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J o h n  h a r v a r d ’ s  J o u r n a l

 “Hard problems” in the 
Social Sciences
In 1900, mathematician David Hilbert 
drew up a list of 23 hard problems in his 
field; 110 years later, just 10 have been fully 
solved.

When Hilbert wrote his list, such prob-
lems as why humans don’t always make 
choices that are good for their health, or 
why they tend to form social groups in 
particular patterns, were thought to be 
the domain of philosophy or psycholo-
gy—explicitly not scientific.

But since then, the social sciences have 
come to rely more and more on statistics 
and other quantitative approaches, and 
new methods (for instance, advances in sta-
tistics and genetics) have enabled solving 
social-science problems with more preci-
sion. This convergence of circumstances 
allows social scientists today to ask their 
fields’ biggest questions—and hope to 
answer those questions definitively. And 
so a dozen prominent scholars gathered 
at Harvard on April 10. Invited by Fac-
ulty of Arts and Sciences (FAS) social sci-
ences dean Stephen M. Kosslyn, Lindsley 
professor of psychology, and sponsored 
by the Connecticut-based Indira Founda-
tion (which seeks to benefit the fields of 
education, healthcare, and social welfare), 

they were tasked with choosing one big 
problem (or a few) to present in a quarter-
hour or less. Their choice was to be based 
on two criteria: a problem’s difficulty, or 
how long it has persisted unsolved; and its 
importance—the urgency, and potential 
payoff, of solving it.

Several speakers noted the differences 
between Hilbert’s domain and their own, 
where problems are often messier and less 
well defined. In fact, the problem high-
lighted by Morris professor of psychology 
Susan Carey related to this overarching 
issue. “How,” she asked, “can you create 
new knowledge when you don’t even have 
the resources to represent the knowledge 
you seek to create?” She noted that many 
of the problems her colleagues raised “are 
problems where we don’t really know how 
to think about the question.”

The problem chosen by University of 
California, Berkeley sociology professor 
Ann Swidler ’66 was one of those. Swid-
ler called for studying how societies create 
institutions, and how they restore missing 
or damaged ones. She previewed the com-
plexity inherent in framing the problem by 
listing just a few of a huge range of entities 
and phenomena that qualify as institutions: 
governments, universities, and marriage.

Several presenters issued open chal-
lenges to apply new methods and tech-

niques—notably, Nicholas Christakis 
(professor of medical sociology and of 
medicine at Harvard Medical School and 
professor of sociology in the Faculty of 
Arts and Sciences [FAS]) and James Fowl-
er ’92, Ph.D. ’03 (a political scientist at UC, 
San Diego), who have written a book to-
gether (see “Networked,” May-June, page 
44). Christakis voiced hopes that, given 
advances in genetics, biology and sociol-
ogy will soon converge to explain how the 
social becomes biological: to explain, for 
instance, the evolutionary basis for phe-
nomena such as emotional contagion (the 
way one person’s mood can “rub off” onto 
another). Fowler called for the develop-
ment of methods to explain clustering in 
social networks—to differentiate homoph-
ily (people’s tendency to choose friends 
like themselves) from influence (friends 
adopting behaviors from other friends in 
cause-and-effect fashion).

Other presenters pointed to areas where 
methodological solutions do not yet exist, 
but are needed. Nassim Taleb, a professor 
at New York University and Oxford and 
author of The Black Swan: The Impact of the 
Highly Improbable, noted that economists 
and statisticians have no way to account 
for extremely rare events such as finan-
cial meltdowns. Precisely because they are 
so unlikely and occur so rarely, there is no 
way to incorporate them into mathemati-
cal models with any degree of accuracy. 
And Weatherhead University Professor 
Gary King, who directs Harvard’s Insti-
tute for Quantitative Social Science, called 
for addressing “post-treatment bias in big 
social-science questions”—the difficulty 
in using statistical methods to study the 
real world (as opposed to controlled ex-
periments in a laboratory setting) without 
inadvertently controlling for a variable 
that is directly related to the outcome the 
study is trying to measure.

