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Our world swirls with percentages, ratios, and graphs.  These numbers are often presumed to be objective reflections of reality.  But 
they are not.  To measure a human-designed society requires human-designed measures, with all attendant foibles folded into them. 

Interpreting what statistics can and cannot tell us is crucial.  Understanding why they were poked and prodded into being measured 
that way is just as significant, if not more so. Through examples, we see how subjectivity seeps into every aspect of measurement.


1

1

Chaitra H. Nagaraja is an associate professor of statistics at the Gabelli School of Business at Fordham University and author of Measuring Society, a history of 
government statistics.  She currently chairs the American Statistical Association’s Scientific and Public Affairs Advisory Committee and is the book review editor for 
the International Statistical Review.  Previously, she was a research mathematical statistician at the U.S. Census Bureau working primarily on the American Community 
Survey.  Over the summer, she will be joining the mathematics faculty at the University of Exeter in the UK.

MathAcrossCampus is a quarterly colloquium series at the University of Washington to showcase applications of mathematics, with a special emphasis on the growing role of discrete methods in math 
applications. MathAcrossCampus is currently supported by the UW Department of Mathematics and the Washington Research Foundation. Additional support has been provided by: The NSF VIGRE grant at 
UW; the NSF Research Training Group in Inverse Problems and PDEs; the National Science Foundation; the National Security Agency; the Pacific Institute for the Mathematical Sciences; the Milliman Fund; 
the College of Arts and Sciences; and the departments of Applied Mathematics and Economics. 

The ABC Conjecture

Brian Conrad
Stanford University

The ABC Conjecture, formulated in the mid-1980’s by Oesterlé and Masser, is one of 
the most important conjectures in number theory.  It has many deep consequences, 
but its basic formulation can be given in entirely elementary terms.  In September 
2012, a 500-page solution was announced by Shinichi Mochizuki (building on 
several thousand pages of work that he has carried out over the last 20 years).  I 
will explain what the conjecture asserts, some evidence that supports it, a few of its 
consequences, and some of the circumstances surrounding the evaluation of the 
proof by the number theory community.
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