
Now in its fourth performance season
at Oberlin, the Oberlin Faculty Cham-
ber Music Series opened the 1996 sea-
son in Finney Chapel last Sunday with
music by Duruflé, Perera, and Ravel. 

“We do what we think would be
interesting to others and to ourselves,”
says George Sakakeeny, coordinator of
the series. The musicians usually try to
include one familiar piece in the con-
certs, he says.

While Sakakeeny, assistant profes-
sor of oboe, arranges each con-
cert in the series (each concert
has three musical pieces), each
musical piece has its own
leader. In fact, each musical
piece of the season has a differ-
ent set of musicians, each
rehearsing at times convenient
for the players.

“This is something I do for
fun,” says Marilyn McDonald,
professor of violin, who appears
in three of the four concerts—in
three different groups—
planned for this year. She led
fellow faculty members Peter
Rejto and Peter Takács in the
Ravel Trio Sunday.

The distributed style of concert
planning seems to work for the current
audience, but Sakakeeny would like to
see the musicians play repeat concerts
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INSIDE

Last week Scene Designer and Associate Professor of Theater Michael
Grube (far right) and his students Jacob Hauser ’98 (back to camera)
and Hannah Cabell ’99, decorated the Hall Auditorium stage for yester-
day’s lecture by James Burrows ’62. The legendary director of Cheers,
Frasier, and other hit television shows returned to his alma mater
October 10 to inaugurate the College’s 1996 Robert S. Danforth
Lectureship series. Burrows now divides his directing time among three
new half-hour TV comedies—Men Behaving Badly, Pearl, and Chicago
Sons—and a returning sitcom, Caroline in the City. 

Getting Ready for James Burrows

College Dean Candidates Narrowed to 7
During the last weekend in September
the College of Arts and Sciences’ Dean
Search Committee narrowed the search
for college dean to seven candidates.
The seven include current College em-
ployees and applicants from elsewhere.

“They all sound wonderful,” says
Marcia Colish, Artz Professor of
History and chair of the committee.
One of the hoops through which candi-
dates must jump is having an anecdote
told about them by a person they have
listed as a reference. Colish says the
stories she has heard have been
remarkable, showing exceptional
insight into people or extreme ingenu-
ity in handling problems. She speaks

equally highly about other markers of
candidates’ qualifications.

Colish attributes much of the suc-
cess of the search to consultant
Christine Young, of Academic Search
Consultation Service. “It’s amazing
how helpful she has been,” says Colish.
Besides other aid, Young has helped
the group arrange strategic advertising
and determine questions to ask of can-
didates, and people they have listed as
references, that will elicit useful and
relatively standardized information.
Young’s familiarity with Oberlin (she
worked on the last presidential search)
and her familiarity with other campus-
es (she often knows the stories behind

the stories presented) have been other
advantages to her services.

“Maggie Robinson has been
extremely valuable to us,” says Colish,
praising her also for the smoothness of
the search. “She’s really on top of the
job.” Robinson is the administrative
assistant who, while also working in
the finance office, coordinates the
administration of the search.

More Authority, Next Steps
The dean’s position has more authori-
ty as it is now defined than it has had
in the past, and Colish says the
increase in authority may account for

Continued on page 4

More than 300 members of
Oberlin’s faculty and staff have
signed up for discussion groups
considering the College’s long-
range planning. The groups
began meeting September 30.
People can still sign up for
groups by calling Judy Holm in
the president's office, x8400.

Center for Service and Learning Sews Up Its Future
By Betty Gabrielli
and Anita Buckmaster

The Center for Service and Learning
has received a $3 million gift to endow
its operations.

Jane and Eric Nord, longtime
Oberlin residents, made the gift, they
say, to “sustain Nancy Dye’s vision of
the importance of community service to
Oberlin College and Lorain County.”

Two years ago, building on
groundwork laid by a 1993 commu-
nity-service task force and a 1994
anonymous gift, President Dye
established the center as part of

her plan to make the College a
more vital part of Lorain County.