Two presenters called for a reversal of 
the current way of thinking about a prob-
lem. Oxford philosopher Nick Bostrom 
challenged the academic community to 
identify the biggest fallacies that are ac-
cepted as common knowledge today—
ideas analogous to such past misconcep-
tions, once widely believed, as the view 
that there are no inborn differences in per-
sonality or intelligence, or that some races 
are incapable of “higher civilization.”And 
Peter Bearman, Ph.D. ’85, a sociologist at 
Columbia, noted that even though aca-
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demia focuses on change, what may be 
more interesting is the continuity of certain 
aspects of the human experience—our in-
ability to eradicate violence, for instance. 
(A family emergency kept Bearman away, 
so Ford professor of the social sciences 
Robert J. Sampson gave the presentation 
for him.)

Several of the problems fit neatly into 
the category Bearman highlighted: prob-
lems that are vexingly persistent through 
time. Ramsey professor of political econ-
omy Richard Zeckhauser discussed the 
difficulty in engineering systems (political 
and otherwise) that balance the prefer-
ences of their constituents. Lee professor 
of economics Claudia Goldin called for 
further research on the problem of why 
women are still paid less than men. Beren 
professor of economics Roland Fryer drew 
attention to the racial achievement gap 
in American education. And Emily Oster 
’02, Ph.D. ’06, focused on the tricky task 
of getting people to change their health 
behaviors. Oster, an assistant professor of 
economics at the University of Chicago, 
noted that newly diagnosed diabetics who 
are very obese gain more weight in the year 
following their diagnosis than do similarly 
sized people who are not diabetic—con-
trary to the expectation that the diagnosis 
would cause the first group to take better 
care of their health and lose weight.

The symposium ended with a call 
for the public to weigh in on which of 
the problems were most pressing and 
which were most worthy of invest-
ing effort in solving—and to sug-
gest their own problems to add 
to the list. Voting was sched-
uled to close May 31, with 
the final tally announced 
thereafter. At this writ-
ing, a vibrant discus-
sion of several of the 
problems was still 
under way on Face-
book. Check back at 
harvardmagazine.
com/hardproblems 
for updates on the 
voting and plans to 
publish the sympo-
sium proceedings 
as a guide for future 
work in Harvard’s 
large social-sciences 
faculties and elsewhere.

I l l u s t r a t i o n  b y  M a r k  S t e e l e

 1935 After the Harvard Athletic As-
sociation asks alumni to help underwrite 
the cost of American participation in the 
coming Berlin Olympics, Maxwell Stein-
hardt ’11 writes the editors condemning 
this endorsement as “contrary to our 
ideals of fair play and equality for all….
Our traditions demand that we do not 
participate in these games….so that Ger-
many will understand that this nation, at 
least, does not subscribe to her policies.” 

*   *   *  
President Conant terms it “almost mirac-
ulous” that the class of 1910 has raised 
$100,000 for its twenty-fifth reunion. 

 1950 Harvard hosts the first Interna-
tional Congress of Mathematicians since 
1936. Besides arcane discussions there 
are 10 social events, including a “Memo-
rial Hall beer party at which blackboards 
were supplied so that the guests would 
have profundity with their pretzels.” The 
Soviet Academy of Science declares its 
mathematicians are “too busy to attend.” 

1955 The University 
will implement a 

comprehen-
s i v e 

health plan for its 10,000 students in the 
fall, providing complete medical service 
for a single fee of $56.50. 

*   *   *  
To meet the cost of screening increased 
numbers of applicants (4,000 in 1954-55), 
the College announces that it will adopt, 
“with great reluctance,” a $10 admission 
application fee beginning next year. 

  1965 To the delight of supporters 
and chagrin of detractors, brand-new 
Peabody Terrace—designed by the firm 
of Josep Lluis Sert, dean of the School of 
Design—receives a First Honor Award 
from the American Institute of Architects.  

 1975 On July 1, the Harvard and 
Radcliffe admissions offices are consoli-
dated, making the class of 1979 the last 
chosen by separate committees. “From 
now on, applicants will be reviewed on an 
‘equal-access’ basis”—without regard to 
the male-female proportions of the class. 

 1980 The Medical Area Total Energy 
Plant (MATEP), intended as an energy 
saver for the Longwood area, opens for 
operation, “easily the most expensive 
project ever launched by a university,” 
and riddled with problems from “angry 
neighbors, lengthy regulatory delays, 

and a multimillion-dollar overrun 
in construction 

costs.” 
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