both spread naturally, can be shared at no 
cost, and are powerful, even potentially dangerous. Lucifer, 
Zingales notes, means he “who brings light.”  

He flips swiftly through the slides—many could have 
been borrowed from an art history class or European Civ—
tracing the history of knowledge and its preservation and 
dissemination. Speaking without notes, he shares anecdote 
after anecdote of how human knowledge builds on itself. 
Arabic numerals and the concept of zero, for example, made 
calculus possible: “With the Roman numerals, you cannot 
do that,” he says. “It is a pain in the buttock.”    

But once human beings figured out how to preserve, 
share, and monetize knowledge, life was transformed. Here 
is the connection with economics. 

One slide, titled “The Acceleration of History,” shows 
the growth of gross domestic product (GDP) per capita in 
China, India, Japan, the United Kingdom, and the United 
States from 1000 to 2000 CE. For 700 years it’s roughly flat. 
Beginning around 1700, it skyrockets. In the case of the 
United States, it’s just one steeply increasing line.  

“What Happened?” the next slide asks. Zingales rattles 
off a list of explanations. In the 15th century the printing 
press and patent law had been invented—the latter by Ve-
netians, Zingales points out with a hint of Italian pride. 
Knowledge could be widely disseminated, and now that 
scholars could build their reputations by sharing knowl-
edge, “modern academia” came into existence.  

He cites Fra Luca Pacioli (another hint of pride), who in 
1494 published Summa de Arithmetica, Geometria, Propor-
tioni et Proportionalita, the first book that explains double-
entry accounting. “For all the accountants,” he says (if there 
are any in the room, they do not self-identify), “this is an 
important masterpiece.” It’s also an early example of mon-
etizing an idea, by writing a book that could be sold. 

A final reason for the steep growth in GDP: Military com-
petition inspired governments to invest in research. “One of 
the big, big ideas of America after World War II,” he says, “is 
to continue to subsidize universities to do research.”  
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POLICY

O
n July 16, 1945, the United States detonated the 
world’s first atomic bomb at a remote air force 
base in New Mexico. Eighty years after that 
event, called the Trinity test, Nobel laureates, 
security experts, and thinkers from around 
the world came together at the University of 
Chicago to call for an end to the era of nuclear 
weapons and warfare.

“You have nothing to lose and life itself to gain,” said 
David Gross, a 2004 Nobelist in physics and one of the or-
ganizers of the Nobel Laureate Assembly for the Prevention 
of Nuclear War.  

The July 16 public gathering capped two-and-a-half days 
of behind-the-scenes learning, discussing, and writing by 
the assembly’s 80 or so attendees. The group, which in-
cluded some 20 Nobel laureates, had arrived in Chicago 
with hopes of drafting a declaration that would make con-
crete proposals for the prevention of nuclear war—and they 
did, just under the wire. 

“We easily could have ended up with no declaration, no 
consensus. And until the very end, it was unclear,” says 
assembly co-organizer Daniel Holz, SM’94, PhD’98. But 
through thoughtful discussion, the group arrived at a docu-
ment with nine recommendations its diverse membership 
could stand behind (see excerpt, page 28). Since the release 
of the declaration, 129 Nobel laureates, including five with 
UChicago affiliations, have signed it. 

Holz, a UChicago professor of physics and astronomy and 
astrophysics, is not new to thinking about the possibility 
of global destruction. As chair of the science and security 
board of the Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists, he is respon-
sible for helping set the Doomsday Clock, a symbolic mea-
surement of how close humanity is to self-annihilation. 
Holz also founded UChicago’s Existential Risk Laboratory, 
a research group dedicated to studying threats to human-
ity’s long-term survival—including nuclear war. 

Photography by 
John Zich

 

LIFE ITSELF
Nobel laureates and nuclear experts 

urge action on a looming threat.

BY SUSIE ALLE N , AB’09

Holz found equally concerned compatriots in his fel-
low physicists Gross and Brian Schmidt. Both Gross and 
Schmidt, a 2011 Nobel laureate, had come to believe that 
public awareness of the nuclear threat has waned to the 
point of complacency. Together the trio began work on 
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affected by the bombings of Hiroshima and Nagasaki—“will 
tell ... our stories,” Wada said. “We will also urge domestic and 
international policymakers to take the leadership in working 
toward a human society free of nuclear weapons and war.” 

Robert Floyd, executive secretary of the Comprehensive 
Nuclear Test Ban Treaty Organization, gave the afternoon’s 
keynote address. After offering a capsule history of nuclear 
tests and treaties, he arrived at an assessment of the present 
moment: “The threat of nuclear disaster is back, back in a way 
I hoped that I never again would have seen in my lifetime.” 
Important treaties are expiring, world leaders have threat-
ened the use of nuclear weapons, and global stability is low. 
To move back from the brink, he argued, countries must fo-
cus on rebuilding trust and reducing conflict and uncertainty.

How to do that? A panel discussion following Floyd’s re-
marks outlined some of the key recommendations in the 
declaration that aim to shore up that needed trust and sta-
bility. Alexandra Bell, president and CEO of the Bulletin of 
the Atomic Scientists, spoke of the urgent need to improve 
US-Russia relations—and especially for the two countries 
to negotiate a successor agreement to the 2011 New START 
Treaty, which limits US and Russian nuclear forces. The 
treaty is set to expire this winter. 

Francesca Giovannini, executive director of the Project 
on Managing the Atom at the Harvard Kennedy School, re-
minded the audience that “in a time of crisis, when every-
thing is sliding, just stopping the slide is good enough.” For 
that reason, she explained, the declaration calls on states 
to reiterate their commitment to a moratorium on nuclear 
explosive testing and to ratify the Comprehensive Nuclear 
Test Ban Treaty.

