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A THOUSAND WORDS

 Freedom  
 Plane
In April, students in Distinguished Professor Peter 
Mancall’s history class got a unique opportunity: a 
private viewing of nine original founding-era documents  
from the National Archives on display at the USC Fisher 
Museum of Art on USC’s University Park campus.
       The documents, which include the Treaty of Paris  
of 1783 and a rare, engraved copy of the Declaration  
of Independence dating from 1823, are part of the 
“Freedom Plane National Tour: Documents That Forged 
a Nation” — the traveling exhibition held to commemorate 
America’s 250th anniversary. USC — the third stop of an 
eight-city national tour — is the only university to host 
the documents.
       “We’ve been studying reproductions of these 
documents all semester and I was delighted to witness 
the students’ excitement at being able to examine the 
originals so closely,” said Mancall, Andrew W. Mellon 
Professor of Humanities and professor of history, 
anthropology and economics. 



AMERICAN LIVING
In 1776, survival for colonists meant  
hard labor and rigid hierarchies in a  
rural world shaped by inequality and  
lack of privacy. 
BY SUSAN BELL

FROM SEA TO SHINING SEA
Scholars investigate how America’s  
natural systems are changing, and  
identify ways to protect them.
BY TOMAS WEBER

THE SCIENCE OF LIBERTY
Advancing a tradition central to  
both science and democracy, scholars  
question assumptions, test ideas and  
push beyond accepted limits. 
BY TOMAS WEBER

AN ECONOMY FORGED IN DEBATE
The United States boasts the largest  
economy in the world. What makes 
America’s economy so powerful and will  
the country retain its first-place ranking? 
BY MARGARET CRABLE

FIGHT ON!
Meet seven extraordinary alumni  
committed to serving the nation, among 
them a war hero and former Olympian 
who once shook Hitler’s hand, a sorority 
sister turned CIA spy and a former 
refugee promoted to major general.
BY MARGARET CRABLE
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Laura Dominguez ’12, ’23 is 
helping lead LA2026, a citywide 
initiative examining the nation’s 
250th anniversary through the 
lens of Los Angeles.
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CONGRATULATIONS TO  
OUR 2026 GRADUATES!

Triple Trojan Dexter Holland 
’88, ’90, ’17 (right), frontman 
of best-selling rock band The 

Offspring, delivered an inspiring 
Commencement address at the 

May 15 ceremony at Alumni Park 
on USC’s University Park campus.  

USC Dornsife Magazine Honored 
Your alumni magazine has earned a 
prestigious 2026 Bronze Anvil Award 
from the Public Relations Society of 
America. The award recognizes the 
magazine’s integrated storytelling 
strategy and its success in extending 
research and alumni storytelling 
beyond print, through video, social 
media, live events and digital 
engagement.
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FROM THE DEAN

Thinking Forward, Looking Back

“All roads run through Washington, D.C. 
No matter their major, USC Dornsife 
students benefit from studying, interning 
and living in the nation’s capital.”
ELYSE LEVINE 
EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR
USC CAPITAL CAMPUS

DEAN BULLOCK PHOTO: MISHA GRAVENOR; CAPITAL CAMPUS PHOTO COURTESY OF USC CAPITAL CAMPUS

The Declaration of Independence is among the most impactful 
pieces of writing in human history. It acted as the birth certificate 
for the United States and a blueprint for others around the globe. 
More than half of the countries in the United Nations today have 
a foundational document they call a ‘declaration of independence.’ 

In the 250 years that have passed since the Declaration, 
the United States has claimed new territory and gone to war 
with itself. It has landed on the moon. Its citizens invented  
the light bulb, the airplane, the assembly 
line, the transistor, the internet, as well as 
jazz, rock ’n’ roll and rap. We have hand-
held devices that can write computer code, 
produce a short story on command and help 
us plan what to cook for dinner. The pace is 
staggering. The question of what it all means 
remains wide open.

This is what the liberal arts are all  
about. They teach us to look backward  
and forward at the same time, to under-
stand what got us here and shape what 
comes next. They develop the kind of 
people who can stay in the room when 
the conversation gets hard, and who 
know that the hardest questions are 
usually the ones most worth asking.  
The problems change. The abiding  
skills to meet them don’t.

Our USC Dornsife community is deeply engaged in this great 
American project. Historians examine how the founding principles 
have been interpreted by each generation. Economists and political 
scientists study the systems that determine who thrive. Writers make 
the familiar strange and the strange familiar. And our scientists carry 
forward a tradition of world-leading innovation that continues to 
expand what we know about the universe and ourselves.

Thomas Jefferson and his co-authors were clear masters of 
the liberal arts.  They provided what might be the 
Platonic ideal of effective communication.  With 
the written word, they established a new nation and 
provided a north star that continues to inspire people 
everywhere to act as their better angels. Of course, 
the work of this country is far from finished. A more 
perfect union will require people who know how  
to think and how to act. This is what we train our 
students to do. We also empower them to pursue 
happiness. A true happiness, one that contains  
financial security as well as lasting intellectual 
and emotional fulfillment. That is, we help fulfill a 
promissory note. A note written on parchment in that 
audacious summer of 1776.

“Thomas Jefferson 
and his co-authors 
were clear masters 
of the liberal arts.”

USC Capital Campus
At the USC Capital Campus, USC Dornsife is one of the largest academic 
partners, offering a myriad of classes year-round in Washington, D.C. During the 
USC Dornsife Maymester Cluster in Federal Government and Policy in May, students 
took field trips to the World Bank and the Inter-American Development Bank, 
attended the Qlik Public Sector Summit and heard from guest speakers from the  
U.S. Department of State and the International Monetary Fund.

JAMES BULLOCK
DEAN, USC DORNSIFE COLLEGE OF 

LETTERS, ARTS AND SCIENCES  
ANNA H. BING DEAN’S CHAIR

 



USC DORNSIFE SCHOLARS MAKING NEWS

06 newsround

“�You can give people too 
much information such 
that they ignore all of it.” 

Matthew Kahn (Economics, Spatial Sciences) to Bloomberg  
on why piling on real estate disclosures can backfire.

ILLUSTRATIONS: KLAAS VERPLANCKE

“At a time when people 
thought a long study 

was six weeks, she went 
out and spent months 
and then years, really 

being immersed in the 
community of chimps … ”

Craig Stanford (Biological Sciences, 
Anthropology, USC Jane Goodall 
Research Center) to Smithsonian 
Magazine on how Jane Goodall’s 
fieldwork changed primatology.

“THERE IS, ACTUALLY, A LONG 
HISTORY OF GHOSTS THAT WRITE.”

Emily Hodgson Anderson (English) in an essay  
for Literary Hub, reminding readers that the debate  

over who “really wrote” something didn’t start with  
artifical intelligence.
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“�The chance 
that a given 
place will sell a 
winning lottery 
ticket is just 
related to how 
many tickets 
they sell.”

Ken Alexander (Mathematics) to 
 KNX News 97.1 FM, debunking the myth 

that some stores are lucky.  

“L.A. is part of one big bowl,  
one big watershed. Once it 
rains, everything finds its way 
from our stormwater drains  
to our oceans.”

Amalia Almada (USC Sea Grant, Environmental 
Studies) to the New York Post on why Los Angeles 
storms can quickly foul ocean water.

“While the Mexican government 
wouldn’t side with the cartels in the 

case of an American strike, it’s not 
going to sit still, either.”

Carol Wise (Political Science and International 
Relations) to The Washington Examiner on why U.S. 

strikes in Mexico could trigger a backlash.

“MAINTAINING THE WORLD’S BIODIVERSITY ISN’T  
JUST ABOUT SAVING ANIMALS FOR THEIR OWN SAKE.”

Jazlyn Mooney (Quantitative and Computational Biology)  
to Earth.com on why better DNA maps can help scientists  

protect vulnerable species.



8  family

THE BREADTH AND DEPTH OF USC DORNSIFE

0808 discover

In a remote village in Kyrgyzstan, USC undergraduates listen 

intently to Kamil Ruziev, a local human rights advocate,  

share his harrowing account of police torture and his work 

defending survivors of domestic violence.

Adhering to the age-old mantra “show, don’t 

tell,” Steve Swerdlow, associate professor of the 

practice of political science and international 

relations, has led dozens of USC students to 

democratically vulnerable regions of the 

world to explore human rights advocacy.

In multiple Maymester courses since 2022, 

Swerdlow and his students have visited  

Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Georgia and  

Armenia to study authoritarian leadership  

and democratic backsliding, and learn how  

citizens, activists and institutions push back.

Through direct engagement with activists, 

politicians, diplomats, scholars and journalists, 

students confront the complex histories and  

troubling realities of nations where officials have 

tortured citizens and imprisoned critics. They  

explore how laws can be weaponized to silence 

speech and undermine nongovernmental organizations. 

They also learn how advocates work to restore  

democratic ideals and improve quality of life. 

“If you want democracy and human rights, it takes sacrifice 

and commitment, and there’s no better reminder of that than 

meeting the people on the frontlines of these battles,” says Swerdlow,  

a human rights attorney and expert on the post-Soviet region.

This May, students participated in Swerdlow’s Maymester in Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan,  

where for a month they examined how activists, lawyers and others challenge regression on the 

ground. The goal is not only to deepen students’ understanding of rights and repression, but also to 

show them that safeguarding democratic ideals is tangible, urgent work and a path they might pursue 

themselves. 

“Students need opportunities to engage directly with these societies,” Swerdlow says. “That’s how 

they help build the knowledge, judgment and perspective to defend human rights around the globe.”

Just Cause  
IN THE FIELD

UNDERGRADUATES TRAVEL OVERSEAS TO EXPLORE HUMAN RIGHTS 
ADVOCACY IN DEMOCRATICALLY VULNERABLE REGIONS.

BY DANIEL P. SMITH

IMAGE: ALAMY
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PHOTO:  COURTESY OF STEVE SWERDLOW

SAFEGUARDING DEMOCRACY
USC students in the 2024 Maymester program 
led by Steve Swerdlow (second from right) 
became the first foreign student delegation to 
visit Kazakhstan’s Parliament. They questioned 
lawmakers directly about the country’s 
backsliding on human rights, met with local 
activists and gained firsthand experience using 
on-the-ground research to advocate for reform. 
Here, the group visits Astana’s Hazrat Sultan 
Mosque, one of the largest in Central Asia.



FEBRUARY 24, 1761
 In a five-hour courtroom speech, lawyer 
James Otis, representing a group of 
Boston merchants, argues that the writs of 

assistance — which authorized British officials to 
search for smuggled goods without a warrant — are 
“unconstitutional.” John Adams later considered this 
the true start of the American Revolution.

1

MARCH 22, 1765
With the Stamp Act, Parliament imposes 
a direct tax on printed materials such as 
newspapers and pamphlets, igniting outrage 

over taxation without representation. Delegates from 
nine colonies meet in New York to mount a united 
protest, paving the way for the Continental Congress, 
America’s first national government. 

2
 
MARCH 5, 1770
British soldiers fire into a taunting crowd in 
Boston, killing five colonists. Paul Revere’s widely 
circulated print of the scene helps turn the 
bloodshed into a rallying cry against British rule.  

ILLUSTRATIONS: KATHLEEN NEELY

TAKE SIX

Flashpoints  
of Freedom 
WARRANTLESS SEARCHES, A SHOCKING 
ENGRAVING AND A SHOT HEARD “ROUND THE 
WORLD” ARE AMONG SIX PIVOTAL MOMENTS ON 
THE ROAD TO REVOLUTION AND THE FOUNDING  
OF THE UNITED STATES OF AMERICA. 

BY PETER MANCALL

10  discover

3



Summer / Fall 2026

america at 250  11 

JULY 4, 1776 
 In Philadelphia, the Second Continental 
Congress adopts the Declaration of 

Independence, severing the colonies’ ties to Britain, 
casting King George as a tyrant and proclaiming that 
“all men are created equal.” 
 

5

APRIL 19, 1775
An unidentified shot at Lexington, 
Massachusetts, ignites the first fighting 
between British troops and colonial 

militiamen. By day’s end, the redcoats are retreating to 
Boston under relentless colonial fire. The Revolutionary 
War has begun.    

4
SEPTEMBER 17, 1787
Delegates sign the Constitution of the  
United States in Philadelphia, creating the 
framework for a new federal government. 

Ratified the following year, it begins one of the world’s 
longest-running experiments in self-government.

6

“Ever since the 
Revolution, countless 

Americans have 
endeavored to create a 

society to match the high 
ideals of that era.” 

PETER MANCALL, DISTINGUISHED 
PROFESSOR, ANDREW W. MELLON 
PROFESSOR OF THE HUMANITIES,  

LINDA AND HARLAN MARTENS DIRECTOR 
OF THE EARLY MODERN STUDIES 

INSTITUTE AND PROFESSOR OF HISTORY, 
ANTHROPOLOGY AND ECONOMICS 
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For Laura Dominguez ’12, ’23, the built  
environment is never just physical space. 
Buildings, monuments and neighborhoods 
also reflect whose stories a society chooses  
to preserve and whose it leaves out.

That idea has guided Dominguez’s work 
across historic preservation, public history and 
scholarship. Now, as a National Endowment 
for the Humanities Postdoctoral Fellow at the 
USC-Huntington Early Modern Studies Institute 
(EMSI), she is helping lead LA2026, a citywide 
initiative examining the nation’s 250th anniversary 
through the lens of Los Angeles.

Working with EMSI Director of Programs 
Amy Braden and six local institutions —  
including the Natural History Museum of   
Los Angeles County, Mission San Gabriel 
Arcángel and the Autry Museum of the 
American West — Dominguez is helping 
organize 18 public conversations, both in person 
and online. The programs will explore questions 
of democracy, belonging and historical memory, 
asking how national ideals have been experienced,  
challenged and reimagined in L.A.

“What do the Declaration of Independence’s 
ideas mean to us here in L.A.? How do we 
live them? How do we challenge them?” asks 
Dominguez, a native of the San Gabriel Valley.

The series reflects Dominguez’s long- 
standing interest in how history is publicly 
remembered. She earned a master’s degree in 
historic preservation from the USC School  
of Architecture in 2012, then spent years 
working with nonprofits in San Francisco and 
L.A. Again and again, she saw how the histories 
of many communities were overlooked in 
preservation work.

“Fortunately, I entered the field at a 
moment of reckoning,” Dominguez says. 
“People were beginning to recognize the 
exclusionary aspects of memory work.”