“The Nords, like those of us at
Oberlin, believe in the power of
individuals to shape their own
lives, to make their own history,
and to bring about meaningful
social change,” says Dye. “Thanks
to the Nords’ generous gift, Oberlin
students now and in the future will
be able to participate fully in the
life of our community and in our
nation.”

Under the direction of Daniel
Gardner, special assistant to the
president for community service

and head of the center, Oberlin’s
volunteer activity has risen from an
average rate of participation to a
rate that ranks it among the top 10
percent of colleges in the U.S. per-
forming community service, accord-
ing to an independent study.

In 1995-96 the center recorded
nearly a thousand community-ser-
vice placements. Students, faculty,
and staff contributed an estimated
48,000 hours of service to local
schools, nonprofit organizations,
and government agencies.

“This gift is one of the most
thoughtful acts of philanthropy I’ve

ever been associated with,” says
Young Dawkins, vice president for
development and alumni affairs.
“Not only have the Nords provided
Oberlin College with the means to
carry on community service as long
as the college exists, but this gift also
benefits all of Lorain County and the
greater Cleveland area. Generations
of students and residents will experi-
ence a positive difference in their
lives because of this kindness.”

The center’s future projects
include focusing on combining civic
engagement with the core teaching-

Continued on page 3

Faculty Chamber Musicians Pitch In 
in Cleveland—or do some of the per-
formances on the East Coast or San
Francisco, perhaps tied in with alumni
events. Such aspirations are in the
dream category for now, however,
because, says Sakakeeny, their real-
ization would require a professional
agent to set up the concerts.

The remaining free concerts are
November 3, February 16, and March 9
at 4:00 in Finney Chapel. In all, 35 con-
servatory faculty members will perform.

Warming up last Friday for Sunday’s per-
formance of Ravel’s Trio were Marilyn
McDonald, professor of violin; Peter
Takács, professor of pianoforte; and Peter
Rejto, professor of violoncello.
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Transitions
New Employees

Brian Alegant
( P h i l a d e l p h i a
College of the
Performing Arts
B.M., Temple Uni-
versity M.M., M.M.,
Eastman School
of Music Ph.D.

1993) is associate professor of
music theory. His professional
interests include 19th- and 20th-
century music, computer program-
ming, musicianship, and piano per-
formance. Between 1982 and 1985
he was a teacher’s assistant at
Temple University, and between
1985 and 1990 he was a doctoral
fellow at Eastman. From 1990 to
1996 he was an assistant professor
at McGill University. Alegant is
the principal holder of the Social
Sciences and Humanities Research
Council of Canada grant for a
three-year study titled Motive and
Hierarchy in Tonal, Part-Tonal,
and Twelve-Tone Music. He has
contributed to Music Theory
Spectrum and has a forthcoming
article in Computers for Music
Research. He enjoys bicycling and
running. He and his wife, Marci,
have a child, Jordan. Andrei
Boichuk (Moscow State Universi-
ty M.A. 1984) is faculty in resi-
dence at Russian House and a lec-
turer in Russian. He specializes in
the teaching of Russian language
and literature, especially Russian
literature of the early 20th centu-
ry. From 1987 to 1996 Boichuk was
a research specialist at the Russian
Academy of Science’s Institute of
World Literature. He has written
more than 10 articles for Russian
philological periodicals. A native of
Moscow, he is married to Tatyana
Yunusora and is interested in com-
puters, especially IBM compati-
bles. Ted Cohen (Oberlin College
B.A. 1996) is the research assistant
in the Neuroscience Program. He