But all of this, said physicist Karen Hallberg, the secretary 
general of the Pugwash Conferences on Science and World 
Affairs, requires popular support. That’s why, Hallberg 
noted, the declaration includes a recommendation for “‘sci-
entists, academics, civil society, and communities of faith 
to help create the necessary pressure on global leaders to 
implement nuclear risk reduction measures.’” After all, as 
Gross reminded the audience, “our recommendations are 
great, but without the political will behind them, nothing 
will happen.” 

Cardinal Silvano Maria Tomasi, who has been active in 
the Catholic Church’s nuclear nonproliferation efforts and 
spoke earlier in the day, saw in the assembly and the Trin-
ity test anniversary not just an occasion for fear and sad-
ness but also a chance for renewal. “The Trinity explosion 
taught us what we are capable of destroying,” he said. “The 
task before us now is to rediscover what we are capable of 
preserving and building.”

 
 

 

Below, from left: David Gross, Alexandra Bell, 
Francesca Giovannini, Karen Hallberg, and Brian 
Schmidt at the Nobel Laureate Assembly for the 
Prevention of Nuclear War. 

planning the assembly, which they hoped would bring re-
newed attention to the issue. The University of Chicago, 
with its deep connections to the Manhattan Project, felt 
like a fitting site for the gathering.

The assembly continued a long tradition of Nobelists 
working together to address global threats. Over the years, 
the Lindau Nobel Laureate Meetings, held (in part) on Ger-
many’s Mainau Island, have served as the backdrop for 
those efforts. The 1955 Mainau Declaration against the use 
of nuclear weapons was followed by a 2015 Mainau Decla-
ration focused on the dangers of climate change. In 2024 
Gross helped initiate a new antinuclear Mainau Declaration 
but knew he still wanted to do more. 

The UChicago event began with a somber reminder of the 
topic’s grave stakes. Masako Wada, a survivor of the Naga-
saki bombing in 1945, sent a video message from Japan. She 
argued that deterrence, which relies on fear and threat, is not 
sufficient to save humanity. “We the Hibakusha”—the people 

THE TASK BEFORE 
US NOW IS TO 

REDISCOVER WHAT 
WE ARE CAPABLE OF 

PRESERVING AND 
BUILDING.
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I
n this 80th year of the nuclear age, the world 
finds itself at a reckoning point. Distrust and 
discord mark the international discourse, and 
the volume of challenges facing the global com-

munity is overwhelming. But there is only one chal-
lenge that could end civilization in an afternoon.

In 1955 and 2024, Nobel Laureates gathered at 
Mainau to issue warnings to the world about the 
existential threat posed by nuclear war. Tremen-
dous progress has been made in reducing global 
nuclear stockpiles and nuclear risks, but we are 
now heading in the wrong direction. Poised at 
the beginning of a new, complex, and dangerous 
nuclear arms race, Nobel Laureates and nuclear 
weapons policy experts must now speak together.

WE APPEAL AS HUMAN BEINGS 
TO HUMAN BEINGS: 

REMEMBER YOUR HUMANITY, 
AND FORGET THE REST.

We do not deny that the fear of nuclear war has 
played a role in preserving some stability among 
nations, but a global security structure forever de-
pendent on fear is ultimately a reckless gamble. 
Despite having avoided nuclear catastrophes in 
the past, time and the law of probability are not 
on our side. Without clear and sustained efforts 
from world leaders to prevent nuclear war, there 
can be no doubt that our luck will finally run out. …

There is no greater obligation than to prevent the 
catastrophe of nuclear war. … We ask that [global 
leaders] each be guided by the words of Nobel 
Laureates Bertrand Russell and Albert Einstein: 
“We appeal as human beings to human beings: 
remember your humanity, and forget the rest.”

An excerpt from the Nobel Laureate Assembly 
Declaration for the Prevention of Nuclear 
War. To read the full declaration and its list of 
recommendations, visit mag.uchicago.edu 
/nobeldeclaration. 

ON THE PRECIPICE 

Assembly attendees gathered at the 
site of the first human-made self-
sustaining nuclear chain reaction. 

Photography by Jean Lachat
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A Q&A with assembly co-organizer Daniel 
Holz, SM’94, PhD’98, a professor of 
physics and astronomy and astrophysics 
at UChicago. This interview has been edited 
and condensed.

What do you think is powerful about having 
Nobel laureates, in particular, involved in an event 
like this, even if they aren’t nuclear experts? 

For decades there have been groups worried about nuclear 
risk and what can be done, which is great—there’s a lot of 
expertise and understanding—but that community can be 
a little bit insular. Sometimes it’s good to get an outside per-
spective and new ideas. A Nobel laureate is not going to be 
afraid to say to a nuclear expert, “I don’t understand what 
you’re saying” or “This doesn’t make sense, and here’s why.” 
That added a certain dimension to the conversation. 

Nobel laureates also have respect in the global commu-
nity. The voices of laureates still matter, and I think they 
capture a lot of the best of humanity through their accom-
plishments in literature or peace or physics or chemistry. 
We have about 120 laureates who have signed the declara-
tion now, and when you have 120 laureates agreeing that 
these things must be done, I think that sends a strong mes-
sage—at least, that’s our hope. 

We have to make these recommendations happen, and the 
laureates are working with us to help get the word out—both 
to the public and to the people who make the decisions. 

What do you hope will happen a year from now with the 
declaration? 

Well, hopefully we’re all still around a year from now. That 
would be Step One. 

The declaration has many different suggestions. Some 
are short-term—like, we should study the climatic effects 
of nuclear war. That’s something we’re already working on, 
and I hope very much that work continues and accelerates. 

One of our recommendations is that nations should not 
resume nuclear testing. We’ve had a moratorium on testing 
that has worked very well, and that should continue. Non- 
action does not sound like a big win, but in the current cli-
mate, if we can resist the temptation to slide back into test-
ing, that would be a win. 

