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[00:00]  Judith Areen: We are here with Dean Robert Pitofsky, and it’s July 24, 

2013.  My name is Judy Areen, and I have the privilege today of going back over 

some of the highlights of Bob’s amazing deanship.   

He and Sally Pitofsky, who is here with us today, brought this wonderful 

photograph—if I can describe it briefly—which has Bob, as Dean, with shovel in 

hand, and Tim Healy, who was then President of the University, with shovel sort 

forward like a rifle.  In the notes that President Healy wrote on the photograph, 

he said, “It looks like the WPA, the 1987 version”—so that tells us the date 

exactly—“but when it comes to dealing with this, lawyers are no match for 

Jesuits.”   

I think that’s a great place to start. Can you take us back?  I know it’s not 

at the very beginning of your deanship but it was certainly a central theme.  Tell 

us about that library. 

  Robert Pitofsky:  It was an extraordinary challenge, and one of the most 

interesting and rewarding things that I was ever involved in. The problem was 
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that the school had this fine building that we’re now sitting in, but the faculty 

had increased in size and the students had particularly increased in size.  

Wanting to become a nationally recognized law school, it needed more room, 

and, particularly, it needed a library. You couldn’t have students sitting around in 

the halls trying to do their work. So, we set out to raise the money to build 

another building and that picture, which you described, is the then President of 

the university breaking ground in order to initiate the construction of the 

building.   

  JA:  As a junior faculty member, I can still remember the first time I 

walked into the new library.  All the ceilings in McDonough are pretty low and 

it’s a little dark and there are no windows in the inside offices. Well, you walk 

into the Williams Library and suddenly there is this amazing atrium: it’s like the 

best of some of the highlights of Washington, maybe the Capitol, and it’s all 

about books and scholarship.  Tell us how we ended up with this great building, 

because I know you had a hand in the design as well the funding. 

  RP: The design was primarily a production of a firm of rather young 

architects, Hartman and Cox, who then went on to great success in building 

structures around D.C.  They were intrigued with the possibility of building the 

library; they were often asked to build structures that weren’t as interesting, and 

they devoted themselves to the library in a very, very energetic way.  They won 

awards as a result of the construction of that library, which is really an 

extraordinary piece of work.   
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  JA: All right.  So that’s the fun part we all still benefit from. Then there is 

behind-the-scenes hard part. As I understand it, there had never really been 

serious fundraising at the law school, so you had to establish an office and you 

had to hire someone to run that office and you chose Pat McGuire.  Tell us about 

that. 

  RP: Pat was already here in some role, but I got to know her as an 

extraordinarily competent and capable person.  We were going to set up an 

office of fundraising and I asked her if she was willing to do it—because it really 

is a 24-hour job—and she took it and ran with the ball and did the most 

exceptional work. I think we raised more money in the first year of her term than 

we had raised in the previous ten. 

  JA: Wow.   

  RP: That’s how good she was. 

  JA:  In addition to hiring Pat—and you clearly knew talent, we should add 

she’s gone on and she’s been President for the last 20 years of Trinity University 

here in Washington, D.C. 

[05:00]  RP:  I spoke with some people who are there, and they love her and they 

think she’s the best thing that ever happened to that school. 

  JA: So you spotted the talent, but you also had to think through the 

relationship with the university fundraisers, do you want to recall some of that 

struggle? 

  RP:  Yes. 
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  JA:  It was good you had a great relationship with President Healy, that 

was key? 

  RP: Exactly right.  The law school had been regarded as not as central to 

the university’s fundraising, and to the extent that there was to be any 

fundraising, it was to be handled by the university.  It didn’t go especially well 

because a lot of the alums of the law school, who had gone on to very successful 

careers, would make money available but that money would be seized by the 

university and used for university purposes.  After a while, I felt that we couldn’t 

deal with it this way. First of all, sometimes people would come back and say, 

“What happened to the money I donated?” I would have to say, “Well, the 

university took it.”  So, I went to Father Healy, I explained the background: I said 

that it is inappropriate for our sources of funds to be taken away from the law 

school where benefactors thought they were making those funds available to the 

law school but were instead turned over to the university.  There was a dead 

silence.  I thought he was going to fire me on the spot.  On the contrary, he said 

to me, and I’ll never forget it, “I’ve always wondered why no one else who was 

associated with the law school made that demand. Of course we’ll do it the way 

you suggest.”  