majored in neuroscience while a
student at Oberlin. A native of San
Francisco, Cohen played on the
Oberlin College soccer team, of
which he was a captain his senior
year. He is coaching the Oberlin
men’s reserve soccer team this fall.
He enjoys watching sports and
plays recreational basketball.
Shilpa Davé (University of Wis-
consin B.S., University of Michigan
M.A. 1991) is assistant dean of stu-
dents. Davé is finishing her Ph.D.
in English literature at the Univer-
sity of Michigan. Her awards
include a Certificate of Special
Recognition for Service and Leader-
ship by Rackham Graduate School
and Students of Color of Rackham,
a nomination for Outstanding
Graduate Student Teaching Assis-
tant Award, and a Rackham Gra-
duate School Fellowship. Davé pub-
lished an article in 1993 titled
“‘Doors to Home and History’: Post
Colonial Identities in Meena
Alexander and Bharati Mukherjee”
for Amerasia Journal and has an
essay forthcoming in Dislocating
Postcolonialities: Essays on Ameri-
can Culture titled “‘The Come and
See America Ticket’: Images of
America in Anjana Appachana and
Bharati Mukherjee.” She enjoys
tennis and science-fiction novels,
television, and film. Ken Grossi
(University of Akron B.A., Case
Western Reserve University M.A.,
Kent State University M.L.S. 1992)
is assistant archivist with the
Oberlin College Archives. From
1987 to 1996 Grossi was the assis-
tant archivist at the Ohio State
University Archives. He has con-
tributed to the Ohio Archivist and
says he is looking forward to learn-
ing more about the history of
Oberlin, college and town. He
enjoys jogging, home improvement,
gardening, basketball, and softball.
He is married to Sharon
Sutherland and has a daughter,
Laura, and a son, Benjamin.
Cynthia Huebner (University of
California, Riverside B.S., Indiana
University M.A., M.S., Miami
University Ph.D. 1996) is visiting
assistant professor of biology.
Huebner studies botany, focusing
on the plant community and land-
scape ecology, plant taxonomy, and
plant-reproductive ecology. From
1991 to 1996 she worked at Miami
University. She also worked at the
Nature Conservancy from 1995 to
1996 and Antioch College in 1996.
Huebner has contributed to the
American Midland Naturalist. She
enjoys hiking and traveling.
Wesley Jacobs is teacher of tuba.

Jacobs studied tuba
at the University
of California, Long
Beach, and at
Juilliard. He has
been principal tuba
player with the
Detroit Sympho-

ny Orchestra since 1970. From
1968 to 1970 he was principal tuba
with the San Francisco Opera
Orchestra and before that toured
as a string bass player with the
popular music group the

Carpenters. He has performed with
the National Orchestra and San
Francisco Brass Quintet and still
performs with the Premier Brass
Quintet and the Detroit Chamber
Winds. Jacobs has taught tuba at
the University of Michigan, Wayne
State University, and the Universi-
ty of Windsor. He has toured much
of the United States as a recitalist
and has given tuba clinics at uni-
versities in almost every state. He
has written several educational
books about the tuba and has
recorded solo tuba music. He and
his wife, Debra Fayroian, have a
daughter, Adrienne. Mary Jo
Kahley (Davis & Elkins College
B.S., Miami University Ph.D. 1995)
is visiting assistant professor of
chemistry. Her professional inter-
ests include the study of reactive
intermediates in organic chemistry
and showing children the wonders
of chemistry. Kahley was a postdoc-
toral fellow at the University of
Toronto in 1995 and an assistant
professor at Bloomsburg University
in 1996. She has coauthored arti-
cles in the Journal of Organic
Chemistry, the Journal of the
American Chemical Society, and
the Journal of Chemistry Educa-
tion. A West Virginia native,
Kahley enjoys running, crochet,
embroidery, and bowling, and she
is interested in the conservation of
the environment. Narges Kakalia
(Oberlin College B.A. 1996) is the
intern for Asian and Asian-
American students in the Multi-
cultural Resource Center. Kakalia
majored in English and minored in
history. A native of Karachi,
Pakistan, she is interested in acad-
emia, higher education, writing,
and publishing. She enjoys making
pottery, painting, and reading. She
says she is looking forward to stay-
ing another year at Oberlin and she
hopes to give something back.
Jody L. Kerchner (Westchester

University B.S.,
M.M., Northwes-
tern University
Ph.D., 1996) is
visiting assistant
professor of music
education. Her in-
terests include

choral conducting, singing, and
teaching grades K-12. Kerchner
has contributed to the Journal of
Music Teacher Education, the
Council of Research in Music
Education, General Music Today,
and the Illinois Music Educator.
From 1987 to 1992 she worked in
the Wallingford-Swarthmore School
District in Pennsylvania. She was a
Northwestern University graduate
assistant from 1992 to 1994 and
worked more recently in the
Winnetka (Illinois) public schools.
She enjoys swimming, writing poet-
ry, country line dancing, and tra-

veling to other
countries to learn
l a n g u a g e s .
Judith Maloney
(St. John College
of Cleveland B.S.,
Loyola Universi-
ty of Chicago M.A.