One of the most important recommendations—and this is 
one of the more nebulous ones, but it’s absolutely critical—is 
that there needs to be dialogue between the United States, 
Russia, and China. One thing all nations agree on is that we 

don’t want a nu-
clear war. We just 

need to find a way 
for leaders to have 

discussions about this 
topic. There are ways to 

do that, and we learned 
how during the Cold War. 
  I hope a year from now at 

least some of these things will have been done, and if the 
declaration helps in any small way, it will have been a great 
success. Because I do think this is one of the most important 
issues facing civilization in the history of civilization. The 
threat is real, it’s right in front of us, and even though we 
don’t want to think about it, it’s still there. It’s a much more 
dramatic threat than anything else: An hour from now, civi-
lization could be toast.

Sometimes when I think about this stuff, I just want to 
go eat ice cream. 

I’ve eaten a lot of ice cream over the last years. That’s a to-
tally reasonable response. Just don’t go into an ice cream 
coma and do nothing. Eat the ice cream, and then do some-
thing. It’s important to do both. 

I don’t want to terrify people and reduce them to a fetal po-
sition on the sofa, unable to move. That doesn’t help anyone. 
This stuff is alarming. We should be terrified and freaked 
out. But also, there’s plenty we can do, and it really is in all of 
our interests to do these things. It’s not an insoluble Gordian 
knot. There are lots of commonsense measures that reduce 
risk, and the lesson from the Cold War is that it can be done. 

The risk of nuclear war is a risk we can address. Otherwise 
we wouldn’t bother—and there’s no way the laureates would 
be spending their time on this if it was hopeless. 

What, for you, was the most meaningful moment of the 
assembly? 

The event ended with a concert by the Kronos Quartet and 
Allison Russell, and the final piece included readings by 
different conference participants about nuclear close calls. 
After two-and-a-half days of really intense discussion about 
this topic, it does start to become somewhat abstract. And 
these readings about moments when civilization teetered 
in the balance, with strings playing, were so powerful. It 
captured the insanity of what we’re talking about, but also 
the beauty of humanity and civilization. This is what we’re 
trying to preserve. ◆
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CHEMISTRY

 

COLORFAST
An alumna artist and a team of 

UChicago chemists revived a century-old recipe 
for blue pigment. 

BY TORI LE E , AB’ 13 ,  AN D LOU ISE LE RN E R , AB’09
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Amanda Williams, 
LAB’92, used 
a re-created 
blue pigment 
developed 
by George 
Washington Carver 
in this recent work.
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to produce that inventor George Washington 
Carver received a patent for his process in 1927.

Carver’s method had been largely forgot-
ten when, nearly a century later, artist Amanda 
Williams, LAB’92, stumbled across it. Fascinated 
by both the method and its creator, she decided to 
re-create his formula and reached out to chemists 
at the University of Chicago for help. 

“The synergy of those brains and points of view I
n a University of Chicago lab, chemist 
Amanda Brewer pours two clear liquids 
together in a beaker. Instantly, almost 
magically, the contents turn a rich blue.  

Once one of the most difficult colors to 
capture in paint, blue was available to 
pre-19th-century artists only by grind-
ing up the prized stone lapis lazuli. By 
the 1900s blue was still difficult enough 
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Left: Chemist Amanda Brewer at work in the lab. 
Below: Inventor George Washington Carver with 
a clump of the Tuskegee soil he used to create his 
formula for blue pigment.

overlapping constantly was really interesting to 
see,” Williams says of working alongside UChicago 
scientists and students. “There has to be some dis-
cipline, but there also has to be a little bit of risk. In-
novation has to be a little bit of both of those things.”

W illiams is in love with color. The artist, ar-
chitect, and 2022 MacArthur fellow credits 
this early fascination to growing up when 

Black first became prevalent as a racial term. Since 
then she’s been struck by the multifaceted nature 
of color—as material, as racial signifier, as emotion.

In her Color(ed) Theory series a decade ago, Wil-
liams painted abandoned buildings on Chicago’s 
South Side in hues sig-
nificant to the Black 
community— colors 
inspired by things 
like Pink Oil Moistur-
izer hair lotion and 
Flamin’ Hot Cheetos. 
The series’ cheeky 
humor celebrated 
cultural experiences 
many Black Ameri-
cans share even as it 
highlighted system-
atic erasure and ur-
ban disinvestment.

Wil l ia ms f irst 
came across Carver’s 
hue while conduct-
ing archival research 
into Reconstruction- 
era patents. “What 
did Black people 
make when they 
didn’t have to just 
think about survival?” she wondered. 

When a friend mentioned that Carver held a 
patent for blue pigment, Williams was shocked. 
“I said, ‘The peanut man?’”

More digging revealed that Carver, a Tuskegee 
University professor, held only three patents with 
the US government, despite being a prolific inventor 
(including of uses for peanuts). One of those patents 
was for making blue pigment from iron-rich clay.  

“He was using this Alabama red clay, which is 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 

in abundance in the soil on Tuskegee’s campus,” 
Williams says. “This idea of one of your source ma-
terials being free seems to reinforce a hypothesis 
that this is why the patent was necessary, because 
he was going to streamline the production.” 

Williams thought, “Why not try to re-create 
it?” However, Carver’s process would prove more 
complicated than simply following a formula: Some 
parts were intentionally vague to protect the patent.

During a chance meeting at the opening recep-
tion for the Smart Museum of Art’s Monochrome 
Multitudes exhibition in 2022—another celebra-
tion of color—Williams mentioned the project to 
University President Paul Alivisatos, AB’81. 

“We’d love to help,” Alivisatos said.

W hen Brewer 
first saw the 
original 100- 

year-old patent, she 
remembers shaking 
her head. The for-
mula calls for large 
quantities of very 
concentrated acids 
mixed together for 
months at a time. 

“I was like, ‘Oh my 
god, we’re not doing it 
in this exact form, just 
for safety reasons,’” 
says Brewer, a postdoc-
toral scholar in Alivi-
satos’s lab. “[Carver] 
must have been doing 
this outside, because 
it’s going to create 
fumes for months.” 