In 2014, she co-founded Latinos in 
Heritage Conservation, a nonprofit dedicated 
to preserving Latinx places, stories and cultural 
heritage while challenging narrow ideas about 
what counts as “American” history.

At the encouragement of USC Dornsife 
historian William Deverell, divisional dean for 
the social sciences, Dominguez returned to  
USC to pursue a PhD in the history of the 
United States. Her dissertation examined 
memory and heritage work in L.A. from the 
late 1700s to the early 2000s.

Rather than follow a conventional academic 
path, Dominguez chose to focus on public- 
facing scholarship that connects rigorous 
research with civic life. Mentors including 
Deverell and EMSI Director Peter Mancall 
supported that ambition. Along the way, she 
joined the Los Angeles Mayor’s Office Civic 
Memory Working Group and was a Mellon 
Humanities Postdoctoral Fellow with the 
National Park Service before taking on her 
role with LA2026.

“We understand people will have a range of 
reactions to America 250,” Dominguez says. 
“By creating space for people to have intimate, 
meaningful conversations, we’re bringing 
distinct perspectives to light, modeling ways to 
have healthy disagreement about the past and 
showing there’s no one way to think about our 
nation’s history.”

America at 250 
Through an L.A. Lens

MENTEE

BY DANIEL P. SMITH

Postdoctoral fellow and alumna  
Laura Dominguez and her mentor 

Distinguished Professor and historian  
Peter Mancall seek shade under a  

coast live oak at The Huntington Library,  
Art Museum, and Botanical Gardens, home 

of the USC-Huntington Early Modern  
Studies Institute. The oak, one of the 

Huntington’s oldest trees, may predate 
 the founding of the nation.

PHOTOGRAPHY: MISHA GRAVENOR 
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Nurturing 
Scholarly Talent

MENTOR

Peter Mancall, Distinguished Professor  
and Andrew W. Mellon Professor of the  
Humanities, has led the USC-Huntington 
Early Modern Studies Institute (EMSI) since 
its founding in 2003. When EMSI received 
a National Endowment for the Humanities 
grant to spearhead LA2026, he invited  
Laura Dominguez ’12, ’23, who had emerged 
as the best candidate in a national search,  
to join the project as its postdoctoral fellow.

What made Dominguez your top choice to 
help steer LA2026?
Laura has the critical and cultural skills to 
navigate our politically fraught age. She 
can take complex ideas and shape them 
for a wider audience. She also has the 
collaborative spirit to work with partners on 
programming that explores the founding 
principles of our country and what they 
mean in today’s society.

How has Dominguez advanced the LA2026 
effort?
Laura has deep ties across Los Angeles 
and extensive experience making research 
accessible to the public. She’s helping 
cultural institutions and their audiences 
better understand the ideas behind 
exhibitions and public programs,  
and she’s creating opportunities for 
thoughtful conversation about the past 
and its meaning today. 

What do you enjoy about working with 
early-career scholars like Dominguez  
at EMSI??
I love the intensity these scholars bring 
to their research and helping them think 
about what comes next. It’s exciting to 
support their development and serve as a 
sounding board as they consider different 
paths. —D.P.S.
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RESEARCH PULSE

Hunger’s New Map
Food insecurity remains stubbornly high 
in Los Angeles County: One in four 
households reported difficulty affording 
enough food in 2025, essentially 
unchanged from the year before. But the 
burden is shifting, a new USC Dornsife 
Public Exchange study finds.

Food insecurity among low-income 
households declined from 41% to 35% 
— a second straight year of improvement 
— while higher-income households 
now make up a growing share of those 
struggling, likely squeezed by the region’s 
steep cost of living. 

The study also found a sharp drop in 
nutrition insecurity — limited access to 
healthy, safe and culturally appropriate 
foods — from 29% to 21%. The findings 
suggest local investments may be helping 
some residents, even as many families 
who earn “too much” to qualify for 
assistance remain at risk.

Across cultures, people debate whether 
extreme wealth is admirable or simply 
immoral. New research suggests the 
answer depends on moral instincts and a 
country’s economic reality.

In survey responses from more than 
4,300 people in 20 countries, participants 
in poorer, more unequal nations such 
as Peru and Nigeria were more likely to 
see wealth accumulation as acceptable. 
In wealthier, more economically equal 
countries such as Switzerland and Belgium, 
people were more likely to judge having 
“too much” money as immoral.

The study team, led by social psych- 
ology PhD student Jackson Trager, found 
that these views track two moral con-
cerns. One is equality — the belief that 
large gaps in resources are unfair. The 
other more surprising concern is purity: 
a gut reaction that extreme wealth can 
feel “dirty” or morally tainted, making the 
idiom “filthy rich” particularly apt.

Why it matters: Policies aimed at the 
ultra-wealthy often assume widespread 
moral outrage. But if many people see 
extreme wealth as justifiable — especially 
where inequality is persistent — tax 
and policy reform may face tougher 
headwinds.

Filthy Rich? 
Depends 

FILTHY RICH ILLUSTRATION: RHIANNON MONTELIUS; PX COMPOSITE: LETTY AVILA/ISTOCK. 

  Discover   
 Our    
Scholars’    
 Latest     
 Research
— FROM IMPROVED PAINKILLERS 
TO MAPPING FOOD INSECURITY, 
ATTITUDES TO EXTREME 
WEALTH AND IMPACTS OF EARLY 
FINANCIAL STRAIN.
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Safer painkillers are a public health holy grail: Opioids can blunt pain, but they can also 
trigger addiction and, at high doses, dangerously slow breathing — a life-threatening 
effect triggered by a specific brain receptor. To design better drugs, scientists need to 
understand exactly how opioids activate that receptor and how naloxone (Narcan) shuts 
the signal down.

A team led by Cornelius Gati, associate professor of biological sciences, chemistry 
and quantitative and computational biology, captured that process step by step. Using 
cryo-electron microscopy, the researchers rapidly froze samples at different stages, 
creating near-atomic snapshots of the molecules involved. The result is a molecular 
flipbook showing the receptor shifting as opioids bind and naloxone wedges in to 
block the signal.

Why does this matter? Opioids can hit the same receptor but lead to different 
outcomes — pain relief, euphoria or alarmingly slowed breathing. By revealing the 
“in-between” steps, not just “off ” and “on,” the study offers a map for designing pain 
treatments with fewer side effects and longer-lasting overdose reversal drugs.

Toward Safer Painkillers

The Long Echo of 
Financial Stress
Money stress early in life can leave a  
long emotional footprint. In a new study, 
Deborah Finkel, a behavioral geneticist, 
found that people who experienced financial 
strain in childhood were more likely to 
report anxiety and loneliness in later life 
— with reports often starting in their 50s, 
nearly 20 years earlier than those who 
grew up feeling financially secure. 

The findings suggest that early financial 
stress may be a risk factor worth paying 
attention to long before mental health 
symptoms appear.

Finkel, professor (research) of psychology, 
and colleagues analyzed long-running 
survey data from about 1,600 adults 
in the Swedish Twin Registry, including 
reports of childhood financial strain, adult 
financial hardship and current symptoms 
of depression, anxiety and loneliness.

The link between early money stress 
and later anxiety and loneliness was 
strongest when hardship accumulated. 
Those who reported financial strain in 
both childhood and adulthood had the 
highest levels of depression, anxiety and 
loneliness well into older age. But among 
those whose finances improved over time, 
there was a hopeful sign: They reported 
lower levels of loneliness, suggesting that 
upward mobility can diminish the long-
term impact of early financial stress.

IMAGES: ISTOCK
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When Americans picture 1776, the first image that usually 
springs to mind is of powdered wigs, quill pens and earnest 
white men debating liberty in candlelit rooms. The fact 
that this perspective tends to be so dominant in our collective 
imagination is largely due to popular culture’s portrayal of 
this momentous period in the nation’s history — whether in 
patriotic paintings or stage productions. But once we pause 
and view that mental snapshot through a more critical lens, 
we quickly realize that it not only fails to address the harsh 
realities of everyday life in late 18th-century America, it also 
leaves out the vast majority of the population. 

Half the people alive in 1776 were female and roughly  
20% of the population were enslaved. Native nations still 
occupied vast territories and played decisive roles in geopolitics. 
The Revolution’s leaders were often in their 30s and 40s — far 
younger than we typically imagine. And the society in which 
they lived was not a nation of political philosophers, but an  
austere, labor-intensive, rural world struggling to survive.

“The first thing to grasp about life in 1776 is that about  
94% of the population lived in rural areas,” says Carole Shammas, 
Professor Emerita and John R. Hubbard Chair Emerita  
in History.

Indeed, to understand what it was like to be a colonist at the 
time of the founding of the nation, we must begin, not in the 

candlelit rooms of the Founding Fathers, but ankle-deep in the 
mud and manure of an ordinary farm.

A Sensory Journey Through Time
If we could travel back in time to 1776, the first thing to hit 
us — and the one that we would initially find most shocking — 
would undoubtedly be the stench. 

“It would be overwhelming,” says historian and Distinguished 
Professor Peter Mancall, an expert on early America. “This was 
a world without indoor plumbing. In summer the accumulated 
odors of horse manure, human waste and unwashed bodies 
would be hard for us to stomach.” 

Added to that would be the smoke from countless wood 
fires used for heating and cooking that hung over homes and 
streets, mingling with the smells of the animals that were 
ubiquitous in daily life.

“Animals were everywhere: in cities, on streets, inside people’s 
homes,” says Nathan Perl-Rosenthal, professor of history, 
French and Italian, and law, and an expert on the American 
Revolution. Even the decks of ships were teeming with live-
stock — chickens, pigs and sheep — that constituted the crew’s 
living larder during long voyages. 

The physical texture of everyday life would feel unfamiliar,  
too. Water had to be hauled by hand and people bathed 

American Living
In 1776, survival as a colonist meant enduring  

hard labor and rigid hierarchies in a rural world 
shaped by inequality and lack of privacy.

BY SUSAN BELL ILLUSTRATIONS BY CHRIS WORMELL



Summer / Fall 2026

  17 

infrequently. “Hygiene standards were very different from ours 
and people’s hands would often have been dirty or greasy,” notes 
William Deverell, divisional dean for the social sciences and 
professor of history, spatial sciences and environmental studies. 

Even the scale of their world would surprise us. Colonial 
cities were tiny by modern standards. Philadelphia, the largest, 
had only around 40,000 residents in 1776, while many settle-
ments were little more than clusters of houses surrounded by 
farmland and forest.

And then there was the soundscape.
Daily life unfolded to rhythms that have now almost vanished: 

church bells marking the hours, vendors calling through 
crowded streets, the noise of workshops and bustling markets 
echoing through towns.

“In port areas, you’d hear maritime activity — orders 
shouted, goods moved, shipbuilding, ropemaking, coopering,”  
Perl-Rosenthal says. “Today isn’t necessarily quieter, but 
18th-century sound followed predictable rhythms, while modern 
noise is more diffuse and less structured.” 

People would also look different. White settlers were generally 
smaller than modern Americans, Deverell notes. “Standing in a 
crowd, we would tower over them,” he says.

For all the familiarity of names like Boston, New York and 
Philadelphia, the world of 1776 would feel startlingly alien to 

modern visitors: smaller, darker, dirtier, noisier and far more 
physically immediate than the world we inhabit today.

FUTURE SHOCK
Now, if we reverse the process and a time traveler from 1776 
were able to visit 2026, what would amaze them most about our 
modern world?

At first, the shock would be physical. Artificial light would 
seem extraordinary to people whose nights were largely lived 
in darkness. Modern medicine would appear miraculous. Even 
something as routine as handwashing would astonish someone 
from a world before germ theory, notes Mancall, Andrew W. 
Mellon Professor of the Humanities and Linda and Harlan 
Martens Director of the Early Modern Studies Institute.

Our everyday conveniences would be equally bewildering. 
Refrigeration, indoor plumbing and the relative ease of food 
production would transform basic survival into something 
almost unrecognizable.

Eighteenth-century visitors would also be struck by the 
scale of modern travel. Life in 1776 felt geographically small, 
Deverell says. “Most colonists rarely traveled far from home. 
Even a 10- to 15-mile journey would be significant, so the 
routine nature of long-distance travel today — and its speed — 
would be hard to comprehend.”

American Living
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The deeper differences, though, would be social. Our time 
travelers would be struck by women’s political equality and by 
the absence, at least in law, of racial distinctions, Mancall says — 
changes that would signal a fundamentally different social order.

And they would probably be shocked by how casually we dress 
— and how much clothing we own.

THE CODED FABRIC OF STATUS 
In 1776, most people owned very few garments. Ordinary clothing, 
mostly made from coarse wool or linen, was more formal than 
we are accustomed to and would have felt heavy, scratchy and 
ill-fitting by modern standards. 

“Colonists imported cloth from Britain, but during the  
Revolution, locally produced ‘homespun’ clothing became popular 
as a symbol of political resistance,” Mancall says.

Clothing was an immediate signifier of social status. Wealthier 
individuals owned more garments and dressed in more colorful 
fabrics. Fashion trends circulated through letters, merchants 
and imported goods, with women especially following detailed 
descriptions of current styles from London and Paris.

“You could immediately determine someone’s social position by 
their clothing — materials, fit, style and decoration were the clues 
to a person’s station in life,” says Perl-Rosenthal. “Elite clothing 
was tailored to fit perfectly. Men wore silk stockings rather than 
cotton, embroidered waistcoats and coats with decorative buttons.”

Wealthy women wore colorful silk dresses, displaying fashion-
able “inverted cone” figures shaped by expensive whalebone corsets 
that were engineered to create the ideal tapered waist.

Social norms discouraged lower classes from wearing expensive 
fabrics or colors while sumptuary laws in some colonies restricted 
what enslaved people could wear. In Charleston, South Carolina, 
for instance, enslaved household servants might be permitted finer 
clothing than those laboring in fields, who often wore coarse fabrics 
such as osnaburg — reinforcing hierarchy even within slavery.

As for what people from 1776 would think about today’s fast 
fashion, Mancall says they would be appalled.

“Clothing was considered durable and valuable, and garments 
were mended repeatedly,” he says. “The idea of today’s disposable 
fashion would have seemed extravagant and wasteful — although 
it’s worth noting that colonial economies also used child labor 
in textile production. So, while modern fast fashion might shock 
them, the use of cheap labor to produce clothing certainly has 
historical precedents.”

SEASONAL EATING
Food was not so much a matter of choice as a question of labor, 
season and survival. For most families, the year revolved around 
producing and preserving enough to keep hunger at bay.

