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Interview with Patrick Suppes

by Michael Frauchiger®

Michael Frauchiger: Prof. Suppes, the talk you gave at the 1* Intema-
tional Lauener Symposium on Analytical Philosophy was entitled “A Re-
vised Agenda for the Philosophy of Mind”, but in some sense you pled Ar-
istotle’s, Aquinas’ and Hume’s case, i.e. the case for classical thinkers. Do
you think that the problems of philosophy have essentially been the same
in the history of occidental philosophy or do you think that philosophers
need again and again to put entirely new questions to a world for ever
changing?

Patrick Suppes: Well, | think the first thing is that we are still just recov-
ering from the disaster of Descartes’ ideas replacing Aristotle’s and Aqui-
nas’, especially his dualism. That mind and body are sharply separated has
had an enormous hold on the imagination of Western civilization. In con-
trast, Aristotle and Aquinas emphasized that mind must be embodied; mind
or soul (psyche) is the form of the body. And the best way to think about it,
in my view, is that mind expresses the form and the functions of the body
from a mental standpoint, not from the standpoint, as Aristotle would say,
the vegetative part of the soul, which has to do with nutrition and such
matters. So what | am involved in is a program that has its roots in Aris-
totle’s broad biological approach to the mind, which Hume updated in cer-
tain important ways in his Treatise (1939/1951). Hume hoped that his
Treatise would provide a theory of human nature comparable to Newton's
theory of the physical world, as expressed in Book Il of his Principia
(1687/1946),

Frauchiger: In the course of your talk, you drew on what has been learned
about the mind and the brain in modem psychology and neuroscience. That
is, you have been importing methods and findings from the sciences to
guide us in theoretical philosophy by turning scientific results into philoso-
phical ones. How do you relate your naturalistic stance to Hume's radically
empiricist revolution according to which philosophy does not need to jus-
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tify claims to knowledge but to empirically (especially psychologically)
explain them?

Patrick Suppes: My conception of the philosophical foundations of scien-
tific disciplines, whether they are physics or what we are talking about
now, psychology of the mind, is that they are seamless with science itself.
That is, philosophers do not study the philosophy of physics by doing
something from the beginning very different from what physicists do. We
do not create and test new theories of the physical world. What philoso-
phers of physics do—and they play a useful role—is to analyse the concep-
tual foundations of what physicists think and say. Philosophers do not cre-
ate a separate physics that is a separate foundation for our understanding of
the physical world. And exactly the same thing should be true of psychol-
ogy of the mind, but is less so. The role for philosophers should be to pro-
vide a conceptual foundation and interpretation of the fundamental ex-
periments and theories in psychology. Remember, Aristolle’s De Anima is
a seamless mixture of the science and philosophy of his time. We can aim
at something similar, i.e. we should feel very comfortable using scientific
results in philosophy. It does not mean philosophers must become scien-
tists. The literature on psychology and the neurosciences related to the
mind is enormous and very insightful about many problems. It is up to us
philosophers to take advantage of this large and significant body of work.

Frauchiger: But then, how do you handle axiological questions like: “ls
there some central, permanent goal of science (beyond the actual plurality
of transitory and possibly incommensurable aims of scientists) such as em-
pirical adequacy, increase in explanatory unification, or successive ap-
proximation to the truth?” Are such considerations of values and guiding
principles avoidable in a naturalistic philosophy of science? Or does natu-
ralism need - and indeed have - some axiological resources to ground fun-
damental judgments in epistemology on science?

Patrick Suppes: Contrary to what you may think, my form of naturalism
is saturated with norms of every variety. Scientific practice requires and
uses a vast range of norms: those bearing on instrument usage, those on
data collection, and so forth, but also norms on what, at a given time and
given discipline, are acceptable general ideas to take seriously. But these
many norms are learned at the same time that the practices they govern are
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leamed, all in the same general empirical arena. But further elaboration of
my views i5 not possible here.