1976) is benefits manager in the
Department of Human Resources.
Her primary duty is the adminis-
tration and management of
employee-benefit plans. Maloney
came to Oberlin from Columbus,
where she was coordinator of
employee relations at ABX Air
(Airborne) from 1993 to 1996 and,
from 1983 to 1990, chief of human
resources with the Ohio
Department of Mental Health.
From 1967 to 1983 she taught and
worked as an educational consul-
tant. A resident of Lakewood, she
says she is looking forward, both
professionally and personally, to
enjoying all that Oberlin has to
offer and that she enjoys film, the-
ater, “a good book,” and swimming.
David Morgan (University of
Texas at Austin M.M., D.M.A.
1996) is instructor of aural skills.
Morgan is a professional jazz
bassist and composer. He has given
many performances with top jazz
musicians, and he is a member of a
quintet that performs regularly at
the Cleveland Bop Stop. He has
published several compositions and
has several jazz recordings. He
says he is looking forward to work-
ing with all the talented musicians
at Oberlin. He is married to Lynne
Rogers, assistant professor of music
theory. Holly Morgan (North-

western State
University of
Louisiana B.A.,
M.A. 1996) is the
area coordinator
for Residential
Life and Services
responsible for

Barrows, Burton, Noah, and
Zechiel. She is interested in stress-
management and relaxation tech-
niques, intimate-violence issues,
and lesbian, gay, and bisexual con-
cerns. Morgan enjoys cooking,
reading suspense novels, and
putting together jigsaw puzzles. A
native of New Orleans, she says
she is looking forward to making an
impact on the lives of students
and seeing if she can “survive the
cold.” Michael Salois (University
of La Verne B.S., Azusa Pacific
University M.Ed. 1994) is an area coor-
dinator for the Department of
Residential Life and Services. Salois
worked for Ohio Wesleyan University
from 1994 to 1996. He is interested in
multicultural issues and alcohol and
drug awareness. A native of Idaho, he
enjoys the outdoors and travel. 

Changes in Appointment
Joan Gleason began half time in the
College of Arts and Sciences dean’s office
September 30 as department assistant
III. She’ll be full time in a month. She
started with the College in 1992 as a
temporary administrative technician in
the financial-aid office, and has had per-
manent positions there and in the con-
troller’s office. Tracy Petrus has been
reappointed women's and men's swim-
ing intern, the job she held last year, too.

Departures
Paul Johnson’s last day as regional
director of major gifts was September 17.
He joined the college in 1995.
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shape the department, combining
American and European approaches
with traditions that may have sur-
vived the breakup of the Soviet
Union. This is the
first year that the
school will offer a
French major, and
Skrupskelis will
oversee develop-
ment of some 20
broadly based in-
terdiscipl inary
upper-level cours-
es in the study of
French language,
literature, linguis-
tics, contemporary
France, and the
teaching of French.
She evaluates in-
coming students to
see what they need
in the study of
French language, literature, and cul-
ture, and she guides the department
in its yearlong discussion of the
structure of the major, course con-
tent, and teaching methodology.

Over the year she will teach a sur-
vey of French literature and a course
on Surrealism from an interdiscipli-
nary and international perspective.
She will also give a series of guest
lectures on landscape poetry—

Lithuanian, French and Franco-
phone. The poetry lectures will
explore ways of introducing cultural
experiences into descriptive poetry.

She worked on
this topic during
her last sabbatical
leave, in 1990.

V y t a u t a s
Magnus Univer-
sity sometimes has
as many as 30
non-Lithuanian
professors teach-
ing in a year,
Skrupskelis says.
“Part of my job is
to be a bridge be-
tween the Lithua-
nians and the
American acade-
mics. I can see
both perspectives.”
Skrupskelis was

born in Lithuania and lived there
until 1944.

