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Evelyn Lamb: 00:10 Welcome to the Lathisms Podcast. I'm your host, Evelyn Lamb. 
In each episode, we ask a Hispanic or Latinxs mathematician to 
talk about their journey in mathematics. Today we're happy to 
welcome Moira Chas to the show. Can you tell us a little bit 
about yourself?

Moira Chas: 00:25 Yeah, I was born in Argentina. I did college there. College in 
Argentina is, you know, whatever you decide is your major, 
that's the only thing you do. Which for me was a fantastic 
experience. I came from a high school which was not really 
good. I like math but really studied in a rigorous way day and 
night, it was absolutely fantastic. I mean it was for me love at 
first class. But the love started a little late, compared to other 
people I started about 18. Then I finished college, which was a 
little longer, almost like a Master and a couple of years later, I 
went to Spain and did my PhD there and then I came here to 
States, I came for three months, doing a kind of short research 
project and I am still here since 98.

Evelyn Lamb: 01:19 Okay, and in addition to doing research where you work at 
Stony Brook University, you also do a lot of outreach, including 
mathematical sewing and crochet, right?

Moira Chas: 01:32 Not sewing, crochet. I wish I could do sewing but I did 
something really bad to my finger with a sewing machine so I 
limit myself to crochet. Crochet is relatively new to me, I started 
about three years ago and I started first with whatever most 
everybody else starts with hyperbolic crochet, and then I 
continued doing surfaces and then I studied maps on surfaces 
and things related to the four color theory. But another set in 
the sphere or the plane, and then it exploded. I do cipher 
surfaces now, I just finished something that I'm very proud of, 
mobius band.

Moira Chas: 02:13 And it's double cover which is a cylinder going twice around the 
mobius band and I used all these things to teach and to do 
outreach from makers fairs to I don't know, sometimes I go to 
an elementary school and people get really engaged with, they 
say ``oh that's math?'' And it is math and I try to do it in a 
mathematical way of course, I don't give all the rigorous details 
but I give some arguments to open the door to people to ... The 
thing that, the part of math they usually don't think of as math.

Evelyn Lamb: 02:50 Right. So you mentioned that you went to a high school that 
maybe wasn't as strong in math. Did you have experiences early 
in life that made you think that you might want to become a 
mathematician eventually?

https://www.rev.com/transcript-editor/Edit?token=T281O5VtMpw-8N7mh0FN_vZwBrF1L2af4_c_Tq0YHb1zoQ99XVxunpfd6r9XEyiSw3N6raF64eQ-bElDdxkRYnzq0y4&loadFrom=DocumentHeaderDeepLink
https://www.rev.com/
https://www.rev.com/transcript-editor/Edit?token=UISvDwjA9L39FyXhWMsfpzYm3QGtbt1hjW_YYAW5WIUEX0fJ-_PMpbGdp6JqddnLuA4dIlScNuMzzilXLPGQHUpXT9o&loadFrom=DocumentDeeplink&ts=10.13
https://www.rev.com/transcript-editor/Edit?token=XYfs02Jb5N-DwUzHnG_rPFySOGdDMNlbydxx4Ygord0uN7pHFc5WSwvWf1AxdTgY90xN4qL3jUFLs1kAF8UvGpXP92Q&loadFrom=DocumentDeeplink&ts=25.11
https://www.rev.com/transcript-editor/Edit?token=vao400inaZFhdVF4sp9lp2MPgjKV658YS9xKZKKVRwTLtIBbLPY403HWgqbgs1b8bPykjhBZAVK-2sH9iOqv_dsBaSE&loadFrom=DocumentDeeplink&ts=79.9
https://www.rev.com/transcript-editor/Edit?token=9FVtJjn5_tszD5ZmC3yRs9j7aY_G17WNWG4bOA1_oNmC2OMA0_Nj9Xe84CT849QzTw7ijHmzQzCfdyO6iDz-FoV9S40&loadFrom=DocumentDeeplink&ts=92.32
https://www.rev.com/transcript-editor/Edit?token=32PpswcdGj2m7Z9sUqvWu-ir7w3CPFVeLou1B6ittRB0_EKr1sGH0RYbXWo2FIiOQ1BSU0ACucN-7A5B6fjeMdC_3aM&loadFrom=DocumentDeeplink&ts=133.41
https://www.rev.com/transcript-editor/Edit?token=WRHptU3ZKVZ6ZIlZJydzw3GF0ZisNUq1vCCWv9QA25sqg9Ym__yFSP30kH_dLuok0abXtqtw-ZeKYr_-Vibuh2k9PEI&loadFrom=DocumentDeeplink&ts=170.68


This transcript was exported on Mar 25, 2019 @ 07:01 PM UTC00: - view latest version here.