Over the summer of 2023, Brewer, with the 
help of three students—Sarah Thau, Class of 2026; 
Nathan Berhe, AB’24; and summer researcher Na-
dia Ceasar—adapted Carver’s formula to make it 
safer and more manageable.

The formula calls for separating the iron from 
clay using strong acids. Then the iron is mixed 
with other reagents, and the blue precipitates 
out—appearing dramatically from a combination 
of two yellowish solutions. 

              



           

identical to Prussian blue, one of the first pig-
ments achieved through modern chemistry, 
which caused a sensation when it was acciden-
tally invented in the 1700s. 

Curious about what kinds of clay could work, 
the team also tested Carver’s formula on soil 
from Bronzeville, a historically Black neigh-
borhood in Chicago, and from the University of 
Chicago campus. All produced the same star-
tling blue.

For Thau the experience was “the best proj-
ect I could have hoped for as an undergrad,” 
she says. “It was so incredibly cool. And I no-
tice color and pigment much more now. It’s 

Experimenting with various soils, including 
jars of Alabama dirt sent by a cousin of Wil-
liams’s, the team consolidated the formula to use 
just one type of acid. They also took advantage 
of modern equipment like centrifuges (normally 
used in the Alivisatos lab to isolate quantum dots) 
to more quickly separate out components.

By the end, the team had a reliable formula 
that could be achieved in hours rather than 
weeks or months. 

To investigate the crystal structure of the 
blue pigment, Brewer tested samples using a 
technique called powder X-ray diffraction. In-
terestingly, Carver’s creation was chemically 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 

Below: Artist Amanda Williams, LAB’92, in her 
studio in Bridgeport. Right: Williams used Carver 
blue in her recent exhibition Run Together and Look 
Ugly After the First Rain at Casey Kaplan Gallery.
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Are you talking about cancer? Sepsis? COVID-19? These are 
all radically different things with radically different causes 
and consequences and cures. 

The same thing is true for the word “crime.” Car thefts 
and burglaries are driven by economic considerations. Mur-
der is driven by heat-of-the-moment arguments. Jaywalk-
ing is driven by impatience. To say that these are all three 
versions of the same thing makes no sense from the per-
spective of understanding and solving the problem. 

I’m trained as an economist, so I read the canonical pa-
per by our beloved University of Chicago colleague, the late 
Gary Becker [AM’53, PhD’55], that says crime is rational be-
havior and incentives are the cure for the problem. I think 
that is totally right for property crime—which accounts for 
most crimes—but I don’t think that’s right for most gun vio-
lence, which accounts for most of the harm from crime that 
society experiences. 

How else has your thinking about gun violence evolved? 

I thought for a long time that the path out of the gun vio-
lence problem in the United States was through gun control. 
My research suggests that gun availability is an important 
part of the story, but after years of working on this I could 
see that it is going to be very, very difficult to change gun 
availability or nationwide gun regulation in the foreseeable 
future. The nearly 400 million guns in America are not go-
ing anywhere anytime soon. 

What I’ve learned through our work at the Crime Lab with 
local nonprofits and government agencies is that gun violence 
equals guns plus violence. And if the gun environment isn’t 
going to change for the foreseeable future, the good news is 
that there’s a different margin we can push on. We can try to 
change the willingness of people to use these widely available 
guns to hurt others and start making progress on this terrible 
public health crisis sooner rather than later. 

The argument I try to make in the book is really an argu-
ment of diversifying our policy approach to the problem: It 
is possible that gun politics might change rapidly in a totally 
unexpected way, but it seems like madness to me to bet only 
on that. I do not want to say that people should not be work-
ing on gun control. My argument is, let’s not only be think-
ing about gun control. 

How do arguments become shootings? 
What’s going on? 

I remember visiting the Cook County Juvenile Detention 
Center and hearing a staff member say that 80 percent of 

 
 

 

Jens Ludwig, the Edwin A. and Betty L. 
Bergman Distinguished Service Professor 
at the University of Chicago Harris School 
of Public Policy, has spent more than two 
decades studying gun violence.

inexpensive and often scalable policies, rooted in behavioral 
economics, that could prevent a surprisingly large share of 
shootings. This interview has been edited and condensed.

In the book you challenge much of the conventional 
wisdom on gun violence. How would you summarize 
that conventional wisdom, and what does it miss?

If you ask Americans what causes gun violence, most people 
will give one of two answers. A bunch of people will say, I 
think gun violence is due to morally bad people who are just 
not afraid of the criminal justice system. This leads them to 
conclude that the only thing you can do is disincentivize 
gun violence by threatening people with bigger sticks.

Other people will say, No, gun violence is actually due to 
economic desperation, so the only thing you can do is disincen-
tivize gun violence by making the alternatives to crime better 
through jobs programs or social policy.

Both of those perspectives share an implicit assumption 
that before anybody pulls a trigger, they’re engaging in 
some sort of rational benefit-cost calculation. 

Back when we started the Crime Lab, one of the light-
bulb moments for me came when we sent my friend Harold 
Pollack [the Helen Ross Distinguished Service Professor at 
the Crown Family School of Social Work, Policy, and Prac-
tice and in the College] over to Chicago police headquarters. 
We said, “Harold, don’t come out until you’ve read every ho-
micide case file that involves a victim or a shooter under 18.” 

Harold came back and said, “These shootings are not 
what we think. It really looks like most of these shootings 
are arguments—arguments that go sideways and someone’s 
got a gun.” 

That led us to look at more data. It turns out that this 
finding—that most homicides in America don’t stem from 
gang wars over drug-selling turf or robberies or any other 
economically motivated cause—is something that crimi-
nologists like former Law School professor Franklin Zimring 
[JD’67] had discovered as early as the 1960s. This is a fact we 
keep forgetting and so keep having to rediscover. 