Frauchiger: G. E. Moore, famously, argued against grounding ethics on
science. Moore advocated that normative, ethical concepts such as ‘good’
cannot be defined by means of non-normative, descriptive ones. Generally
it is often held that you cannot validly infer a statement about what should
be the case from one about what merely is the case. - Analogously some
presenti-day Kantian philosophers advocate that epistemology of science,
which, they claim, must be normative, cannot be grounded on science
alone, as normative, methodological concepts and sentences cannot be re-
duced to descriptive, empirical ones. They hold that we need, pos/ festum,
a contextually relativized a priori justification for the epistemic adequacy
of any established methodology in science. Such a justification, which is
actually relatively a priori in parts, involves the independent articulation,
systematization and pragmatic substantiation of the relevant scientific ob-
jectives and norms; and this, in combination with hypotheses about rele-
vant end-means relations, enables the foundation 1o be laid for an adequate
and systematic methodology of the theoretical context in question. - On the
other hand, your former mentor Ernest Nagel, like W. V. Quine, rejected
the traditional requirement to secure independently some warrant for the
methods of science, as regards their effectiveness in conducing to reliable,
objective knowiedge. - What position do you take up on the ongoing de-
bate about the so-called naturalist fallacy? Do you believe that the philoso-
phical principles of the vindication of scientific knowledge and methods
can be completely gathered from successful science itself? Or might prob-
lems of justification (concerning e.g. the common charge of vicious circu-
larity against naturalism) prove to be important limits to the power of an
entirely scientistic approach to problems in epistemology?

Patrick Suppes: L am all for the naturalist fallacy. Everything is natural.
And G. E. Moore is, for me, quite wrong. Moore was trying to give argu-
ments that there are separate methods of establishing truth, different in
kind from the ones used in science, for establishing the ideal truth about
things which are critical for human behaviour. That is a residue of dualism,
and it’s wrong, in the sense that it’s factually incorrect. We cannot reason
about ethics, and about the nature of the good, by simply using the kind of
arguments that Moore tried to work out. But he was right to distinguish
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facts of scientific practices from norms governing them. This is set out
clearly and, in some detail, in a more satisfactory way in Aristotle’s
Nichomachean Ethics. The leaming of norms for practices, scientific o
otherwise, is empirical, often relative 10 a given place and culture, but all
the same empirical, not a priori. Moreover, most norms in practices of any
kind, including scientific ones, are not verbally codified with any precision
or completeness, but with much left unsaid, as in all apprenticeships from
those of carpentry o nuclear physics.

Frauchiger: In your opinion, what is special about argumentation and
evaluation in philosophy? Is there any distinctively philosophical field of
work at all, which is justifiably explored by those trained as philosophers
(instead of being examined by scientists who are more deeply immersed in
the scientific subject matter)?

Patrick Suppes: A specific philosophical argument is to use methods or
arguments which are also used by good scientists, by examining the nature
of the evidence collected. But one of the things that philosophers are espe-
cially interested in is the methodological question of what kinds of argu-
ments and what kinds of evidence are used. So | think the concern with
justification, evidence, and argument are particular features of philosophy.

But again they are not isolated, because certainly evidence and ar-
gument are absolutely essential to science as well. So a physicist, not just a
philosopher, needs to understand how to use arguments and evidence. The
methods may differ, it isn’t that we have some little list of three or four
things; it’s a very rich terrain of methodology and analysis that we can ex-
amine. There are some issues, of course, that are genuinely ones for phi-
losophers to contribute to. For example, is ethics really a subjective or
emotional matter or are there external objective arguments for the nature of
what it is right to do? | think that everybody understands that such an issue
can be considered by many kinds of approaches, but it is one that is espe-
cially philosophical.

Frauchiger: In the 20" century, Russell, Carnap, Nagel, and many other
analytic philosophers endeavoured to analyse the fundamental structure of
scientific languages and of the world described by them. A considerable
part of your work has been about scientific structures. You have been ana-
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lysing scientific models, theories and domains in a8 common set-theoretical
framework. Do you believe that, in the 21% century, set theory will remain
our main vision of the most basic way of analysing theories and the em-
pirical world?

Patrick Suppes: Well, that’s a good question. | would be inclined to say
that it is very likely that it will be the case, because the trajectory of set
theary becoming the lingua franca of most mathematics has been a slow
development. So for example in the 19" century there was a very sophisti-
cated development of mathematics but it wasn’t explicitly, most of it, for-
mulated in a set-theoretical way. And even, just to give a sort of fancy ex-
ample of a Swiss author, Hermann Weyl’s book (1939/1953) on the classi-
cal groups is written in this nineteenth-century way, it is not written in a
set-theoretical fashion. If you look at exactly how he characterizes things,
it’s slightly disturbing to a modern sensibility. So it’s taken a long time. I
think that goal only became realized in the latter half of the twentieth cen-
tury, only then did the lingua franca of pure mathematics become set-
theoretical. And [ think it will last quite a while,