  JA: A wonderful change for all of us. 

  RP: He always was someone who cared about the law school and thought 

of it as being a jewel in the crown of this university, and he backed the law 

school in every possible way. 
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  JA:  I’ve also heard – I think about ten percent of the law students were 

also undergraduates at Georgetown, but that means 90 percent did not have an 

affiliation with the university other than the law school—that another problem 

was some people wouldn’t even give money unless they knew they could direct 

it to the law school.  Did you find that? 

  RP: Now that you remind me, all of that is true. That was exactly right: it 

was a difficult relationship between the university and the law school and the 

students whose connection was with the different parts of the university and the 

law school. 

  JA:  Now you also had to battle local politics and close G Street between 

McDonough and the new library building.  Want to share any of that travail? 

  RP:  Only that it was extremely difficult. The District of Columbia was very 

cautious about closing streets, and they said, “Well, what about the traffic that 

uses that street?” I said, “Well, there isn’t that much of it, we can route them 

around a different way.  Closing that street, covering it with grass, having a 

connection between the library and the law school would make a world of 

difference in what the school was like.” And that is what we did.   

  JA: We have long talked about the campus, but you were the first one to 

make sure there truly was a campus. We had grass and we had trees thanks to 

that vision. 

  RP: I don’t want to give myself too much credit. There were many other 

people—I think maybe you were involved, among others—who felt that it was 
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important to buy ground in this area and expand the university into other 

functions like a dorm.  Am I right that you had a lot to do with that? And add a 

library and connections between the dorm the law school and library? 

  JA: Well, you strengthened a tradition, as we now call it: so Dave 

McCarthy, who was Dean before you, had acquired most, though not all, of the 

land for the library. 

[10:00]  RP:  That’s what I wanted to get to. It wasn’t just me stepping in; there 

had been people before me who had laid the groundwork for this move toward 

more of a campus. 

  JA: But then you, in turn as you finished your deanship, acquired the land 

that became the land for the new dormitory.  So you continued this tradition 

that the Dean would find a way to make sure there was some additional land for 

the next dean.  We’ll wait and see what Dean Treanor does with the land that is 

next to Gewirz, but it’s there. 

  RP: And the faculty was strongly in favor of expanding the land on either 

side of the law school to make this into a campus. 

  JA: You’ve mentioned before, that when you started as Dean, you called 

a meeting with leaders of the faculty and asked what do you most need, what 

does the school need?  And, their answer? 

  RP:  It was overwhelming—and I had not expected it—it was virtually 

unanimous: we don’t want students sitting on the floor in this building, we think 

there should be a library.  I was so pleased that that was the unanimous view of 
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these senior members of the faculty, and that started us off—fundraising and 

then hiring architects and then going forward with the project. 

  JA: Well you make it sound obvious.  It wasn’t, but yet, it’s wonderful, 

looking back, that you and the faculty identified the goal, you made sure it 

happened and the fundraising, as you said, as well as the architecture, and then 

you stayed on an extra year just to be sure it was finished.  I have always 

admired that. 

  RP:  That’s so interesting that you remember that. Yes, that’s exactly 

right. I was ready to step down, I thought this work is not completed and I stayed 

the extra year. 

  JA:  Let’s go back a little earlier. I’m not going back through your life—

because you’ve done a wonderful oral history for the D.C. Circuit—but starting 

with your decision to take on the deanship here: you had been on the faculty at 

NYU and briefly at Harvard before you joined the faculty here, so you had seen 

another school. When you think back, was that helpful in how you approached 

your deanship? 

  RP: It was extremely helpful and important. 

  JA: Because - 

  RP: Because I saw the way a first rate university operated—and that was 

Harvard: the way in which they raised money, the way in which they distributed 

responsibilities to different committees of the faculty.  It seemed to me that this 
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school was ready for that kind of organization, fundraising, construction and 

building. 

  JA: So you remind me not only had you been on the NYU faculty you 

visited at Harvard for a year before you became Dean here, so that was really a 

chance, as you said, to see a great university. 