Life followed the rhythms of daylight. Without electricity, 
families rose before sunrise and worked until dark. Most grew food, 
kept animals and produced basic goods themselves. This was not an 
economy of individual careers but a household economy, in which 
survival required self-sufficiency, physical effort and the labor of 
nearly every able-bodied person.

If we sat down to eat with an American settler family, we might 
be surprised by the food’s quality and freshness. The average diet, 
built around local, seasonal ingredients, was in many ways healthier 
than today’s preprepared dishes and fast-food options. Bread —  
a staple — was mostly home baked, with white bread considered 
a luxury. Milk, butter and cheese came from the family cow; 
vegetables and herbs from kitchen gardens. 

What could not be eaten immediately had to be preserved and 
stored against scarcity. In winter, diets narrowed to salted meat 
and fish, dried grains, jams and bottled fruit, and root vegetables 
kept in cool pits or cellars — leading to a cuisine driven less by 
preference than by necessity.

“Maize was the main crop. Almost everyone kept pigs and pork 
was the principal meat eaten in the 18th century,” notes Shammas, 
a socioeconomic historian. Hunting and fishing supplemented 
the table with wild game, while chickens provided fresh eggs and 
meat. Soup — endlessly adaptable — was a popular way to stretch 
ingredients.

But for all its freshness, this was a diet defined by limits. Variety 
rose and fell with the seasons and abundance was never guaranteed.

Even small luxuries carried hidden costs. Sugar, widely available by 
the 18th century and used in rum production, depended on enslaved 
labor in the Caribbean. And while most households ate simply, 
differences in social standing were sharply defined at the table.

“Wealthy households enjoyed elaborate meals at home, with 
sauces, imported wines and multiple courses,” Mancall says. 
“However, these meals were often prepared by enslaved cooks who 
themselves were forced to survive on limited rations.” 

Food also dominated the household economy. “Between  

“Garments were mended 
repeatedly. The idea of today’s 
disposable fashion would have 

seemed extravagant and wasteful.”
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40% to 70% of income went to buy food, versus 10% now,” 
Shammas says — a reminder that feeding a family was a constant 
and costly concern. Today, most Americans spend far more on 
housing than food — a reversal of 18th-century patterns.

Producing food required labor and that labor was divided 
sharply by gender and status. Women and girls managed gardens, 
dairy production and food preservation, while men and boys 
worked the fields, growing crops such as wheat, corn, tobacco or 
rice. In the South, however, much of the hardest agricultural labor 
fell to enslaved workers.

A DIVIDED WORLD
Indeed, the deepest divide between the world of 18th-century 
colonists and our own is not sensory, but moral. If the sights, smells 
and sounds of 1776 would be jarring to us, the values of the time 
would be far harder to stomach.

“Most of all, we would be morally shocked by the acceptance 
of enslavement and by the casual indifference toward social 
inequality,” says Mancall, who is also professor of history, anthro-
pology and economics. “Although, let’s remember that future 
generations may judge us harshly for injustices we tolerate.” 

Wealth disparities in 1776 were stark — most visibly between 
an enslaved person toiling in the fields and an elite landowner 
living off the profits of that labor in a mansion staffed by 
servants. Yet, as Mancall points out, inequality was not simply a 
matter of extremes. It also varied by region, status and, above all, 
access to land. 

“A wealthy planter in the Caribbean was not living like a  
merchant in Philadelphia or a farmer in backcountry Virginia,” he 
says. “Circumstances differed dramatically by region and wealth.”

For free white colonists, land was the closest thing to  
independence — and the clearest dividing line between those 
who had security and those who did not. What mattered most 
was not simply ownership, but control of productive land.

That priority strongly influenced how people moved and planned 
their lives. In the 17th and 18th centuries, many migrants came to 
North America seeking access to land, which offered the possibility 
of independence and income. As a result, families pushed westward 
to avoid rent and secure property of their own. 

For those able to pursue it, this path to independence followed 
a familiar pattern: working for others in youth, marrying young, 
saving wages, purchasing land and eventually building a home of 
their own.

HOME IS WHERE THE HEARTH IS
To step inside a typical home in 1776 would be to enter a world 
with little separation between people, work and daily life.

Unlike the more spacious and permanent brick and stone 
dwellings that European settlers were familiar with, modest rural 
homes in the colonies were small — often just two or three 
rooms with dirt floors — and typically constructed from wood. 
A central fireplace served as the home’s focal point and was 
used for both cooking and heat. Families frequently built these 
homes themselves, sometimes with the help of neighbors.

But the most striking difference compared with today’s 
homes would not be the materials or layout, but the lack of 
privacy. It was common for couples to have many children and 
families shared tight spaces, often sleeping several to a bed. 
“Large families — the result of labor needs and early marriage 
— meant minimal privacy,” Shammas says. Daily life unfolded 
in full view, and living conditions were generally harsh by 
today’s standards.

“Water had to be fetched manually for washing and cooking. 
There was no plumbing — just outhouses and, for the rich, 
water closets,” Shammas says. 

Wealth could ease some of these constraints. As families 
prospered, houses grew larger and spaces became more specialized. 
Plantation homes, for example, offered more room and separate 
rooms for cooking, sleeping and entertaining. But even in these 
more spacious homes, privacy remained limited by modern 
standards, and daily life was still largely lived in shared spaces.

We may think of the modern home as a refuge but in 1776,  
home was a place where nearly every aspect of private life 
was performed in public.

“REMEMBER THE LADIES” 
Running an 18th-century household required long hours of 
physically demanding, often unrelenting work, much of it carried 
out by women.

“Women bore heavy responsibilities managing households, 
producing food and goods, raising many children amidst high 
mortality rates and providing basic health care,” Deverell says. 
“Some women were also drawn into war efforts — making 
supplies or caring for the wounded.” 

“Large families —  
the result of labor needs  
and early marriage —  
meant minimal privacy.” 



20  america at 250

THEN NOW

1-2 Room Cabin
7 People

NO PLUMBING, ELECTRICITY,  
CENTRAL HEATING OR  

AIR CONDITIONING 

HORSE

5 mph-10 mph
DAYS TO TRAVEL

Letter
ARRIVAL TIME: DAYS TO WEEKS

Farming Services / Tech

Multi-Room Home
2.5 People

PLUMBING, ELECTRICITY,  
CENTRAL HEATING, AIR CONDITIONING, 

INTERNET, PHONE SERVICE

AIRPLANE

500+ mph
HOURS TO TRAVEL

Text / Email
ARRIVAL TIME: INSTANT

EVERYDAY LIFE: 

Home / Privacy

Travel / Speed

Communication 
Speed

$3,800 a year
(IN TODAY’S DOLLARS)

40%-70% 

~$70,000 a year  

~10% 

1776         2026

Most Common 
Jobs

Average 
Income

Food cost  
as share of 
household  

income

VERSUS



Summer / Fall 2026

  21 

Despite these essential contributions, women held little formal 
power in law or politics. Their labor sustained households and 
communities, but their voices were largely excluded from the 
decisions shaping the new nation.

That inequality was not lost on women of the period. 
Abigail Adams advocated for women’s rights, famously urging her 
husband to “remember the ladies” when drafting the nation’s new 
code of laws. Though John Adams dismissed her appeal as “saucy” 
and “impractical,” it articulated a contradiction at the heart of 
American life in 1776: Women were indispensable to society 
yet denied a formal role within it.

As such, Abigail Adams’ words stand as a landmark early 
argument for women’s rights — that political rights should 
reflect the realities of daily life and labor — and helped lay the 
groundwork for later movements.

RAISED TO WORK
Growing up in the late 1700s meant entering the world of work 
early. What we think of as childhood — a protected period 
devoted to play and education — had little place in the lives of 
most 18th-century families.

Instead, children were regarded as economic assets and from an 
early age were expected to work and contribute to the household. 
By 5 or 6, they were already performing simple tasks: boys worked 
alongside fathers in the fields, girls helped their mothers with 
numerous younger siblings and household chores. 

By age 7, poor children could be “bound out” as apprentices or 
servants by town or county governments seeking to avoid welfare 
payments. Sent to live with another household, they earned their 
food and board by learning a trade such as cobbling, farming 
or domestic work. To modern eyes, this might seem harsh, 
but Mancall notes that 18th-century parents considered it a 
practical way to prepare older children for adult independence 
by helping them acquire a useful skill.

Adult responsibilities came early. Work and the attainment of 
skills took precedence over play or prolonged schooling.

Education reflected those priorities. Wealthier families 
might hire tutors while ministers sometimes taught local chil-
dren. For the less wealthy, education was informal, sporadic and 
secondary to household labor. Rural schools might operate for 
only a few months at a time before moving to a new location. 

“Education was similar to music or sports lessons today —  
it wasn’t consistent or universal,” Shammas says.

Many children learned to read, but writing was less common. 
Boys were more likely to learn the three Rs. “Girls often received 
less education because they were needed at home,” Shammas 
says. “Their education slowly expanded after the Revolution, but 
progress was uneven.”

Even so, children were not cut off from the wider world. 
Literacy among free white colonists was relatively high, although 
political ideas mainly circulated orally. Thomas Paine’s pamphlet 
Common Sense, which argued for independence from Great Britain, 

was published in numerous editions by patriot printers in 1776  
and widely circulated in public places.

STAYING INFORMED
Indeed, 18th-century Americans shared more common cultural 
references than we do in today’s fragmented media landscape. 
Political debates assumed shared ideas about rights, especially the 
“rights of freeborn Englishmen.”

In the decades prior to the Revolution, newspapers and 
correspondence networks expanded rapidly. By 1776, newspapers, 
pamphlets, sermons and broadsides were circulating widely. 

“Many people were aware of events through shared reading,” 
Perl-Rosenthal says. “Not everyone was literate or had access 
to newspapers, but a single copy of the Massachusetts Spy or 
the Virginia Gazette placed in a public space enabled its contents 
to circulate widely in a town.” 

Newspapers relied heavily on reprinting, with articles copied 
and reset without restriction, enabling news — and rumors — 
to spread rapidly. We might think of so-called “fake news” as  
a recent concept, but Perl-Rosenthal notes it was already 
widespread in 1776.

“Newspapers were full of unreliable information,” he says. 
“European papers repeatedly reported George Washington’s death, 
for example, only to correct themselves later.”

While today we connect by sharing information over social 
media networks, in the 18th century sharing information was 
also a key element of social life. News spread through letters and 
conversation. Coffeehouses provided newspapers and served as 
hubs for discussion. Unless explicitly marked private, letters were 
expected to be shared, with people regularly reading them aloud in 
public places.

“Even in remote locations, information circulated through 
travelers, correspondence and conversation,” Perl-Rosenthal says. 
“Letters weren’t locked away — they were left out, discussed and 
passed around.”

The modern expectation that information or experience is 
private barely existed in 1776, when the boundary between public 
and private life was considerably more porous. 

“Much of life happened in shared spaces — on streets and 
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thresholds, and in homes that were often overcrowded and not 
soundproof,” Perl-Rosenthal says. From arguments to lovemaking, 
our concept of privacy simply didn’t apply in the 18th century.

FROM BIRTH TO DEATH
Life in 1776 was marked by uncertainty and physical vulnerability 
at every stage. This was especially true in infancy, when high child 
mortality kept average life expectancy low — around 38 years. Yet 
that figure is misleading, Shammas notes: Those fortunate enough 
to survive childhood might live into their 60s, particularly in 
healthier regions such as New England. 

Reaching old age, however, also required surviving the significant 
risks of adulthood. Women across all social classes faced higher 
mortality risks from childbirth — 10 pregnancies were not 
uncommon, and giving birth was a leading cause of death. And 
although wealth could improve one’s odds of survival, it did not 
guarantee good health. 

While some elites, such as Thomas Jefferson and John Adams, 
lived long enough to sustain active intellectual lives into old age, 
many others did not. In regions such as the West Indies, elite 
lifestyles marked by heavy drinking, rich diets and little exercise 
could shorten lives rather than extend them.

Old age brought its own uncertainties. There was no concept of 
retirement: People were expected to continue working as long as 
they were physically able. The levels of comfort and care the elderly 
experienced depended on family support and personal means. 

“Family was the primary — indeed the only — support system,” 
Mancall says. “Wealthy individuals could pay for care, but those 
without resources often faced hardship as they aged.”

Across the life cycle, there were few buffers against illness, 
injury or decline. From birth to old age, survival depended less on 
institutions and more on family, circumstance — and luck.

“A TIPSY CULTURE”
Leisure in 1776 was communal, public — and almost always fueled 
by alcohol. Taverns, popularly known as “ordinaries,” played a 
central social role, serving as gathering places where people drank, 
exchanged news and passed the time together. Alcohol consumption 
was extremely high by modern standards, with beer, rum and cider 
the most popular tipples of the day, while imported European wine 
was typically reserved for elites.

“People drank throughout the day because alcohol was safer 
than water,” Perl-Rosenthal says. “Even children likely consumed 
low-alcohol drinks. It was a tipsy culture.”

Much of what was considered entertainment grew out of that 
alcohol-fueled environment, with gossip, storytelling and shared 
conversation serving as primary forms of amusement. 

Music and dancing were also popular, though they reflected 
social differences. Elites practiced formal dancing, employing 
instructors to perfect their steps, while farmers’ families gathered 
for informal barn dances, complete with fiddlers.

By the 18th century, earlier Puritan hostility to festivities like 
May Day had largely faded, Mancall notes. Market days and fairs 
— also inherited from English tradition — brought communities 
together for events that mixed commerce, sociability and festivity. 

Yet beneath this shared social world, the structures of inequality 
remained painfully visible. A diary kept by William Byrd II, a 
wealthy Virginia planter, captures this dissonance. He records 
spending his days studying Hebrew and Greek, practicing dance 
steps and overseeing enslaved people, including administering 
savage beatings. In 1776, refinement did not preclude brutality;  
the two coexisted within the same daily routines. 

THEN AND NOW
Americans in 1776 lived in a smaller, harsher, more intimate 
world — physically demanding, hierarchical and unequal. We live 
in a vast, technologically advanced society — materially abundant, 
legally more inclusive, yet politically fragmented.

But, the distance between 1776 and today is measured not  
just in years, technology or comfort, but in expectations and 
perspective. Much of what would strike modern Americans as 
hardship — relentless physical labor, lack of privacy, constant 
proximity to others — was, for colonists, simply the natural 
structure of daily life. Survival required effort, and that effort 
was not just accepted but taken for granted.