You point out in the book that although we tend to think 
of all the illegal behaviors that dominate the news as one 
thing—crime—they’re actually quite different. How? 

Seeing the impact of gun violence on New Brunswick, New 
Jersey, where I went to college, at the peak of the crack co-
caine epidemic in the late 1980s got me to think, “I would 
really like to work on crime.” But over time I realized that 
the word “crime” is about as helpful as the word “disease.” 
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the kids wouldn’t be there if you could give them back 10 
minutes of their lives. 

Behavioral economics gives us a way to understand what 
people are doing in those 10-minute windows. [Psycholo-
gist] Daniel Kahneman has a wonderful book called Think-
ing, Fast and Slow [Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2011], which 
explains that our minds work in two different ways, of 
which we are aware of only one. There’s our slow-thinking, 
deliberate, rational self—Kahneman calls that System 2. It’s 
very powerful but mentally taxing, so we do as little of it 
as possible. And then our minds have developed another 
kind of fast, effortless, below-the-level-of-consciousness 
thinking that Kahneman calls System 1. We rely on System 
1 to deal with routine things we do over and over again. We 
couldn’t live without those automatic responses, but the 
price we pay for fast and effortless thought is often in terms 
of accuracy. System 1 responses aren’t always perfectly ac-
curate. System 1 responses, which are usually adaptive, can 
get overgeneralized and deployed in the wrong situation. 
That can lead to trouble for people in situations where the 
consequences of making a mistake are very high. 

Many people assume gun violence, especially urban 
gun violence, is related to gangs. How true is that? 

The people involved in gun violence in Chicago are dis-
proportionately in gangs. That connection has led a lot of 
people to assume that the gun violence problem is like what 
they’ve seen in The Wire: It must be the result of some gang 
war over drug-selling turf. But while it’s true that lots of 
people involved in shootings are gang involved, it doesn’t 
seem to be true that the motivation for most shootings is to 
further some organizational objective of the gang.

I saw this firsthand a few years ago going around with 
a detective on the South Side. I asked him about the most 
recent case he’d worked on, and he described it to me: Kid in 
Gang A gets off the CTA train and is walking down the side-
walk and steps on the sneaker of kid in Gang B. Kid in Gang 
B says, “I think you should apologize.” Kid in Gang A says, 
“I don’t feel like apologizing.” Somebody ends up dead. It is 
true that the kids are in opposite gangs, but it’s also clear, 
once you understand the event, that gang affiliation is inci-
dental to the underlying cause, which is, I stepped on your 
shoe and called you a motherfucker instead of apologizing. 

If you think of gun violence as gang wars over drug-
selling turf, you think, “How in the world do we solve this?” 
But if instead you realize it’s one kid stepping on another 
kid’s sneaker, that feels much more like something we could 
do something about. 

You write in the book about the importance of by-
standers who can interrupt arguments before they 
become shootings—what the urbanist Jane Jacobs 
called “eyes upon the street.” Why does this matter 
so much? 

In the book I tell a horrifyingly embarrassing story about 
me getting into an argument with a neighbor. I was saved 
by a private security guard driving around, who said, “Is 
everything all right? Or do I need to call a cop?” 

That’s an example of what Jane Jacobs meant about 
“eyes upon the street”—some prosocial adult who is will-
ing to step in and de-escalate conflict. Under the con-
ventional wisdom that shootings stem from deliberate 
weighing of pros and cons, eyes upon the street shouldn’t 
matter—if you are strongly motivated toward gun violence, 
you’ll just wait for the eyes upon the street to go around 
the corner. It’s only the behavioral economics perspective 
that helps you understand how the motivation for the most 
serious crime there is could be so surprisingly fleeting, and 
why violence interrupted isn’t just violence delayed—it’s 
violence prevented.

If we look at gun violence through this new frame-
work—as bad decisions in stressful situations—what 
role should police have in preventing it? 

You can see in the data that when you put more police 
out on the street, crime goes down and arrests go down. 
The police are doing something preventive. But what 
is it? People have implicitly assumed it must be deter-
rence, but this book argues that cops can be eyes on the 
street too. 

I spent a lot of time going around with the Chicago police, 
trying to understand what policing and gun violence look 
like in a complicated city. When a Chicago cop makes an 
arrest, it can take one or two or three hours to process. 

Especially for low-level misdemeanor arrests, the public 
safety benefit is not very great, and it can really lead some-
body’s life to go sideways, because now they’re enmeshed 
in the criminal justice system. 

In contrast, this book suggests that you want cops to 
make arrests when they really need to, but not for their 
own sake, and mostly to be out on the street, de-escalating 
conflict when it happens. I’ve seen a lot of examples of cops 
basically being eyes upon the street and stepping in and de-
conflicting things without making an arrest in a moment 
when nobody other than a cop would really be willing or 
able to step in. 

It is possible that gun politics might 
change rapidly in a totally unexpected 
way, but it seems like madness to me 

to bet only on that.
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You also talk about youth intervention programs—in-
cluding some the Crime Lab has been involved with—
designed to help with de-escalation. How do those 
programs work? 

I think of these really as decision-making programs. Who 
would benefit from better decision-making? You, me, and 
literally everybody I know or have ever met. 

Most of us learn things largely through trial and error. 
There are a lot of things that you can learn in life through 
trial and error, but if you are a 16-year-old kid growing up 
in Englewood, trial and error is a very, very difficult way 
to learn to navigate your neighborhood, given the conse-
quences of making a mistake in that setting. These programs 
are giving kids opportunities to go through simulated situ-
ations where they can learn, through trial and error, more 
about how their minds work and more about how to avoid 
common decision-making pitfalls in settings that don’t have 
the high stakes of real life. And the evidence suggests these 
programs can really help.

One of the reasons I’m so bullish on this way of address-
ing the problem is that there are ways to deliver these sorts 
of programs at really low cost, which is so important from 
the perspective of public policy, given that the City of Chi-
cago—like so many other cities around the country right 
now—is in a disastrous budget situation. 

