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1 October 15, 1997. Interview one with Arthur L. Caplan, Ph.D., Director, Center for Bioethics, 
2 Trustee Professor ofBioethics, and Chief, Division ofBioethics, University of Pennsylvania. 
3 Interview by Dr. Renee C. Fox and Dr. Judith P. Swazey, in Dr. Fox's office, the McNeil 
4 Building, University of Pennsylvania. 

5 [As the interview began, Drs Fox and Swazey were talking with Dr. Caplan about some of the 

6 early, seminal people in the development of bioethics.] 

7 CAPLAN: I did not know Henry Beecher. I never met him or saw him. I did not know Otto 

8 Gutentag. He was alive, but I never really came into his ken or orbit, and I never really knew 

9 Andre Hellegers very well. I met him once when I was being recruited to a Kennedy Chair at the 

10 University of Illinois, Chicago Circle, one of their early positions, and I went and stayed at 

11 Sargent Shriver's house with Eunice and met him there on a committee with Bob Cook. 

12 Remember this world? Qaughter) But I didn't know Hellegers very well. I said hello and 

1 3  goodbye to him once. 

14 FOX: What about lngelfinger? 

15 CAPLAN: I met Ingelfinger twice, shortly before his death, but I did talk to him. I do feel 

16 like I knew him a bit. I had an impression of him. Who else? I saw Joe Fletcher at the Hastings 

17 Center a few times. 

18 FOX: The New England Journal of Medicine is in trouble today. 

19 CAPLAN: Yeah, I saw that. That was interesting. The Lancet has an editorial, in the 

2 0 September 27th issue, about this AIDS controversy in which they basically say, "Where are the 

21 ethicists?" Why is it  that medicine had to blow the whistle on the Africa AZT study? They must 

2 2 be eating crow today over there, whoever wrote that editorial must be hiding under the desk 

2 3 because with medicine sort of saying, I don't know if this is really worth blowing the whistle on, 
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2 4 Part A, and Part B, it turned out in a subtle fashion, to be one kind of culmination of bioethics in a 

2 5 funny way. I personally was involved in talking about that study behind the scenes. I went with 

2 6 Sidney Wolfe and Peter Lurie to talk to a couple of congressional staffers about that in my AIDS 

2 7 trial, and George Annas didn't go but knew all about it, so it was, it's an ironic little moment, this 

2 8 AZT thing. There's something funny about it because the British were saying, where's ethics. 

2 9 Ethics was behind the scenes, ethics was actually talking to some congressmen. Wolfe and Lurie 

30 probably talked more vociferously. I actually was the more moderate, saying, well I think there's 

31 really two sides to this thing, and I don't know that this is the Tuskeegee Study 2. That was the 

3 2 Wolfe/Lurie line, and I kept saying, geez, I've looked at Tuskeegee a lot, and whatever else you 

3 3 want to say, this isn't Tuskeegee. Marcia Angell in her editorial cites me on Tuskeegee a couple 

3 4 of times, and I wrote her and said, you didn't read these things, I didn't say this. You quoted me, 

35 but you got me wrong. AZT is not Tuskegee. Anyway, it's just a little incident that kind of brings 

3 6 up some funny dimensions of bioethics -- working behind the scenes, talking to a congressional 

37 staffer, getting criticized for things you really didn't say. I mean, it's a funny moment as a 

3 8 representative of something or other. Police work behind the lines or something. 

3 9 SWAZEY: I think that people haven't picked up on the behind the scenes roles of bioethicists. 

40 CAPLAN: Exactly, sort of informal. It's sort of, we'll get on the hom and call old Art and 

41 see what he says about this, but it's never visible. It's an invisible world. 

42 FOX: I guess where I'd like to start -- and I think Judy would like to start, too -- is what 

4 3 led you into philosophy and what your conception of philosophy was when you started as a 

4 4 debutante or whatever? 



45 CAPLAN: 

46 FOX: 
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It's funny because people have been asking me this a lot lately for different reasons. 

Well, we have no ulterior motives. Let it be said that we have high admiration for 

4 7 the fact that you've decided not to be just an academic philosopher. 

48 CAPLAN: Why did I get into philosophy? I think it was some long-term reasons or distal 

4 9 causes and some proximate ones in biology talk. I definitely was engaged by ethical and 

50 metaphysical questions because of my Jewish education. I was not taken with Judaism as 

51 fundamentalism, but I was very taken with Judaism as style of argument and mode of inquiry. I 

52 think people outside that tradition sometimes don't appreciate its openness to debate and dissent, 

53 even in the Fundamentalist or Orthodox circles. I was raised Conservative, but you can still 

54 debate. It's sort of one of these things -- you debate and argue, but you're expected in the end to 

55 sort of toe the line when you get there. The Jesuits look like this. So I spent a lot of time 

56 growing up arguing with rabbis and fighting with Sunday school or Hebrew school teachers. 

57 FOX: Where did you go to school? 

58 CAPLAN: In Framingham, outside of Boston. I grew up in Boston until I was seven, then 

59 moved to Framingham and was there right through high school. It turned out that the rabbi of my 

60 temple, a guy named Rudofsky, produced an offspring named Tamar Rudofsky who was the chair 

61 of Jewish Studies at Ohio State; she was my classmate all through Hebrew school. She was 

62 toeing the line the whole way and I was her debate partner. Just arguing back and forth about 

63 everything. He would say, I read this story about X, Y, and Z this way in the Bible and I think it 

6 4 means this, and I would say, that is the stupidest interpretation, I don't understand why you say 

6 5  that, it doesn't say anything like this. 
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67 CAPLAN: 
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Only in a Jewish milieu can you be so insulting ... 

Exactly, exactly, sort of go toe to toe with the rabbi. The guy's 50 years old, has 

68 graduated from nine seminaries, and you're going to tell him what your peanut view is! However, 

69 this theme will return when I come to Ernest Nagel in philosophy, who actually has the same 

7 0 attitude, doing much the same thing much later, arguing with him. 

71 FOX: In terms of your family background, so your family was very active in terms of .. . 

72 CAPLAN: No, this is amusing. My family was workmen circle, Zionist, anti-religious, 

7 3 secular. I was sent off to Hebrew school almost as a guilt thing by parents, who were not very 

7 4 Jewish religion-wise, but were culturally very interested. So they would support Israel, they didn't 

7 5 go to temple, I mean maybe on Yom Kippur, but that was about it. They grew up, for Judy's 

7 6 references -- here's an unusual fact about me and it probably does have to do with being a public 

7 7 philosopher and so on - - but both sets of my grandparents, unlike most Jews in America, were 

7 8 born here. They were in Stoughton and Canton, Mass. They lived near the Blue Hills. My great-

7 9 grandparents were the immigrants, but they came in the 1880s, through Boston, which by the way 

8 0  is an answer to another old puzzle -- why Caplan with a "C"? Most of those came in 1880, 

81 through Boston, and got their names spelled by guys named Callahan, Casey, and Corcoran, who 

82 changed them all to "Cs", so my father says, and I think he's right. I've never studied this 

8 3 extensively ... 

8 4  FOX: 

8 5  CAPLAN: 

From where did they come? 

Austria. And there's a tradition in my family -- way, way back, great-great-

8 6 grandparents, as far back as I can know -- of definite Orthodox rabbis, both sides. You've got 
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8 7 pictures of people with long side burns, tefilin and all sorts of things that my grandparents had, 

8 8 but they completely rebelled against this. They didn't really flee in the 1880s. They kind of liked 

8 9 the czar, I mean the Hapsburg king, whoever it was. Franz Josef, I think, was someone who was 

90 

91 FOX: My brother- in- law's family is like that. The older members of the family are still 

9 2 mourning the death of the great days in Vienna. 

9 3  CAPLAN: Right, exactly, exactly. In Vienna and that sort of thing, so they liked the 

9 4 Hapsburgs, but they were nervous about political developments, that it was getting repressive and 

95 so kind of left proto-socialist or something like that. There wasn't a Marx and a Communism, but 

96 they were sort of lefties before there was Marxism or something. My sisters went to Hebrew 

97 school but without enthusiasm, if I could put it that way. I mean nobody cared whether they liked 

98 it or didn't like it, they just kind of went. I was the guy who was supposed to go in there and 

9 9 make up for the fact that no one, my parents couldn't tell a mezuzah from a, I don't know, the 

1 0 0 plate with a Passover egg. 

101 FOX: So you're the only boy? 

102 CAPLAN: Yeah, first-born, a fawning mother, devoted. So that religious experience was 

1 0 3 there, and I rebelled against it for lots of reasons. I mean some just pure intellectual feistiness, 

1 0 4 some -- because my parents weren't doing it and it looked hypocritical to me, which it still does 

1 0 5 even almost 50 years later - - but I didn't intensely hate it. It opened the doors to be critical 

1 0 6 because of this environment where people weren't practicing. It was sort of, I knew what was 

1 0 7 going on but it wasn't something in my house, and we would do religious events as ceremonial 
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1 0 8 and family events, which is interesting because even to this day -- and I'm married to somebody 

1 0 9 who isn't Jewish -- that's exactly how those holidays go. I'm comfortable with them because I 

110 know what they feel like. It was the way I grew up. We can do Passover, we can do Easter in 

111 the same week, and they're sort of family events almost, secularized moments. But I know the 

112 Bible pretty well, and I've certainly read rabbinic opinions in a style of argument that moves from 

11 3 analogy, key case studies, metaphor is not unknown to me, and I've never really been a big 

1 1 4  believer i n  overarching theories, which i s  true i n  my views about philosophy o f  science. It's true 

115 in my views about ethics, it's true in my views about bioethics. It drives people like Dan Callahan 

116 crazy. They want a theory. Actually they want, in my view, a metaphysic to replace that 

11 7 foundationalism that God used to provide. I don't worry about it as much. If I was looking at 

1 1 8 American bioethics, at least before you got to the junior people, I must be the quintessential 

119 pragmatist. 

1 2  0 When people try to type me within philosophy circles, they will type me as a follower of 

121 Dewey, and that's amusing to me because I've never understood Dewey on ethics. I do 

12 2 understand him a little on science. I have no idea what he's talking about when he writes about 

12 3 ethics. I've read him. I had to. I went to Columbia, I went to Dewey's old school. I read a lot of 

12 4 him under the tutelage of people like Charles Frankel. I had him at Columbia. I desperately 

12 5 wanted to like Dewey, and I never could figure out what he was talking about. So I understand 

12 6 what the pragmatism problem is. Dewey is the key pragmatist that I'm associated with, but I don't 

12 7 actually think he made a lot of sense; sort of incoherent Congregationalism or something. So 

1 2  8 that's one strain. 
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1 3  0 secular ... 
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Did you choose Brandeis as your undergraduate school? Again, out of what, 

Yeah, it felt comfortable there. I can tell you, I applied to Princeton, Dartmouth, 

1 32 the University ofMassachusetts, Boston College, Tufts, a funny range of schools. I had no idea 

1 3  3 what I was doing. 

1 34 FOX: Boston College? 