  RP:  I think both NYU and Harvard were well run, and I tried to bring 

some of the things that they were doing to this school.  I had total faculty 

backing to do it.  All of this really involved taking money away from the pool of 

salary for faculty and making it available for construction and purchase of land, 

and they went along with that. One or two people griped, but the majority was 

all in favor of committing the resources that were available to a campus 

approach to this school. 

  JA: Let’s go beyond the building, which was transformative, it truly was. I 

found a quote where you said, “I think a law school should buzz with 

excitement.”  As you started as Dean, the building was number one, but there 

were other things you wanted to do. 

  RP: I believe that the reputation of the school as being a dynamic place 

that was going in a new direction got around, and the result was we were able to 

attract faculty from other universities and other schools who were exceptional 

people, and that, in turn, brought a better class of students to the school. So the 

whole thing works together, and once it got rolling, it went very well. 
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  JA:  It was your vision in part that helped it go well, so I want to go back 

to that notion of ‘buzz with excitement.’ What kinds of activities did you want to 

increase here at Georgetown? 

[15:00]  RP: Well, one that I recall: I wanted visiting professors to come and give a 

lecture first to the faculty and then to the student body, and I managed to bring 

people from Harvard, Yale, Virginia just to come in for three or four days and 

then deliver a lecture and then just go around and talk to each of the faculty, so 

the faculty here would get an idea of how a school like Harvard or Virginia was 

run, and the visitors jumped at the chance; they liked the idea of getting a little 

fresh air and being at a different place. 

  JA: And coming to Washington is always an attraction. 

  RP: That’s right, exactly right.  And so it worked very well. 

  JA: And then they could go back to Harvard or Virginia or wherever and 

say, “Oh yeah, that Georgetown. I’ve been there and they’ve got some good 

faculty there now.” 

  RP: You got it, you got it. That’s the way I was hoping it would work out 

and it really did.  I remember Bill Eskridge was one, from Virginia, who then 

moved on to Yale. Steve Salop was one who was a major figure in law and 

economics. 

  JA: And he’s still here, we’ve been able to keep Steven. 

  RP: I didn’t realize that but I’m glad to hear it. And he made a big 

difference. 
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  JA: Well, you remind me: I think it was at your encouragement, he taught 

a law and economics course for the faculty. 

  RP:  I didn’t remember that, but now that you remind me, that’s 

absolutely right. 

  JA:  Because the faculty wouldn’t want to go into a class with students 

and admit they didn’t know all of it—but he did it just for faculty. I took it, it was 

wonderful. 

  RP:  And I sat in on it, and he was great and the faculty was extremely 

attentive and committed to what they were doing. 

  JA:  What else, when you think back on your deanship: what made you 

proud?  There are so many choices: you put in first year sections, you not only 

brought visitors you hired some great faculty, what stands out as things you 

were glad you were able to do? 

  RP:  I thought the hiring ought to be a principal responsibility of a dean 

and the faculty, and I devoted enormous amounts of time to that.  I also felt that 

members of the faculty, including the Dean, should visit first-rate undergraduate 

schools and talk to students and suggest to them that if they consider 

Georgetown they would be going to a school that is not only moving upward but 

is a vital and interesting place.  I went around the country to undergraduate 

Harvard, Yale, Columbia.  I wouldn’t say it was a raging success, but the result of 

that was some very good undergraduate students began to come here. 
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  JA: Now you are a model for us in another way.  You’ve always been 

known as a great teacher, and to the surprise of many of us, you kept up 

teaching, you taught a course - 

  RP: Throughout my deanship - 

  JA: While you were Dean, how did you pull that off? There aren’t enough 

hours in the day. 

  RP:  The class met from 9:00 o’clock in the morning until 10:30 and then I 

was finished for the rest of the week.  I think that a dean who loses a connection 

with the student body is going to miss out on what’s going on within the student 

body. I would have meetings in my office quite frequently with groups of 

students, and my question was, “What do you like about what’s going on, what 

do you dislike about what’s going on, what should we do about it?”  And the 

students were just remarkable: lots of the good ideas that they had were 

translated into some changes in the school. 

  JA: As I said, I think the start of small sections was a response to that. 

  RP: That happened before I became dean—I don’t want to take credit for 

that.   

  JA:  It was right at the beginning. 

  RP:  I certainly was in favor of it. 