We did one study a few years ago in partnership with a 
juvenile detention center. A new administrator had come 
in, and he didn’t have any money to do any programming. 
The kids would go to school in the morning, and in the af-
ternoon they would sit around watching TV while a guard 
stood against the wall, watching the kids watch TV. 

So the juvenile detention center trained the guards to 
deliver one of these decision-making programs to the kids. 
It was practically free. The costs were mimeographing the 
booklets and a week of training for the guards. When we 
studied the effects, we saw a 20 percent reduction in recidi-
vism by these kids who are at really high risk for violence 
involvement. That is a free win. 

There have been criticisms of some of these decision-
making programs from people who argue that we’re 
essentially treating Black and Brown boys like a prob-
lem that needs to be fixed. What do you think of those 
criticisms?

One of the reasons I tell so many stories about myself in the 
book is that I’m really trying to underscore the idea that this 
is not about any particular person or group of people. Every-

body has a slow-thinking System 2 self and a fast-thinking 
System 1 self. What differs is the situations in which we find 
ourselves and the consequences of making a fast-thinking 
mistake in those situations. 

You can see this looking at young people across the coun-
try. When you look at causes of death, homicide is dispro-
portionately the problem for adolescents in low-income 
minority communities. But in other communities, you see 
that the leading causes of death for teens are suicide, drug 
overdoses, and car crashes, which share a lot of the same 
underlying causes.

It’s a universal problem. But the form it takes depends on 
the neighborhoods we’re talking about. That suggests the 
potential value of universal solutions.

These sorts of decision-making programs only take some-
thing like 15 to 20 hours to have an impact. Why are we not 
capturing two or three weeks of every health class in every 
school across the country, rich neighborhoods, poor neighbor-
hoods, rural neighborhoods, urban neighborhoods, suburban 
neighborhoods? We can save a bunch of young peoples’ lives.

Who do you hope will read this book? 

One audience is policymakers. I’ve been working at the 
Crime Lab for 18 years now, and I’ve spent a lot of time talk-
ing to people in local, state, and federal government who 
want to do the right thing and make the world better. They 
just don’t know what the right thing to do is. Very little pub-
lic policy has any evidence behind it. I hope what this book 
does, for starters, is communicate that there are a bunch of 
evidence-based things you can do about one of the most im-
portant and  seemingly intractable public policy and public 
health problems in America.

I realize that American politics are complicated in differ-
ent ways across different places. The right policy in Chicago 
is different from the right policy in Texas. I do not have an 
ideological axe to grind. And what I try to say in the book is, 
Depending on the local politics in your city, here’s a menu 
of things that you can try. I really don’t care what you pick. 
Just please pick something that will save lives. That’s the 
spirit of this work. 

The second audience is the public, who could easily be 
forgiven for concluding that the problem of gun violence 
in America is hopeless. It’s a never-ending stream of heart-
breaking stories in the news. I hope the book convinces 
people that they shouldn’t give up. There really is hope. ◆

TO READ MORE, VISIT MAG.UCHICAGO.EDU/LUDWIG.
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Carolyn Yackel, SB’92, intricately 
embroidered temari balls to 
represent each of the 13 Catalan 
solids three different ways.
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Right: Yackel used the itajime shibori dye technique 
to decorate fabrics with different types of 
symmetry. Below: A professor of mathematics at 
Mercer University, Yackel brings creative problem-
solving to her research and teaching.

research today—starting from questions of how 
and to what extent she can reproduce a math-
ematical concept in a handicraft.  

Her research often revolves around symmetry, 
which Yackel has been drawn to since childhood: 
“My mom used to tease me when I was a little 
kid. Like with blocks, I would always make these 
really symmetrical arrangements and be like, 
‘Please come take a picture of this!’”

Yackel is part of a small but passionate math-
ematical art community. In 2001 she cofounded 
a knitting circle at the Joint Math Meetings, the 
American Mathematical Society’s major annual 
conference, where she and her compatriots have 
now gathered for 25 years. The circle’s meet-
ups have led to several special sessions at the 
Joint Math Meetings as well as a special issue 
of the Journal of Mathematics and the Arts and 
three books, all of which Yackel coedited. In the 
books, readers can explore all manner of concept 
and craft—socks with algebraic structure, group 
actions in cross-stitch, Gosper-like fractals and 
intermeshed crochet, tessellations and quilting.

I 
’ve never been in the fashion show be-
fore,” says Carolyn Yackel, SB’92, flipping 
through digital photos of herself sporting 
brightly dyed, handsewn garments—a red 
pleated skirt, a blue sarong, a pink tunic. 
She’ll get to show off some of these pieces 
on the runway at the annual Bridges con-
ference for mathematics and the arts.

Yackel, a math professor at Mercer Uni-
versity, dyed these fabrics using the Japanese 
itajime shibori technique to reproduce wallpa-
per groups, a mathematical classification system 
that describes symmetry patterns. An expert in 
mathematical art, she works in different fiber 
arts—shibori, temari, and knitting among them—
exploring mathematical problems through the 
unique constraints of each craft. 

Raised by two mathematicians, Yackel incor-
porated math into creative play from an early age. 
And when her grandmother taught her to cro-
chet, she found joy in deciphering complicated  
instructions and puzzling out how to correct 
mistakes. She brings this same curiosity to her 
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Next year a new journal dedicated to math-
ematics and fiber arts, Interlace, coedited by 
Yackel, will publish its first issue, providing an-
other forum for this research. Yackel hopes the 
open-access journal will make questions at the 
intersection of math and art accessible to those 
outside the academic math community, allowing 
as many people as possible to engage with these 
new ways of understanding and describing—and 
creating—the world around us. 

It’s a mathematical outlook that many share, 
even if they don’t realize it. As Yackel writes in 
the dedication to her 2008 edited volume, Mak-
ing Mathematics with Needlework: Ten Papers and 
Ten Projects, “To my grandmothers, who were 
excellent needleworkers but didn’t know they 
were mathematicians.” 