1 35 CAPLAN: Yeah, Boston College. Although you know what the connection is -- we'll come 

1 3  6 back to this, too, in a second -- it's sports. So I'm thinking about, do I want to play football, do I 

1 3  7 want to go to some egghead joint? So I'm thinking about Boston College, and I actually pay a 

1 3  8 visit there --you'll like this. I size up the football team, and I'm looking at the guys that they're 

1 3  9 starting at Boston College, and I'm thinking, I'm going to get killed here, I mean I am going to get 

1 4  0 killed. I might actually be able to play here, but I'm going to suffer greatly for this. First of all 

1 4 1 they use the freshmen and sophomores as fodder for two years, just beat you to death, and then I 

1 4  2 thought I'm just not big enough. I'm OK, but I'm not big enough to play with these guys. So that 

1 4  3 kind of discouraged me after I did the recruiting things. I thought, man, I'm going to pay for this 

1 4  4 if I do this. So, then I looked over Dartmouth - oh, Bowdoin. Bowdoin, that was another place I 

1 4  5 applied to because somebody from Framingham had gone to Bowdoin, some guy down the street. 

1 4  6 So I went there and I thought, Bowdoin's in the woods and it's in Maine, I don't know, geez 

1 4  7 there's no girls there, there's no girls at Bowdoin at this time. It's like, I'm thinking, you know, 

1 4  8 what is this. I'm going to go out in the woods with 500 guys. Forget this. So I didn't like that. 

1 4  9 Dartmouth felt the same way; it was all male. And then I got into Princeton from the waiting list, 
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1 5  0 but it felt WASPY to me when I went there, so I didn't like that, and it was all male. Brandeis 

151 felt somewhat familiar because it  was kind of Jewish, but in a kind of secularly weird way, and it 

152 also felt interesting because it had girls who appeared to be, umm, available. I mean strong, 

1 5 3  interesting, not shy, right there. That turned out to be true. 

154 FOX: Was it still in the midst of its sort of Sixties ... 

155 CAPLAN: Yes, complete tumult. I was there in the thick of this -- '67 to '71 is when I'm 

156 there. Which plays a role in why I'm interested in philosophy, too, but at that time an interesting 

15 7 thing for me was I was in the early throes of feminism. Feminism had come to Brandeis long 

15 8 before it got into anyplace else. So my classes had very vocal, very dynamic females in them. It 

15 9 never occurred to me, never, throughout college that you wouldn't listen to what women had to 

16 0 say or women wouldn't be able to do well in intellectual things. I can't say I had the same 

161 attitudes about minorities. There weren't so many at Brandeis, but women, they're present, doing 

162 things, chairing committees, but I mean in a very comfortable way. Not straining, just sort o( 

16 3 that's what it was. Golda Meir, I think, was prime minister oflsrael at this time, and was just like 

16 4 that's what happens, and no one blinked about that. 

165 FOX: Did you major in philosophy at Brandeis? 

166 CAPLAN: I majored in biology as a pre-med and minored in philosophy, and let me detour 

16 7 backwards to polio and then I'll come forward to Brandeis and philosophy, which is definitely 

168 important for my interest in philosophy. But going backwards, I got polio when I was seven, in 

16 9 this last of the big polio outbreaks in Boston. 

170 FOX: What year was that? 
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'57. I actually have a convenient birthday because I was born in '50, so everything's 

17 2 computable pretty fast. So I remember, I woke up one day, and I was in my bedroom, and I said, 

17 3 geez, my arms and legs feel weak and I went into my father's room, and he knew right away what 

17 4 was going on because he was a pharmacist. He'd seen people, he knew about this outbreak. He 

17 5 knew exactly what was going on, so he said we're going right to the doctor. He asked me, can I 

1 7 6 raise my leg, can I do this, can I do that. He was definitely checking and suspicious. 

177 FOX: Incidentally, going back to the pharmacist, there's a proud tradition of sort of 

17 8 socialism, Jewish socialism among Jewish pharmacists ... 

179 CAPLAN: Exactly, he was ... 

1 80 FOX: When in a later era they would have become physicians. 

181 CAPLAN: This is him, by the way. He would have been a physician. He was admitted to 

1 8  2 Brown Medical School. He got drafted in the Second World War and went away for four years. 

18 3 By the time he came back, he was ready to work. He needed money. I had appeared, or was 

1 8  4 appearing soon, and he didn't have time to go to medical school. So he was definitely headed that 

18 5 way, to medicine, that's what he wanted to do. I will say that is something he wanted me to do, 

1 8  6 too. He wasn't overly pressuring about it, but he would have liked it. 

1 8 7  FOX: Did he have a very highly developed social conscience? 

1 8 8 CAPLAN: He definitely did, although in a localized way. I mean his idea was be nice in the 

1 8  9 community, forgive debts of people. He's very proud of the fact, my father would tell you, that 

19 0 when he retired everybody had paid their bills. He thought that was a good sign that they liked 

191 him, he'd done the right thing, that he didn't have any outstanding creditors. 
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Anyway, so he took you to the hospital that morning. 

So he dragged me off to the hospital, and the long and short of that was they said, 

19 4 yup, this boy's got it, and so I went into Children's, and was there for six months in the hospital. 

19 5 At the lowest ebb of this thing, I had paralysis of the legs and paralysis of the neck, so I couldn't 

19 6 move. I never went into an iron lung or anything like that, I never had any diaphragm or lung 

19 7 muscle thing, I mean chest muscles. 

1 9 8  FOX: Not arms? 

199 CAPLAN: Not arms. Although they were weak, I remember noticing that. I can even 

2 0 0 remember that and that's a long time ago. And so I could do something that you'll appreciate fully; 

2 0 1 I still had arm use so I could ... 

202 FOX: It's more important to have arms than your legs, isn't it? 

2 0 3  CAPLAN: So I could sit up, I could change the TV, that kind of stuff. Polio was definitely a 

2 0 4 big formative thing for me in being philosophical. More than that, it explains two things about me, 

2 0 5 I think, in some quasi-Freudian sense. It's why I'm not a doctor because I was mad about polio. I 

2 0 6 think I've gotten over it. I can think of people out there like Bob Veatch who are mad at medicine 

2 0 7 and have never gotten over it. I sort of came to terms with it a long time ago, but ... 

20 8 FOX: Even Arthur Kleinman ... who is sort of an anti-doctor doctor. 

209 CAPLAN: What I didn't like about medicine from that time, that turned me away from it, was 

21 0 that a lot of the things that were done, spinal taps, you had to hurt people to get information. I 

211 couldn't hack it. That was my weakness. I know that a lot of the things that are done, even now, 

212 I still cringe at because you have to cause harm to get benefit -- whether it's research or just 
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2 1 3  taking blood or doing other things. I don't like that, and I didn't like i t  when I was a kid either. I 

2 1 4  shouldn't say I disliked medicine that much. I couldn't bear to do some of the things that you had 

2 1 5  to do, and I saw a lot of it, because the kids I was looking a t  in my ward weren't just polio. They 

216 were leukemia patients and ... 

2 1 7  FOX: Leukemia, sure, and they weren't curable at that time. 

218 CAPLAN: They were getting tested and womped on, and they were trying all kinds of crazy 

219 stuff; I don't even know what they were doing, but you probably do from your studies in the 

2 2 0 metabolic unit. I don't know what the hell they were up to there, what the treatments were, but 

2 21 whatever they were, they were not nice. I had kids with other kinds of cancer, and these were kids 

222 that were really flailed upon by medicine with not much result. For some reason I went into 

2 2 3 remission. I've never felt any symptoms since then, but I did have to learn to regain muscle 

2 2 4 strength -- something else you're familiar with, which brings my interest in rehab always to the 

2 2 5 fore. So I did a lot of rehab just to regain muscle function. 

226 FOX: How long did that take? 

2 2 7  CAPLAN: I probably went to rehab intensively for a year, and I went sporadically all the way 

228 till I was 13 years old. 12 and 13, i t  was kind of twice a year, just to check what's up with your 

2 2 9 muscles. And I can say, too, by the time I was 12 and 13 I knew that my muscles were fine 

2 3 0 because I was doing sports, and so I wasn't worried about it, but I was back in the culture for a 

2 31 long haul. 

2 32 FOX: 

2 33 CAPLAN: 

That's a long haul for a boy of seven ... 

Yeah, and for us, this is the -- I keep looking at Judy about this, for the Boston 
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2 34 metaphor -- but this is the trip down Route 9. There's no turnpike for a good part of what I'm 

2 3 5 talking about, so when I go to rehab, we are really talking a haul because you've got to come all 

2 3 6 the way down from Framingham, down Route 9. I used to think that Boston was somewhere 

2 3 7 around Bangor, Maine. I mean, it took forever to get there. It used to take us an hour and fifteen 

2 38 minutes to go there, an hour and fifteen minutes to come back from there. We usually turned it 

2 3 9 into an event, my mother and I, where we'd stop at that restaurant in Copley Square, Ken's. There 

2 4 0 were a couple of delis where you could get corned beef sandwiches along the route, and I would 

2 41 sometimes eat those. There was one that's not there anymore, downtown; there was another one 

2 4 2 out near a place called China Sails in Newton. 

2 4 3 So, this was an expedition. When you say it was a real thing for a seven-year-old, when I 

2 4 4 did this I had to miss a lot of schooL it was a lot of driving. I spent a lot of time with my mother. 

2 4 5 She did all this. My father was in the store, so she was the hauler back and forth. This was not the 

2 4 6 time when they sent the medical van to come get you or anything like that, so you got hauled in 

2 4  7 there. Most of this consisted, as I remember it, of kind of physical rehab, you know, parallel bars, 

2 4 8 range of motion exercises, not much of the fine motor stuff, more major muscle things that today 

2 4 9 would be called PT as opposed to OT type stuff. It wasn't actually called that at that time. I don't 

2 50 know when PT/OT split, but I know it was after when I started doing this. Rehab was kind of 

2 51 interesting because you also got to talk to people with other things. There were serious polio 

252 cases, there were strokes. It wasn't all kids. Some of the people had started, if you had been in a 

253 car accident at 14, you stayed in the peds rehab until22 . So the range was kind of big there, even 

2 54 though there was an adult part, but they kind of stayed with their patients. There were no 
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2 5 5  physiatrists at that time, which is interesting. Doctors wandered in, but it was mainly, women, 

2 5 6  nurses, physical therapy. I don't remember much about the doctors. 

2 5 7  FOX: And orthopedic surgeons ruled the roost. 

2 5 8  CAPLAN: Although if they were there, I don't remember them. My memory is more just 

2 5 9  physical therapy type people and nurses, doing exercises. 

2 6 0 FOX: When you say you came to realize that you wouldn't be able to do to people what 

2 61 you had to do in the name of helping them, but it also helped to turn you toward philosophy. 

2 6 2 What ... ? 

2 6 3 CAPLAN: A couple of major questions. I hate to sound like Harold Kushner but the "why are 

2 6 4 bad things happening to good people?" question is definitely there. These kids are sick, they don't 

2 6 5 do anytliing, they're paralyzed, some of them in iron lungs, some are dying. What the heck is this 

2 6 6 all about, so there's a very strong, "why is there evil?" I wouldn't have called it that then -- but 

2 6 7 ''what's this all about, why is this happening to me?" is certainly a major theme that starts to show 

2 6 8 up. Also thinking about why is it that people can't tell you what's going on. You've heard me say, 

2 6 9 and I found this very telling, that people had a hard time telling kids the truth and kids could 

2 7 0 figure out what was going on. I've always been a big believer about informed consent, that the 

2 71 neglected area is cross-patient communication in finding out what's going on. 