“Lithuanian students aren’t as
used to responding and participat-
ing in class,” she says. This aspect
is difficult for many visiting Amer-
ican professors to handle even
though there is, she says, “tremen-
dous good will and pride on both
sides.”

Sometimes, she says, each side

seems to be saying “Look at what
I’ve got.” Sensitivities have to be
acknowledged, says Skrupskelis.
“There is a tendency on the part of
some Americans to try to sell
America.”

If a Lithuanian student is not
satisfied with a professor, she says,
the student either will not say any-
thing or will go to the top level of
administration with the problem.
Skrupskelis will suggest working
out problems at lower levels first.
“Lithuanians tend to want every-
thing settled at once,” she says. She
hopes to convey the idea that “some
things are ongoing discussions.”

Vytautas Magnus is not in ses-
sion during January. That’s when
Skrupskelis will be free to do her
own research on the influence of
French Symbolism in Lithuania.
She will peruse periodicals from
the turn of the century that are in
Lithuanian libraries and not in
U.S. libraries. She plans also to
give some lectures at the Center for
the Study of Lithuanian-American
Culture, a division of Vytautas
Magnus University.

When she returns to Oberlin,
Skrupskelis won’t stay long. She is
scheduled to teach in the Oberlin in
Strasbourg program during the
next academic year.

Viktoria Skrupskelis, professor of
French, is in Lithuania this school
year as a Fulbright scholar. She left
Oberlin in August and will return
the end of June.

Skrupskelis is chairing the
French department at Vytautas
Magnus University, where she
spent a semester in 1992 as chair of
the foreign-languages department.
Some of the administrators she
works with now, including the rec-
tor, are people she met during her
last stay.

As chair Skrupskelis is helping to

David Raft and Laura Sessions,
who graduated this May, have won
highly competitive scholarships for
graduate work beginning this semester.

Raft, an East Asian studies
major with a concentration in
Chinese, has been awarded a full
year’s scholarship by the govern-
ment of the People’s Republic of
China to study at Beijing Normal
University. Only five of these schol-
arships went to American stu-
dents, and of those only two went
to scholars who had not yet begun
graduate study.

Laura Sessions, who majored in
biology and anthropology, has been
awarded a Fulbright Full Grant in
the field of ecology to study preda-
tion and pollination in New
Zealand mistletoes. She will work
with David Kelley, who is on the
faculty of the Department of Plant
and Microbial Sciences at the
University of Canterbury in
Christchurch, New Zealand.

Viktoria Skrupskelis Is in Lithuania on a Fulbright

Skrupskelis

Two May Grads
Win Important
Scholarships

Faculty and Staff Notes

Letter

Patrick Day’s essay “Planning from
Scratch for the Second Time”
(Observer, September 27, 1996) con-
tains many interesting observations
and provocative questions, but also
at least two assertions that I believe
to be false.

In discussing interdisciplinary stud-
ies Day warns that they may not be
“the obvious path out of the current sit-
uation . . . they could be merely part of
our predicament.” Is Oberlin College’s
“current situation” “a predicament”
that requires a “path out”? I don’t think
so, and Day gives no evidence that it is.

At another point Day claims that
“We assume that scientists, social
scientists, and humanists . . . as
teachers . . . all work best in the
same format.” In contrast, it seems
to me that Oberlin College gives its
teachers almost infinite freedom to
explore various teaching formats. In
my teaching I use lectures, laborato-
ries, group discussions, problem
assignments, essay assignments,
games, oral presentations by stu-
dents, computer simulations, one-
on-one mentoring, and (my favorite)
assignments to find errors in pub-
lished works. If you were to scan
the entire College (Winter Term,
theater and dance, athletics, con-

servatory, Experimental College), I
believe you would find hundreds of
teaching formats.

One of the goals of long-range
planning is to identify the character
we would like the College to have 25
years from now. If we start with mis-
conceptions about the character of the
College at present, we will surely fail.

Dan Styer
Associate Professor of Physics

What Is the Character of Oberlin College?