But there are serious reservations which must be made. Scientists
themselves don’t really use such language. If you take the primary research
journal for publishing significant new results in physics,— Physical Re-
view Letters, it’s published in the United States, but 60 percent of the arti-
cles are written by physicists from abroad—, you can look at a thousand
pages and you might not find a single set-theoretical trace in the mathemat-
ics used. Why? Because that’s not the way physicists in practice do
mathematics. They have a more informal or fragmentary approach. So 1 do
not want to overemphasize that this lingua franca is the language of sci-
ence. In my own work on scientific structures I use it. But 1 am not alone.
A good example is that the framework of a lot of modern statistics is given
a very set-theoretical, mathematical formulation. So students of biology,
psychology or economics who are given a good background in statistics, as
a primary methodological discipline for the research they will do, get a
good set-theoretical background in the formulations used. For instance,
everybody formulates probability starting with Kolmogorov’s axioms, fol-
lowed by the concept of a random variable as a measurable function de-
fined on a probability space. So there is some universal use in that broad
framework. Physicists are moving a little slowly to the statistical world and
they are probably a little sceptical of it.
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Frauchiger: So can you say that logic-cum-set theory is a specifically phi-
losophical framework for the analysis of scientific languages and theories?

Patrick Suppes: In terms of philosophical invesligation of foundational
problems conceming scientific theories that certainly still seems to be the
best methodological framework on offer. | don't see some definite alterna-
tive that is widely applicable.

Frauchiger: How about category theory?

Patrick Suppes: Category theory obviously is too late. If it had been
widely adopted much earlier, it might have obtained widespread use. But
for many reasons, even in pure mathematics it did not. Now throughout
mathematics there is much more emphasis on problem solving and applica-
tions, less concem for foundations. At least this is my conjectured explana-
tion of why category theory did not become a universal language, at least
for foundations, in spite of very strong advocacy by some influential
American mathematicians like Saunders MacL ane.

Frauchiger: You have been investigating problems of representation
within a set-theoretical framework in various systematic parts of science,
ranging from Ptolemaic astronomy, classical physics, relativity theory up
to current neuroscience. In contrast, it appears that many contemporary
philosophers of science (as well as mathematicians and physicists) are
sceptical about the prospects for attempts at formalization and axiomatiza-
tion of existing scientific theories and theory frameworks. Do you think
that the current mainstream of philosophy of science does not sufficiently
value precise and detailed model-theoretic approaches to the representation
of scientific theories and intertheoretical relations?

Patrick Suppes: Another good question. There was a long trajectory going
back to Aristotle and the other corresponding two figures in Greek thoughi,
Euclid and Ptolemy (Ptolemy for astronomy), and of course other well
known ancient Greek mathematicians. The last two significant works.
(there were many mathematical works) written in the geometric spirit of
Euclid. i.e., in the style of Euclidean geometry, were Newton's Principia
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(1687/1946) and Huygens’ Pendulum Clock {1673/1986). These were in
the seventeenth century. Well, that’s a long trajectory, almost 2000 years.
Greek geometry had a good foundation by 300 BC. Newton's Principia was
published in 1687. What a record for geometric foundations. Ptolemy’s as-
tronomy lasted from about 150 CE until, as another comparison, Kepler in
the seventeenth century. That’s over 1500 years. Such long traditions! The
modern world isn’t, | think, like that. It changes a lot more quickly.

Turning to modern time, let us take physics as a first example. Phys-
ics is a huge, complicated melange of activities, and it’s certainly the case
that most physicists don’t come close to being interested in set-theoretical
axiomatic foundations. On the other hand, everybody also understands that
there has been a serious concem with such axiomatic foundations of the
modern parts of physics. First we start with what many people rightly re-
gard as the best single piece of work on the philosophy of quantum me-
chanics, which is von Neumann’s famous book (1932/1955), and then you
have, following that, excellent works by a variety of people. Hermann
Weyl's book (1928/1931) of course is a great piece of work, but also
somewhat later so is George Mackey’s foundations of quantum mechanics
{1963), and everybody understands that this is serious work. There is a
great division of labour here. Good experimental or theoretical physicists
are not going to work on axiomatic foundations. This is the place for
mathematicians to have offered important clarification in physics. So there
is a separation between theoretical physics and mathematical physics.
Theoretical physics is done by physicists interested in creating new ideas,
no matter how shaky the foundations may be, because they want to get
some concrete results. Mathematical physicists, who often have a com-
bined background in mathematics and physics, often do have a concern
with axiomatic foundations. A variety of people have contributed to the
very complicated and difficult problem of giving a proper axiomatic foun-
dations for quantum field theory. So if you take the most important theo-
ries of physics in the twentieth century, you certainly had serious axiomatic
efforts.