  JA:  Exactly. Because so many students felt anonymous, because we, for 

the most part, only had these big first year classes, so this meant everybody got 

one human size class.   
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  RP: Exactly.  First of all they liked it, and secondly, they worked harder in 

those small classes.  It worked out very well. 

[20:00]  JA:  I want to go back to you as teacher and not miss this opportunity.  

What advice do you have for new teachers as they start out?  Did you just from 

the beginning know how to be a great teacher, or were there things that you 

were able to develop? 

  RP:  Oh, I don’t think I was from the beginning and I stumbled around just 

like everybody does.  What would I advise to a new teacher?  First, teaching is a 

challenging job, it’s hard work and you can’t just think that it’s going to fall in 

your lap, you have to spend an enormous amount of time preparing each class. 

And then, the second thing is you have to stay connected with the students.  I 

did that by asking the students to choose some members of their group to come 

and sit with me in my office and talk about what was right and what was wrong, 

and, as I said earlier in this conversation, some of the ideas that they came up 

were better than the way the school was being run and so those are the two 

things: assume it’s hard work and stay connected with the student body. 

  JA: Some people are very organized about making notes after each class 

to remind them the next time they teach. Is that something you did or it would 

naturally build on the previous year? 

  RP:  I did do some of that. Some things that happen in class are 

memorable and ought to be taken advantage of for the next class and the next 
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class. I don’t think I had that in mind when I started teaching, and I don’t think I 

did that at NYU and Harvard. When I got here, I did a lot of that. 

  JA:  Right, not lose those moments of breakthrough or different 

questions - 

  RP:  Once the students know that the teacher wants to hear their views 

they think harder about what they like about the class and what they think 

should be improved about the class. 

  JA: So they respond to being asked. 

  RP: Exactly. And I stayed in touch with some of those students and I love 

the fact that they have gone on to be very successful. 

  JA:  You see it going on into the next generation and into the future. 

  RP: Those are my favorite students.  Work hard, stay connected with the 

students. How do you stay connected with the students?  Take them out to 

lunch, invite them into your office. 

  JA:  You can’t just sit passively for them to come. 

  RP: You can’t wait for them, that’s right, that’s the point. Don’t wait for 

them to complain about something. There was a big issue—do you recall—about 

safety in this community.  Getting from the Metro over to the school, some 

people had been attacked, and rather than just say, “Oh well, it’s not as bad as 

you think,” I invited the students in and asked them what they wanted to do.  Do 

you remember? We introduced a busing system from this building - 

  JA: A shuttle bus - 
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  RP: A shuttle bus, and it worked very well and made all the difference in 

the world. 

  JA: It was a difficult neighborhood in those days.  It’s much better now, 

but we were one of the first institutions in this particular part of the city. 

  RP:  This building helped change this neighborhood. 

  JA: And the police used to patrol with dogs.  This was a serious crime 

area. 

  RP:  I guess that’s right, I hadn’t thought about that, but that’s true of 

course.  One of the advantages was the real estate in this area was very cheap. 

  JA: I’m sure that’s part of why we’re here.  When you think back, is the 

school continuing to be what you had hoped for it to be? 

  RP:  Very much so. I think this school is now everything I hoped it would 

be: excellent faculty attracted, but most interestingly, students have a choice.  If 

you are admitted to NYU, Columbia and Georgetown, where are you going to 

go? I have to tell you honestly, Georgetown didn’t win that choice long before I 

got here. That has all changed, and I would say that the answer now is 

Georgetown, because students like the idea of going to law school in the District 

of Columbia.  First of all, there are a lot of jobs around here that aren’t present in 

Buffalo, and, once this school began to get a reputation—that going to this 

school would allow you, when you graduated, to be treated with respect in the 

private sector—the quality of the student body changed radically in a short 

period of time. And it’s still that way.   
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[25:00]  JA: And Washington continues to be, as you said, a huge draw. 

  RP:  And going to school in the District of Columbia is still a great 

advantage. 

  JA: Now one of the things about deaning is it can be fairly lonely because 

it puts some strain on your friendships with faculty from before and then when 

you go after.  I found it’s sometimes helpful to talk to deans at other schools. Is 

that something you did, and were there any particular people who were helpful 

as you went through your deanship? 