Professor of Chemis-
try Norman Craig
has received a
$25,000 grant from
the ACS-Petroleum
Research Fund. The
grant is being used
to fund student

research in the study of vibrational and
rotational spectroscopy of selected fluo-
rocarbons. This summer Kathleen
Petersen, then a rising junior, worked
on the project. This semester Jason
Smith ’96 is staying at Oberlin to study
the effect of replacing normal carbon
with the isotope Carbon-13 on the
vibration spectra of some small fluoro-
carbons. The goal, says Norm, is to find
from experiment all the force constants
that describe the stretching and bend-
ing of bonds in the molecules. “Such
complete descriptions from experi-
ments have rarely been achieved,”
Norm says. • Jean Davidson ’91, tech-
nical coordinator and lecturer in the-
ater and dance, is stage managing and
designing lights for an October 7-20 Yo-
Yo Ma concert in Japan. The perfor-
mance is a family concert that will tour
Japan, including Tokyo, Osaka,
Hanamaki City, and Kyoto. “This con-
cert is somewhat unusual,” Jean says,
“because there is a script as well as

music.” • Anne
Moore, director of
the Allen Memorial
Art Museum, mod-
erated a panel dis-
cussion that took
place September 21
as part of a confer-

ence titled A Passion for Collecting:
Educating the Eye for Contemporary
Art. The conference was copresented
by the Cleveland Society for Contem-
porary Art and the Cleveland Museum
of Art. The panelists included Douglas
Baxter ’72, director of the Pace Wilden-
stein gallery in New York City; Agnes
Gund, president of the Museum of
Modern Art in New York City; and
Lucinda Barnes, curator of the Mu-
seum of Contemporary Art in Chicago
(and former curator of modern art at

the Allen). • Professor of Musicology
Steven Plank returned recently from

a concert tour as
guest solo organist
with the Carolina
Waits, a cornett
and sackbutt en-
semble. The pro-
gram was all 17th-
century German

music. Performances were in Winston
Salem and Durham, North Carolina,
and York and Spartanburg, South
Carolina. • Professor of Art Athena

Tacha has com-
pleted Swan Waves,
a public-art com-
mission—won in
competition—in
Toledo. The work is
funded by the Arts
Commission of

Greater Toledo for a park across the
Swan Creek from Cesar Pelli’s newly
constructed Owens-Corning world
headquarters. The park and Athena’s
sculpture, a cascade of two-color brick
steps, was inaugurated yesterday.
Athena has three other large commis-
sions in progress: one for the Univer-
sity of Wisconsin in Madison and two
for the University of Minnesota in St.
Paul. She expects to finish the sculp-
ture in Madison, a waterfall for the uni-
versity’s School of Business, this fall.
She will execute the two in Minnesota
during the winter or next spring.
Athena’s interactive CD-ROM, titled
The Human Body: An Invisible Eco-
system, is completed and will be
released this fall. Athena executed the
digital conceptual artwork in collabora-
tion with Kymm Serrano ’95, an elec-
tronic musician. The project was fund-
ed partly by a Research and Develop-
ment grant from the College.

Service . . .
Continued from page 1
and-research mission of the
College in three areas: an initiative
to engage students in work with
faculty on research questions gen-
erated by community organiza-
tions; technical and logistical sup-
port to faculty interested in com-
bining service with academic study
or artistic development; and the
creation of projects with clearly
articulated outcomes for student
learning and the impact on their
community service activities.

Betty Gabrielli is a senior staff
writer for the Office of Communica-
tions News Services, where Anita
Buckmaster is a staff writer.
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Observations

the high quality of candidates the com-
mittee is seeing. The position now has
overview of academic-support aspects
formerly administered through the
Office of Student Life and Services and
more financial responsibility. The new
dean will not, however, lessen the
responsibilities of Vice President for
Finance Andy Evans, Colish notes.

The next steps in the search process
are to check more candidates’ refer-
ences and to meet with all seven semi-
finalists October 19 and 20. Before the
interviews the semifinalists will receive
from the committee nonpublic informa-

tion about the school, including the
most recent president, vice president,
and conservatory-dean reports to the
Board of Trustees and updates on long-
range planning.

