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An Academic Biography 
 
 
Note: I have been asked by Carnegie Mellon to provide an oral history covering my 35 years at 
the university, my career before coming to it, and the development of the Philosophy 
Department.  I do not like oral reviews—too much is forgotten in the moment, especially at my 
age. I prefer to write. So here it is, in very rough sequence from a very personal viewpoint. I 
don’t remember many dates. Apologies for the random capitalization. 
 
 
 
Preface 
 
I was born in 1942 in Pasadena, California.  My father was a carpet layer, working for his father, 
and before her pregnancy my mother was a secretary for a union. Neither of them went to 
college. My father’s father, however, had a degree in chemistry taken at the Swiss ETH. Albert 
Einstein was a schoolmate.  
 
A few days after my birth, my family moved to Troy, Utah, a tiny Mormon village in a narrow 
mountain valley outside of Logan. My parents raised chickens; 
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summer I also read The Origin of Species. I could make sense of Darwin. That left me feeling less 
stupid for finding in Spinoza only a sequence of obscurities and non-sequiturs. I had one 
compelling question: what are the borders of possible knowledge, the limits, and how can we 
get closer to them?  I think Darwin inspired that question, although he never posed it. That 
question has endured. 
 
The politics in my family had always been Left. My parents voted for Henry Wallace in 1948. My 
political education was provided by t
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never going to get much beyond lieutenant in the Army. The classes were appalling.  Small 
lecture sample: 
 
“Back in the day we could only kill one person at a time with a rifle. Then we got bombs that 
could kill hundreds of people at a time. Then we get the atom bomb and we could kill a 
hundred thousand people. A hundred thousand! But now we have the hydrogen bomb. We can 
kill a million with one bomb! Man, oh Man!” 
 
I could endure the button shining and marching, and I kind of enjoyed taking apart the rifle, but 
I could not stand the classes. I found them obtuse and morally obscene.  So I stopped going to 
ROTC, just stopped, the whole thing. Some among my circle of friends avoided ROTC more 
resourcefully. Bruce Boettner, my best friend, simply tore up his enrollment cards (yes, we 
enrolled by paper cards), and the university took several semesters to figure that out. Another 
friend, David, an anglophile who in his teenage years telephoned Sir Winston on his birthdays 
to wish him happiness and good health, adopted a very English plan.  He showed up for the 
weekly ROTC march in a white suit, spats, and with an umbrella in place of a rifle. He and the 
university made a deal: he wouldn’t attend ROTC and they would let him graduate. My friend 
Jack Mueller, son of one of the many Communist families in Butte, had been in the 6-
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Teaching freshman laboratory courses for three hour sessions that took the students half an 
hour to complete, and forbidden to release them early, in the remaining hours I started giving 
the captives lectures on the history of chemistry. I decided that if the history was most of what 
they were doing, I should test them on it.  I was nearly fired when the Chair of Chemistry, 
Raymond Castle, who spent his career trying to make a compound that would explode when 
exposed to green laser light, discovered that I was asking the students about Paracelsus. New 
Mexico must have had able faculty somewhere, but it was well-supplied with fools in 
departments of philosophy and chemistry. I spent a year there as a graduate student trying to 
make a “molybdenum sandwich” compound, and failed. But the long nights with racks of test-
tubes bubbling away to become so much chemical mud did have a payoff: I read Hans 
Reiechenbach’s 
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time lifting weights with my new colleague, Douglas Stalker, who remained a friend for life, and 
briefly essayed boxing. I stayed in Chicago for one year before moving to the University of 
Pittsburgh in 1979.  
 
Carnegie Mellon 
 
In 1984 I was approached by people from Carnegie Mellon about forming a philosophy 
department there.  CMU wanted a Phi Beta Kappa chapter, and PBK only allowed chapters with 
philosophy departments, so the President of the university, Richard Cyert, was determined to 
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ideas, and I was too ignorant not to try.  I recruited three Pitt graduate students to the project, 
Kevin Kelly, Richard Scheines and Peter Spirtes. I bought a dumb terminal (the only kind there 
was in those days) to connect to the university mainframe so that we could program and run 
algorithms.  (I was dumber than the terminal. With my penknife, I broke a critical dipswitch 
within an hour of taking the machine out of the box, so I had to buy another terminal.)  We 
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linguist. Evans was up for reappointment after his first two years and the English department 
wanted to fire him. The reason given by the Head of English was that Evans was collaborating 
with faculty in computer science, specifically Dana Scott, not with any of the faculty of English.  
This struck me and some other heads as an absurd reason. English had hired a computational 
linguist—why the surprise, let alone the objection, that he collaborated with computer 
scientists who shared that interest? David Khlar, Head of Psychology, proposed that Evans be 
moved to the about-to-be philosophy department. I agreed, and it was done.  
 