2 7 2 That was my world. That's what I learned: anything I wanted to find out about I tried to 

2 7 3 get out of other kids, other kids' parents, the visitors who were passing through. The doctors 

2 7 4 were completely unreliable, they never talked to you at all. This was pre-, I don't know, pediatric 

2 7 5 enlightenment or something, because they had nothing to say to kids. Nurses maybe. Parents 
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2 7 6 were out after visiting hours, none of this staying over kind of stuff, which I hated. I didn't 

2 7 7 understand why that had to be so rigid. But why couldn't you get facts or information, why 

2 7  8 weren't people telling the truth? We'd get a lot of this, "Johnny's gone home now," and Johnny 

2 7 9 was clearly dead. He hadn't gone home, he was like not looking too well, and he definitely didn't 

2 8 0 go home, or if he went home it was pretty bizarre, so people would just lie about that sort of 

2 8 1  stuff. So why were people lying, what were they covering up or what bothered them, why 

2 8 2 couldn't they just tell you what was true? That certainly got me interested in ... 

2 8 3  FOX: Did you discuss any of that with your parents? 

2 8 4  CAPLAN: Yeah, not so much the why is this happening to me, but more the why aren't we 

2 8 5 getting the square dope around here. And they would say, you know, that's just how they do it, 

2 8 6 and we have to follow the rules here. They were definitely terrified of something I've seen many 

2 8 7 times since, and you both will understand this. I sometimes say, in transplants, in particular, that's 

2 8 8 a place where you get a lot of brownies baked because people are trying to bribe the staff to be 

2 8 9 nice. In that ward, parents were very nice to the doctors because they wanted to make sure that 

2 9 0 favors were done, kids weren't neglected. Your kid was in the care of these people basically 18 

2 9 1  hours a day. You might see them for four, if you're lucky. They did not protest, gripe, or do 

2 92 anything. It was a brownie baking place as I think of it today. It was just a place where you didn't 

2 9 3 rock that boat, you were terrified that they would not be nice to your kid, which I didn't fully 

2 9 4  understand then but I understand today. M y  parents were trying to be good citizens, so when I 

2 9 5 would say why aren't they telling us this or that, they would just say, well this is the way it has to 

2 9 6 be and don't get into that, don't challenge them, don't ask them. 
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Did you talk about it later on, with your sparring partner in the rabbi, did you ... 

More in the way bad things happen to good people type theme, and the reason I 

2 9 9 brought up Rabbi Kushner, who wrote this notorious book, is that he was the rabbi in the next 

3 0 0  town, in Natick. I knew him slightly. I didn't know him as an author. I just heard him once. They 

3 0 1  did this as Framingham began to grow. It started off when I was there as the rural outpost, and 

3 0 2 then it got bigger and bigger and then the turnpike came, and it became a real bedroom 

3 0 3  community. That's why things like the Framingham Heart Study showed up on the horizon, 

3 0 4 which by the way my father was a major data keeper on. He wasn't in it, but he kept all the 

3 0 5 records because he had the first pharmacy in the town. So every year -- I have to add as a side 

3 0 6 note, related to nothing -- the doctors from Harvard appeared to look at these records, and it was 

3 0 7 like a big thing. It was like they're coming from ''there," and I had no idea where ''there" was. I 

3 0 8 mean it was like coming from Mars, but I remember they'd come and ... 

3 0 9 SWAZEY: To the outpost of civilization. 

3 1 0  CAPLAN: Exactly, just past us was like the Indian country or something. It was like 

3 1 1  Worcester. The last thing was Spaggs and then oblivion. 

3 1 2  FOX: It wasn't only true in small communities like that. I mean most of us, in the era 

3 1 3  you're talking about, grew up in very self-sufficient communities. Where I grew up on West End 

3 1 4  Avenue in New York, to go across the Park was a huge trip, because this world was totally 

3 1 5  complete in and of itself 

3 1 6  CAPLAN: And it was a huge trip, just in the sense in which the road infrastructure was not ... 

3 1 7  FOX: Everybody didn't have two cars and stuff like that. 
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Today I can go from Framingham to B.U., down the turnpike, in 15 minutes. That 

3 1 9  was an hour and fifteen minutes when I was a kid. It's just a whole different world. 

3 2 0  END OF SIDE 

3 2 1  FOX: 

3 2 2  ? 

3 2 3  CAPLAN: 

Going back to your undergraduate years, why did you major in biology at Brandeis 

Probably parental hopes, but I did like biology. I wasn't sure that I would go on to 

3 2 4  medicine, but I kind of liked biology, which I remained interested in. I think, for me it would have 

3 2  5 been possible to take a tum toward doing a kind of bench science career, where I didn't have to 

3 2 6 hurt too many things except rats and I was never enamored of them all that much. So my 

3 2  7 sensibilities didn't extend down to all creatures. Although it's funny, I still have an animal welfare 

3 2 8 bent about all that, so I'm lying because they do extend down to those creatures. I might have 

3 2 9 done more basic science, but I met a professor at Brandeis, named Robert Greenberg, who is not 

3 3 0 a distinguished or highly-published philosopher, although he's still there, in the department. He 

3 3 1  was a very engaging guy because he often had class in his house. He often showed up at things 

3 3 2 like the football practices and would sometimes throw the ball around or play a little touch game 

3 3 3 of pickup football with guys who were just hanging around down at the gym and so on. The long 

3 3 4  and short of him was he was a very engaging guy, and he was my window to see that you could 

3 3 5 be a professor and actually have a life. I went in his house, I met his kids, I knew his wife. He 

3 3 6 was fun to talk to about things. He did the kind of philosophy that I despise today, as a matter of 

3 3 7  fact. He was enamored of British linguistic philosophy. His hero was P.F. Strawson, if that means 

3 3 8  anything to you. Strawson was one of Oxford's Don ofDons. 
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I thought it was A.J.Ayer. 

Oh, before him. Strawson was probably an A.J. Ayer student. But it's funny, 

3 41 because I labored over that stuff, and actually did rather poorly at  it. I had no facility for it and 

3 4 2 didn't really engage it, but I liked the professor. So when sometimes I hear people say, I don't 

343 have a mentor, this guy was a mentor. He was a funny mentor because if you call him up right 

3 4 4 now at Brandeis, which you could do, he would laugh and he would say to you, "you know, I do 

3 4 5 remember Art very well but I never thought he'd amount to anything in philosophy.
,, 

I mean I've 

3 4 6 seen him at philosophy meetings. He comes up to me and says, "What the hell did I miss about 

3 4 7 you?, He's just like, "what's going on, what happened here.
,, 

I was kind of rough hewn at the 

3 4 8 time, but it is true that I didn't really like the kind of philosophy that he does, although I've never 

3 4 9 actually had the courage to tell him that I still don't like it, and I still don't think that's the way to 

3 5 0  do it. But he was a major influence at the undergraduate level. The other thing that got me 

3 5 1  interested in philosophy is that when I show up in '67, the Vietnam War was really starting to heat 

3 5 2  up. The campus discussions were going on about race, and there was a lot of discussion 

3 5 3  beginning to break out at Brandeis about human rights, political issues. I will only say that 

3 5 4  Brandeis, during the time I was there, was closed at least for one of the four years, if you add up 

3 5 5  the time. 

3 5 6  FOX: Morris Abram still despises sociologists because he could not bear what he had to 

3 5 7  undergo as president of Brandeis. 

3 5 8  CAPLAN: Morris Abram was president when I was there, and I've talked to him about this. 

3 5 9  FOX: He is extremely conservative in all sorts of ways, including Jewishly. He hated me 
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3 6 0 personally, when I was on the President's Commission, because of being in the same room with a 

3 6 1  sociologist. It had nothing to do with me. He adored Al Jonsen because he saw him as the sort 

3 62 of ... 

3 6 3 CAPLAN: Upholder of values or something, yeah. Abram turned to me once at a party that 

3 6 4 my then-wife, Jane, and I happened to be at in New York, this would have been in the early 

3 6 5 Eighties, when you were on the Commission, in fact -- and said, "what the hell were you doing?" 

3 6 6 He didn't mean me, he just meant students. What was bothering you, what was the matter with 

3 6 7 you guys, he never understood. 

3 6 8 I was there right in the middle of that tumult. People have said, and if I read this one more 

3 6 9 time I'm going to shoot myself, that the Sixties were the greatest setback to intellectual life of all 

3 7 0 time. Well, for me, they were an absolute spark. They got me interested in philosophy and ethics. 

3 7 1  Aside from having personal reasons to be interested in these kinds of questions, I got very much 

3 7 2 into these questions. It turned out that I was kind of a campus conservative because I thought we 

3 7 3 should all vote for Hubert Humphrey, and I didn't think it was a good idea to kill the faculty who 

3 7 4 disagreed with us. I just thought we should try to argue with them. I can say my political views 

3 7 5 have not moved much since I was at Brandeis. They're about where they were then. I consider 

3 7  6 myself to be a moderate democrat bordering on the New Democrat side of things, sort of 

3 7 7 conservative. I wasn't a big drug user in college. I would have my intersections at parties with 

3 7 8 alcohol or marijuana but passingly, not anything I'd ever be embarrassed to tell my son about. 

3 7 9 When people are always saying, "what did you do in the Sixties?, " I sort of say, "well, I tried this 

3 8 0 and I tried that, and I had some things where there were parties, but I wasn't lost in the drug 
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3 8 1  culture and it didn't have any big lure for me." I was very engaged, though, by these political 

3 8 2 fights, and at one point, when I was at Brandeis, five of the 10 slots on the Most Wanted list 

3 8 3 were Brandeis people; four of them arrested in a thing that you may remember Judy, a bank 

3 8 4 holdup and a policeman was killed. 

3 8 5 SWAZEY: Oh, yes, I do. 

3 8 6 CAPLAN: Katherine Power's boyfriend, Tom, was a good friend of mine. I played cards with 

3 8 7 him quite a bit. And Stanley Bond, who's now dead, tried to break out of Bridgewater in the 

3 8 8 1980s. Anyway, there were a number of people that I knew, when I was making a joke about I 

3 8 9 didn't want to kill the faculty, that's not a joke. This was the sort of Wisconsin blow- up-the-

3 9 0 mathematics-building type thing, and I would often be in student things where I'd be saying, look, 

3 9 1  you can't. There were two things that drove me crazy -- I never supported, never, the North 

3 92 Vietnamese. I didn't like the war, but I never found their cause attractive. The issue was, for me, 

3 9 3 whether it was moral to intervene, but, I never found the Soviet or the Chinese or the North 

3 9 4  Vietnamese at all attractive. I still don't, but I didn't then either. Secondly, I found it unacceptable 

3 9 5 to do violence; particularly I always thought that the university was a weak institution, that it was 

3 9 6 easy to pick on, in other words. If you wanted to do violence, you should go try and shoot 

3 9 7 generals, not professors of sociology. They're easy targets, and so I never really beat up on 

3 9 8 Brandeis per se. Morris Abram doesn't remember this, but I'm a person who might have said, the 

3 9 9 black students have a right to take over Ford Hall, but as it turned out no one in the town of 

4 0 0 Waltham would sell them locks because they knew they were trying to take over that building in 

4 0 1 protest. I went and bought them the locks and gave them the locks, and then said I didn't think 
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4 0 2 they should use them, and that they had a right to have the locks, to get whatever they wanted, 

4 0 3 but I thought it was wrong to take over a building, and this is literally true. Jane, my former wife, 

4 0 4 will tell you one of the things she could never understand was why I went to the hardware store 

4 0 5 and bought them locks for the doors to take over that building, gave them to them, and then said, 

4 0 6 I don't think you should use these. I knew these guys because we were on the football team. 

407 FOX: Was your former wife there at that time? 

408 CAPLAN: Oh yeah, I met her there. She was a freshman, I was a sophomore. This was a 

4 0 9 fetal marriage -- 18. 