“Modern Americans would be shocked by the physical hard-
ship and lack of privacy in 1776,” Mancall says. “But although 
routine tasks required more labor, expectations were different. 
People would not have seen their lives as deprived.” 

That difference in perspective between today and 1776 is 
perhaps the hardest for us to grasp. 

We tend to look back and see deprivation. They looked around 
and saw ordinary life. The real gap between then and now isn’t just 
how people lived — it’s how they understood their lives.  D

“People drank throughout the 
day because alcohol was safer 

than water. Even children likely 
consumed low-alcohol drinks.  

It was a tipsy culture.”
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On July 5, 1776, most Americans woke to lives that looked much the 
same as they had the day before — even as the nation itself had 
fundamentally changed. “In material terms, change was uneven, but 
in ideological terms, the shift was profound,” notes historian and 
Distinguished Professor Peter Mancall, Andrew W. Mellon Professor 
of the Humanities. 

Colonists began to see themselves in a new light — not merely as 
subjects of an empire, but as individuals with political authority that 
had previously been denied to them. This transformation in mindset 
would prove to be the Revolution’s most enduring legacy.

Even so, the reach of these new ideals was limited from the start.
“It’s important to remember that social attitudes don’t transform 

overnight,” says Nathan Perl-Rosenthal, 
professor of history, French and Italian, 
and law. “Even those who embraced ideas 
of equality often maintained existing 
hierarchies.” The Revolution did not sweep 
away inequality but coexisted with it.

This contradiction raises a difficult 
question: Was the Revolution successful?

“That depends,” Mancall says. “The 
results were dramatically different depending 
on race and sex.” For white male property 
owners — particularly those who gained 
political power — the answer is yes. The Revolution delivered 
independence, and gave them greater influence and more control 
over their own governance.

“For women and enslaved people, it was largely a lost oppor-
tunity,” says Mancall, though he notes that gradual emancipation 
did follow in parts of the North. Women participated in the political 
and economic life of the Revolution yet remained excluded 
from formal rights and representation. Enslaved people seized 
moments of disruption to seek freedom, but the institution of 
slavery endured — and in some regions strengthened.

For Native nations, the consequences were often devastating. 
The Declaration of Independence refers to Native peoples as 
“merciless Indian savages,” while the Constitution excluded them 
from citizenship altogether. The Revolution, which promised liberty 
to some, brought dispossession and violence to others.

Yet to judge the Revolution solely by these limitations would miss 
its broader significance.

“What is striking is that later reform movements did not seek to 
abolish the Revolution’s ideals,” Mancall says. “Instead, they sought 
to expand them. Movements for abolition, women’s rights and civil 
rights all drew directly from the Revolution’s language of liberty and 
equality. The ongoing struggle has been to widen the circle of those 
included.”

In this sense, the Revolution’s success lies not only in what it 
achieved, but in what it made possible. Its legacy still shapes 
American life today.

Are we still living in 1776? In some ways, yes. “We are certainly 
living within its contradictions,” Mancall says. The belief that 
America offers opportunity — economic advancement, religious 
freedom and escape from persecution — has deep roots in the 
18th century. That promise continues to draw immigrants today, 
even as debates over immigration remain politically divisive.

“The Revolution was the beginning of an ongoing process,” 
notes William Deverell, divisional dean for the social sciences and 
professor of history, spatial sciences and environmental studies, 

“and its ideals of liberty and equality are 
not yet fully realized. The nation’s founding 
documents remain central, even as their 
promises remain incomplete.”

Mancall agrees. 
“True equality has never existed in  

America, but it remains an aspirational ideal 
for a nation born in a violent insurrection 
against arbitrary authority,” he says. 

That complexity remains central to 
understanding the Revolution’s results.

The definition of who counts as “American”  
has expanded dramatically since 1776 but is still contested. The 
promise that “all men are created equal” was limited at the nation’s 
founding and remains, in many ways, aspirational. As Mancall notes, 
“Material life has changed beyond recognition. But the core political 
questions remain strikingly familiar.”

The Revolution did not resolve those questions. It gave them new 
form and ensured they would endure. 

In the end, its legacy is not a settled outcome, but an ongoing 
argument about equality, power, belonging — and the meaning of 
freedom itself. 

“True equality 
has never existed 
in America, but 

it remains an 
aspirational ideal.”

THE UNFINISHED REVOLUTION:

A Nation Born in Contradiction By Susan Bell
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impact of the 
Revolution in  
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historians.
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From 
Sea to 
Shining 
Sea

BY TOMAS WEBER

Across the nation, USC Dornsife scholars are investigating 
how climate change is reshaping America’s natural 

 systems, identifying ways to lessen its impact,  
and helping communities respond.
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In the winter of 1861, a series of deadly storms swept 
across California and the Pacific Northwest for nearly  
a month and a half, creating one of the wettest periods  
the region has experienced in the last two millennia.  
The Sacramento Valley became a 300-mile inland sea.  The  
Los Angeles River burst its banks and swept away much of  
the recently incorporated city of Los Angeles. 

Flooding stretched down the West Coast, from British 
Columbia to Baja California, killing up to 1,000 people, 
drowning 200,000 head of cattle — livestock that accounted for 
roughly a quarter of the state’s tax base — and causing property 
damage estimated in the tens of millions of 1860’s dollars. And 
yet, today, almost nobody is aware it happened. 

This forgotten flood is exactly the kind of event USC Dornsife 
scholars and alumni — working across the nation, from Alaska to 
the Florida Keys — are bringing back into focus. As the nation 
marks its 250th anniversary, they are studying evidence preserved 
in ice cores, sediment layers, fire scars and long-term ocean 
records to understand how climate change is reshaping America’s 
lands, coasts and waterways — and to help communities prepare 
for what comes next. 

THE FLOOD THAT TIME FORGOT
“How did we forget this?” asks Will Cowan ’21, an environmental 
historian at Cal Poly Pomona who earned his PhD in history from 
USC Dornsife. 

Cowan has spent years studying the evidence left by the 
1861-62 flood,  including tree rings, lakebed sediment cores and 
the accounts of those who endured its terror and destruction. 
He concluded that the flood was no freak event, but a product 
of natural processes that define the North American continent 
— processes that global warming is now intensifying. 

“A warming Earth results in a warmer atmosphere, which 
carries more water,” he says. “That leads to deeper droughts and far 
more powerful, wetter storms.”

A SYSTEM OUT OF BALANCE
The 1860s flood was driven by atmospheric rivers — vast currents 
of Pacific moisture that sweep inland each winter, delivering much 
of California and the Northwest’s precipitation. Most years, these 
storms replenish reservoirs, recharge soils and feed the grasses that 
blanket California’s hillsides. By summer, that lush growth has 
dried into tinder. It’s a cycle that has long governed the West — 
rain feeding growth, growth feeding fire. But as temperatures rise, 
each swing is growing more extreme, resulting in wetter winters, 
drier summers and bigger fires. 

“You can’t have fire without fuel,” Cowan says. “Atmospheric 
rivers bring the vegetation — tons of invasive grasses that cover our 
hillsides. Then summer comes, it dries out. Now you’ve got all that 
fuel, and it feeds bigger fires.”

For millennia, Indigenous Californians understood and  
managed that balance. Carefully timed, prescribed burns 
reduced fuel and prevented catastrophic wildfires. Indeed, 
Indigenous Californians saw fire not as an enemy but as a tool 
— one that kept ecosystems resilient.

Modern development disrupted that relationship. Rivers were 
forced into channels, flood plains paved over and fire aggressively 
suppressed. In doing so, the relationship between land and 
atmosphere, fire and flood has been weakened. The result, argues 
Cowan, is a system more prone to extremes — both more flammable 
 and more flood-prone — and thus more dangerous. 

“We tend to think all floods are bad and all fires are bad,” 
Cowan says. “But some fire is necessary. Most of Southern  
California’s vegetation needs fire to reproduce. And floods are 
also necessary. We flush a ton of our water out to the ocean trying 
to prevent another 1862. But in doing so, we’re not allowing 
flood waters to sit on the landscape, and that’s what is needed 
to recharge the aquifers. By trying to control everything, we’ve 
made both fire and flood more dangerous.”

Understanding the imbalance is one thing. Trying to do 
something about it is another — and that’s where the Huntington- 
USC Institute on California and the West (ICW), based at 
USC Dornsife, comes in. Historians led by ICW founding 
director William Deverell have been working with Indigenous 
communities to recover and implement that knowledge by 
conducting prescribed burns in the southern Sierra Nevada. 

“Indigenous societies paid very close attention to fire,” says 
Deverell, divisional dean for the social sciences and professor 
of history, spatial sciences and environmental studies. “That’s 
something we’ve lost — and it’s a mistake.”

But restoring the balance will not be simple, Cowan points 
out. It will require not only restoring knowledge, but also 
rehabilitating a landscape that has been transformed for more 
than a century. Still, the California story sets the template for 
what USC Dornsife researchers are doing across the country: 
recovering the signals, decoding what they mean, and translating 
that knowledge into action. 

IMAGE: WIKIMEDIA COMMONS
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WHEN THE GROUND GIVES WAY
Thousands of miles north, USC Dornsife scholars are reading a 
very different landscape for similarly urgent signs of change. 

Along Alaska’s Yukon River — which runs for roughly 
2,000 miles from British Columbia in Canada through Alaska 
to the Bering Sea — vast stretches of permafrost have remained 
frozen for tens of thousands of years. In places, the frozen 
ground extends more than 180 meters deep. Now it is thawing, 
releasing water — along with everything else it has held for 
millennia — into the river. The thawing ground is itself a 
record, revealing what the Arctic has been storing and what it is 
now releasing into communities downstream. 

What’s buried in the ice is alarming. In 2024, Earth scientist 
Josh West co-authored a study showing that large stores of 
mercury are now leaking into Alaskan ecosystems in a dangerous 
release of the toxic element he refers to as a “mercury bomb.”

“We think there’s more mercury locked in permafrost than in 
all the oceans, atmosphere and soils around the world combined,” 
says West, professor of Earth sciences and environmental studies. 
“It’s been locked away for all this time, and now the question is: 
How much of this highly toxic element might become mobilized? 
Will it be transported to the oceans? And if so, what will the 
consequences be — locally and globally?”

The mercury originates far from Alaska. Emitted by coal 
burning and mining, it drifts northward through the atmosphere 
before becoming trapped in Arctic soils and ice. Now as that ice 
thaws, it is reentering the environment.

Satellite data shows how the Yukon shifts, carving into the 
landscape and releasing buried mercury. Taken together with 
the results from West’s sediment samples, this information 
provides a clearer picture of how mercury moves from air to 
soil to water, how quickly that cycle is accelerating, and what it 
means for the people who depend on the river.  

COMMUNITIES AT RISK
The consequences are already being felt.  The Yukon’s salmon pop-
ulations are collapsing under the combined pressures of warming 
waters and overfishing. Local communities turning to alternative 
species such as pike and whitefish face greater mercury exposure. 

“Getting the messaging right is tricky,” West says. Communities 
along the Yukon rely heavily on fish to feed themselves and 
their families, which makes any warning about mercury 
exposure especially complicated. “It’s a compounding effect — 
multiple pressures associated with the rapidly changing Arctic 
converge to feed into a very uncertain situation.”

But mercury is only part of a much larger story. West is also 
studying how thawing permafrost and eroding glaciers in Alaska are 
releasing carbon dioxide. He describes the process as “a slow, enormous 
fizz,” akin to dropping an effervescent tablet into a glass of water. 

The carbon dioxide rises into the atmosphere, intensifying the 
warming that set the process in motion in the first place. And the 
effects do not stay confined to the Arctic. Three thousand miles 
south, USC Dornsife scholars are documenting where similar 
pressures are surfacing: off the coast of Southern California. 

OUR ECOSYSTEMS UNDER PRESSURE
An hour’s boat ride from L.A., where the seafloor plunges to 900 
meters, lies the stretch of ocean between the city and Santa Catalina 
Island that Jed Fuhrman’s lab has been monitoring closely. 

Every month for more than 25 years, researchers working 
with Fuhrman, McCulloch-Crosby Chair in Marine Biology 
and professor of biological sciences, have sampled the same 
small area, from the surface down to the ocean floor, to build 
one of the longest continuous marine microbial records of its 
kind in the world: the San Pedro Ocean Time-series. Designed 
to catch signals that shorter studies miss, the project, which is 
supported by the USC Wrigley Institute for Environment and 
Sustainability, is now revealing a system under strain. 

The spring phytoplankton bloom at this location — which 
once reliably arrived most years in March — has only occurred 
a few times over the last 15 years. As the surface water of the 
ocean warms, it stratifies, trapping nutrients in the deep where 
sunlight cannot reach them. And less bloom means less food at 
the base of the food chain.

“Billions of people depend on marine fish for food,” Fuhrman 
says. “As ocean water warms, we’re likely to see far fewer fish to eat.”

THE OCEANS AT WORK
The implications of ocean warming are profound, and  
USC Dornsife scholars are tracking the consequences, which 
extend far beyond fisheries. Computational biologist Naomi 
Levine builds models to understand how the oceans regulate 
Earth’s climate, and what happens when they begin to falter. 

The numbers can be hard to fathom. Microscopic marine 
plants produce roughly half the oxygen in every breath we take. 
The oceans have absorbed between a third and a half of all human 
carbon emissions since industrialization, storing 50 times that 
amount in dissolved form. 

“Without the oceans, we wouldn’t have a livable planet,” says 
Levine, professor of biological sciences, quantitative and compu-
tational biology and Earth sciences. “The oceans are absorbing 

PHOTO: EDDA MUTTER

Josh West and team member Isabel Smith sample sediments from 
riverbanks and sandbars in Alaska, where erosion exposes ancient soils. 
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enormous amounts of heat and carbon. They’re keeping our planet 
stable and habitable for us. And we are pushing them to their limits.” 

INVISIBLE BUT ESSENTIAL
In a recent paper, Levine, who holds the Gabilan Distinguished 
Professorship in Science and Engineering, and her colleagues 
— including Fuhrman — explained how carbon is transported 
into the deep ocean and locked away instead of returning to the 
atmosphere. The mechanism depends on the precise composition 
of microbial communities — communities that are now them-
selves under pressure. 

Like the health of the human gut microbiome, Levine explains, 
the ocean’s ability to regulate carbon depends on the balance of 
bacterial species present. Disrupt that balance and the system 
becomes less stable. It is holding — for now. “But when organisms 
are hit with multiple stressors simultaneously,” Levine says, “that’s 
when we start seeing bigger, more drastic changes.”