  RP:  I did talk to deans at other schools. I actually went on the road and 

would spend two or three days at a number of schools. I don’t now remember 

exactly the names of those people, but I thought you had to get out of this 

building and move around. It was very helpful.  Once in a while, somebody I 

would talk to would say, “Well, do you have a slot for me to come down as a 

visiting professor for a semester?” I said, “Oh, funny you should ask.  Yes, we 

have a slot waiting just for you.” We brought some very good people here. 

  JA: Now you had not only been at NYU and visiting at Columbia, you had 

been at the Consumer Protection Bureau before you became Dean.  Was it 

helpful to have had that time in public service to your teaching, to your deaning? 

  RP:  I think so.  I think if you can handle the theoretical side of what 

you’re teaching and if you also know the practical side of how implementing 

those roles ought to be played out, you’re a better teacher and I hope that is 

what I was. 
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  JA: In terms of managing professionals—again some of that from your 

time at the Bureau of Consumer Protection - 

  RP: I believe both of these experiences fed upon each other and 

improved each by experience with the other.   

  JA: Because managing lawyers in any setting is a challenge, and then you 

add tenure to the mix, and it’s even more of a challenge. 

  RP: That’s true.  The faculty here was very supportive of the changes I 

was making.  Remember that a lot of these changes took money away from the 

faculty pool of salaries. I never had anybody complain about that, at least short 

term.  Long term I was hoping we would get salaries back to where they were, 

and I said, of course that’s what we are aiming for. 

  JA: Well, because you led by being so in tune with the faculty’s goal.  It 

seems to me that was an important part of why you were such a good Dean. 

  RP: I hope that’s true. I was so pleased. I thought I was going to get a lot 

of flak from the faculty for some of the things that we were doing.  They were 

very supportive, and they liked the idea of aiming very high.  Let me add 

something: a lot of this was possible because the president of the university, Tim 

Healy, supported the law school in every way, shape and form. We couldn’t have 

gotten away with it if he were not the man that he was.  I’ve often said he’s one 

of the most extraordinary people I have ever known in my entire life.  To have 

that person, with his experience, his administrative ability and his high standards 

backing the law school every step of the way. I used to go over to meetings at 
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the Main Campus, where people would raise questions: why are we spending all 

this money on this or that, why don’t you give it to the university to let us run 

other programs? And I would give the best answer I could. Another figure I 

should mention is Joe Califano.  He was on the board at the university, and he 

and I talked at length about what we were trying to accomplish at the law 

school, and he backed the law school at the board.  He made a big difference.  

[30:00]  JA:  One of the things that occurred on your watch was this endless 

litigation over gay rights. And, I gather at one point President Healy asked you 

and one of his young assistants, somebody named Jack DeGioia, to see if you 

couldn’t bring about a settlement, which you did. What was that like? 

  RP:  Yes, I spent six months of my life on that project, trying to find a 

middle ground in which the lawyers representing the gays and the lesbians and 

the university could come to some kind of settlement.  The people who were 

involved in that negotiation were first rate people, including those who thought 

the university had behaved badly to the gays and the lesbians but they came 

around.  We ended up writing—Jack DeGioia and I—a report, 80-100 pages, 

saying you do this, you don’t do that, you do this, you don’t do that.  One of the 

great moments of my life is when I asked the president of the university to what 

extent have people challenged our report—our do this, don’t do that approach—

and he said, “I never got any challenge.”  I couldn’t be happier about anything.  It 

was worth six months of my time.  
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  JA: It was the right settlement, and both sides, over time, have 

recognized that. 

  RP: That’s right.  And it’s still the same: it’s still the rules that are followed 

at the Main Campus. 

  JA: What a great achievement.  Important.  Important not just for 

Georgetown but I think higher education. 

  RP:  It was such a challenge to try to pull these groups together. I mean 

they started out so hostile.  Brendan Sullivan was on that board, and he was very 

helpful about making this thing work. 

  JA:  And Ed Williams was? 

  RP:   Ed Williams was not involved.  While that was going on, Agnes 

Williams, his wife, who had been at this law school, was involved.  She was one 

of the first women at this law school, who just happened to graduate first in the 

class to show it wasn’t a mistake to bring a woman to this law school.  She was 

very forceful about helping us at the university level. 

  JA:  So again, it’s so important to have those relationships with board 

members as well as the president. 