410 FOX: Really? 

411 CAPLAN: Mmhmm. 

412 FOX: That's when you married? 

413 CAPLAN: Mmhmm. 

414 FOX: Wow. 

415 CAPLAN: She came from Holy Cross High School in Delran , New Jersey, but is from Philly, 

416 actually grew up in Fishtown, not far from where the tire fire was under I-95. Many of her 

41 7 relatives probably were setting that fire, I have a feeling, or there were cousins or second cousins 

418 or something. So she had an alien experience of her own in winding up at Brandeis. That was 

419 outright, complete rebellion. From a Catholic background, that's about as distant as she could get 

4 2 0 from where she grew up and still wind up on the planet Earth, I think. 

421 FOX: I remember when you were coming to Philadelphia you said that it was a return 

4 2 2 for your wife and family. 



423 CAPLAN: 

Acadia Institute Project on Bioethics in American Society 
Arthur Caplan 

page21 

She has lots of sisters around here. One lives about two blocks from us, and her 

4 2 4 mother is still alive and lives in Maple Shade, and many, many cousins and many, many other 

425 scattered relatives all around Philly. If you need a policeman here, I'm a good guy to talk to, 

4 2 6 because she knows all the cops that work in the Northeast. 

427 FOX: To go back to that general statement you made about the Sixties, am I wrong in 

4 2 8 supposing this is a comment on the larger picture, that the Civil Rights movement and some of the 

4 2 9 ferment of the Sixties gave philosophers their first opportunity to actually go out of the academy 

4 3 0 and into an applied field? 

431 CAPLAN: Yes, I think it is absolutely true. This wasn't true for me, because the kind of 

4 3 2 philosophy I was doing at that particular time was as abstract as it could be, but it is true that 

4 3 3 philosophy in ethics had kind of disengaged and was asking only what would be called today, then 

4 3 4 too, meta-ethical questions, like was ethics possible. They were just coming off the emotivist era 

4 3 5 in American ethics, which was C.L. Stevenson, basically saying ethics is just expressions akin to 

4 3 6 "yuck" or "bully" or "I like that." That ethics was not a credible enterprise, and it was, in fact, the 

4 3 7 critique Ayer, and other logical positivists, that had driven ethics completely into the ground. So 

4 3 8 those who were interested in ethics were trying to wrestle with the foundational question, how 

4 3 9 can ethics be possible? These events break out, and it doesn't matter why ethics is possible, it 

4 4 0 clearly is relevant, and so I have to say those questions, as I read that particular era, never got 

4 41 answered. They just got neglected. It was sort of like, well I don't know how it's possible, but is 

4 4 2 this war right or wrong, so ... 

443 FOX: Can you think of particular philosophers who represented kind of spearhead 
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445 CA PLAN: Tom Nagel, who's now at N.Y.U. Marshall Cohen, who was then at the Graduate 

4 4 6 Center of the City University. Rawls at Harvard, certainly was moved to write a theory of justice 

4 4 7 to try and find a theoretical underpinning. 

448 FOX: When did he do that? 

449 CA PLA N: '71, which is a credible response to these meta-ethical worries. He says, OK, well 

450 here's my theory. 

451 FOX: He had a theory, at least. 

452 CA PLA N: Norman Daniels, one of his leading students at this time, very influenced by these 

4 53 events, and actually was a graduate student who started to write some things, probably doing his 

454 dissertation defense about this time. That's when the Journal of Philosophy and Public Affairs 

4 55 begins to show its muscle. Who else is leading the charge around that time? There are more ... 

456 FOX: Were they looked upon with the same degree of skepticism that you were when 

4 57 you took your path? 

458 CA PLA N: Yeah. Some of them were junior profs and so were both more wlnerable but a 

4 59 little more respectable. It was sort of a usual junior professors rebel against senior dogma, 

4 6 0 whatever it is. But they were definitely out on the edge of something. They had to set up their 

4 61 own journal, for example, to do this. They couldn't get any of that stuff published in the main 

4 62 journals, so they had to create one to do it. If you look at the editorial board of Philosophy and 

4 6 3 Public A ffairs' first issues, you'll see the names. 

4 6 4 Remember that classic article that everybody laughs at now, the trolley car argument on 
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4 65 abortion, by what's her name from M.I.T.? What's her name? It's hated in  some ways because it's 

4 6 6 such an abstract argument about abortion. It's the one where if you had to have somebody 

4 6 7 attached to you, as a violinist. This is a part of that movement, and what looks to us almost still, 

4 6 8  from the point of view today, disengaged, sterile, no context, no history. At that time it was seen 

4 6 9 as, my god this is so applied and so driven by practical problems. It's Thompson, Judith Jarvis 

4 7 0 Thompson. Dennis Thompson, no relation, who's at Harvard now and runs that little professions 

4 7 1  and ethics program, comes out of this era, too; he was at Princeton at the time. He's influential in 

4 7 2 sort of making ethics practical in the political science side of the thing. So if you just pull that 

4 7 3 editorial board out, you'd have it. 

4 7 4 Amarta Sen, plays a role here, way in the background, as a junior genius, just arrived at 

4 7 5 Harvard from India, who is not afraid to look at practical problems, and so opens the door to the 

4 7 6 respectability of it, even though he does none of it personally. He doesn't know anything about 

4 7 7 medicine, but he makes it OK in some sense. 

4 7 8  FOX: Is he an exceptionally good philosopher? 

4 7 9  CAPLAN: Yeah. He is a very, very smart guy. Probably the best living 

4 8 0 economist/philosopher, I think. 

4 8 1  FOX: But not in bioethics? 

4 8 2 CAPLAN: No, has no interest in that. He's closer kin to an economist than anything else. 

4 8 3  FOX: In spite of all your involvement in this ferment, you went off to Columbia to study 

4 8 4 in a very orthodox program. 

4 8 5  CAPLAN: That's only because I didn't realize anything about what that was. When I was a 
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4 8 6 senior, I applied to some law schools, I applied to some medical schools, and I applied to a couple 

4 8 7 of philosophy schools. I didn't know what I wanted to do, but I thought if I get into the 

4 8 8 philosophy schools, maybe I'll just do that and see if I like it, and then I'll get a real job. I had no 

4 8 9 illusions that anybody was employable as a philosopher. I knew that much, but I thought ... 

490 FOX: What did your wife think about this? 

491 CAPLAN: Well by this point, she's majoring in psychology, and she is going to go to graduate 

492 school in psychology, but her deal is experimental psychology. If you know this world at all, she 

4 9 3 was soon to fall under the sway of people like Vrrginia V alian and Tom Bever , who are doing 

4 9 4 what is now called psycho-linguistics, and later she became a student of somebody named Sandra 

4 9 5 Scarr, who's a muckety-muck at the University of Vrrginia. Sandra's issues were child 

4 9 6 development differences in intelligence performance, which are not uncontroversial in their own 

4 9 7 right. What Jane has done with the rest of her life is take what she learned about kids and applied 

4 9 8 it to adults. She's basically used models of productivity to try and work with scientists and 

4 9 9 engineers in places like Bell Labs, and her career has gone more toward the applied, working with 

50 0 Lucent or Nortell or these big outfits. She writes more in the Harvard Business Review now than 

50 1 she does in psychology journals, but it's all models that worked on kids about trying to improve 

50 2 their performance. So she thought, OK, well I'm going to do the graduate work and we can get 

503 by. I kind of picked Columbia as the place to go because they gave me the biggest scholarship and 

504 fellowship. I looked at Penn as a matter of fact; that was the first time I ever came here. That 

505 was a place I got into. So I got into a lot of these programs, and I thought, OK, what the hell, let's 

50 6 try the philosophy stuff, if I don't like it, 
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Did Jane study at Columbia, too, then? 

She was a year behind me, so she finished her undergraduate degree at Barnard --

51 0 you couldn't go to Columbia then ... 

511 FOX: That's right. I taught there, so I remember. 

512 CAPLAN: So she went to Barnard, although she has a Brandeis degree, but she did the end of 

513 it at Barnard, and then she went to graduate school at the City University of New York's 

514 psychology department. That's where she got in. 

515 FOX: That's a good one. 

516 CAPLAN: Yeah, which was very good, had a lot of good people in there, and that's actually 

51 7 my vision of social science, which will amuse both of you. I saw it from the psychology point of 

518 view for a lot of the time through Jane's work. She went to Graduate Center and then she taught 

519 as a post doc at Yale for two years, and then she got a teaching job at Williams College for two 

52 0 years, and then wound up at the New School on the graduate psych faculty, which was absolutely 

5 21 the greatest collection of neurotics ever assembled. 

522 FOX: Psychology was very strong there. 

523 CAPLAN: Powerful. Jerome Bruner was there. She went in to give her job talk, and on one 

524 side of the room is Jerome Bruner, on the other side is Leon Festinger. She's thinking, what was 

52 5 going on here, am I supposed to get this job. Anyway, she taught there for a while, and then she 

52 6 got lured out by the applied stu£( but she had a real academic psychology career for a long time, 

52 7 so I know a lot of the academic psychologists, just socially, from that side of the street. 
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So you land at Columbia. Did you know very much about the philosophy 

I knew nothing about the philosophy department. I didn't even know much about 

5 31 New York City. I'd never been there except once when I was 10 or something. I'd gone to 

532 Washington for some demonstrations, but I actually never spent much time in New York City. 

53 3 When I went there, a few odd things, which I can't dwell on because it's too long a biography, but 

53 4 I immediately glommed onto Arthur Danto, who today is still around, and he writes the art review 

535 column in the Nation magazine and is a very influential writer about the art world. He was not 

53 6 doing that at that time. He was trying to do what was called, something funny, philosophy of 

53 7 action. He was trying to understand free will and determinism and how intent and motives could 

53 8 be interpreted. He was an artist himself, and he taught a little aesthetics, but he was really 

53 9 worrying a lot about whether he could explain human behavior, and did you have to use 

54 0 intentionality to do it, the sort of old Wittgenstein question. Charles Taylor talks about this to the 

541 present day; this is sort of the descendant of what Danto was wrestling with. And I thought that 

54 2 was kind of interesting, and I took some classes with him, and he was a nice guy, he was very 

54 3 easy to talk to. And then Nagel gave this course in philosophy of science, and I just took it 

54 4 because it was a requirement . Nagel was very old, he was already 75 years old. This was his last 

545 year, he swore, that he was going to do anything. So I took that class and I thought, wow, this is 

54 6 asking questions about science, this is great, and I bet everybody is going to teach like this . Well, 

54 7 that wasn't true. Sidney Morganbesser was a very smart guy. He couldn't teach his way out of a 

548 bag, and I ran into Isaac Levy and Howard Stein and a cabal of other smart New York Jewish 
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54 9 philosophy types who were really rapier smart but couldn't teach at all and actually were lousy 

550 mentors, but Nagel was a different league. Nagel was in the Columbia tradition of Trilling and 

5 51 Shapiro and Theodore Dobzhansky and George Gaylord Simpson and all these giant figures of 

552 the time. Nagel was a gentleman, and he was like the rabbi that I knew way, way back, because 

55 3 you could go in his office and you could read his book and criticize it any way you wanted. He 

554 would look bemused, mainly. I tried that once in a different setting with Karl Popper, who visited 

55 5 at Brandeis for three months. I went in and told him that I thought his falsifiability argument had 

55 6 some problems, and he threw me out of his office. So he was very different. I knew Popper 

55 7 traveled with minions, he had followers. It was like a cult. He brought graduate students by the 

558 dozens to sit in his classroom and applaud him. Nagel was a whole different kettle of fish, and for 

559 me the cementing of the philosophy career was Nagel. He didn't retire. He stayed on. I was his 

5 60 last graduate student. I had him on my dissertation defense at the age of 78. I also thought, this 

5 61 is amusing, he's going to be senile, he's going to be too dumb, he's going to fall apart, he won't 

5 6  2 get it. He never did. He stayed sharp and savvy till his death, but that was well into his SO's. He 

56 3 also smoked a ton which amused me because his doctor would always tell him not to smoke. He 

5 64 smoked three packs a day of Camels or something. It was like, gosh. Well, I started to think, and 

5 6  5 rve carried this attitude forward, just from knowing him, about this personal bad habit business. 