While some USC Dornsife scholars are focused on under-
standing where environmental systems begin to break down, 
others are working to help vulnerable ecosystems endure — 
and, where possible, recover. 

TURNING THE TIDE
In the Florida Keys, Carly Kenkel, Wilford and Daris Zinsmeyer  
Early Career Chair in Marine Studies and associate professor 
of biological sciences, is racing to save coral reefs after a 
record-breaking 2023 marine heatwave pushed two species to 
extinction. In partnership with the Mote Marine Laboratory based 
in Sarasota, Florida, Kenkel’s lab is helping optimize the process 
of growing heat-resilient corals in nurseries and replanting them 
in the ocean before Florida’s warming seas destroy the few original 
survivors — a direct intervention in a system on the brink. 

Back in L.A., Professor of Biological Sciences Sergey Nuzhdin 
is developing climate-resilient kelp strains and exploring 
large-scale kelp farming. These underwater forests could absorb 
excess nitrogen from sewage and urban runoff, restoring marine 
habitat while improving water quality. 

A PLANET SPEEDING UP
Taken together, the challenges these researchers are tackling point 
to multiple ecosystems under mounting pressure. Thawing 
permafrost, vanishing ocean blooms, intensifying wildfires, rising seas, 
dying corals and collapsing habitats are not isolated stories. What 
unites them, West argues, is not just their scale but their speed. 

“The pace of change we’re seeing today is far faster than any-
thing documented in the past,” he says. “And the closest parallels 
are tied to the largest mass extinctions in Earth’s history.” 

For generations, America’s landscapes have been quietly 
chronicling the damage — recording each shift in temperature, each 
lost habitat, each subtle imbalance. As the nation turns 250, the 
vital question is no longer whether the signals are there. It’s whether 
we are willing to grasp them and take action before it’s too late.  D

“WITHOUT THE OCEANS,  

WE WOULDN’T HAVE A  

LIVABLE PLANET … AND  

WE ARE PUSHING THEM  

TO THEIR LIMITS.” 
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As the nation marks its 250th anniversary, USC Dornsife scholars continue to  
advance a tradition central to both science and democracy: questioning assumptions, 

testing ideas and pushing beyond accepted limits. 

In 1747, Benjamin Franklin received a glass jar coated in 
metal foil from a colleague in London. He called it “this 
miraculous bottle,” and set about figuring out what it could do. 

To many, the Leyden jar was a strange curiosity, a toy for 
sparking electric shocks, making monks jump into the air, or 
sending jolts through a chain of guardsmen for the amusement 
of the French king. 

Franklin saw it differently. For the polymath and Founding 
Father, the jar was a way to capture electricity, store it and put 
it to work — something that had never been done. Later that 
year, he connected 11 jars together. In the process, he coined  
a new term: “We made what we call’d an Electrical Battery,” 
he wrote. 

Franklin’s mind was famously restless. Nearly three decades 
later, in 1776, he applied that same spirit of experimentation 
to a different question: the issue of how an independent 
America might be governed. 

Could power itself be structured and wielded according 
to reason and evidence? For Franklin, science and politics 
were expressions of the same instinct: to question traditional 
authority and insist on testing ideas for yourself. 

That instinct drives scientific discovery and — thanks in 
part to Franklin — is woven into the DNA of the American 
experiment. It is thriving two and a half centuries later at 
USC Dornsife, where scientists revisit questions others have 
dismissed or overlooked. 

Among these scientists is mathematician Aaron Lauda,  
who discovered his own “miraculous bottle” in a set of equations 
earlier researchers had discarded. 

Computing on the Edge
Quantum computing is one of the great frontiers of modern 
science. By harnessing subatomic particles to follow many 
computational paths at once, quantum computers promise to 
process information in fundamentally new ways. In theory, 
their capabilities are immense, from simulating complex 
molecules to breaking certain forms of encryption and solving 
problems beyond the reach of classical machines. 

Quantum computers work by harnessing qubits — quantum  
bits that, unlike the binary zeros and ones of a traditional 
computer, can exist in multiple states simultaneously. But qubits 
are extraordinarily fragile. The quantum states they rely on can be 
disrupted by stray vibrations, which is why no one has yet built a 
system capable of realizing their full potential. 

“All the things that we want to do — simulate new drugs, 
break encryption — need thousands and thousands of qubits,” 
says Lauda, divisional dean for math and physical sciences. 
“And we’re very far from having that scale.”

One promising approach would protect quantum information 
by encoding it in the pattern of a path that remains stable 
even as the environment shifts around it. For years, however, 
that approach seemed to hit a wall. The particles best suited to 

BY TOMAS WEBER
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“I pledge 
allegiance to 

the flag of the 
United States of 

America.” 

Qubits are the quantum 
analog of bits, the carriers of 
digital information. A variety 
of physical systems — from 
atoms to particles of light to 
superconducting circuits —  
can encode qubits.
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the task could only perform a limited set of operations, a ceiling 
mathematicians treated as a fact of nature. Lauda, who is also 
professor of mathematics and physics and astronomy, realized 
that it was instead an assumption so old that nobody had properly 
questioned it. Researchers had previously identified a vast class 
of things the particles could do but dismissed most of them as 
useless. For decades, no one looked again. But Lauda did. 

What he found was that refining how those capabilities  
are measured transforms apparently useless characteristics into  
powerful ones, massively expanding what the system can do. The 
work points toward a new architecture for quantum computing.  
“It requires us to push the paradigm,” he says, “of how we think 
about these approaches.”

Mapping Silent Collisions
While Lauda works at the level of subatomic particles, Kris Pardo,  
a cosmologist, is searching at the opposite extreme. Pardo explores 
mergers of black holes billions of times the mass of the sun, events 
so violent they warp spacetime itself. 

Scientists know such mergers must happen, but have never 
detected one. The gravitational waves they produce oscillate at 
frequencies that existing detectors do not capture. 

But Pardo, assistant professor of physics and astronomy, had an 
ingenious idea. What if data gathered to find planets could also 
reveal signals no one had thought to look for? 

The Kepler Space Telescope, launched in 2009 to search for 
planets, had amassed an enormous trove of data by the time 
its mission ended in 2018. Pardo realized that buried deep in that 
archive might be subtle signals of gravitational waves, which can 
cause stars to shift their apparent positions in a slow celestial ripple. 

“The data was meant for finding planets,” he says. “But it also 
contains precise measurements of stellar positions.”

Pardo and his group are currently working their way through 
that vast dataset. “This would be the only way to observe super-
massive black hole mergers — collisions of black holes 10 million 
to a billion times the mass of the sun,” he says. Even if they 
ultimately prove elusive, the effort will still advance the science. 

“We’re getting close,” Pardo says. “But we’re not there yet.”

Engineering a Cleaner Future
If Pardo is scouring the universe’s distant past, chemist and 
Distinguished Professor Surya Prakash is focused on the near 
future, and on a green energy solution hiding in plain sight. 

“Carbon dioxide is seen as a problem,” says Prakash, the George 
A. and Judith A. Olah Nobel Laureate Chair in Hydrocarbon 
Chemistry and professor of chemistry and chemical engineering  
and materials science. “But it can also be a solution, if we 
capture and use it.”

For nearly 40 years, the director of USC Dornsife’s Loker  
Hydrocarbon Research Institute has pursued an unusual path in 
the search for clean energy. “CO₂ is a miracle molecule,” Prakash 

tells his students. “It’s how photosynthesis works. That’s the 
foundation of life on Earth.”

If carbon dioxide is fundamental to life, Prakash reasons, it 
can also be part of the solution. By combining captured CO₂ 
with hydrogen produced from renewable electricity, it is possible 
to make methanol, a versatile, energy-dense liquid used to power 
engines and manufacture plastics and pharmaceuticals. A plant in 
Iceland, inspired by Prakash’s work, is already using his method 
to produce methanol commercially. 

“One-carbon problem,” Prakash says, “one-carbon solution.”
But turning that idea into a global reality depends on making 

the chemistry fast and efficient enough to work at scale. That’s the 
challenge Smaranda Marinescu, associate professor of chemistry,  
is tackling. Her lab is designing catalysts that drive the conversion, 
at molecular scale, of CO₂ into usable fuels. 

“We take inspiration from nature,” Marinescu says of her work, 
which draws on the way living systems convert energy. Her 
team has developed a catalyst that converts CO₂ to methanol 
with 42% efficiency. “We’re currently improving on that, and 
because the catalyst is electrochemical, it’s possible to drive the 
whole process with renewable electricity,” she says. 

Marinescu and Prakash’s work on clean fuels builds on an 
enduring legacy at USC Dornsife. In 1994, George Olah — 
Prakash’s longtime mentor and collaborator — was awarded the 
Nobel Prize in Chemistry, the university’s first. Olah, who died in 
2017, often argued that methanol was the successor to oil. 

But Olah was not the only Nobel laureate in chemistry at 
USC Dornsife. Another chemist’s route to recognition was far 
less conventional. 

Rejection Fuels Discovery
Denied tenure in Israel for work that would later help him earn 
the 2013 Nobel Prize in Chemistry, Arieh Warshel became a 
pioneer in computational models for complex chemical systems. 
His work revealed how enzymes function at the molecular level 
and helped lay the foundations for computer-aided drug design. 

The Distinguished Professor of Chemistry has never had much 
patience for orthodoxy. “A lot of my papers were rejected before 
they were accepted,” he says. 

Now in his ninth decade, Warshel leads USC’s Warshel Center 
for Multiscale Simulations, where his graduate students enjoy 
the freedom to study everything from bird navigation to drug 
resistance to enzyme design. 

After arriving in the United States half a century ago to join 
USC Dornsife, he is still at his desk running simulations and 
is now turning to artificial intelligence to tackle problems that 
resisted his earlier methods. 

Asked why, at 85, he has no intention of stopping, Warshel 
doesn’t hesitate. Like Franklin 250 years before him, he is still 
asking what happens when you refuse to accept limits. “What  
are the other options?”  D
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For the past 80 years, the United States has led 
the world in scientific research. In retrospect, that 
dominance might seem inevitable. But it wasn’t. 

Two hundred and fifty years ago, American 
science barely existed. Benjamin Franklin had an 
international reputation. But he was an outlier. 
Europe was where the real work was happening — 

with German universities, French academies and British laboratories  
at the cutting edge. 

The peripheral status of the U.S. persisted well into the early  
20th century. “If you look at the nation around 1900 or so, it was  
still a scientific backwater,” says historian Peter Westwick.

What changed? First came investment. The Morrill Act of 1862, 
signed by Abraham Lincoln in the midst of the Civil War, created  
the land-grant universities. Then Gilded Age philanthropists, such 
as John D. Rockefeller and Andrew Carnegie, poured money into 
institutions modeled on the German research university. By 1900,  
physics funding in the U.S. was expanding twice as fast as in Britain 
or Germany. In 1932, the U.S. had three times as many physicists as 
in 1919. 

Then came an influx of world-class scientific talent. Scientists 
fleeing European fascism, such as Germany’s Albert Einstein, Italy’s 
Enrico Fermi and Hungary’s John von Neumann, boosted what home-
grown investment had begun. From 1945 to 1984, a third of all U.S. 
Nobel laureates in science were born overseas. The 1965 Immigration 
Act ushered in another wave of talent, channeling global expertise 
into universities and Silicon Valley. By the late 1990s, immigrants 
were leading a quarter of the region’s tech firms. 

The final piece of the puzzle fell into place during World War II 
with the launch of the federal research contract. The Manhattan 
Project mobilized entire universities, establishing a model that 
extended through the Cold War and into biomedical research via 
the National Institutes of Health. That infrastructure still underpins 
American science today.

For Westwick, professor of the practice of thematic option and 
history, the story of America’s transformation from scientific back-
water to research powerhouse should serve as a warning against 
complacency. No nation, he points out, has led global science 
indefinitely. In the 16th century, the Italian city states dominated. 
Britain surged ahead in the 17th. France led in the 18th, and Germany 
took over in the 19th. 

“We tend to assume that American scientific leadership is somehow 
inevitable,” Westwick says. “But in fact, it is a relatively recent 
historical phenomenon — and most likely a temporary one.”

As federal funding shrinks and pathways for international talent 
narrow, the question now, Westwick notes, is whether the U.S. can 
sustain what took a century and a half to build. —T.W.

 Scientific Backwater to 
Research Powerhouse
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In the early days of the American republic, the Founding 
Fathers held competing economic visions for the nation’s future.

Thomas Jefferson, America’s third president, imagined a 
nation of farmers who were self-reliant producers, rooted in  
the land. “Those who labor in the earth are the chosen people 
of God,” he wrote. In contrast, Alexander Hamilton, the first 
U.S. secretary of the treasury, argued that robust financialization, 
manufacturing and trade would enable national growth and 
prosperity. 

On the 250th anniversary of the nation’s founding, Hamilton’s 
economic vision appears to have largely carried the day. 

The United States is now a global powerhouse built on capital, 
technological innovation and international markets. It produces a 
quarter of global economic output, making it the world’s largest 
economy. America’s average annual wage is the fourth highest 
in the world, while unemployment hovers at historic lows. As 
a testament to its reputation for opportunity, the U.S. receives 
more citizenship applications than any other nation.  

RISE TO POWER
Such prosperity was neither accidental nor inevitable.  
Much of the country’s significant gains occurred during  
the 20th century  — beginning with a push to educate more  
Americans beyond primary school, says Michael Droste,  
assistant professor of economics. 

Starting in New England and then fanning out across the 
country, a community-funded “high school movement” built more 
schools, improved curriculum and upped enrollment for all teens, 
not just the small number expected to head to university. This 
increased the high school graduation rate from less than 10% in 
1910 to nearly 75% by 1940, outpacing Europe, where secondary 
education at the time was more restricted. After World War II, the 
G.I. Bill sent unprecedented numbers of Americans to college. 

Moreover, America emerged from the war with its industrial 
bases intact, unlike the majority of both its allies and enemies 
which had suffered heavy bombing. “These two factors put the 
U.S. in prime position to supply capital to the rest of the world for 
a number of decades,” says Droste.

From the 1950s until the 1970s, Americans enjoyed 
broad-based economic growth and improved living standards. 
Electrification, highways and air conditioning expanded the 
locations where Americans could live and work, fueling growth 
in regions such as the South. 

“As productivity increased, real wages for working and middle- 
class Americans rose in tandem, on an almost one-for-one basis,” 
says Droste. 