Economics is a good second example; in many ways it is the science
most concerned with axiomatic foundations. Some think that economists
are almost too mathematical. They are more concerned with rigorous
mathematical arguments than with really good empirical results. That is,
they will take as premises assumptions that may be regarded as somewhat
dubious or too simple, and do some elegant mathematical work with them.
In any case, certainly, axiomatic methods are well embedded in modemn
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economics. Concerning axiomatic methods in welfare economics, a part of
economics contributed to by several philosophers; see my recent article
(2005) on the pre-history of Kenneth Arrow’s well known formal results,
first presented in his (1951) book.

A third example, already mentioned, is the treatment of mathematical
statistics, which is meant to have applications as well. Stating statistical
problems in a formal way is natural, and perhaps the way to avoid misfor-
mulation of subtle points in the theory. Finally, | mention my efforts with
various psychologists to axiomatize parts of mathematical psychology—I
guess the two big areas are the foundations to measurement and the foun-
dations of stochastic learning models.

Our (Krantz, Luce, Suppes, and Tversky) three volumes on meas-
urement, have a large number of axiomatizations for fundamental struc-
tures (1971, 1989, 1990). Many agree that this is a natural way to approach
lots of problems of measurement and currently most of the new results are
presented axiomatically. The reason that the three volumes are written with
mathematical psychologists rather than with physicists, for example, is that
psychologists are more concermed with the conceptual foundations of
measurement procedures, driven originally by many confusions and mis-
understandings. So here is an example where there is a great deal of use of
set-theoretical axiomatic methods. To be honest, that work has received
very much more attention from scientists than from philosophers, perhaps
because it is too detailed and formal for much of the current climate in phi-
losophy of science. I think that’s really a fair estimate. Our work is being
used extensively and extended by new results in the social and behavioural
sciences.

Frauchiger: You've mentioned that physics is a complicated set of activi-
ties, and that reminds me that you have always emphasized the issue over
the empirical application of scientific theories, insisting that, as well as
formal methods, the analysis of the empirical data plays an important role
in philosophical thinking. As regards the bridging of experimentation,
measurement and observation on the one hand, and the elaboration of ab-
stract explanatory theories on the other hand, you early pointed out that
theories are related to experience by means of models of data representing
idealized entities and their measurable and partly observable properties,
which cannot be derived from raw experience. Though empirical data are
thus in some respects dependent on theory, you have always highlighted
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the complexity of the relationships between theories and the data. - [s it
your impression that contemporary philosophy of science, as for example
modern confirmation theories, pay sufficient attention to the practical and
structural intricacies of making experimentation and theory building con-
sistent with each other?

Patrick Suppes: In effect, you see, it is a disappointment to me that | ha-
ven’t written a larger work on what | would call the foundations of data
structures, the empirical side. | have this early article on models of data
(1962) and | meant to follow that with a lot more detailed work, but 1 got
sidetracked. To some extent the Foundations of measurement, the three
volumes, has a lot of things that are very directly related to data structures,
because measurement is closer to the empirical questions than to the theo-
retical ones of a discipline. Yet | think that it’s actually a failure on my
part, but also a failure on the part of modern philosophy of science, not to
have gone deeper into the analysis of the structure of scientific experimen-
tation as practiced. The assessment of the results of that practice should by
now have been examined more thoroughly than they have. For example, |
find myself very impatient with a lot of the talk about theory change, when
there is no critical examination of the experiments that support such
change. Usually, the language and experimentally testable concepts that
are used to justify theory change, in terms of the formulation, exposition,
and explanation of the experiments that actually were the basis of the
change, have a deep continuity with the past. We don’t ali of a sudden start
talking a different way aboutl how you use some physical apparatus, and
conduct an experiment. There is much too much empbhasis on just the theo-
retical side of scientific change.