The committee will then invite three
or more candidates for campus visits.
During their visits each will host four
forums: one each for students (to be
coordinated by three student senators);
the administrative units newly report-
ing to the dean’s position; senior facul-
ty; and junior faculty and faculty in
small or interdisciplinary programs.

In late October or November the
committee will recommend final candi-
dates to President Nancy Dye without
ranking them. Dye will then make her

choice and complete final negotiations
with the dean-elect. The dean-elect will
spend much of next semester on the
campus, even if he or she is hired from
outside Oberlin. One of the duties of the
spring semester will be to attend
College Faculty Council meetings.

Getting from There to Here
By early September the search com-
mittee had attracted a beginning group
of more than 80 applicants. Checking
the references of many, by the middle
of the month they had winnowed the
applicants to 14.

The wide net that the committee
first cast extended its reach over 14
entities and categories: major universi-

ties, liberal arts colleges, the Chronicle
of Higher Education, Black Issues in
Higher Education, Hispanic Quarterly,
heads of regional accrediting agencies,
Oberlin’s recent honorary-degree recip-
ients, all Oberlin alumni in higher edu-
cation, the Oberlin College Board of
Trustees, foundations, women’s
groups, professional groups for minori-
ties, historically African-American col-
leges, and recent external evaluators of
Oberlin’s programs and departments.

Colish says she has mixed feelings
about the search’s ending: “It’s been ex-
hilarating, but ‘time consuming’ doesn’t
begin to describe it.” She’s happy about
how much the committee has been in
consensus: “It’s been remarkable.” 

On What to Think about Persons
By Norman S. Care

Difficulties and failures in life yield losses of energy
and confidence. When difficulties and failures
occur as moral and emotional low points, more

importantly, they jeopardize peace of mind.
Recently I have been exploring some forms of negative

moral experience and the practices of accusation and blame
that go with them. The results are in my new book, Living
with One’s Past—Personal Fates and Moral Pain (Rowman
& Littlefield, 1996). The book starts by considering the dif-
ficulties we have in living with our individual histories
when they seem to us morally problematic. It moves to an
examination of our failures to satisfy certain popular con-
ceptions of what it is to be a responsible human being. And
it closes with an exploration of the recovery and self-protec-
tion from moral-emotional low points that is sometimes
possible for individuals—aiming to understand how peace
of mind might be possible without one’s ignoring, denying,
or falsifying one’s morally problematic past. Along the way
Living with One’s Past looks at how we can think about
other persons.

Some people seem to negotiate such moral-emotional
low points successfully—though they sometimes do so only
through denial or falsification of their pasts; others do so
honestly, but only with pain, great effort, and perhaps coun-
seling; still others seem never to get past them.  On the
views I offer, persons differ not only in such features as
appearance, views, talents, and ethnic heritage, but, more
deeply, in the capacities for rationality and effective agency
so prized by ordinary moral thinking. (I use the term
agency to refer to one’s capacity to live one’s life so that what
takes place in it is seen by one as flowing from what one
views as one’s own choices and decisions.)

Accordingly, in my discussion I take very seriously the
reduced or diminished agency involved in, for example, con-
stitutional shyness, major depression, or alcoholism.  My
thought is that constitutional “bad luck” may structure the
personality and temperament of even those who aspire to
individual responsibility, so that changing personality or
temperament is beyond the reach of the will.  Since on this
account persons are not uniformly in control of their own
nature, we must also consider whether and how we can live
with others (or ourselves) without unfairly stereotyping
others (or ourselves) through conceptions of moral agency
that others (or we) do not or cannot meet.

If one believes in the reality of differential constitutional
luck—different personal fates regarding “how one is” as the
result of nature’s lottery and social contingency—then a
deep question arises concerning how one should live or, at
any rate, how one should think about others and oneself in
the conduct of one’s life.

My first thought, when I take the specter of constitu-
tional luck (especially constitutional bad luck) seriously, is
a gentle one: it is that while we still must make our moral
judgments about what goes on in the world, we could be
easier on the people around us. We could move less quickly
to judgment of others (or ourselves). On the side of gentle-
ness, I am charmed by the words of Bill Wilson, the
cofounder of Alcoholics Anonymous, who wrote in his pow-
erful commentary on the Twelve Steps: “Finally we begin to
see that all people, including ourselves, are to some extent

emotionally ill as well as frequently wrong, and then we
approach true tolerance and see what real love for our fel-
lows actually means.