Lathisms Chas (Completed  11/07/18)
Transcript by Rev.com

Page 2 of 7

Moira Chas: 03:04 I didn't know what was a mathematician so the answer is no. I 
liked math and I liked writing growing up and my family was 
more on the writing side but they got books, you know. I got all 
the books I wanted in my house and they got a couple of books 
that had Martin Garr there and one I really liked called, The 
Man Who Counted, I don't know if that is the name in English. 
But I didn't do math outside school and I did very basic math at 
school.

Moira Chas: 03:39 I mean in high school we don't even arrive to calculus it was a 
lot of trigonometry and Cartesian co-ordinates. So I liked it and 
when I was finished in high school and I have to decide my 
major I wanted to, I think I want to write or do something with 
math and all the other things that had math, the non math part 
bothered me.

Moira Chas: 04:07 And again I never thought about doing maths until a classmate 
of mine said I'm going to do a math major and I said okay, that's 
really something with math. And that's how I started but I didn't 
know what I was getting into until I started studying my first day 
of class, which was ... I mean my first math class, I don't know if 
it was the first but one of the first classes, one of the best 
moments of my life when I saw, I realized that you can 
understand things.

Moira Chas: 04:42 The understanding gave me a sense of physical pleasure, the ah, 
this is so good. I spent most of my high school in some kind of 
foggy dark where you have to memorize things and I can't 
memorize and I can't produce nice neat documents, it was 
painful for me. I mean I didn't think it was important, I just need 
to pass the courses, your grades in Argentina don't count to 
enter at the universities so I just had to pass. But I had to sit all 
these hours not understanding.

Moira Chas: 05:11 And when you could see a mathematical argument that you 
could go to the end, gosh I still feel good remembering how 
good I felt at that moment. I still have this great feeling of ah, 
aha that's so good.

Evelyn Lamb: 05:25 Oh wow, that's really beautiful. And so were you encouraged by 
professors or your family when you did decide that you wanted 
to do math?

Moira Chas: 05:34 My mother was very encouraging because she realized how 
good it was for me. It was kind of interesting, you know. I'd 
prepare, we had this entrance exam to university and I'd 
prepare with the professor and when I did really well he said 

https://www.rev.com/transcript-editor/Edit?token=T281O5VtMpw-8N7mh0FN_vZwBrF1L2af4_c_Tq0YHb1zoQ99XVxunpfd6r9XEyiSw3N6raF64eQ-bElDdxkRYnzq0y4&loadFrom=DocumentHeaderDeepLink
https://www.rev.com/
https://www.rev.com/transcript-editor/Edit?token=gARQsVsGqGccWmTldereBs2R_OppAPLJZU-j8DaseqU5Tar4YfTWizAIHmB45U4hoBMHwVnqewhUKNI178Vt9dfyo48&loadFrom=DocumentDeeplink&ts=184.3
https://www.rev.com/transcript-editor/Edit?token=AxuZlY_iAnwE9YaQgzKhB974bH2fJyFGsyckSvpEjEpAR0hjkzLh03IeGUzYnBVCjWd1087jWs76Z1abCFob_LEERwc&loadFrom=DocumentDeeplink&ts=219.17
https://www.rev.com/transcript-editor/Edit?token=hdzlXfFWzD2DPanfjOe4qINk1b6LA-sbCjpXMdtlCaF8gD7lz7F6j4Qys8E3wQD9W0AOMCRhNB6kTi_CPcidrsySqTQ&loadFrom=DocumentDeeplink&ts=247.14
https://www.rev.com/transcript-editor/Edit?token=iqqvsFHM83SOh853ZCrygpzRiU6sQmQibTcbv0wDJ2iyr-fS5MGNc2jxCc9KVYk6J2TOkLAacLRRz2hmBB0zY0TmiIE&loadFrom=DocumentDeeplink&ts=282.07
https://www.rev.com/transcript-editor/Edit?token=9EzwUV3eWqB_DUK053SB733fjJuCIAKBKU0N5rdOvPBSUOWd3piSQsADRxDIG4ofgsmq1EJsv9Skii3UMGwolbPtMP0&loadFrom=DocumentDeeplink&ts=311.48
https://www.rev.com/transcript-editor/Edit?token=2yge2qT7sk7oEeAaMTO2gHObFwzZ_-9TysegCw7jJhYbRF8w9gFXCoCm08nmoxYH6xTFIH0xDuD3qXSziYGt2cBkvoQ&loadFrom=DocumentDeeplink&ts=325.19
https://www.rev.com/transcript-editor/Edit?token=_Su8qAWToIj5lY2iOLHpHNdcvNpd5GMFeodbwcO5fuXoEXOwjCtCqMGzP5vRukeAqC1KkzB_h9XVM7bz9RXyOViHZbc&loadFrom=DocumentDeeplink&ts=334.72


This transcript was exported on Mar 25, 2019 @ 07:01 PM UTC00: - view latest version here.