OUTLOOK UNCERTAIN
Today, those positive dynamics feel like a distant memory.  
America’s GDP remains the envy of the world, but fewer 
Americans are sharing equally in that prosperity. Net productivity 
has continued to trend upwards, but since 1980, hourly wages 

haven’t matched the rise. Pew Research Center found that 
purchasing power has hardly changed in 40 years. 

The roots of discontent began at the start of the 1970s. By the 
time citizens were donning stars-and-stripes bell-bottoms for 
America’s 1976 bicentennial, major economic shifts that would 
transform the nation in the coming decades were already underway.

New trade agreements began sending jobs overseas, where 
pay was less and labor protections more lenient. This resulted 
in cheaper goods for Americans, but also drained employment 
opportunities.

Some industries, such as textile production and automobile 
assembly, were more affected than others. From 1979 to 2019, 
manufacturing employment fell by 35%. America’s once thriving 
industrial cities in the Northeast began corroding into the  
Rust Belt. It wasn’t just factory work that declined. The  
U.S. Bureau of Labor and Statistics found that between 2006 
and 2014, call centers outsourced 200,000 jobs overseas. 

Those in knowledge economy jobs and technical roles such as 
computer programming have had better luck, Droste notes, but 
the globalization that first ate away at blue collar jobs could now 
be threatening these sectors as well. “My worry is that, since so 
many white-collar workers now work remotely, they’re exposed to 
much stronger competition from abroad given that their jobs can 
be more easily outsourced,” Droste says. Artificial intelligence, too, 
seems increasingly poised to reduce these positions, particularly 
those at entry-level.  

(An Economy Forged
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America’s rising overall wealth also began to decouple from the 
average American’s bank accounts. Since the 2000s, strong GDP 
growth largely boosted capital income such as stock portfolios 
rather than individual wages. 

An aging population living longer and drawing more benefits 
over time, coupled with fertility rates below replacement level, 
spells trouble for future tax revenue. The U.S. is already grappling 
with a national debt of about $39 trillion.

Such facts might be daunting, but there’s still room for optimism.  
After all, the U.S. has weathered the Great Depression, world wars,  
a cold war, several pandemics and multiple recessions in its  
250-year history. A bet against America has never been a safe one. 

MEET THE JEFFERSONS
For some economists, such as Matthew Kahn, Provost Professor of 
Economics and Spatial Sciences, recent technological advances 
signal opportunity, not despair.  

AI’s ability to code and perform other complex tasks enables 
people to build a business on a budget, Kahn argues. More workers 
can become self-employed, freeing themselves from economic 
reliance on large corporations. “Remote work technology com-
bined with access to AI will allow more Americans to start their 
own businesses and compete online for market share,” he says. 

Work from home capabilities, the increasing number of air 
travel routes from smaller metros to large cities, and the rise of 
autonomous vehicles — which can function as mobile offices 
— give people more choice in where to live. Families are free 
to move away from more expensive cities and reinvigorate the 
rural areas Jefferson prized.

In a sense, it’s a revival of the Jeffersonian principles of fiscal 
independence and domestic productivity. The Jefferson household 
of the future would still be rooted in home-based enterprise but 
one that would require high-speed internet instead of a plow. 

These technological advances can also help with other  
challenges. Kahn’s research suggests that work-from-home 
policies may lessen the “motherhood penalty,” in which women 
with children tend to have lower rates of employment. When 
offered more opportunities to work from home, mothers’ 
employment rates tend to rise. 

Work-from-home policies may even boost fertility. A recent 
Stanford University working paper found that parents who work 
from home at least one day a week tend to have enough additional 

children, on average, to reach replacement-level fertility. 
Pairing fertility increases with continued immigration can 

help ease the imbalance between federal spending and revenue. 
Maintaining a robust pool of workers to provide taxes is essential 
to funding benefits, such as Social Security.

Immigration can be a divisive subject. Research by Morris Levy, 
associate professor of political science and international relations, 
found that emphasizing requirements such as background 
checks, employment and language skills significantly increases 
support for policies that back new arrivals.

An openness to immigration aligns with Jefferson’s principles. 
He was enthusiastic about immigration and advocated a speedier 
path to citizenship for skilled workers. 

Hamilton disagreed, as he did with many of Jefferson’s 
opinions. Their dynamic highlights a great American tradition, 
one that should fortify our optimism for the future. 

In his first inaugural address in 1801, Jefferson noted  
the “contest of opinions,” that guided the formation of the 
Constitution. Debate on the best path forward for America is 
just as animated today — a spirit that is alive and well in  
USC Dornsife’s economics department. Kahn might be an 
enthusiast of telework, for instance, but Droste has reservations. 

Such intellectual differences are not a problem, both scholars 
agree — they are a quintessential element of the American 
democratic experiment. 

The only requirement is that we remain open-minded enough 
to listen to all sides.  D

BY MARGARET CRABLE  
ILLUSTRATIONS BY OSCAR DUARTE
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“As productivity increased, real wages  
for working and middle-class  

Americansrose in tandem, on an  
almost one-for-one basis.”
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 BY MARGARET CRABLE  

Fight On!
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USC’s commitment to defending America 
stretches back for more than a century. During 
World War I, mock trenches — presumably with less mud 
than those on the battlefield — were dug across campus for 
military training. And during World War II, more than 70 faculty 
members enlisted in the armed forces, along with one in four 
male students.  
   For decades, USC Dornsife research has contributed 
significantly to national defense, sometimes in unexpected 
ways. At the start of the Iraq War, the late Christopher 
Boehm — a U.S. Army veteran and anthropologist whose work 
explored human conflict resolution, morality and primate 
behavior — was invited to Washington, D.C., to present his 
research to military officials. They were struck by his footage 
of chimpanzees patrolling their territory and how closely their 
movements resembled those of human infantry patrols. 

In 1945, it was not uncommon to see soldiers marching 
down Trousdale Parkway on USC’s University Park campus.

   Today, undergraduate and master’s degree programs in human 
security and geospatial intelligence, as well as the master 
of arts in global security studies, all based at USC Dornsife’s 
Spatial Sciences Institute (SSI), are equipping today’s students 
with the skills necessary to aid in America’s defense. 
   These SSI programs teach students to analyze spatial data 
such as satellite imagery, determine war-caused damage to 
infrastructure, monitor global human rights violations and 
evaluate natural disaster response.
   “Our students learn to master policy development and 
spatial data analysis and apply best practices in intelligence 
writing,” says Darren Ruddell, professor (teaching) of spatial 
sciences. “This provides excellent preparation for national 
security and defense roles.”
   Today’s students follow in the footsteps of seven extraordinary 
USC Dornsife alumni who put their education to work in service 
to the nation — from World War II to the present day. 
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HITLER, SHARKS AND THREE 
PURPLE HEARTS  
Louis Zamperini ’40 a physical education 
major, first attracted global attention at the 
1936 Berlin Olympics. Although he didn’t 
win a medal, his burst of speed in the final 
lap of the 5,000-meter race caught the eye 
of Adolf Hitler, who shook his hand. 

Less than six years later, the United 
States was at war with Hitler’s Germany. 
In 1942, while serving in the U.S. Army 
Air Forces, Zamperini survived a crash 
in the Pacific when his B-24 bomber, 
nicknamed “Green Hornet,” went down. 

After being stranded on a raft in 
shark-infested waters for 47 days, 
he was captured by the Japanese and 
endured two years of brutal treatment 
before being liberated in 1945. His 
service earned him three Purple Hearts, 

a Distinguished Flying Cross and a 
Prisoner of War Medal. 

After returning home, Zamperini 
struggled with PTSD. He eventually 
found renewed purpose as a Christian 
evangelist and missionary. In 1998, he 
returned to Japan to run a leg of the 
Olympic torch relay at the Nagano 
Winter Games. The route took him past 
the camps where he had once been held 
prisoner. 

The 2014 film Unbroken told his 
remarkable story. “It’s called Unbroken 
because I’m a stubborn Trojan. They’d 
have to kill me before I’d give in,”  
Zamperini said in a 2015 interview.  
Officially declared dead during his 
imprisonment, he lived 70 years after  
his release. He died in 2014 at the  
age of 97.

“I’m a 
stubborn 
Trojan. 
They’d 
have to 
kill me 
before I’d 
give in.”

PREVIOUS PAGE: PHOTO: COURTESY OF USC UNIVERSITY ARCHIVES/USC LIBRARIES SPECIAL COLLECTIONS; ZAMPERINI PHOTO COURTESY OF USC UNIVERSITY ARCHIVES
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FROM USC TO  
USS PAUL IGNATIUS
After graduating with a history degree, 
Paul Ignatius ’42 was headed to 
Harvard on a scholarship. The Japanese 
attack on Pearl Harbor transformed 
his trajectory, leading to his decision to 
enlist in the U.S. Navy instead.

Ignatius was assigned to the aircraft 
carrier USS Manila Bay, which came 
under attack in the Philippines by 
Japanese Kamikaze pilots. In one strike, 
a pilot crashed his plane through the 
flight deck, where it exploded. The crew 
still managed to save the ship. 

After the war, Ignatius completed his 
MBA at Harvard and went on to found 
Harbridge House, a consulting firm 
specializing in defense and government 
contracts. His expertise in logistics 
eventually took him to Washington, D.C., 
where he served in the Kennedy and 

Johnson administrations as assistant 
secretary of the Army, assistant secretary 
of defense and secretary of the Navy. 

During the Vietnam War, Ignatius 
oversaw vast Department of Defense 
supply chains. He once quipped that he 
managed “everything from mayonnaise 
to missiles.” 

Ignatius later credited his  
USC Dornsife education with helping 
prepare him for such a demanding career. 
“The liberal arts equip one to evaluate 
complex issues that arrive with tech- 
nology and scientific advances and rapid 
social change,” he said in 2014. 

In 2019, the U.S. Navy commissioned 
the USS Paul Ignatius, honoring his 
decades of service. Ignatius died in 2025 
at the age of 104.

THE TROJAN WHO  
TOOK ON TERROR 
A suggestion from a professor led  
Cofer Black ’73, ’75 to a job interview 
in a nondescript building somewhere in 
Los Angeles — and the start of a 30-year 
career with the U.S. government. 

At the time, Black was starting a PhD 
at USC Dornsife. Instead, he embarked 
on six foreign tours with the CIA. “My 
career stands as testament to what a USC 
education, and one pivotal professor, can 
set in motion,” says the alumnus, who 
earned both a bachelor’s degree and a 
master’s in international relations.

Black eventually served in senior 
leadership roles in the agency’s Near 
East, South Asia and Latin American 
Divisions. Intelligence he gathered 
contributed to the 1994 capture of the 
Venezuelan terrorist known as Carlos  
the Jackal. 

In 1999, he was appointed director  
of the CIA’s Counterterrorist Center, 
warning early of the risk of an attack 
similar to 9/11. After the September 11 
attacks occurred, he led the presidentially 
mandated global response to combat 
Al-Qaeda. 

He later joined the U.S. Department of 
State as coordinator for counterterrorism, 
with the rank of ambassador-at-large. 

Black has earned numerous honors, 
including the Distinguished Career 
Intelligence Medal and the George Bush 
Award for Excellence. 

IGNATIUS PHOTO: U.S. NAVY PHOTO BY MASS COMMUNICATION SPECIALIST 1ST CLASS ARIF PATANI; BLACK PHOTO BY DAVID KENNERLY
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“MAYOR OF THE PENTAGON” 
Michael Donley ’77, ’78 is the only 
secretary of the Air Force to have served 
continuously across two administrations 
led by different political parties. His 
path to senior leadership began when 
he was drafted at 19. After serving for 
three years as an Army intelligence 
specialist at Fort Bragg, North Carolina, 
he enrolled at USC Dornsife, earning 
both a bachelor’s degree and a master’s 
in international relations. 

After graduation, Donley set his 
sights on Washington, D.C., where 
he knew the Trojan Family could help 
launch his career. “There were USC 
alumni in D.C. who got there a year or 
two ahead of me. I had a network to help 
me get started,” he says. He worked his 

way up from legislative assistant in the 
Senate to deputy executive secretary of 
the National Security Council. 

In 2008, Donley was appointed the 
22nd secretary of the Air Force. During 
his tenure, he helped restore trust in the 
Air Force’s nuclear enterprise, oversaw 
Air Force support to the wars in  
Iraq and Afghanistan, expanded drone 
capabilities and launched the B-21 
bomber program. 

Donley stepped down in 2013  
but returned to the Pentagon in 2021  
as director of administration and  
management in the Office of the  
Secretary of Defense, a role often 
dubbed “Mayor of the Pentagon.” He 
retired from federal service in 2023.

SAIGON TO  
TWO SILVER STARS 
Viet Luong ’87’s path to becoming 
a major general in the United States 
military began with a narrow escape. In 
1975, at age 9, he fled Vietnam with his 
family aboard the USS Hancock during 
the fall of Saigon. Standing on the deck 
of the aircraft carrier, Luong vowed to 
give back to his adopted country through 
military service. 

After his family resettled in Los Angeles,  
Luong enrolled at USC Dornsife on 
a full ROTC scholarship, majoring in 
biological sciences. 

“It might not be the major you would 
expect, but being a science major taught 
me to think critically,” he says. “I can cut 
through a lot of fluff and get to the root 
of the problem, and that has been one of 
my greatest strengths in my career.”

Luong built a distinguished Army 
career, serving in Haiti, Bosnia and 
Kosovo. He commanded a battalion of 
82nd Airborne Division paratroopers 
in Iraq and led the 101st Airborne 
Division’s 3rd Brigade Combat Team 
in Afghanistan. He became the first 
Vietnamese-born general officer in the 
U.S. military in 2014 and was promoted 
to major general four years later. 

Luong is now chief operating officer 
of Gigantor Technologies, which is 
bringing AI capabilities to small devices 
such as drones. 

DONLEY PHOTO BY JEFFREY MACMILLAN; LUONG PHOTO COURTESY OF THE U.S. ARMY

“being a science major 
taught me … to cut 

through a lot of 
fluff and get to the 

root of the problem.”
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FROM SORORITY SISTER  
TO CIA SPY
Two weeks after graduation,  
Tracy Walder ’00 began a career that 
probably few of her former classmates 
would have predicted. The sorority 
member and history major joined the 
CIA as a staff operations officer in its 
Counterterrorism Center.  

Her USC Dornsife education proved 
invaluable as she worked to identify and 
disrupt terrorist networks across Europe, 
Africa and the Middle East. 