Quantum optics is a good example. Many of the experiments were
and are ahead of the theory. There are lots of other such examples in phys-
ics, for instance, Galileo's telescopic observations. Often there has been
some smart intuitive experimentalist out there, getting results that no theo-
retician couid explain. So, this is another kind of paradigm shift. sparked
by some smart scientist running clever experiments that few can appreciate
and many doubt. Current biology is a good hunting ground for such cases.
Unfortunately confirmation theory in the philosophy of science is mainly
far removed from providing any detailed analysis of actual experiments
and the data that flow from them.
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Frauchiger: In the twentieth century, there have been ongoing disputes
over the proper representation of probability theory, which has become a
vital part of natural and social sciences. You have made very important
contributions to probability and decision theory. What is your position on
the ongoing controversy regarding the difference between so-called subjec-
tive versus objective probability?

Patrick Suppes: In a recent book of mine (Suppes, 2002), 1 wrote a big
survey, a whole chapter on the representation of probability. | started out
with the idea that 1 would present a reasonably detailed picture of each of
the main views. In many ways the most important two systematic parts of
that chapter are the one on propensity theory, which is meant to be a physi-
cal theory of probability, and the one on subjective probability. Not long
before | finished, | came to realize that there are many similarities between
these two approaches. For example, qualitative axioms are very natural in
both propensity and in subjective interpretations of probability. So you can
have exactly the same qualitative relations with two different interpreta-
tions. For example, there are many deeper qualitative ways expressing
nicely the common ideas, using, for instance, qualitative densities, rather
than quantitative probability distributions.

Then | began 1o reflect on statistical practice. At the end of this chap-
ter, |1 quoted a lot of the statements about probability from the prominent
foundational treatises on quantum mechanics: Von Neumann, Dirac, Fock
(a well known Russian mathematical physicist), and Weyl. One of the
things that you realize is that they didn’t really commit themselves at all on
the nature of probability. But they make very clear remarks about the prob-
abilistic computations. They all agree on the desirability of having results
based on the relative frequency of observations in probabilistic experi-
ments. And that has never been an issue between objective and subjective
views of probability. | mean, it's perhaps a paradox of the subjective view.
But the paradigm experiment for a subjectivist is to start with a prior dis-
tribution on hypotheses, collect relative frequency data and then use the
likelihood of these data to compute the posterior probability of each hy-
pothesis. So everybody agrees on the nature of the experimentation and the
role of relative frequencies. And that's the central core of the data analysis,
looked at from a general viewpoint.

Then | went to another piece of work that | think is wonderful. in the
foundational literature of the American republic, there were some famous
papers written about how the constitution should formulate and determine



the structure of the federal government. These are the famous Federalist
Papers. There were three authors of these Federalist Papers, but they were
published anonymously, so it has been a problem to attribule correctly the
authorship. There isn’t, of course, a fundamental theory of how to do this.
But there are a lot of ideas that are sensible; for instance, the various indi-
cators of style. There has been a very refined statistical analysis, and it is
really a masterpiece. If you want to show students the applications of sta-
tistics, say in history, where the background is not technical at all (the
work is pretty technical when they get down to it though), then show them
the beautiful book by Mosteller and Wallace (1964/1984) on the Federalist
Papers. They use a potpourri of statistical methods. [ knew Fred Mosteller
(now deceased) for almost 50 years, and he has a characteristic informative
and humours statement in the preface about their work on the complicated
question: “Can we establish that, e.g., Madison wrote the following one of
the papers?” They approach the answer from many angles. After this effort
was finished, he responds that our subjective friends tell us: “Clearly you
are using Bayesian methods”. And our objectivist friends say: “Clearly you
are using relative frequency, objectivist methods of analysis”, Mosteller
ends by saying that he finds it impossible to sort out whether or not he is a
Bayesian. And I think that is a correct attitude. It is like the physicist not
making a commitment on the nature of probability.

So 1 ended up with a very pragmatic attitude. To force some rigid,
fixed view of probability is now, in my view, a mistake, as in other things
it often is. The pragmatic view is that you use different kinds of methods
for different purposes. If, for example, sitting here with you, I want to get
an estimate of the weather in Bern in the next six hours, I’ll ask you to give
me an estimate. | have no way to look at any relative-frequency data about
the local weather. So 1 will trust that you have some useful subjective par-
tial information, since you live here.

Frauchiger: But particular, specific projects, e.g. in philosophy, may nev-
ertheless be committed 1o a fixed view of probability. Bayesian confirma-
tion theory, e.g., is committed to subjectivist methods.