Lathisms Chas (Completed  11/07/18)
Transcript by Rev.com

Page 3 of 7

teaching is a good career for a woman. I was supposed to go to 
teaching.

Moira Chas: 05:55 Even if I did the best of all the students there, which were all 
male. In my university, at the Universidad de Buenos Aires, it 
was a really stimulating place to work. I had good classmates, 
very very very good education, I'm really thankful for all what 
they gave me. Many people passionate about math. So I think it 
was encouraging to be a student there.

Evelyn Lamb: 06:23 You've mentioned a little bit about being encouraged differently 
from male mathematicians when you were in college. What 
other experiences have you had related to be a woman in math 
and how do those intersect with being a latino woman in math?

Moira Chas: 06:37 When I was young in my college and then in my PhD I was in a 
Latino country so I didn't notice I was a Latino because that was 
the standard thing, the normal thing. But I remember once I was 
in Spain, and I went to a talk, to another university and not mine 
and the professor came to me and said ``hey honey, this is a 
math talk.'' So that was quite a shock, you know? I shouldn't be 
there, he said.

Moira Chas: 07:12 I lived in my personality I guess is I'm a little foreign everywhere 
I go I'm a little in my own bubble. I hear little comments here 
and there. I don't think they affected me a lot but I think as a 
woman I have many of the things that women, many 
mathematicians share. But impostor syndrome, I have a PhD in 
impostor syndrome or psychology has corrected me now and 
they say we should say impostor feeling, it's not a syndrome.

Moira Chas: 07:45 But the idea that what am I doing there, they allow me to be 
here by mistake, that's one of the things I feel as a woman and 
sometimes those types of feelings make you go slower.

Evelyn Lamb: 07:59 Do you think that you've been encouraged a lot as a woman in 
math?

Moira Chas: 08:07 I don't know how to answer that question. I think as a woman I 
was not encouraged to do math. I think society doesn't 
encourage women to do math and it's I mean ... I give talks 
about this around the world as much as I can and I realized you 
know, right now, yes we can enter the university and we can get 
PhDs not like, Sofia Kovalevskaya, who couldn't even even put 
the foot. She couldn't even audit classes.
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Moira Chas: 08:37 She had Weierstrass as a private tutor in fact. Well right now we 
don't have these clear visibile obstacles. But what we have now 
is an enormous amount of tiny obstacles, little things, that they 
seem like nothing, but they accumulate to produce a big 
obstacle which is harder to see. In fact, I'm working with a 
psychologist now, I just started with a professor Regina Balian in 
mathematical models of how the accumulation of small 
obstacles makes a big hurdle to women and other minorities in 
math.

Evelyn Lamb: 09:19 Yeah, I think I saw in one of the articles he wrote, imagine you 
talked about kind of made a mathematical metaphor for this 
that exponential growth, it only takes a little bit to build up.

Moira Chas: 09:33 Right, it's little by little, sum of infinitesimals, when it's infinity 
can be big.

Evelyn Lamb: 09:40 So since we're pivoting a little bit to mathematics, can you tell 
us a little bit about your research?

Moira Chas: 09:46 Happy. So I have, I would say two main branches in our 
research. One is working on curves and surfaces. I mean just in 
curves and surfaces curves up to deformation, continuous 
deformation up to free homotopy. So you look at these set of 
classes you get, and then you attach numbers to each of these 
classes.

Moira Chas: 10:12 One number could be sthe elf-intersection number which is the 
smallest number of times a member of the class crosses itself. 
Another number could be what is supposed, you have the 
fundamental group of the surface had a set of generators and 
you represent your free homotopy class with a word, where a 
word is the smallest number of letters you can have for a word 
representing that curve you're studying. That's another number. 
Both are integers.

Moira Chas: 10:44 Then you can have a metric like hyperbolic metrics, constant at 
the curvature, so if you have a metric on the surface, you have 
the length of the shortest curve on the class, which is the length 
of a geodesic in the class that's another number. So part of my 
research is studying relations between those numbers, 
statistics, and there are other numbers that we could, I'm also 
interested in.

Moira Chas: 11:15 That's one part, and the other part is related to a structure that 
was discovered by Goldman, and now it's called the Goldman 
bracket, and it's related to the operation that suppose you have 
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two curves on a surface and they intersect in many points and 
you choose one of the points and at that point you're going to 
cut the two curves and reconnect it.