5 6 6  When you get to 75, you can smoke all you want; it's like if it hasn't killed you by then, it's all 

5 6  7 right, I surrender and this puritanical reform falls apart. 

5 6  8 SWAZEY: You got a master's and then a M.Phil, right? 

5 69 CAPLAN: M.Phil's in biology. That's the evolutionary biology stuff. rm still doing that, I still 



Acadia Institute Project on Bioethics in American Society 
Arthur Caplan 

page 28 

5 7  0 have it in the back of my mind, maybe I'm headed back to science. Nagel encourages this. 

5 71 He says, well, you know, I came from mathematics to philosophy. I think it would be very good 

5 7  2 for you, if you really want to be a philosopher of science, to know your science. So another 

57 3 influential person for me, which people don't understand, but you will because I'll tell you, is a guy 

5 7  4 named Walter Bock. Walter Bock is the main evolutionary biologist at Columbia, and he's still 

5 7  5 there today. He was a student ofEmst Mayr, although if you know anything about evolutionary 

5 7  6 biology, everybody's a student of Ernst Mayr, because he's lived now 95 years, and he's had every 

5 7  7 human being on the planet as his student. Bock was a wonderful guy for me because he loved 

5 7  8 philosophical questions about biology. It just happened that I found one of the few biologists 

5 7  9 who actually like to ask questions like that, and that was from the Mayr tradition -- what is 

5 8  0 biology about, is teleology real, is explanation different in biology than it is in physics. He 

5 81 glommed onto all this stuff and liked it. He's a minor thesis advisor for me. I think it's on there, 

5 8  2 but anyway, my committee was Nagel; Morganbesser, who I liked but had problems with, which I 

583 can tell you about ifyou're interested; Levy, another guy I liked but had problems with; Bock, 

5 8  4 who I am close to this day, although he's disappointed that I don't write about philosophy of 

5 8  5 biology enough, he's always pestering me about that; and a guy named Fred Warburton, who is a 

5 8  6 geneticist, who taught me a lot of genetics, and that's what the M.Phil. business was. I thought 

5 8  7 about even doing a Ph.D. and doing the double thing, but I think I'd still be finishing that now, so 

5 8  8 I didn't do that, but kept the biology interest going. Nagel said -- I'm going to mention one other 

5 8  9 mentoring thing -- he said to me at various times, Art, I know philosophy, and I know you, and I 

5 9 0  know your personality, and you're just an unusual guy to be in philosophy. Usually, people aren't 
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5 91 so outgoing and people aren't such good communicators, and you should take advantage of that. 

59 2 I had no idea what he was talking about, but I said, OK, whatever. He thought that I was brash 

593 and that I was bold. I remember those words coming out of him, and he thought that my writing 

59 4 was pretty interesting, not just for content, but because it was sort of more expressive, I think, 

595 than he usually had seen. The biology guys were encouraging in doing philosophy ofbiology. At 

59 6 that time, this is important for me to mention, too.. .  it was an emerging area. If somebody said, 

59 7 well how did you have the gumption to get into bioethics and stick with it, I already had been 

5 9 8  through the emergence of the philosophy ofbiology. The philosophy of science up until the late 

59 9 1 970s is physics. There is nothing else discussed. When you guys are sitting back on the social 

600 science side saying, you know, what's with philosophy of science, the only thing they care about 

601 is thermodynamics or quantum theory. Well it's true, that's what it was. There were a few 

6 0 2 oddballs like May Brodback or a guy named William Dray , who wrote about social science, but 

6 0 3 social science was like, ick, a fad. 

604 FOX: It's true, isn't it, that the early sociology of science was physics-focused. 

605 Incidentally, Robert Merton, the economist who just got the Nobel Prize, is Bob Merton's son. 

606 CAPLAN: In fact, Nagel wasn't so fond of Merton because he thought he didn't know his 

6 0 7 physics well enough. I mean that was like, it was like . . .  

608 FOX: Nagel was fond of Paul Lazersfeld , though, wasn't he? 

609 CAPLAN: Loved Lazersfeld. Thought he was very smart, gentlemanly, liked him a lot. But 

610 what does Nagel do in the structure of science? Did you ever look at that book of his as a 

611 classic? He includes chapters on social science, biology. This is unheard of I think that book 
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612 came out in '70, maybe '71 or '72, just about the time I get there. He publishes this book called 

613 The Structure of Science, which is still one of the classic texts of philosophy of science, but it 

614 does something weird. It has chapters from Lazersfeld, he has chapters on social science and 

615 what that's about, and he has ideas about biology. This was an attempt to broaden the philosophy 

616 of science out. 

617 FOX: 

618 CAPLAN: 

What European tradition did Nagel come from? 

He came from the positivist tradition but sort of, what would we call it, 

619 Americanized. He wasn't one of the guys that had emigrated. He wasn't a hardcore, he was like a 

62 0 reformed version of positivism, and in some ways he never really was quite accepted the way a 

621 Carl Hempel was because he wasn't in the Orthodox Church, he was like in the Reconstructionist 

62 2 Movement or something, so it was different. He was like a Unitarian more than a Methodist. But 

6 2 3 nonetheless, for me, all I need to say about this is I was there at the time when this attempt to 

62 4 broaden philosophy of science, to include philosophy of biology, was getting launched. And I 

62 5 watched people struggle to get accepted, and all the things that bioethics has been through as part 

62 6 of its social movement thing. I saw that, and it didn't scare me to see it when I got to bioethics; 

62 7 rd already been down one of these roads. So that was that. 

62 8 FOX: But very early, somewhere along here, even before you got out of graduate school, 

62 9 you were already beginning to do medical ethics . . .  

630 CAPLAN: Yes. 

631 FOX: . . .  and you were beginning to go over to P&S. Now how did that . . .  

632 CAPLAN: How did that happen? This is an amusing story. I had this biology background, 
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6 3 3 and I'm still doing graduate biology work, and I'm chugging along in the philosophy of biology. A 

6 3 4 guy named Bernard Schoenberg . . .  

635 FOX: Oh, yes, whom I know very well. 

636 CAPLAN: . . .  decides he's going to attend what are now, in 1 975, Ernest Nagel swears, his 

63 7 last public lectures. That year, I think, Meyer Shapiro and Ernest Nagel are going to do the kind 

638 o( what we call at a different setting, the Rolling Stones final rock tour. It was like, we're going 

639 to do these public lectures. So Shapiro's doing his art thing, and I went to some of those and 

64 0 liked them. I don't know much about art, but I thought he was an interesting guy, and I went to 

641 Nagel's talks. I was Nagel's TA, and he has this tradition, again very unusual for senior professors, 

6 4 2 of letting the T A teach while he criticizes them afterwards about how they teach. Unheard of 

6 4 3 Even I, having tried to learn some lessons about professoring from Ernest Nagel, have not gotten 

6 4 4 to the point where I've actually done that. I think it's the right thing to do, but I haven't done that 

64 5 yet. He insists that I do this. So people were coming from all over campus, and Schoenberg 

64 6 shows up to hear Nagel. So Nagel stands up and he says, you know, I have this thing and the 

6 4 7 teaching assistant's going to teach now, and I stand up to give my little talk about, "Is evolution 

64 8 progress?" There are, I don't know, 1 50 people in the room at the start. 

649 CAPLAN: So, this is pretty amusing. Nobody's there but Schoenberg, because he's coming 

650 down from the Medical School, which is 60 blocks away. I guess he figured I'm here, I'll stay. So 

6 51 he stays, and I give my little pipsqueak talk, and I shudder to think what that was like. Got a lot 

652 of criticism from Nagel. Right, well it wasn't a good start when the audience left, and it kind of 
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6 5 3  deteriorated. So Schoenberg, who is a psychiatrist, psychoanalyst, who is interested in death and 

6 5 4  dying issues . . .  

6 5 5  FOX: 

6 5 6  CAPLAN: 

6 5 7  FOX: 

6 5 8  ofhis. 

6 5 9  CAPLAN: 

6 6 0  FOX: 

Yeah, that's right. 

You knew him in ways that I don't even know how you knew him, but . . .  

I knew him because I met him through Peter Rittner, who was a very close friend 

Yeah, the name I know. 

Peter Rittner was married to a woman by the name of Susan Remy, who was a 

6 6 1  South African, who was a golf champion, whom I had taught at Barnard, who got her Ph.D. in 

6 6 2 political science at Columbia, and Bernie lived a few blocks away from me. I lived at 87th 

6 6 3 between Madison and Fifth, and we had a lovely friendship and often had tongue sandwiches at 

6 6 4 the Madison Delicatessen on 87th. 

6 6 5 CAPLAN: I had no idea. 

6 6 6  FOX: Anyway, it was at the time, as you say, that he was doing that early work on death 

6 6 7 and dying. I never knew why he got into that. 

6 6 8  CAPLAN: Psychoanalytic interest, basically, not personal that I could tell. He says to me at 

6 6 9 the end of this little talk I give, he says, you know, there are a lot of ethics issues coming up. We 

6 7  0 have this death and dying area we're trying to pursue. It was something called the Foundation 

6 7 1 of. .  

6 7 2  FOX: 

6 7 3  CAPLAN: 

Are you talking about the 1 970s? 

'76, I think. 
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Actually, Elizabeth Kubler Ross's book was already out, and there really was a 

6 7 5 death and dying movement beginning. 

67 6 CAPLAN: 

6 7 7 started . . .  

6 7 8  FOX: 

6 7 9 CAPLAN: 

6 8 0  FOX: 

It really was. There was even something called the Thanatology Program that 

The Thanatology program, yes. What was his name? 

Austin Kucher. He was there trying to organize . . .  

He wouldn't go away for years. We took Tom Starzl to one of these meetings. He 

6 8 1  was awfully fascinated. He couldn't believe it. It was like something out of a Tennessee Williams 

6 8 2  play. 

6 8 3  CAPLAN: Exactly. So Shoenberg says, would you ever think about trying to teach something 

6 8 4 up at the Medical School, I think we could do that. And I said, well, not really, I'm finishing my 

6 8 5 thesis, I don't think I could go up there, and I wasn't too keen about going to the medical school. 

6 8  6 For one reason, it was 60 blocks away; for another reason, it had nothing to do with anything I 

6 8  7 was interested in. He said, well, you know, we might even be able to come up with some money. 

6 8 8 Now one of my part-time jobs at the time was cleaning the rat lab in the biology department, so I 

6 8  9 thought, well, maybe there's something better than that so I'll go give it a go. So I get up there, 

6 9 0  and Bernie says, if you knew him, you'll probably resonate to this about him; he's a little bit like 

6 9 1  me in personality. I mean he was quieter in some ways, but he's sort of this bold kind of guy. He 

6 9 2 says, well you should just teach this course and it's going to start next week. I'm like, what are 

6 9 3 you talking about. He said, no, you know, you got to get in there, you got to do it, and teach this 

6 9 4 course. So now we've moved from the world of cautionary philosophy into the dynamic world of 
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6 9 5 medicine. You know, see one, do one, teach one kind of thing. So he says, start teaching the 

6 9 6 course. So I get up in front of . . .  