Patrick Suppes: Well, confirmation is very elementary, a vast apparatus,
but very elementary from the standpoint of modern probability or statistics.
Carmnap was backed into subjectivism. | mean he was forced into it by the
failure of his initial, too simple program. He came to see that subjectivism
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about probability is an important way of thinking. Philosophers can pick up
all the many threads of this argurment. There is nothing about philosophy
that says that you must be a subjectivist or an objectivist. In fact, | think
philosophers really should push a more pragmatic agenda for science. It's
surely much more faithful to scientific practice. But it must be sophisti-
cated. William James, whom | much admire, advocated pragmatism as a
philosophy, but, his exposition was too simple, as a guide to science. Un-
fortunately most of the philosophers who have written about pragmatism
have not tangled with scientific matters in detail. A variety of pragmatic
case studies of scientific practice would be a very desirable thing.

Frauchiger: You have developed a truly constructivist approach to the
philosophy of science which is characterized by a specific pluralism and
pragmatism. Could you clarify a bit further in which respects your ap-
proach has been anti-dogmatic, non-absolutist and anti-foundationalist?

Patrick Suppes: | think that philosophers who look at science in detail can
become acutely aware of vacuous generalisations in philosophy about the
nature of thinking or about the nature of the world. The world tumns out to
be very complicated, very nuanced, and the philosophers who are going to
tell us in a few words how it is, in a dogmatic way, will not in the long run
be taken seriously. Aristotle illustrates the opposite. One reason he is a dif-
ficult philosopher is that he has a lot of nuanced things to say. He just
doesn’'t come out and say in a few words how things are. This is the way
the world is or that's the way the mind works. It is a mistake to try to give
students ideological positions about the nature of big issues. It is better 10
try to give them an understanding of how complicated they are, and frag-
mentary. And also how science itself is fragmentary. Philosophers tradi-
tionally have sought to present a much bigger picture of the world than
most scientists do, because a serious scientist understands how difficult
that is, in terms of the many details he knows about his speciality.

Frauchiger: With respect to the ontological aspect of the cognitive status
of scientific theories, philosophers of science have for long returned to the
controversy about realism versus anti-realism. Many of them hold that
naturalism requires strong realism and is therefore incompatible with con-
structivism. What’s your view on this?
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Patrick Suppes: This is a controversy | shall not get into here, except for a
couple of remarks. First, | am a common-sense realist about the existence
of many ordinary things, such as people, cats, dogs, mountains, rivers,
clouds, and so forth. And | admit at the same time there are problems about
quarks, neutrinos, perhaps even photons. And on both sides of the separa-
tion, 1 remain a constructivist.

Frauchiger: You have dealt with the most diverse areas of intellectual life.
For instance you’ve always had a strong interest in education, not only as a
theorist, but especially also as a practical person. Could you tell us some-
thing about this?

Patrick Suppes: To my surprise, the first article of mine which got real
recognition in education, got a prize in the early 1960s (Suppes, 1964). It
was about modern learning theory and the elementary-school curriculum.
I’'m very concretely oriented. So it was a nice challenge to take up. In
many ways | am now back into education. Dick Atkinson, who just retired
as president of the University of California system, and | applied in 1961
for a grant to construct an experimental psychology lab that would be
highly automated and collect very rich bodies of data. In 1962 we got a big
grant, a million dollars, a lot of money at that time, for this purpose. It
turned out, as we got into it, we gradually moved to the psychological
study of the skills involved especially in elementary education. There is a
long history of the psychological study of learning of elementary mathe-
matics and learning how to read. And connected with the reading, also
writing. They are big empirical subjects. So before we realized it, we
started conducting educational experiments to have more extensive data to
study learning. It was very natural to turn to this huge tradition in educa-
tion, where we had a much better opportunity to really deepen the results.
The main educational thrust occurred in an accidental way; as is often the
case, we backed into it, 5o to speak. Out of it came this continued concern
with using computers to teach a variety of subjects.

Frauchiger: At present, what are you mainly concerned with in practical
education?
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Patrick Suppes: Well, in earlier days. when | formed a corporation, we
did a lot of work with the disadvantaged students. When | retired at Stan-
ford in 1992 | already had done some special work with gifted students, so
| founded at Stanford an Education Program For Gifted Youth (EPGY).
specializing in computer-based online teaching of mathematics, physics
and English to gifted pre-college students. We came to realize that in
American society we have a large population of neglected, gifted students,
who are to be found everywhere, from affluent families to inner city slum
schools. One of the main thrusts of my work now at EPGY is to identify
and educate as many of these students as possible. We have a big effort go-
ing on right now. The framework is also an excellent one for trying out
new educational ideas. such as beginning mathematical proofs at an early

age.