“CIA administrators and American 
policymakers don’t want to hear only 
hypotheses necessarily; that’s dangerous,” 
says Walder. “We had to have the facts, 
and being a history major was essential 
to my success at my job.”

After four years with the CIA, Walder 
moved to the FBI before returning to the 
classroom as a high school history teacher, 
developing a popular course on national 
security at her school. Her teaching has 
inspired many of her students to pursue 
careers in government and the military.

Today, she brings her expertise to a 
broad audience as a national security 
contributor for NewsNation and through 
television documentaries, including 
Netflix’s American Manhunt: Osama Bin 
Laden. She is also the author of the best-
selling memoir The Unexpected Spy, which 
traces her unusual path from sorority 
house to the CIA. At the time of writing, 
Walder’s career is highlighted in the 
“Camouflage” exhibit at the International 
Spy Museum in Washingon, D.C.

“A FULL CIRCLE MOMENT’
Service to the United States runs in the 
family of Lt. Col. Alyson Kil ’10, ’14. 
During the Korean War, Kil’s South 
Korean grandfather worked as an exchange 
officer at Fort Bragg, North Carolina. 
His Army service helped him bring his 
family to America, where they became 
naturalized U.S. citizens. Kil’s late uncle 
also served in the Army.

Kil graduated from USC Dornsife 
with a degree in biological sciences and 
earned her MD from the Keck School of 
Medicine of USC four years later. She says 
her classes provided strong preparation 
for her future career by challenging her 
to think for herself and solve problems. 
“Decisive leadership and superior decision- 
making skills are essential for military 
medicine,” she says. 

Now stationed at Fort Hood, Texas, she 
oversees the health, readiness and combat 
capability of more than 90,000 soldiers as a 
force health protection physician. She also 
researches chemical warfare and infection 
control, teaches medical and premed 
students at Walter Reed National Military 
Medical Center in Bethesda. Maryland, 
and mentors North Korean defectors to 
help them acclimate to American culture. 

Kil credits the U.S. military with helping 
her ancestral homeland attain freedom. It 
is a “full circle moment,” she says, to serve 
as a physician to American soldiers.

“It is because of them that South 
Korea is a thriving democracy today. It 
truly makes me exceptionally grateful to 
be an American soldier and citizen.”  D

WALDER PHOTO COURTESY OF TRACY WALDER; KIL PHOTO BY HUGH MORGAN
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A scholar of cultural memory,  
Michelle Commander ’10 is helping 
preserve the truth of African American 
history and culture for the nation through 
inspired museum leadership and public 
scholarship. BY SUSAN BELL
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PREVIOUS PAGE PHOTO: COURTESY OF MICHELLE D. COMMANDER

From her corner office at the Smithsonian’s 
National Museum of African American 
History and Culture in Washington, D.C., 
Michelle Commander ’10 can see the  
White House, the Washington Monument  
and the Lincoln Memorial. 

“Those monuments remind me of the  
significance of this work — not just for 
 African American history and culture,  
but for the nation as a whole,” says  
Commander, who has served as the 
museum’s deputy director since 2023.

“Telling these stories helps bring us 
together in greater unity. We may be the 
National Museum of African American 
History and Culture, but these are human 
stories. If you ever loved anyone, if you’ve 
ever cared about your neighbor, you can 
find yourself here.”

A STROLLER AMONG THE WHEELCHAIRS
Shortly after its 2016 opening,  
Commander brought her 1-year-old  
son to the museum. Weeks beforehand, 
she had stayed up until midnight to 
secure tickets amid overwhelming 
demand. Inside, surrounded by visitors, 
she was struck by the number of elderly 
guests, many in wheelchairs. 

“This was clearly a lifelong dream for 
them,” she says. “I could only imagine all the 
things those elders had been through. They 
needed to see this place with their own eyes 
— it probably felt almost like a miracle.”

The moment crystallized her sense 
of the museum, not solely as a place to 
preserve history but as a living institution. 

Commander, who earned her PhD in 
American studies and ethnicity from  
USC Dornsife in 2010, acknowledges that 
the museum experience can be emotionally 
heavy, especially in galleries depicting the 
brutal conditions of the Middle Passage. 
“But as visitors move through the space, 
they also encounter resilience, creativity 
and progress,” she says. Among the diverse 
and iconic exhibits on display are the silk 
and lace shawl given to abolitionist Harriet 
Tubman by Queen Victoria, a guard 
tower from the notorious Louisiana prison 
known as Angola, and Chuck Berry’s red 
Cadillac convertible.

“Ultimately, I hope people leave with 
a fuller understanding of both struggle 
and triumph — and a sense of shared 
humanity,” Commander says of the 
beloved museum, which celebrates its 
10th anniversary this year.

That mission of inclusivity extends to all 
audiences, from school groups to programs 
for visitors with dementia. The goal, she 
says, is simple: to help every visitor —  
the museum has welcomed more than  
13 million since opening — find their place 
within a fuller American story.

SOUTHERN ROOTS
Commander’s own story began far from 
the nation’s capital.

“Growing up, I spent a lot of time 
with my grandmother in Eastover, South 
Carolina, which is about as small as it 
sounds — no traffic lights, a railroad 
running through town,” Commander 
says. “It was a great childhood, rooted in 
a rural environment and in religion.”

Her grandmother was a Pentecostal 
evangelist, and church shaped much of 
Commander’s early life. Her mother was  
a factory worker, as was her stepfather,  
who also served in the National Guard.  
At home, both parents modeled discipline 
and curiosity.

“We lived a middle-class lifestyle, and 
my parents worked very hard doing shift 
work. But every afternoon, they came 
home and read the newspaper.”

Indeed, the newspaper was accorded 
a position in the household that was 
almost sacrosanct.

“They’d say, ‘You can look at the 
comics, but don’t touch the rest until 
we’ve read it.’” 

Commander absorbed that reverence for 
the printed word, becoming an avid reader. 

“I’d go to the library and check out huge 
stacks of books. During the summer, I’d read 
a novel a day, from sunup to sundown.”

A curious child, Commander was 
academically advanced, often working a 
grade ahead. When she wasn’t reading, 
she visited history museums with her 
family or played the clarinet, both soprano 
and bass. Her musical talent later earned 

her a partial college scholarship. 
She also became interested in writing, 

winning an award in high school for an 
essay challenging the media’s negative 
portrayal of the school. 

“Writing helped me find my voice and 
develop my own perspective. I wasn’t just 
articulating what my parents or teachers 
may have told me, but something that came 
from my own heart, my own thoughts.”

FINDING HER INTELLECTUAL COMPASS
Commander initially set out to become 
an English teacher, attending Charleston 
Southern University in South Carolina. 
She then earned a master’s degree in 
English education at Florida State  
University where she excelled academically 
and gained teaching experience, both 
there and at Florida A&M University.

She found the experience transform- 
ative. “It showed me that advanced degrees 
were possible for someone like me.” 

However, when she began her 
doctorate at Florida State — effectively 
building her own course of study from 
humanities classes in American and 
African American studies — she realized 
she needed a stronger foundation.

“I felt that something was missing, that 
I didn’t quite have the full background 
that I needed to do what I wanted to do 
as a professor,” she says. Encouraged by 
mentors, she chose to start over in graduate 
school in pursuit of more rigorous inter-
disciplinary training — even if it meant 
redoing the first two years of her doctorate.

That decision led her to USC Dornsife, 
where she was accepted into the newly 
established American Studies and 
Ethnicity program.

“When I visited USC, I knew within 
the first hour that it was the right place for 
me,” she says. “The faculty were incredible.”

The program pushed her beyond her 
comfort zone, demanding that she grapple 
each week with dense theoretical texts 
across multiple fields in preparation for 
challenging, discussion-driven seminars. 

“It was a very tough program. It pushed 
me in ways I didn’t know that I could be 
pushed,” says Commander.  That rigor 
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reshaped her worldview, training her to 
think expansively across histories, cultures 
and borders. 

TIDES OF BELONGING
Commander traces the roots of that global 
perspective back to a formative trip to 
Ghana she took at the beginning of her 
doctoral studies at USC Dornsife. Initially 
researching transnational feminism, she 
was struck by an unexpected sense of 
belonging and began interviewing African 
Americans traveling or resettling abroad 
— people who, like her, were searching 
for connection and identity beyond the 
United States. That inquiry grew into 
another transnational project — one that 
took her to Ghana and Brazil to research 
the motivations and experiences of African 
diasporic return.

In 2012, a Fulbright fellowship brought 
her back to West Africa to teach at the 
University of Ghana, an experience she 
describes as “life-changing, both personally 
and intellectually.”

Teaching works of African American 
and diasporic literature such as Toni  
Morrison’s Beloved and Jamaica Kincaid’s  
A Small Place in classrooms not far from 
coastal slave forts, she found herself 

bridging histories and commu-
nities. As a result, Commander 
began to see her scholarship 
less as purely academic and 
more as a form of public 
translation. That perspective 
culminated in her first book, 
Afro-Atlantic Flight, and con-
tinues to shape her leadership. 

CLASSROOM TO COMMUNITY
Commander imagined a 
traditional academic career. But 
after being awarded tenure as a 

professor of English and Africana Studies 
at the University of Tennessee in 2016, she 
began questioning the reach of her work. 
While recognized for her teaching and 
commitment to campus-wide leadership, 
she sought broader impact and turned 
increasingly toward public scholarship — 
organizing community reading programs, 
serving on arts and literacy boards and 
facilitating nonpartisan, public conversa-
tions about race, gender and class. 

That commitment to public engage-
ment led her to New York’s Schomburg 
Center for Research in Black Culture, one 
of the nation’s leading institutions for the 
preservation of Black history. Housed in 
the former Harlem Public Library, the 
center holds 11 million objects preserving 
African American history. As associate 
director and curator and later as deputy 
director of research and strategic initiatives, 
Commander helped shape educational 
programming, exhibitions, acquisitions and 
strategy for nearly five years. 

“Then the job came up here,” she says 
of the Smithsonian museum. “How could 
I resist?” 

A GLOBAL PERSPECTIVE
Today, charged with telling the 

Michelle Commander ’10, deputy 
director of the African American 
Museum of History and Culture, 
says her rigorous graduate 
education at USC Dornsife 
expanded her worldview.

PHOTO: ROB STEWART/NMAAHC

unvarnished story of African American 
history, Commander moves between 
scholarship, public engagement, fund-
raising and national and international 
collaborations — sometimes all in one day. 
She approaches the museum not simply as 
a cultural institution, but as a space where 
local and global histories converge. 

“Experiencing graduate education at 
USC Dornsife expanded my worldview,” 
she says. “It set me up for a job like this 
one, where we’re on not just a national, 
but an international, stage.” 

That global perspective, she notes,  
was shaped by a path she never envisioned.

“My journey wasn’t linear. I learned  
to say ‘yes’ to opportunities, even when 
they were uncertain. That openness 
shaped my career.”

Asked what she is most proud of, her 
answer is simple: “That I didn’t give up.” 

PRESERVING TRUTH
For Commander, scholarship remains the 
foundation of museum work.

“Everything we present is research-
based and evidence-driven,” she says. 
“Museums translate scholarship for 
the public and we produce scholarship 
ourselves.”

Commander has helped expand the 
museum’s publications program to reach all 
ages, from children’s books to art catalogs, 
writing and editing some of these works 
herself. Regardless of format or audience, 
the work is anchored in the same questions 
that continue to drive her research: What 
does it mean to be an American? What 
does it mean to be free? How do people 
create a sense of home despite uncertainty?

“I’m deeply curious about the past — 
what people experienced, what made them 
laugh, what they valued,” she says. “Those 
stories shape us today.”

From her office overlooking the 
nation’s monuments, that realization feels 
particularly prescient.

“Preserving the nation’s history as 
accurately as we can is essential,” she says. 
“We’ve come this far together as a nation. 
Understanding our past helps us navigate the 
present so we can build a better future.”  D
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1970S
Neil Siegel (BA, mathematics 
’74; MS, mathematics, ’76; 
PhD, industrial systems 
engineering, ’11) was elected 
to the National Academy of 
Artificial Intelligence and the 
International Core Academy of 
Sciences and Humanities. He 
was also named a fellow of the 
Artificial Intelligence Industry 
Alliance.

1980S
Denise Eger (BA, religion, ’82) 
was appointed to the Public 
Safety Commission for the City 
of Austin, TX. 

Paul Escobar (BA, political 
science, ’82) was appointed 
chief legal officer of the RISE 
Group Inc.

1990S
Timothy Chelf (BA, political 
science, ’96 ) joined WaFd 
Bank as regional president of 
California. 

Marisa Coughlan (BA, 
French, ’96) wrote and starred 
in the 2025 film Blue Eyed Girl.

Wilfredo Licuanan (PhD, 
biology, ’95) was inducted 
into the Philippines’ National 
Academy of Science and 
Technology. 

Jo Scott-Coe (BA, 
English, ’91) was awarded 
a 2025 Publication Award 
from the Conservation 
Society of San Antonio for 
her book Unheard Witness: 
The Life and Death of 
Kathy Leissner 
Whitman. 

A Trojan at the Helm
Each year, the Port of Long Beach, one of the world’s busiest 
shipping hubs, moves billions of dollars in cargo. 
         Steering this massive operation is Noel Hacegaba (BS ’99;  
BA, economics, ’99; MA, economics, ’01; MPMA ’01), who 

became the port’s CEO in January. A quadruple Trojan 
 who earned bachelor’s and master’s degrees in 

economics, a bachelor’s in business administration 
 and a master of planning, he plans to  
double the port’s cargo capacity by 2050.
          Hacegaba, the son of Mexican immi-

grants who did not finish high school, 
says “Everything I do is a form of service.” 
         “When my parents dropped me off 
at USC, my father handed me $50 — all 

he had,” says Hacegaba, who credits his 
family’s support and his USC education for his 
success. “I could not have imagined then that 

my journey would lead me to oversee 
one of the nation’s most important 

economic engines.”

ALUMNI NEWS

2010S
Ellen Dooley (MA, art 
history, ’10; PhD, art history, 
’15) was awarded a 2025-26 
Milken Educator Award for 
California by the Milken Family 
Foundation. 

Esmy Jiminez (BA, environ- 
mental studies, ’15) won 
a Livingston Award for her 
podcast Lost Patients.

Elena Kadavny (BA, Spanish, 
’12) was named deputy  
food and wine editor at the  
San Francisco Chronicle.