Read on to learn how Yackel brings together 
math and art.

For this project, Yackel chose itajime shibori, a 
kind of shibori that involves folding fabric and ap-
plying “resists” to prevent the dye from penetrat-
ing certain areas of the textile. Traditional resists 
might be made from pieces of wood; in Yackel’s 
case, coins and washers secured with binder clips 
worked just fine. She wanted to understand how 
many of the 17 total wallpaper symmetry groups 
she could re-create with this dye process. 

You can think of wallpaper groups as all pos-
sible patterns you would get from orienting a 
patterned tile in different ways across the floor. 
One, for example, involves simple translation: 
You keep the tiles oriented the same way as you 
place them in horizontal and vertical rows. Some 
wallpaper groups exhibit reflection: The tile is 
mirrored across a vertical or horizontal axis (or 
both). And others involve rotational symmetry, or 
turning your tile by, say, 90 degrees. 

Some of the wallpaper groups were immedi-
ately out because they can’t be reproduced in 
three-dimensional space (they would require 
passing a handkerchief through itself). And oth-
ers, which would require creating cone points, 
were also impossible without cutting the fabric. 
Given these constraints, Yackel was able to repro-
duce seven of the wallpaper groups. The fabric 
above (out of which Yackel later sewed an apron) 
has a wallpaper pattern that involves a pattern 
repeat over an isosceles right triangle, where the 
pattern reflects across each side of the triangle.

Dualing solids
Temari, a Japanese folk art of intricately embroi-
dered balls, evolved from handmade balls used 
centuries ago for a game akin to hacky sack. To-
day the core of the balls is made of scrap fabric 
or Styrofoam, which is wrapped in fabric batting 
and then in layers of thread. Guidelines—threads 
laid down at even distances measured with a 

TO MY 
GRANDMOTHERS, 

WHO WERE 
EXCELLENT 

NEEDLEWORKERS 
BUT DIDN’T KNOW 

THEY WERE 
MATHEMATICIANS.

Into the fold
“I dreamt of all the symmetry types I would pro-
duce using shibori, even before I had tried the 
technique,” writes Yackel in the introduction to 
a 2021 paper about reproducing mathematical 
wallpaper symmetry groups on handkerchiefs 
through the shibori fabric dyeing technique.
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However, other researchers found that almost all 
people who say they are happy tend to also say 
that their lives are meaningful, and vice versa. 
The overlap between hedonic and eudaimonic 
well-being is so great that some researchers ar-
gue that they are virtually the same thing. Oth-
ers argue that both happiness and meaning in life 
are so important that there is no point debating 
which is more important.

M y own take is that happiness and mean-
ing are both important. But they do not 
capture an adventurous, unconventional, 

and dramatic life. So psychologists have never 
had the adequate vocabulary to describe such a 
life. In a way, the happiness vs. meaning debates 
parallel debates in psychology over the most im-
portant factor in predicting intelligence: nature 
(genetics) or nurture (environment). In the end, 
both nature and nurture are important. Then 
Carol Dweck proposed and popularized a third 
idea: the growth mindset. How we think about 
our intelligence—specifically, whether we be-
lieve that intelligence can be improved—is also 
important in predicting intelligence and human 
performance, she showed.

Over dinner one day, my wife asked me if I 
could fix the broken window sash cords in our 
living room (our late-nineteenth-century Victo-
rian house had original double-hung windows 
that still operated with sash cords). I answered, 
“We should just hire someone. I’m not handy.” 
Our second son, who was in middle school, im-
mediately responded, “Dad, that’s a fixed mind-
set! You can get better!” It turned out he had just 
learned about Dweck’s growth mindset in school. 
My son’s suggestion motivated me to fix the win-
dow and become a better handyman, a small 
example of how concepts like growth mindsets 
broaden the way we think about the self, oth-
ers, and the world. Just as the growth mindset 
revealed a new dimension of human intelligence 
and ability, I hope that psychological richness 
can reveal a new dimension of a good life.

How, then, is psychological richness different 
from happiness and meaning? The main body of 
my book answers this question in detail. But, very 
briefly, happiness is a subjective feeling that rises 

E d Diener, my graduate school advisor, was one 
of the first researchers to study happiness. He 
published a paper entitled “Subjective Well-

Being” in 1984. Ed and his students, such as Randy 
Larsen and Bob Emmons, went on to publish a se-
ries of papers on subjective well-being throughout 
the 1980s, legitimizing the scientific study of hap-
piness within psychology. Martin Seligman and 
Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi [AB’60, PhD’65] then 
built and popularized positive psychology based 
on the study of happiness as well as other related 
topics like hope, optimism, and flow.

Then, in 1989, Carol Ryff published a paper en-
titled “Happiness Is Everything, or Is It?,” pre-
senting an alternative model of a good life that 
focused on autonomy, self-acceptance, purpose, 
positive relations, environmental mastery, and 
personal growth. Along with Ed Deci and Rich-
ard Ryan’s self-determination theory, Ryff’s ap-
proach to the good life has come to be called the 
“eudaimonic approach”—a meaningful life, in 
short—in contrast to Ed Diener, Daniel Kahne-
man, Dan Gilbert, Sonja Lyubomirsky, and oth-
ers’ approach to the good life, which has come to 
be called the “hedonic approach”—a happy life.

Over the last two decades, well-being re-
searchers have debated the relative importance 
of hedonic vs. eudaimonic well-being. For exam-
ple, people who say their lives are easy tend also 
to say they are happy, but don’t necessarily say 
their lives are meaningful. Workers are happier 
during a break than during work. However, they 
feel more engaged during the work than during 
the break. Some researchers even claimed to have 
found different epigenetic patterns between he-
donic and eudaimonic well-being, suggesting 
that our very genes are expressed differently. 