Evans was an extremely ambitious and impatient man. He argued that we should have more 
computational linguists. That made sense to me, since my idea in staffing the department was 
that every faculty member should have colleagues in the department who shared research 
interests. So, with Dana Scott and Evans I met with Cyert and the Academic Vice-President, 
Patrick Crecine, and made the pitch for three new positions for computational linguists in the 
Philosophy Department.  Cyert agreed and right then instructed the Academic VP to see that I 
got the money to hire. For months afterwards, Crecine stalled, postponed, equivocated. He 
neither came up with the money nor promised a date when he would.  By that time, the 
internet and primitive email was around, and I was fed up.  I sent an email letter to every 
department head in the university, and every administrator I knew of, explaining that at a 
meeting with Evans, Scott, the Academic VP and myself, on such and such a date the President 
had authorized the hiring of three new faculty in computational linguistics, and I was now 
proceeding to make the authorized appointments.  Than night I was working in my office with 
Richard Scheines when Crecine called. It wasn’t a conversation. He simply swore at me over and 
over while I held out the phone for Richard to hear.  I got the money, and we hired three and 
eventually four computational linguists.  They turned out to be a demanding, quarrelsome 
bunch, and eventually all but one of the computational linguists left CMU. The nice one moved 
to the Language Technologies Institute when it formed. The Philosophy Department kept their 
salaries, which, along with the death of Preston Covey and the resignation of David Carrier, had 
the result that we were able to make excellent appointments in logic, philosophy of science and 
ethics, and, indeed, linguistics.  All’s well that ends well. We had other transitions. Dan 
Hausmann, an able philosopher interested in economics, joined us and then left for Wisconsin. 
Richard Scheines, who had been supported in the department on soft money grants, became an 
assistant professor. Mandy Simons, a linguist, joined the department. 
 
As a new department head, Cyert invited Alison and me  to a dinner at the Duquesne Club for 
some occasion I do not remember. It was a large group at multiple tables and I was seated with 
Margaret Cyert, his wife. She asked me what I was teaching. At the time I was teaching a course 
on Freud and the history of psychoanalysis and I said so. Her eyes grew and she said, in a very 
audible voice, “How interesting. Let me tell you about my psychoanalysis.” Before another word 
could fall, Dick Cyert rushed from his table to ours and took her away, far away.  
 
I had continuing problems with the English department. Observing that a lot of my students did 
not write well, I inquired about the writing course taught in sections by graduate students and 
adjuncts from English and required of every undergraduate student in the university. 
Specifically, I suggested that pre and post tests be implemented with independent judges, only 
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to have the idea dismissed.  I was sufficiently annoyed that I asked to teach a section of the 
writing course, and did.  I found it hard work. The only way I know to teach writing is to have 
students write and write and write, and to correct and correct and correct, preferably as they 
are doing the writing. (David Kaufer, in English, has since developed software aids that actually 
help.) I couldn’t correct as they were writing, but each week I took two or three of their weekly 
written efforts, projected them on a screen and corrected them in class (thanks to an old 
version of Microsoft Word, which made it easy and very visual). I think the students got better, 
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Waller’s political backing on some endeavor. Smith left for George Mason within a year or so. 
George Mason turns out to be the refuge of my academic enemies. 
 
After five years of teaching my introductory philosophy course—which had been promoted to a 
more advanced course with a bigger number—I was bored with it and decided to look around 
for something that needed to be taught in the university but was not.  The absence of a survey 
course on the history of religion was striking. I went to David Miller, professor of history, and 
talked to him about what should be in done. He taught a course on early Christianity, and gave 
me some suggested reading there, but no indication that he was interested in a broader course. 
I knew a good deal about the history of philosophy but nothing about the history of religion.  I 
spent my evenings and very late nights for the next two years reading and organizing my 
thoughts. The result was the kind of history of religion course I wanted, one that treated 
developments with as much dispassion as historians attempt for the history of science or 
philosophy. No punches pulled, from Judaism, Christianity and Islam. Some of the Jewish 
students protested to the Dean that I would not excuse them from course responsibilities for 
Jewish holidays that were not scheduled university holidays. I received a letter complaining to 
me about the matter from the Vice-President for Education, Indira Nair I believe. I invited her 
and the President to meet with me and talk about my policy. No response to that.  
 