  RP: Oh absolutely.  The law school dean?  The board members are going 

to be suspicious.  Who is this law school dean over there?  That is not what this 

university is about. Well, Joe Califano and Agnes Williams represented the law 

school and brought the Main Campus committee around. 
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  JA:  We’ve pretty much gone through my long list of questions. Now I get 

to ask you: are there some things we didn’t touch on, that you think would help 

us understand the nature of your deanship? 

  RP: I thought your questions were terrific - 

  JA:  Well your answers are better.  Anything you can add in Sally? 

  Sally Pitofsky:  I thought you did a great job, Judy. I just wanted to 

mention the fact that the conversation with Healy regarding the fundraising 

happened at Bob’s first interview with Healy. 

  JA:  I didn’t realize that.  So, this is when he is interviewing you as to 

whether he is going to hire you as Dean and you raised the fundraising at that 

moment. Wow, that took some courage. 

  SP: Well, also I think it’s fair to say that he was very ambivalent about 

whether he wanted to take on this responsibility, 

  JA: Understandably.  

  SP: Bob almost cancelled the interview.  Once it took place, however, he 

brought up the fundraising issue during the interview process.  I don’t think he 

would have ever said to Father Healy, either this or I don’t want it, but he made 

it very clear that this would influence his decision.  So that arrangement was 

made before he took the job. 

  RP:  I think he asked me, “Is that a non-negotiable demand?” And I said, 

“Of course not.  But, I just want to emphasize how strongly I feel about doing this 

and not doing that.” 
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  JA: While we have you, universities are beginning to realize that one of 

the things they haven’t done well is to deal with the spouse of a president or a 

dean, and as a faculty member you were just a model for me, but now is your 

chance to say a little.  How hard was it to be the wife of the dean through those 

years? 

[35:00]  SP:  It was only hard to the extent that I still had one child at home, and I 

was working at the time.  I remember quite often I would run home to fix dinner 

and sit with her and then run back to host some kind of event—and may I add 

that they were not happy occasions until you built the new buildings that 

allowed us to entertain in style.  I don’t know if you remember, but we used to 

have to take people across the street to a hotel, and it was often quite disastrous 

in terms of the quality. 

  JA:  Well, it was because I had the benefit because the library opened as I 

started and the top floor of the library became—and still is—one of the nicest 

places to have a dinner or an alumni gathering. 

  SP: There was nothing like that before, so that really enhanced the 

appeal of the campus, and then of course, with the new Hotung building that 

you built, it’s really quite an amazing place now.  It’s hard to remember what it 

was in the early days. 

  RP: I remember what it was like when I first came over here. I was glad to 

have a teaching job in D.C., but it became much more impressive functioning 

university over time. 
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  JA: Well as you have said, there was a desire on the part of the faculty 

and we had great leadership to have the aspiration and then to move toward the 

kind of good law school that should be in Washington. How could Washington of 

all places not have not just a good a great law school and that’s our goal.  

  RP: And that’s the way Healy felt about it.  His ambition was sky high.  As 

a result, whenever visions came up, he thought the law school was going in the 

right direction and backed the law school.  Without the president of the 

university being on your side and if you get shot down at the university level, it’s 

not worth trying.  I don’t think we ever were. 

  JA: Anything else either of you wants to add in that we haven’t touched 

on? 

  SP:  You mentioned the role of the spouse. I think it’s quite difficult in this 

particular environment to expect that the spouse can do a lot.  The school is so 

spread out, people don’t live on the campus.  But, also with the advent of the 

computer, a lot of people can work at home, so even less than before do you 

have this cohesive group. I do remember that Bob was often frustrated by the 

fact that he wanted a big faculty turnout at certain occasions and quite often 

there were fewer people than he had hoped because of the long distances.  It’s 

not easy to get everybody together, number one.  Number two, more wives are 

working now, so they don’t see themselves as being somebody that needs to 

come out.  It reminds me back in the NYU days when I was expected to serve tea 

on Thursdays. I mean that’s just gone, so although you want to be welcoming to 
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the dean’s wife and invite her—or him—to large events, you really can’t expect 

them to be an integral part of the community. 

  JA: You’re hiring one person not two.  Well, I’ve enjoyed it thoroughly. 

  RP: As I have I. 

  JA:  I can’t thank you enough.   

[40:00] 

[END RECORDING] 
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