6 9 7  FOX: Was it first-year students? 

6 9 8  CAPLAN: These are first-year students, 200 of them, January. 

6 9 9  FOX: The wrong time to do it. 

7 0 0  CAPLAN: So I'm up there in January, I got six weeks. I begin by telling them about Socrates 

7 0 1  and Aristotle; I finish with John Stewart Mill. Again, I must say, that my command of the 

7 0 2 audience was not great. I began with about 200 students; by the end there were about 20. I 

7 0 3 always refer to this as the Battaan death march approach to teaching ethics. It's sort of, you start 

7 0 4 with the ancients and see who's alive by the time you get to the moderns. They hated this thing, 

7 0 5 and I understand fully why. It was just a philosophy course; I'd say, well this is Plato's view and 

7 0 6 this is Kant's view and this is Jung's view and . . .  

7 0 7 SWAZEY: It's like the Rome to Roosevelt approach to the history of science. 

7 0 8 CAPLAN: This was bad, bad, bad, bad. So I go back to Bernie, I say no, I don't think this is 

7 0 9  working. He says, yup, it's not working, they hate it, I hear about it every day. They want to 

7 1  0 know why is this so bad and why are we subjected to this, and they want it stopped, and this is 

7 1 1  bad. And I said, well, I'll give you the money back. I offered to give him back his thousand 

7 1 2  dollars, which he had paid me. 

7 1 3  FOX: That's a lot of money at that time. 

7 1 4  CAPLAN: Which was a ton of money. I'd never heard of so much money, and I mean my 

7 1 5  whole scholarship, I think, to go to the philosophy department was like four thousand dollars. It 
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7 1 6  was like, what is this. But he says, well, the problem is you don't know anything about medicine. 

7 1  7 I said, OK, I guess that's true. He said I thought you'd be able to get by on what you know about 

7 1 8  biology, but you clearly don't understand about medicine, and they want cases and they want to 

7 1 9  hear about issues of medicine. You can't just teach them a philosophy course, so since you have 

7 2 0 all -- this is Bernie talking -- so he says, well since you have other science courses, we'll admit you 

7 2 1  as a special medical student, into the medical school class. So instead of teaching them now I'm 

7 2 2  going to be one ofthem. That's the next maneuver. So I'm thinking, what is going on here, I 

7 2 3 can't do this, I've got to finish my thesis, I don't even know where I am, and I literally was 

7 2 4 wandering around 168th Street. I didn't know where the buildings were, I didn't know what I was 

7 2 5 looking at, I was like, what is going on. I said, look, let's try this, can I just go and maybe 

7 2 6 observe something, just a gentle entry, maybe I'll just go hang around someplace, where do you 

7 2 7 think there might be some interesting issues. Bernie says, kidney dialysis, I think that's very 

7 2 8 interesting. In '72, the End Stage Renal Disease Program is created, but still even in '76, '77, 

7 2 9 when we're talking, it's still pretty new and it's still pretty experimental. I don't have to tell you 

7 3 0 two about this, but it's still pretty novel. They're not dialyzing diabetics, they don't dialyze people 

7 3 1  with lupus, and they're still fighting over who's getting on the beds, and they don't know what to 

7 3 2 do with the non-compliant folks, and that's clearly on Bernard Schoenberg's mind. He says, go 

7 3 3 watch there, which is the reason, by the way, that I got interested in transplant, still to this day. 

7 3 4  So I just go there . . .  

7 3 5  FOX: What year are we into? 

7 3 6  CAPLAN: Now we're '77. So I started hanging out in what, I now would describe, I couldn't 
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7 3 7 describe it then, as a 1 2-bed acute inpatient dialysis unit. They did not have a big dialysis facility 

7 3 8 at P&S at that time. They did have one, which you guys probably knew well, downtown; there 

7 3 9 was a big Manhattan Kidney Center or something like that, which had like a million beds and a 

7 4 0 thousand billion people. Columbia basically had this little operation, and they weren't sure at the 

7 4 1  time whether it was lucrative or not. They were feeling around with it. National Medical 

7 4 2  Enterprises had already answered the question of whether it was lucrative. Columbia was still, the 

7 4 3 medical school was still, like, do we want to be in this. Well I went there, and the first day I'm 

7 4 4 there some big black guy gets up and starts to threaten the nurses because he is late for his 

7 4 5 appointment, and they don't want to make time for him, and they're telling him that he's going to 

7 4 6 have to wait till the end of the day or something to get on, and he says, I'm not doing that. And I 

7 4 7 think, whoa, this is interesting. Do they have to dialyze this jerk or what? And immediately, by 

7 4 8 the way, I'm on the side of the nurses, I have no patient orientation, no consumer orientation, I 

7 4 9 didn't know why this guy wasn't on time and I didn't care. I just thought, these people are put 

7 5 0  upon by this big oaf and this is terrible. But I began to watch there, and I stayed around for a 

7 5 1  couple of months, showing up every few days to see what was going on. I went once or twice at 

7 52 night, not because I was smart enough to know that it's fun to visit the evening shift, it was just 

7 5 3  when I could get there. 

7 5 4  Then I go back to Bernie and say, you know what I'd like to visit next, rehab. I said I 

7 5 5  have a personal interest in that and haven't been back there for some time, and I'd like to see what 

7 5 6  that looks like. Columbia had a big rehab operation. Its major place was Helen Hayes, up in the 

7 5 7  woods, but it had a pretty big feeder system up there. A guy named Stanley Moss was running 
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7 5 8  that thing. There's another guy, Jack Downey, and there are a bunch of other people who are 

7 5 9  doing rehab medicine. So I went to see Jack Downey; I think he was chair of rehab at that time, 

7 6 0  and I said, can I come watch here. He said, sure, absolutely. You know, he was so happy. Rehab 

7 6 1  was neglected. It was like anybody wants to come and pay attention to us, fine, whatever you 

7 62 want, we'll rehab you while you're here. It was like, please come, no one comes here, and they 

7 6 3 were the absolute bottom of the totem pole. I knew bioethics was taking off at Columbia when I 

7 6 4  realized it had moved ahead of rehab on the prestige scale, not then, but later. It was sort oflike, 

7 6 5 whoa, we're really making it here. I hung around rehab and it brought back lots of memories; it 

7 6 6 didn't feel completely comfortable to be there. I remembered lots of things that were just hard 

7 6 7  and frustrating about it, but, as you know, rehab is an absolute moral laboratory. No one gets 

7 6 8 better, no machines, no cures, just straight ethics all the time. Who do you take in, how long do 

7 6 9 they work, virtue judgements made all the time about their character. Assessments had to be 

7 7 0 made about compliance every minute, and it's short on resources, so you're always using these 

7 7 1  value judgements to sort out who you're going to treat and who you're going to discharge. I still 

7 7 2 believe it's the best place of all to see ethics in action. 

7 7 3  FOX: 

7 7  4 tssues. 

7 7 5  CAPLAN: 

I really would still like to see you get an opportunity to work on rehabilitation 

We're going to do a rehab initiative here at some point. The problem is we don't 

7 7 6 have extensive rehab here. It's really down at Moss, more than it is here. I mean AI Fishman and 

7 7 7 his program are here, but . . .  

7 7 8  FOX: The person you should talk to eventually is Keith Robinson rather than AI 



7 7 9 Fishman. 

7 8 0  CAPLAN: 

7 8 1  FOX: 
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Yeah, probably. AI isn't even a rehab guy. He's the doctor they put in charge. 

That's right. Keith Robinson is very intelligent, but aside from being a physiatrist 

7 8 2 extraordinaire, he was in general practice, and he also is profoundly trained in psychiatry. 

7 8 3  CAPLAN: AI thinks he knows rehab, but he doesn't. By the way, do you know who AI's 

7 8 4 mentors were? Funny small world thing. At this time that I'm talking about, 1 977, AI Fishman's 

7 8 5 at Columbia. He is a student of Andre Coumand and Dickinson Richards. He's doing cardiology. 

7 8 6 They're halfway away from catheterizing themselves -- the Werner Forssman experiments. So 

7 8 7 he's there, too, when you were there and I'm there. I had no idea who he was, but I had met 

7 8 8 Andre Coumand because he was trying to write a code of ethics. Do you remember this? 

7 8 9  FOX: 

7 9 0  CAPLAN: 

Yes. 

Perspectives in Biology of Medicine. This is an early exposure, a different kind of 

7 9 1  ethics, and I'm thinking, I don't know, is this going to work, what is he about? He was an 

7 92 interesting character. He seemed to care a lot about medicine. 

7 9 3 FOX: He also eventually ended up spending a lot of time with Bob Merton. 

7 9 4 CAPLAN: Yes, the norms of science stuff 

7 9 5  FOX: He profoundly influenced Bob Merton's work in the sociology of science and then 

7 9 6 later Harriet Zuckerman. 

7 9 7  CAPLAN: Yes. 

7 9 8 FOX: Vice versa, I think he was also influenced by Bob. 

7 9 9  CAPLAN: Coumand was actually struggling to discover the sociology of science; he didn't 
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8 0 0 know it. They had him pegged because they didn't know what to do with him as a medical ethics 

801 guy; at that time, they didn't talk that way. But he was trying to invent the sociology of medicine. 

8 0 2 That is what he was looking for. He said there were these norms and these practices. It's not that 

8 0 3 medicine has no morals; it just has to be brought out and we have to understand what -- he talked 

8 0 4 that way. 

805 FOX: You mentioned Perspectives, and I know this is a digression, but was Perspectives 

8 0 6 in Biology of Medicine already printing articles that really were kind of precursors of . . .  

807 CAPLAN: Yes, although it was very much what we would call today medical humanities as 

8 0 8 opposed to bioethics, and we'll talk sometime about what that tension is . . .  

809 FOX: Because, of course, Richard Landau is, for example, an intimate friend of people 

81 0 like James Gustafson. 

811 CAPLAN: Yes, but medical humanities broadly construed. It was trying to talk about 

812 humanistic dimensions of medicine. It might have an article on literature and how doctors were 

813 depicted in William Carlos Williams' writings, as opposed to just normative stuff It didn't look 

814 like Philosophy and Public Affairs. There's this sort of burgeoning applied ethics literature in the 

815 Philosophy and Public Affairs movement. Over here, there's this funny, odd journal, Perspectives, 

816 which doctors don't read much, except the friends of Richard Landau. 

81 7 There was this sort of elite that culturally conversed. The average doc didn't even know it 

818 existed. But it's there. It's playing a role, never credited in sociological or historical accounts of 

819 bioethics, but it's there doing something, and if you look on my CV, about 1978 or '79, you'll see 

8 2 0 Art Caplan writes an essay in Perspectives in Biology of Medicine. So I'm glomming onto the fact 
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8 2 1  that this thing is out there, and I actually have written one or two other things over the years. 

8 2 2 You'll laugh when I say this, but to me it represents Leon Kass's journal. I didn't know 

8 2 3 what that meant at the time, but it's that attempt to sort of say, look, we want to engage deep, 

8 2 4 philosophical questions about medicine, but we don't want to do it in the parlous argot of just 

8 2 5 philosophy. Leon is sort of the poster boy for me, even though, he's not active so much with 

8 2 6 Perspectives now. But at that time, and in that era, when he's trying to think about European 

8 2 7 biology and trying to ask Aristotelian questions about medicine, that's the journal, that's it. 

8 2 8 SWAZEY: It still is a venue where you can publish things that most journals won't consider. 