U.S. Rep. Sydney Kamlager- 
Dove (BA, political science, 
’14) secured $1 million in 
federal funding to beautify 
Exposition Park ahead of the 
2028 Los Angeles Olympics. 

Rebecca Layne (BA, psych- 
ology, ’11; BA, communica-
tion, ’11) was promoted to 
Of Counsel by the law firm 
Holtzman Vogel. 

Floridalma Boj Lopez (MA, 
American studies and 
ethnicity, ’14; PhD, American 
studies and ethnicity, ’17) 
became assistant professor of 
Chicana/o and Central American 
studies at UCLA.

Kevin Milner (BS, computer 
science ’07; MS, geological 
sciences, ’15; PhD, geological 
sciences (geophysics), ’20) 
received the Seismological 
Society of America’s 2026 
Charles F. Richter Early Career 
Award.

Jonathan Moss (BA, political 
science, ’08) serves full time 

2000S
Jordan Bowne (BA, health 
and humanity, ’07) was recog-
nized in the 2026 edition of Best 
Lawyers in America: Ones to 
Watch in the category of family 
law and trusts and estates. 

Danielle Parish Drake (BA, 
political science, ’06) spoke 
at the Leo Women’s Leadership 
Summit in Paris and placed 
second in the Polk Institute 
Foundation’s 4th Annual  
Women’s Leadership Symposium 
Pitch Competition. She hosted 
the March 2026 Women’s Leader- 
ship Summit in Oahu, HI. 

Tom Henkenius (BA, political 
science, ’00) founded Henkey’s, 
an online men’s grooming store. 

Gary Lai (BA, economics, ’02) 
was awarded a second-place 
prize in the 2026 Independent 
Press Awards for his book  

Poverty and the Unequal Society 
in Hong Kong.

Elex Michaelson (BA, polit-
ical science, ’08) joined CNN 
as the host of The Story Is with 
Elex Michaelson.

Justin Parco (BA, political 
science, ’06) was named  
2024 Coach of the Year by 
the Los Angeles Metropolitan 
Debate League.

Zhigang Peng (PhD, geological 
sciences, ’04) was elected 
president of the Seismological 
Society of America.

Heidy Vaquerano (BA, 
political science, ’04) was 
named to the Los Angeles 
Business Journal’s Leaders of 
Influence: Thriving in Their 40s 
list and recognized among The 
Hollywood Reporter’s 2025 Top 
Music Lawyers.

PHOTO: PORT OF LONG BEACH 
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William “Bill” McClure, Professor 
Emeritus of Biological Sciences, died  
on July 24, 2025. He was 87.

Born in Yakima, Wash., to a physician 
and a nurse, McClure excelled in track and 
field and developed an early fascination 
with how things worked that evolved into 
a distinguished scientific career.

McClure earned a bachelor’s degree 
in chemistry and biology from Caltech in 
1959 and a PhD in biochemistry from the 
University of Washington in 1964. After 
appointments at The Rockefeller University 
in New York City and the University of 
Illinois Urbana-Champaign, he joined 
USC Dornsife in 1975 to help launch a 
neuroscience institute.

A leading researcher on schizophrenia 
and drug development, McClure also 

Norah Ashe-McNalley, professor (teaching) 
of writing and director of The Writing 
Program at USC Dornsife, has died at age 60.
    Appointed first faculty director of The 
Writing Program in 2018, Ashe-McNalley  
led significant growth in USC’s largest 
department, expanding its scope and 
prestige. 
    “Norah was an extraordinary leader and 
mentor, modeling compassion and care,” 

Compassionate Leader

Pioneering Neuroscientist

IN MEMORIAM

WILLIAM MCCLURE DEVELOPED USC’S NEUROSCIENCE PROGRAMS. 

Have a 
professional 
achievement  
to share? 
Scan below for your chance  
to win a $50 USC Bookstore  
gift card.

says Nicholas De Dominic, associate 
professor (teaching) of writing. 
    Ashe-McNalley was born in Los Angeles 
in 1965 to Hilary Ashe ’62,  professor of  
biochemistry and pharmacology, and Mary 
Frances, a librarian. The two met at USC.
    She earned her bachelor’s degree in 
English literature at the University of 
California, Berkeley in 1989 and her PhD 
in English and American literature at the 
University of California, Irvine in 1999. 
    After joining USC Dornsife as a senior 
lecturer, Ashe-McNalley spent more than 
two decades shaping curriculum and 
mentoring students. She launched the 
undergraduate literary journal Scribe and 
directed the USC Undergraduate Writers 
Conference from 2013-18. She became a 
full professor in 2021. —M.C.

shaped USC’s neuroscience education 
programs. He co-developed the Neural, 
Informational, and Behavioral Sciences 
program, helped oversee construction of  
the Hedco Neurosciences Building and 
supported creation of the Neuroscience 
Graduate program.

A member of the American Association 
for the Advancement of Science 
and a popular teacher and 
mentor, McClure inspired 
generations of students 
to pursue careers in 
science and medicine. 
In 2003, he was 
awarded the  
Presidential Medallion, 
USC’s highest honor. 
—M.C.

with the Free Burma Rangers, 
helping establish local teams 
and providing chaplaincy 
support to displaced families 
and soldiers.

2020S
Giancarlo Ceja (BA, environ-
mental studies, international 
relations, ’24) was named a 
2026-27 Schwarzman Scholar.

Uchenna Nwosu (BA, political 
science, ’18) and Brandon 
Pili (BA, non-governmental 
organizations and social 
change, ’22), who both play for 
the Seattle Seahawks, contrib-
uted to their team’s victory in 
the 2026 Super Bowl LX.

Carsten Vissering (BA, his-
tory, ’20) competed in the 2026 
Winter Olympics as a member of 
the U.S. bobsled team.

Isabel Zimmerman (BA, 
health and human sciences, 
’25) traveled with William 
Stetson (BA, classical 
civilization, ’83; MD, ’89) to 
Timișoara, Romania, to assist 
with surgical education for 
medical students. 

NORAH ASHE-MCNALLEY LED USC’S LARGEST DEPARTMENT. 

ASHE-MCNALLEY PHOTO: MARIA ONTIVEROS; MCCLURE PHOTO: USC UNIVERSITY ARCHIVES / WENDY MALECKI



When you are landless, you learn to float, 
to walk on water. You learn to not think about 
how your entire nation is ashamed of its 
beauty, faces like full moons facing away 
from Earth, from the Greek pantheon. Nation, 
call your gods. Where are they? Nation, rise. 
Why are you unable to? Has the marsh 
caught your feet? Have you spent too long 
trying to be loved by the Atlantic that 
you forgot yourself ? I comb your 
low-hanging crescents and reach for your 
stilted mountain peaks sharp as yin jian to 
let you know that drowning yourself is not 
the only way to love. Nation, your dynasties 
show full-blooded promises to a full-bodied 
youth that has stopped screaming to be heard
because the loudness isn’t nice. Nation, 
don’t forget that they pulled up the corners of
their eyes to look like you, after they closed their 
borders to your wives. Pushed you in the
coal mine and bouldered the entrance. Took a 
limb making daily essentials for their people 
while their people became the doctors in the 
universities they took from you. Nation, don’t 
forget your beauty is Asiatic and glorious, 
harmonic and transhistorical. Nation, 
I cry into the slopes of your golden valleys and fill 
them with lakes that no one may steal. Nation, your
children are tidal. We arrive with 
passports of rain; with grandmothers 
folded into our vowels with rice fields whispering 
beneath asphalt. Nation, 
do not fear this multiplicity. A country is not 
a mirror — it is a river mouth, sediments
of a thousand journeys meeting 
the same unsettled sea. Nation, 
look at your body: the spine of 
the Rockies, the lungs 
of prairie wind, arteries of 
interstate, pulsing toward the coasts. 
Two hundred and fifty years — I 
have seen you — in laundromats
at midnight, in the breath 
between languages, on a bus 
headed west, in a child 
learning the word: citizen 
as if it were a fragile animal.

CREATIVE WRITING  
CONTEST

America’s 
 Landmass
BY LUISA LUO
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Scan to hear 
Luisa Luo  
read her 

winning poem.



Summer / Fall 2026

47 

Luisa Luo ’27 is a narrative studies and non-governmental 
organizations and social change major. Growing up, her parents’ 
careers took the family from Germany to China to the United 
States. “As a young adolescent, I struggled to identify a concrete 
home geographically,” Luo says. “Yet over time, writing about the 
multilayered world I experienced has led me to a more abstract 
sense of belonging.”

ABOUT THE WINNER

FROM THE JUDGES

PHOTO: MATTHEW VILLALBA-MUTIS

Get inspired by the theme of our next issue —  
marking USC Dornsife’s milestone of 100,000 alumni — and 

submit your entry by Sept. 25 for a chance to have your 
creative writing published in USC Dornsife Magazine.

In that spirit, we invite writers to explore the impact 
one person can make — through a choice, an idea, a 

relationship, a discovery, an act of courage or work that 
changes the lives of others.

Open to alumni and students of USC Dornsife,  
the contest is judged by Dana Johnson, chair of English and 
Florence R. Scott Professor of English; David Ulin, professor 

of the practice of English and editor of  
USC Dornsife’s literary magazine Air/Light; and Susan Bell, 

editor-in-chief of USC Dornsife Magazine.

The recipient of more than 50 awards for excellence,  
USC Dornsife Magazine is distributed to 60,000 alumni, 

faculty, staff, parents and friends of USC Dornsife. 
 

SCAN BELOW FOR DETAILS

“In her poem ‘America’s 
Landmass,’ Luisa Luo 
excavates the depths 

beneath the surface, finding 
not certainty but a kind of 

grace as she reminds us 
that identity — national or 
otherwise — is always in a 

state of evolution.”
DAVID ULIN, PROFESSOR OF THE  

PRACTICE OF ENGLISH

ENTER THE NEXT  
CREATIVE WRITING CONTEST  

WHY USC DORNSIFE?
Luo says she chose USC Dornsife 
because it is one of the 
nation’s few undergraduate 
programs with established 
departments and resources 
for those with interdisciplinary 
interests. “I appreciate the 
opportunities to contribute 
to vast research initiatives 
and engage with graduate 
students,” she says. 

INSPIRATION
As the U.S. celebrates its 
250th anniversary, Luo says 
she hopes to remind readers 
that our existence is not a 
linear definition of being either 
American  or un-American. 
   “My aspiration for my poem 
is to reveal the hidden third 
places rich with heritage and 

to highlight ambivalent  
experiences worthy of 
remembering.”

A PROMISING START
A Trustee Scholar and Thematic 
Options Honors student, Luo 
is also a Point Foundation 
Scholar, a research fellow in 
the Department of East Asian 
Languages and Cultures and a 
finalist for the Obama-Chesky 
Voyager Scholarship. She served 
as an editor at USC Dornsife’s 
online student publication 
Palaver Arts Magazine and a 
staff writer at the Daily Trojan. 
After graduating she hopes to 
pursue a master’s degree in 
global affairs, then attend law 
school, specializing in inter-
national human rights law and 
Asian studies.
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THE CHALLENGE
Treating wastewater is energy-intensive 
— and staggeringly expensive. In the 
United States, water and wastewater 
systems account for about 3% of the 
nation’s electricity use, rising to more 
than 5% when infrastructure and trans-
port are included. 
    Much of that energy powers massive 
fans that pump air into treatment tanks so  
oxygen-breathing microbes can break 
down waste — an effective but costly 
process. 

THE PLAN
Physicist Moh El-Naggar is pioneering 
research on electric bacteria, microbes 
such as Shewanella oneidensis that survive 
by moving electrons outside their cells  
to external surfaces, creating tiny  
electrical circuits. 
    In devices called microbial fuel cells, 
electrodes capture those electrons as 
the bacteria consume organic matter in 
wastewater. The electricity produced is 
modest, but the real advantage is that 
these microbes don’t require oxygen 
to function, making it possible to treat 
wastewater without today’s energy-hungry 
aeration systems. 

THE IMPACT

If widely deployed, electric-
bacteria systems could 
dramatically reduce  
the energy required for 
wastewater treatment while 
lowering costs.  
   They could also shrink 
the sector’s environmental 
footprint by reducing reliance 
on fossil fuels. 
    Smaller microbial 
systems would also enable 
more affordable, localized 
wastewater treatment 
in regions lacking major 
infrastructure, expanding 
access to clean water while 
turning waste into a resource.

 
we could transform  

wastewater into energy?

“We could potentially transform wastewater plants 
from heavy energy users into far more efficient 

systems that even generate a small amount of power.” 
MOH EL-NAGGAR, DEAN’S PROFESSOR OF PHYSICS AND ASTRONOMY,  

AND PROFESSOR OF PHYSICS AND ASTRONOMY,  
CHEMISTRY AND BIOLOGICAL SCIENCES

Learn more  
about electric 
bacteria

what if …

PHOTO: OLGA BURYMSKA; INSIDE BACK COVER: COURTESY OF USC DIGITAL ARCHIVES
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PHOTO: NICK NEUMANN / USC WRIGLEY INSTITUTE

PLUMBING THE OCEAN’S DEPTHS
Students gather aboard USC’s first marine research 
vessel, the Anton Dohrn, in 1928 — a glimpse into the 
university’s early ocean research.
   USC’s work in the field dates to 1901, when President 
George Finley Bovard and zoologist Albert Ulrey helped 
establish marine biology at the university. By the 
1920s, Captain George Allan Hancock was supporting 
groundbreaking research.
   In the 1950s, future USC President James Zumberge 
earned international recognition as an Arctic explorer.  
The opening of the Wrigley Marine Science Center on 
Santa Catalina Island in the 1960s cemented USC’s role 
as a leader in marine research.
   Today, as USC Dornsife celebrates 125 years of marine 
and environmental biology, faculty continue to build on 
that legacy. For more on current research, see “From 
Sea to Shining Sea” on page 24.
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CHANGE SERVICE REQUESTED

Flashpoints  
of Freedom
Discover six pivotal 
moments on the road  
to Revolution and the 
founding of the nation. 
Page 10

American Living
The first thing to hit you 
would be the stench. Travel 
back to 1776, and discover 
what life was really like for 
colonists. 
Page 16

From Sea to 
Shining Sea
Find out how climate 
change is reshaping 
America’s natural systems 
and how scholars are 
identifying ways to lessen 
its impact.
Page 24

An Economy 
Forged in Debate
What makes America’s 
economy so powerful and 
will it retain its first-place 
ranking? 
Page 32

Fight On!
Meet seven extraordinary 
alumni committed to 
defending the nation.
Page 34
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