OTHERS ARGUE THAT 
BOTH HAPPINESS AND 
MEANING IN LIFE ARE 
SO IMPORTANT THAT 
THERE IS NO POINT 
DEBATING WHICH IS 
MORE IMPORTANT.
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and falls to indicate where one’s life stands. It is 
a bit like a balloon. With the right wind and air 
pressure, it floats high. Smooth sailing. Life is go-
ing well. But when the weather is bad, it deflates. 
Grounded and stuck. Life is not going well. In an-
other sense, happiness is like your batting average 
in baseball. It goes up and down, but what matters 
most is the frequency of your hits. An infield hit is 
as worthy as a huge home run when it comes to the 
batting average. You should aim for as many hits as 
possible. In other words, frequent small, pleasant 
social interactions add up to long-term happiness 
more quickly than occasional big promotions.

The snag is that happiness—like the batting 
average—changes over time; one season you hit 
well; another season not so well. In The Varieties 
of Religious Experience, William James declared, 
“To begin with, how can things so insecure as the 
successful experiences of this world afford a stable 
anchorage? A chain is no stronger than its weakest 
link, and life is after all a chain. In the healthiest 
and most prosperous existence, how many links 
of illness, danger, and disaster are always inter-
posed?” So it goes. The fragility of happiness.

Meaning in life, on the other hand, boils down 
to whether your life has a “point.” When you’re 
devoted to making a difference in the world, your 
life certainly has a point. You see the fruits of 
your labor, your legacy. There is a reason for your 
existence. But when your efforts are not making 
a clear difference, it is harder to see the point of 
your life. The Scottish singer-songwriter Lewis 
Capaldi sang in the song “Pointless”: “Of all the 
dreams I’m chasing … Everything is pointless 
without you.” Imagine that he broke up with this 
woman. His dedication would be wasted, and his 
life would feel pointless.

Tolstoy was happy and productive. Yet, with-
out any obvious loss, he had a sudden existential 
crisis at about the age of fifty (years after the 
publication of War and Peace): “I had a good wife 
who loved me and whom I loved; good children 
and a large property which was increasing with 
no pains taken on my part. I was more respected 

by my kinsfolk and acquaintance than I had ever 
been; I was loaded with praise by strangers; and 
without exaggeration I could believe my name 
already famous. … And yet I could give no rea-
sonable meaning to any actions of my life.” So it 
goes. The precariousness of meaning.

Psychological richness is different from happi-
ness and meaning in the sense that it is not about 
an overall feeling of where life is going or what the 
point of your life is, but about an experience, or 
more precisely the accumulation of experiences 
over time. In the same way that material richness 
can be quantified by money—the more money you 
have, the richer you are materially—psychologi-
cal richness can be quantified by experiences. The 
more interesting experiences and stories you have, 
the more psychologically rich you are. Just as you 
can accumulate wealth and become materially 
rich, you can accumulate experiences and become 
psychologically rich. If happiness is like the bat-
ting average that changes with every game, psy-
chological richness is more like the total number 
of career home runs: it adds up.

A psychologically rich life is not for everyone. 
It suits the curious more than the content. The 
comfort and security of a happy or meaningful 
life provide a safety net that a psychologically 
rich life, with all its unknowns, often lacks. Yet 
the paradox of happiness and meaning is that 
the complacency they foster can make for an 
incomplete life with major regrets, doubts, and 
unanswered questions. Thankfully, our lives are 
not zero-sum games in which we must choose 
a single path to a good life; some people lead 
happy, meaningful, and psychologically rich 
lives. Therefore, anyone can benefit from the 
lessons of psychological richness research. By 
reminding ourselves that what counts is not just 
the destination but also the journey, we learn to 
find value in seeking new experiences and new 
knowledge, hopefully leading to a life without 
regrets, or at least fewer regrets. ◆

From the book: LIFE IN THREE DIMENSIONS: How Curi-
osity, Exploration, and Experience Make a Fuller, Better 
Life by Shigehiro Oishi, PhD. Reprinted by permission 
of Doubleday, an imprint of The Knopf Doubleday Pub-
lishing Group, a division of Penguin Random House 
LLC. Copyright © 2025 by Shigehiro Oishi.

A PSYCHOLOGICALLY 
RICH LIFE IS NOT FOR 
EVERYONE. IT SUITS 
THE CURIOUS MORE 
THAN THE CONTENT.

iS
to

ck
.c

om
/N

ao
ki

K
im

              











56    THE UNIVERSITY OF CHICAGO MAGAZINE | FALL 2025

ANIMAL 
ARCHIVE

Meredith Miller, AB’98, 
combines archival materials 

and everyday objects to 
rethink our relationship with 

endangered species.  

A L U M N I  P O R T F O L I O

A
s a senior photographer at Yale’s Beinecke 
Library, Meredith Miller, AB’98, has taken 
hundreds of thousands of photographs of 
archival materials. Working quickly, she of-

ten doesn’t know much about the pieces’ history. 
Instead she gets to know each object “through its 
physicality,” she says.

As she turned the pages she was photograph-
ing, she started to notice the way illustrations 
remained visible through the backs of the pages. 
Long preoccupied by the precarity of endangered 
species, Miller was especially moved by the shad-

owy reverse images of animals, which she came 
to see as ghosts of disappearing species. 

Such materials became the basis for the still-life 
series Dreaming Animals, begun in 2020. Each pho-
tograph highlights one species and is paired with a 
poem by Miller’s Beinecke colleague MJ Milling-
ton. Miller’s most recent work, The Tigers Are Burn-
ing (2024), the companion to Millington’s “What 
Dread Hand,” draws on the collection of Yale’s 
Peabody Museum, including the images of a Chi-
nese woodblock calendar that line the background. 

The way most of us interact with endangered 

The Tigers Are Burning, 
2024. Archival inkjet 
print with pen, marker, 
and pastel, 16 × 20 in. 

              












