8 2 9 CAPLAN: Will kick out .. .  

8 3 0 FOX: Also, I think it has to be seen in terms of something which I think is missed in most 

8 3 1  accounts ofbioethics: not just the New York City intelligentsia, but also the Chicago 

8 3 2 intelligentsia, and that very important . . .  

8 3 3  CAPLAN: When I say it's the Leon Kass journal, that's exactly what I meant. It's the U.C. 

8 3 4 egghead journal. 

8 3 5  FOX: 

8 3 6  a whole . . .  

And it intersects with things like Joe Epstein and the American Scholar. and there's 

8 3 7  SWAZEY: Also Danny Freedman and that whole medical intelligentsia. 

8 3 8 FOX: Danny Freedman, absolutely. 

8 3 9 CAPLAN: Yes, that's right. 

8 4 0 FOX: Most bioethicists are so eastern, and I don't think that they ever quite 

8 4 1  acknowledged that Chicago is a very important . . .  
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Acadia Institute Project on Bioethics in American Society 
Arthur Caplan 

page 41 

That intellectual ferment is  there. I can't say I intersected it directly, but I knew 

8 4 3 enough then and know enough now to know that that's true. That is a movement that is . . .  

8 4 4  FOX: Let's put it this way, there are three of us here with diverse fields, and we all have 

8 4 5 had very meaningful intellectual contacts with and opportunities actually to publish through 

8 4 6 Perspectives. 

8 4  7 SWAZEY: Yeah, and here's a quick vignette, which we'll come back to. When we came back 

8 4 8 from China and wrote "Medical Morality is not Bioethics," we sent it to Dan, who said we'll 

8 4 9 publish the Chinese half but not the American part. We said we really don't want to bifurcate the 

8 5 0  paper, so we sent it to Perspectives. 

8 5 1  CAPLAN: That's interesting. By the way, a little side note there. Dan Callahan had this fund 

8 52 created when he retired. Did you give any money to that? 

8 5 3  FOX: Yes. 

8 5 4  CAPLAN: Did you get the letter he sent out? 

8 5 5  FOX: I just got it, and I just filed it . . .  

8 5 6  CAPLAN: You should read it. It is so funny. You two should read it together, read it 

8 5 7  responsively. Renee read a paragraph, and then Judy read a paragraph. 

8 5 8  FOX: I went to the dinner; I was invited to give a presentation for that occasion . . .  

8 5 9  CAPLAN: Here's why I'm telling you this. I shouldn't even spoil this. I should let you read 

8 6 0 the letter. But the bottom line is, what Dan says is, I've been working on the goals of medicine, 

8 6 1  I'm trying to understand the goals of medicine. The irony of what he says is, I'm getting a great 

8 62 reception; however, not much in the United States, but the Chinese are very attracted to my work. 
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8 63 And I'm thinking, first of all, weren't you the guy who said, well we don't care about international 

8 6 4  bioethics. Secondly, you couldn't get Dan to travel past the Hudson River. Now he's like Dewey 

8 6 5 gone to China or something, and he's enamored with these different worlds . . .  

8 6 6 FOX: Bioethics was in a certain stage of development, along with the social sciences, 

8 6 7 when we went to China in the early 1 980s. China had just finished with the Cultural Revolution 

8 6 8 and everything, but we had the experience that here these people really understand us. We're not 

8 6 9 nearly as well understood in the United States. 

8 7 0  CAPLAN: He now lives your experience. Damn, it's come full circle. 

8 7 1  FOX: In China we found a fusion between the social and the ethical, for example; they 

8 7 2 couldn't conceive of the two being, you know . . .  

8 7 3  CAPLAN: Tom apart. 

8 7 4  FOX: . . .  tom apart, no. 

8 7 5  CAPLAN: Well Dan is having your experience. It's come late in life, but it's fun. 

8 7 6  FOX: If you could go on with what happened at Columbia. 

8 7 7  CAPLAN: So I'm starting to observe. I then went to neonatology. L. Stanley James invites 

8 7 8 me to sit around there, and I do that, and then I do finally do the Schoenberg thing and sign up for 

8 7 9 the year of medical school. I did fine, and I chug along and I peer into people's eyeballs for 

8 8 0 papilledema and do other clinical things because Schoenberg is always saying, well Art, you don't 

8 8 1  need to take the basic genetics course, substitute the rotation in neurology there. So I said, OK, 

8 8 2 so I'm doing this third year thing completely ill-trained . . .  

8 8 3  FOX: It was the third-year you were doing, clinically? 



8 8 4  CAPLAN: 

8 8 5  point ... 

8 8 6  FOX: 

8 8 7  CAPLAN: 

8 8 8  FOX: 

8 8 9  CAPLAN: 

8 9 0 special ... 

8 9 1  FOX: 

8 92 CAPLAN: 
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Yes, and so I do all the hands-on goopey stuff, and I really am deciding at this 

You are speaking about ethics ... 

Yes, completely . . .  

When you think of what you were doing ... 

... immoral. I mean I haven't really done years one and two. I'm out there on this 

And now with patients. 

Exactly. I'm looking in their eyeballs. Residents and attendings are coming by, 

8 9 3  saying, well what do you think it is? Talk about the ironies of not telling the truth! I could say, 

8 9 4 well, you know, I'm not really fully qualified to be doing this, in front of the patient. I think you 

8 9 5 should ask -

8 9 6  FOX: 

8 9 7  CAPLAN: 

Medical students shouldn't have been doing it anyway. 

But there's no time to do any of this. You know what that's like. The resident 

8 9 8 shows up, he's late, he jumps in there, pulls the chart and says, there she is, I think her kidneys 

8 9 9 failed. What do you think it is, you talk to her, you look at the history, you got a differential you 

9 0 0  want to make here, and I'm like, well, OK. I absolutely was golden. I did very well ...  

9 0 1 FOX: You had a biological background. 

9 0 2 SWAZEY: What year was this, Art? 

9 0 3  CAPLAN: Now we're in '78, and I did this, and I'm also starting to re-teach this course at the 

9 0 4 same time, and I'm actually making some progress on finishing this darn dissertation, which I 
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9 0 5  finished in '79. I gear up the course, I introduce a little bit more of what I've seen in dialysis and 

9 0 6  other places. Now the students like it, this is better. So in this particular formative chapter, a 

9 0 7  number of things are coming together. One, I've now found out about the clinical world of 

9 0 8  medicine, and I do start to think, this is a moral laboratory. I've seen it in rehab, I've seen it in 

9 0 9  dialysis, I've seen it in neonatology, and I'm starting to see it in places like neurology. This is 

9 1  0 great, there's lots of interesting things going on. Two, this is exciting, these are real people. I 

9 1 1  mean, guys get up and try to beat up the nurses, parents are screeching in the hall with their 

9 1 2  preemie babies, and the idiots are not doing their exercises in rehab or they're making sexual 

9 1 3  comments to the nurses. This is like a soap opera or something, this is interesting. I'm going 

9 1 4  back and having conversations with Nagel saying, you know, I think there's something here that 

9 1 5  really would be a nice merger of science and philosophy. And Nagel's saying, well I don't know 

9 1 6  what the hell you're talking about, but OK, maybe; and he said, it seems to be of interest to you, 

9 1 7  go for it. Morganbesser's saying, ifyou throw away your promising philosophy of science career, 

9 1 8  doing something at the medical school, you're an absolute idiot, and I'm having a lot of those 

9 1 9  conversations, too. 

9 2 0  FOX: So without being immodest, you obviously did well scholastically as a philosopher 

9 2 1  

9 2 2  CAPLAN: Yes. It was like leave it, it was a betrayal. To go into this was betrayal, absolute 

9 2 3 betrayal. It was almost like, they used to say to women in philosophy at that time, well we don't 

9 2 4 want to admit you because you'll get pregnant and waste your career, you'll waste a valuable slot, 

9 2 5 assuming there are any jobs. One of my classmates, who had an influence on me, talking about 
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92 6 intellectual life, was Jonathan Lieberson. He was Robert Silver's closest friend and colleague at 

9 2 7 the New York Review of Books. He was a graduate student in philosophy, and we came from 

9 2 8 completely different worlds but hit it off. He came from the elite New York City world. His 

92 9 mother was Rena, the ballerina. His father was Goddard Lieberson, head of Columbia Records, 

9 3 0 the classical records division. I used to go in the supermarket, and I'd tum around and whatever 

9 3 1  the People magazine was of 1974, 5, 6, Jonathan would be on the cover with, you know, Caroline 

9 3 2  Kennedy. And Jonathan was gayer than any human being ever; he died of AID S  as a matter of 

9 3 3  fact. But Jonathan, Jane, and I spent a lot of time together. What's happening is he is reinforcing 

9 3 4  in me the idea that it's possible to have an intellectual life and not commit to the straight-up 

9 3 5  academic route, because he is moving toward the New York Review ofBooks. He became the 

9 3  6 associate editor for a short time, then he died. If you look back at the New York Review of 

9 3 7  Books, you'll see a sort of elegy written to him by Susan Sontag, who he was very close to. This 

9 3 8 was important for me in ways that are not well understood by people who look at bioethics. Just 

9 3 9 like the University of Chicago intellectual circle, or the vestiges of the Philip Rahv Partisan 

9 4 0  Review . . .  

9 4 1 FOX: I dated Danny Bell, who thought I was a nice safe kid sister, between his wives, 

9 4 2 before he married Pearl Kasen whom he's been married ever since. And he, they, I, everybody we 

9 4  3 saw was in New York Review of Books. 

9 4 4 CAPLAN: Well Jonathan was my, we were like embers 

9 4 5  FOX: These are the only people I saw, I mean the huge, huge intellectual . . .  

9 4 6  CAPLAN: But what was for you a vibrant community. Jonathan and I were kind of the tail 
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9 4 7 end, looking at some embers of it, but still . . .  

9 4 8  FOX: I just sat on the edge on that huge intellectual community, but wherever I went 

9 4  9 with Danny Bell there were people like Hannah Arendt, and Noah Greenberg of the Pro Musica 

9 5 0  Antiqua, and Leonard Bernstein's brother on the New Yorker. You couldn't be at Columbia 

9 5 1  without coming into some kind of meaningful contact with what I call the New York Jewish 

952 Bloomsbury Group. And also it opened out onto the media. 

9 5 3  CAPLAN: All of these things are not unimportant . . .  

9 5 4  FOX: Did that happen to you? 

9 5 5  CAPLAN: Just in the sense that, Jonathan Lieberson would say, I think it's important that we 

9 5 6  try to write something in the New York Times about some intellectual issue, and I would say, 

9 5 7  gee, I don't know, I never even thought, you mean people actually could write for the New York 

9 5 8  Times. I didn't know anything. He viewed me like a fascinating country bumpkin who had 

9 59 showed up, who had all kinds of ideas . . .  

9 6 0  FOX: There were some awful snobs, too. 

9 6 1  CAPLAN: Completely snobs. I know. His idea of social life was to go down to Andy 

9 62 Warhol's parties down in the Village. So he's in this life, and I'm coming in there saying, well, you 

9 63 know, I played football, and I'm interested in philosophy of science, I'm doing the science stuff 

9 64 He knows I'm smart, he likes that, but he also is charmed by the fact that I have no pretensions 

9 6 5 about anything. I don't know enough to be impressed ifhe's taking me to meet Robert Silver or 

9 6 6 Susan Sontag, I don't know anything . . .  