Frauchiger: Analytical philosophy has often been criticized for being t00
academic, for being out of touch with ordinary life. What do you think
about that kind of reproach?

Patrick Suppes: Let me give you a view contrary to that statement.
American corporations have a tradition of hiring bright young graduates,
and not all of them are going to be specialists. The best generalists are of-
ten philosophers, Why? If you are in a large corporation, on many occa-
sions, the way you are most effective is to be able to write coherent argu-
meants and well-crafted memoranda. Young philasophers do this better than
any other kind of graduate. It is perhaps one of the most direct applications
of analytic philosophy you can name, because philosophers are taught how
to write and what are the standards for clear arguments about a great vari-
ety of subjects. So they take to corporate life like ducks to water. They are
ready to write clear arguments about what are the options, what are the
right procedures, the defense of this, the defense of that. They have a bril-
liant record in American corporate life. 1 don’t know if you realize that. |
don’t know if this is true in Europe, but it certainly is in the United States.
When | say corporate life, by the way, | mean the broad sense of the
term that applies to government bureaucracies of ali sorts and sizes as well,

Frauchiger: On the occasion of the presentation of the Lauener Prize to
you. Prof. Wilhelm K. Essler emphasized, in his presidential address, that
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Henri Lauener firmly insisted that a philosopher should never be thinking
A, speaking B, and doing C. In contrast, there is a witty anecdote about
Max Scheler, who supposedly made the following remark on his way of
life as a moral philosopher: “The signpost never goes in the direction it
points to”.

Patrick Suppes: (laughing) | think most people aren’t quite satisfied with
that.

Frauchiger: Do you think it is indeed of some importance to aspire to fit
together, in a coherent way, the different parts of our lives?

Patrick Suppes: Yes, and | think there are many examples, Let’s take
some extreme cases. You see, not so much now, but if you looked at
prominent physicists in America 40 years ago, a number of them had sur-
prisingly naive religious beliefs, while at the same time they were doing
very sophisticated physics. Arthur Compton was a very good example. He
was really a brilliant physicist. The Compton effect is known to every
graduate student of physics. But he had some really naive religious views. I
am not against religion, but against naive versions, where the religious
doctrine is just too simple in formulation, and the background theology is
chaotic. Analytic philosophers are seldom that way. [ think arguments in
the style of analytic philosophy can be a very good antidote to easy accep-
tance of publicly stated but ill-thought-out religious attitudes.

Frauchiger: At the award ceremony, Prof. Susanne Suter, the president of
the Swiss Science and Technology Council, noted with regret the still in-
adequate visibility of philosophy (and of the humanities generally) in
Swiss science and education. - Do you think that philosophy nowadays has
an impact on scientific and educational practice and on everyday life in
general?

Patrick Suppes: | must speak to American socicty, because | only under-
stand it in an intuitive way. In American society as a whole, philosophy
has an impact on the foundation of the way people feel about the civil soci-
ety, think about democracy, and judge what is reasonable and just in many
areas of political and social conflict. The relevant concepts are widely
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taught in the undergraduate courses of most universities, There is a serious
effort to get students to read some philosophical texts, and then discuss and
argue about the ideas presented. Ten years later, when they sit on a com-
munity or company policy commitiee, they do not quote philosophers, but
this earlier exposure has affected their thinking, to an extent, of course, that
varies greatly from one individual to another. We do not now, are not go-
ing to have in the future, philosophers drawing evangelical TV crowds. But
we can and do have a serious impact on the students who later become de-
cision makers, political leaders, and policy makers in our society. The im-
pact is not as much as we would like, but it is not negligible.

By the way, 1 should say something about American universities ver-
sus European ones. We have whai we call course-distribution require-
ments. So if you come to a university to concentrale on physics, you can
not just study physics, mathematics, and some chemistry. You must take
courses in the humanities as well. Correspondingly, if you mainly want to
study. let us say, French or German literature, you must also take some sci-
ence courses. From a broad perspective, the role of philosophy in these
general courses satisfying distribulion requirements is the most important
way in which the vast majority of American university students have any
exposure to philosophy.

Frauchiger: Thank you very much, Prof. Suppes.
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