I gave 
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data sets.  As it happened, I had approached Mike Tarr about joining the proposal to work on 
high dimensional data for brain imaging. Tarr was dismissive and I was not invited to join.  I told 
Kass I would be happy to write a letter of endorsement but I could not say we needed help with 
high dimensional data. I said we could recover causal structu
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introduced new majors—a cross department major in ethics, history and public policy and a 
major in linguistics. 
 
Jay Kadane, who was Chair of the Faculty Senate, recruited me to succeed him in that role. I 
wanted the job because I had a project. Anyone not asleep knows that the tenure system is 
stacked against young female faculty. At exactly the age when they are most likely to have 
young children, and bear the chief labor of rearing them, they are expected to research and 
publish like mad. How biology can be reconciled with the process is beyond me, but I thought 
that at least the university should provide a semester’s paid leave for new mothers. Naturally, 
to make the matter legal, it would have to be new mothers or fathers, should the faculty father 
have the chief responsibility for the daily care of the child, but of course the main point was 
new mothers.  So that was my project for the year I was Chair of the Faculty Senate, and a 
project it was. First, a faculty committee had to be formed, then the committee had to be 
persuaded to recommend the policy, then the Faculty Senate had to approve. That was the 
easy part. The hard part was the approval of the Administration. Even though I think the 
President favored the policy, it stalled. Nothing happened. I lurked and caught administrators 
and jaw-boned and went to a succession of meetings. Eventually, almost finally, I was told the 
Management Committee had approved the proposed policy. All that remained was the 
approval of the Chief Financial Officer. And he balked. So, suit and tie, I went to see him.  His 
complaint was that he could not predict the costs. I explained that faculty were not a terribly 
fertile lot, and in any case the cost would be borne by departments in the form of a couple of 
courses not taught by each new mother. Occasionally, a temporary faculty member would need 
to be hired. Overall, the cost to the university would be small to trivial. He just looked at me. I 
stood against his closed door with my fiercest face until he signed the damned approval.  
 
In the course of a year pursuing the motherhood leave policy, I could not get a single woman to 
join me at meetings with administrators. After the policy took effect, I did get a very nice letter 
of thanks from a new mother in Modern Languages. 
 
What about women on the staff? That I thought was up to Staff Council. I don’t know how hard 
they tried with what result. My dealings with staff committees left me bewildered. I was asked 
to serve as the sole faculty member on a committee to decide an award, I think of $1,000,  for 
the outstanding staff member of the year in the Humanities and Social Sciences College. The 
staff members of the committee found it difficult to decide among several candidates and 
forcefully complained that only one award could be given. So  I offered to fund up to three 
further awards from my faculty research account. My offer was unanimously rejected. Multiple 
winners would, the staff members objected, cheapen the award. Go figure.  
 
I had one other role in Faculty Senate, introducing a recommendation for partner benefits, 
which the Senate endorsed and which came to pass. The committee work on that 
recommendation was done by Toby Davis and Jay Kadane. I was just the messenger. The 
recommendation was fiercely opposed by Robert Griffiths, now emeritus professor of physics, 
so far as I could see entirely on religious grounds. I have never understood why some Christians 
regard homosexuality as a moral horror based on a few passages in Leviticus and Romans, while 
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passing over the instructions to stone disobedient sons, kill all males in captured cities that 
resist attack, not wear two kinds of cloth, and so on. Either the Bible is God’s word, or it isn’t. 
No picking and choosing. 
 
As Chair of the Faculty Senate I met monthly with the Provost, then Mark Kamlet, initially with 
some trepidation. As Dean of the Heinz School, Mark had appeared in television advertisements 
supporting the construction of a new football stadium and baseball park to be paid for by a new 
tax
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Zhang, and supported by Scheines and Danks. It is prominently represented in medical ethics by 
Alex London, and in psychology and in ethics and artificial intelligence (among several other 
things) by David Danks. It has a very successful undergraduate linguistics program led by Mandy 
and Tom Werner