9 6 7  FOX: Every Saturday afternoon I went to a certain bar and grille where all of the people 
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9 6 8 with bylines in the New York Times and the Herald Tribune met before they made up the Sunday 

9 6 9  edition of the paper and drank martinis. It was a salon and I was nobody, but I was welcome and 

9 7 0 I feasted on this stuff. 

97 1 CAPLAN: Well, I was definitely paying attention to all this, found it very interesting, and it 

9 7 2  opened up the idea that philosophy could be public in a different way. It wasn't the only way, but 

9 7 3 it was a track. 

9 7 4  FOX: And some of this is absolutely unique. I suppose Paris might have had something 

9 7  5 comparable, but the way Columbia University intersected with the intelligentsia that you're talking 

9 7 6 about which in turn opened onto all the media, and publishing houses. 

9 7 7  CAPLAN: So I had an intersection of forces that sort of says, well, think about philosophy 

9 7 8 broadly construed. I've now spent time in a medical setting, I've now spent time with a 

9 7 9 philosopher, Nagel, who's trying to expand the vision of what philosophy of science does. I've 

9 8 0 now spent time in college engaged by a bunch of public issues that make me think about ethics. 

9 8 1  I've put my nose, for the first time, into this New York intelligentsia scene, which doesn't care 

9 8 2 about what three philosophers think about in the department . . .  

9 8 3  FOX: And they're smarter than any of them anyway. 

9 8 4  CAPLAN: And they're smarter than them, and they're interested in big ideas, and they're 

9 8 5 interested in writing in the New York Times, and Jonathan is interested in writing in the New 

9 8  6 York Review of Books, which is a major thing. It clearly matters to Sidney Morganbesser what 

9 8 7 the New York Review of Books says. He is paying attention to it. I wouldn't have known what it 

9 8  8 was, except indirectly this way. 
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When certain kinds of slightly anti-Semitic remarks come up to this day about the 

9 9 0  degree to which Jews control the media and so forth, that group was all secularized Jews by and 

9 9 1  large. But if you were not Jewish or not a Jewish grandmother, like Mary McCarthy, you had to 

9 92 adopt New York City Jewish cultural mannerisms in order to be completely accepted by that 

9 9 3  group. 

9 9 4  CAPLAN: You don't understand how much I understand that, because what would people say 

9 9 5 about me today, where would they presume I'm from? 

9 9 6  FOX: New York. 

9 9 7  CAPLAN: Absolutely, so I know exactly what it is. If you come from Boston, and you're 

9 9 8  looking into this New York scene, I know the mannerisms, I know the style, I've got the quick 

9 9 9  speech, I can do the repartee. I'm pretty good at counter -punching, as I sometimes talk about it, in 

1 0 0 0  argument, but I know what the patterns are. I had to learn them, too. I was Jewish, but I didn't 

1 0 0 1  come from that culture. I glommed onto it very fast. It took years, but I slowly began to 

1 0 02 understand what this culture was about, and I didn't fall in love with it, but I liked it enough that I 

1 0 0 3  wanted to be able to engage. So it's all those forces that are coming together. There's personal 

1 0 0 4  experience with illness, but there's also this wacky happenstance. 

1 0 0 5  I'll tell you what lessons I draw from these movements. A couple of things that I would 

1 0 0 6  say, just based on this amount of history so far. One, I've never seen my intellectual audiences 

1 0 0 7 limited to an academic discipline because of these background experiences. Just the ones we've 

1 0 0 8  talked about today, pre-Hastings, I haven't even gotten to sitting in a seminar room, or realizing 

1 0 0 9  who you two are. We've reached 1980, and I don't know you exist yet. I don't know that Dan 



Acadia Institute Project on Bioethics in American Society 
Arthur Caplan 

page 49 

1 0 1 0 Callahan exists, interestingly enough. I think I'm starting to do bioethics. I want to point out to 

1 0 1 1  you that I don't know the Hastings Center exists. We're all the way to 1980, and I'm still doing 

1 0 12 this stuff I have a dim idea that Georgetown and the Kennedy Institute exist, I will say that; I do 

1 0 1 3  know that they're down there somewhere. I've heard of them. 

1 0 1 4  SWAZEY: According to your CV, you're up to '75 when you connect with Hastings. 

1 0 1 5  CAPLAN: Yeah, but, for me, really understanding what the hell the Hastings Center is about 

1 0 1 6  was in the 1980 period. I know I'm there. They're finding me, but I'll tell you who I do know 

1 0 1 7  about by this period, '75 to '77-ish. I know Bob Veatch exists, because he's come down to the 

1 0 1 8  Columbia Medical School to teach and is being thrown out. They hate him. He's actually setting 

1 0 1 9  back efforts to set up medical ethics at Columbia. They hate Bob, and Bob, by the way, hates 

1 0 2 0 them, so it's a great mutual . . .  

1 02 1  FOX: Do you know that I gave Bob Veatch his examination in medical sociology when 

1 0 2 2 he was in the Divinity School? 

1 0 2 3  CAPLAN: You're kidding. 

1 02 4  FOX: There is no sign that he ever had any sociology of medicine, but that was one of 

1 0 2 5 his qualifying exams. 

1 0 2 6  CAPLAN: Nope, I'd say no. I know Bob pretty well. He and I overlapped at Hastings for a 

1 0 2 7 long time. My Bob Veatch challenge was that every day I would try and go in his office and make 

1 02 8  him laugh at something. This was a true challenge. I succeeded once in a while, but he never 

1 0 2 9 knew I was doing that. I would actually tell somebody, I'm gonna go talk to Bob now, I think 

1 0 3 0 I've got something funny to tell him and we'll see what happens. 
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Anyway, you said you'd never seen your audiences located strictly in academia. 

Or in philosophy. And I think it's also true that I've got a weird coalition of forces 

1 0 3 3 behind me that is not typical for the academic routes that others come up through, relative to 

1 0 3 4 merging the science and the philosophy at all points. 

1 0 35 FOX: One pattern that I see in what you're talking about is like what you just said about 

1 0 3 6  the New York Jewish Bloomsbury Group: that you enjoyed them and you could understand them 

1 0 3 7 and learn some things from them, but you were not seduced by it. 

1 0 3 8  CAPLAN: No. I did not want to be one of them, though I thought it was interesting. 

1 0 3 9  FOX: And that's your pattern with all ofthese things. You moved in a very coherent 

1 0 4 0 way, but you didn't get . . .  

1 0 4 1  CAPLAN: Pulled in, and it was true at Brandeis. Jane would say I was never swept up, just 

1 0 4 2 kind of interested, trying to gauge it. I always thought there's a downside to it. You might say, 

1 0 4 3 well, the problem that he has through his career or in his life is he's always so convinced of what 

1 0 4 4 he wants to do and what he likes that he just does it anyway. There's probably some truth in that. 

1 0 4 5 I mean, you can spin it negatively and say, the guy's like a blockhead who just keeps going. I 

1 0 4 6 guess part of the reason I've always had empathy or interest in sociology is it seemed to me there's 

1 0 4 7 just fascinating context out there all the time to look at. 

1 0 4 8  FOX: The way you're describing your experience, you transmuted Bernie's offer to you 

1 0 4 9 into a participant observation experience . . .  

1 0 5 0  CAPLAN: Exactly. I don't know why, but it's absolutely true. There's something I find 

1 0 51 interesting or fascinating about seeing how different communities or cultures comport themselves 
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1 0 52 and what their behavior is. That has not changed, I still do that now. That inclination to be 

1 0 53 engaged but still watching, it's part of the reward, I think, for what bioethics is  for me. I like to 

1 0 54 learn about that. I like watching the Discover Channel on t.v., and I like watching transplant 

1 0 55 surgeons or geneticists or whoever is  running around. I just think they're interesting. 

1 0 5 6  FOX: 

1 0 57 appointment. 

We'll stop you here only because we don't want you to miss your next 

1 0 58 SWAZEY: The next chapter will be, Arthur goes to the Hastings Center. 

1 0 59 FOX: It's utterly fascinating, and I doubt if anybody else is going to have quite this kind 

1 0 6 0 of a story. Your personal history and the history of larger intellectual events that have gone on 

1 0 61 intersect in very significant ways. 

1 0 62 CAPLAN: Well, here's my snobby comment about that. When I look at my most junior 

1 0 6 3 colleagues I don't think they have the same intellectual movements to draw upon. And it makes a 

1 0 6 4 difference. Now that may just be old age saying it was good when I was there, and now there are 

1 0  65 these whippersnappers. But part of the problem is that if you have a profession to move up 

1 0 6 6 through, bioethics, as opposed to an intellectual ferment to move up through, this is different. 

1 0  67 SWAZEY: In a sense you've created your future as you've gone along. 

1 0 6 8 CAPLAN: Right, and they're just kind ofin a pattern, and it's a different sort of experience. 

1 0 69 FOX: That's part of it. But as we go through the study, I think part of it's going to have 

1 0 7 0 to do with the state of these different fields that contribute to the matrix that is known as 

1 0 7 1  bioethics. The fact ofthe matter is it was a certain era in philosophy and it was a certain era in 

1 0 7 2 social science. 
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Next time we do this, remind me to tell you about the state of philosophy today. 

1 0 7 4 That's an interesting thing, too, because it is weaker than it used to be, because it's fallen on hard 

1 0 7 5 times. So it can't be doing what it was in the Sixties and Seventies. In philosophy, I think the 

1 0 7 6 talent pool has gone down because the job market stinks and it just doesn't pay. Medicine still has 

1 0 7 7  its share ofbright folks running around. I'm not a big fan of the world ofbusiness, but they've got 

1 0 7 8 bright people running around there. 

1 07 9 SWAZEY: Thinking about you compared to the other people in your Center, it's probably 

1 0 8 0 very fortunate for the development ofbioethics up to this point that there wasn't a bioethics career 

1 0  8 1  track that somebody like you could follow, because that's going to be a very different kind of 

1 0 8 2 bioethicist. 

1 0 8 3  CAPLAN: Right, it's a different person that pops out. When you sit down to talk to Dan 

1 0 8 4 Callahan, his experience is like this. I resonate more to his background. 

1 0 8 5  FOX: Dan has to have had a brilliant subliminal analysis of the potentialities of the 

1 0 8 6 development of this area, or he couldn't have banked the welfare of his entire brood of children on 

1 0 8 7 earning his money this way. He had a real hunch . . .  

1 0 8 8  CAPLAN: That something would happen there. But those tools, the Commonweal tradition, 

1 0 8 9 the dancing into Quine in the Harvard philosophy department. His own upbringing, a military 

1 0 9 0 school experience. What does Dan father's do, do you know? 

1 0 9 1 FOX: No. 

1 0 92 CAPLAN: He was the major operator of the lead radio station in New Orleans, and then 

1 0 9 3 eventually WBZ Radio. Dan has got this love/hate thing with the media. Some days he wants to 
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kill me for making it media public, and other days it's sort of like, I'll do that. But he has a lot of 

these cross traditions and pools to dip into. I don't know enough about Pellegrino and Hellegers 

and those guys to know what they were thinking about it. I don't have that personal experience. 

I'll tell you one other funny thing. I was out last week at Notre Dame doing some lectures, 

and it was funny to go to the place where Richard McCormick is. I was back all of a sudden in a 

different culture where I said, so Dick, what do you think's going on in bioethics, what's your 

view, you're retired, what do you think? And he came up with a bunch of people and bunch of 

places, just totally different, coming out of the Notre Dame tradition. He was sort of wondering, 

what do they do at Loyola and how's that program doing at DePaul, and it was like, gee, I don't 

know. Do they have programs? I didn't say that, but I was thinking it. Different background, 

different places. 

END OF INTERVIEW 
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