Moira Chas: 11:40 Now these curves, I didn't say it are directed, they have an 
arrow so if they're directed you can reconnect it in only one way 
to make a single curve that continues the direction. You can 
imagine that you had two circles, you open them up, they are 
circles oriented and then you glue them back you get a new 
bigger circle.

Moira Chas: 12:00 So using that idea you define the Lie algebra on the linear 
combinations on these classes of curves, for me it's a little math 
miracle that it's a Lie algebra, you know when you have a nice 
identity and something to define you have something good 
there.

Moira Chas: 12:16 And then I study again relations, what happens with, how this is 
related to the intersection structure. And then with Denis 
Oliver, who is my husband, we generalize this idea to manifolds 
of all dimensions.

Evelyn Lamb: 12:30 Okay, and is there are research accomplishment or academic 
accomplishment you've been most proud of?

Moira Chas: 12:38 Well, spin topology is a really good thing but it's like an old 
lover, I prefer the newer ones. So right now I'm quite excited 
about all this world of, I studied a lot, I didn't mention that I do 
a lot of experiments with the computer and this is really a new 
level field so I'm proud of opening up, there's people studying 
these things. That I'm proud.

Moira Chas: 13:04 I'm also very proud of my children, I'm, my mathematical 
children. I'm very interested in mentoring undergrads and I had, 
Stony Brook is a great place to do that because some of our 
students are fantastic and some they need support and I can 
provide that, mathematical and a little bit human.

Moira Chas: 13:28 And I seem them blossom now in the math world, and I'm really 
happy about that.

Evelyn Lamb: 13:34 How do you overcome challenges related to academics and 
your research?

Moira Chas: 13:41 How do ... when I over come this sometimes I'm just defeated 
but I have one thing that helped me a lot is my goal is to be, I 
feel like I'm a math servant, I'm there to serve math. And the 
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only thing I can do is serve math the best way I can. And that 
takes the pressure out of me. It's not like I have to achieve this 
or that, I just have to be the best math servant that I can.

Moira Chas: 14:11 So what I do is, if I have to give a talk, I'm less nervous now but I 
used to be nervous before giving a talk, I tell myself, it's not 
about me, it's about the math, you know? I'm not the topic of 
my talk and that really helps.

Moira Chas: 14:30 And what also helps is trying to recover this feeling of 
understanding, and usually it's working hard, I tell all the 
students and I don't believe this math people and not math 
people. Everybody can understand math at different speeds and 
at different levels. So working and understanding something 
always makes me feel better in a challenge.

Evelyn Lamb: 14:54 So in addition to Math, you also do some writing, both 
mathematical writing and some fiction writing. Could you tell us 
a little bit about that?

Moira Chas: 15:04 Yeah, it all started as interestingly enough, this is related to 
being a Latino, when I moved from Spain to the United States I 
stopped writing. I always wrote all my life and I couldn't write. I 
tend to think in the language I live and my english still is a work 
in progress and I couldn't write. And then there was this contest 
at the Simon Center of Geometry and Physics of a science play 
and I hear about this fantastic woman called Alicia Wool, she's 
the daughter of George Wool and I decided to write a short play 
about her and incorporate she was studying the equivalent to 
the platonic solids but in four dimensions.

Moira Chas: 15:46 And she really developed this out of academia. She and her 
sisters, they're all fantastic, very accomplished ladies, 
everybody was very original and their father died when they 
were very young so she developed it herself, and I wrote about 
her and I'm very proud of that too, it makes me happy.

Evelyn Lamb: 16:07 Yeah, multi-talented, multi-faceted life in mathematics.

Moira Chas: 16:14 Yeah I think it's all one thing, you know? Like math is only one 
and my math and my writing really merge.

Evelyn Lamb: 16:21 Thank you so much for being on the show today. I really 
enjoyed talking with you, bye.

Moira Chas: 16:26 It was wonderful to talk to you too, thank you.
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Evelyn Lamb: 16:28 Thank you for listening to the Lathisms podcast. It's produced by 
me, Evelyn Lamb and made possible by a Tensor-SUMMA grant 
from the Mathematical Association of America. Our music is 
Volvere by La Floresta. Lathisms is an initiative to celebrate the 
accomplishments of Hispanic and Latinx mathematicians. It was 
founded in 2016 by Alexander Diaz-Lopez, Pamela Harris, Alicia 
Prieto-Langarica and Gabriel Sosa. You can find more 
information about the project at Lathisms.org. That's 
Lathisms.org.

Evelyn Lamb: 17:07 Join us next time to hear from another inspiring mathematician.
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