My second thought, however, adds worry and caution,
for even as we take constitutional luck seriously, cases come
immediately to mind in which gentleness, compassion, and
generosity would not, in life in the real world, be advised;
they might simply not be safe. Lynne McFall, in her novel
The One True Story of the World (Atlantic Monthly Press,
1990), has her main character, Jesse, reflect on her dealings
with people she had known in these words: “Everyone’s life
was the scene of some terrible accident. And if you didn’t

know what that accident was, you were just looking for
trouble without being able to see it coming.”

As a result of constitutional luck, the lives of many peo-
ple may be, in effect, scenes of terrible accidents. The lives of
others may be, of course, scenes of fortunate accidents. For
still others, perhaps most of us, our lives are scenes involv-
ing accidents of both sorts to one degree or other; but what-
ever the mix of kinds of accidents, it remains that the peo-
ple who suffer them can be dangerous.

In some cases, a person’s fate at the hands of constitu-
tional luck may involve the dominance of depression, addic-
tion, or disorder.  Our hearts go out to such a person, and
we want to encourage recovery. In other cases, a person’s
fate at the hands of constitutional luck may be marked by
the dominance of anger, viciousness, or  very powerful ego.
Self-protection then requires, in our lives with such a per-
son, something other than the actions that usually go with
gentleness, compassion, and generosity. If we are victims of
constitutional luck, it does not follow that we are helpless,
unthreatening, or eager to change.

But (of course) there are problems in the general view
that acknowledges the reality of differences in the
structural impacts on the will resulting from one’s

fate in nature’s lottery or social contingency. In the first
place, this view, in practice, must recognize that there is a
practical epistemological problem of figuring out in particu-
lar cases whether people’s difficulties are to be regarded
merely as difficulties (and hence overcoming them is in
principle possible), or instead deep difficulties (and hence
overcoming them is supererogatory—beyond the call of
duty), or in fact genuinely constitutional vulnerabilities
rooted in structural blockages in the will (and hence over-
coming them is not really possible).

It seems plain that the soundness of our judgments in
this connection has to do with how well we know the per-
son we judge, and this notion of knowing a person well
indeed covers a great deal, including, among other things,
length of time, depth of acquaintance, the nature of our own
experience, and our own open-mindedness to difference. On
the whole, it seems that one knows few people well. This is
probably not surprising in circumstances in which we are
encouraged to think of persons as in-control agents (“mas-
ters of their fate”),  for in those circumstances many typi-
cally hide, disguise, or deny their vulnerabilities, if they are
aware of them and aware of how such vulnerabilities make
them be out of line with the stereotypes of responsibility
and control operating in ordinary life.

Second, there remains a practical problem about how
ready we need to be in real life to acknowledge that the
problems people have are grounded in constitutional vul-
nerabilities. Even if some people have a problem with gam-
bling or alcohol such that with them we face people suffer-
ing constitutional fates different from our own, it does not
follow that we must regard the next person we meet with
gambling or alcohol problems as constitutionally stuck with
the relevant vulnerabilities. Negotiating life with others is
not that easy—the next person may be faking. In the view
in question, people are different, and some are constitu-
tionally different from others; but it does not follow that if
one person is constitutionally a certain way—for example,
shy at a certain level—and thus has life difficulties of a cer-
tain kind, then anyone who has life difficulties of that kind
is constitutionally shy at that or any level. This general
view does not teach us to be uncritical or gullible in how we
interpret the behavior and understand the makeup of the
people we deal with, including ourselves.

But in the end, if the deep givens of selves may differ
from person to person, we must still ask: what oper-
ational view of persons is appropriate to everyday

life? Suppose I resolve to govern my treatment of others and
myself without the simplism that others and I are uni-
formly in-control agents. The view I favor—“different per-
sons, different vulnerabilities”—is not an alternative or
replacement simplism. If anything, it is a warning against
simplisms in the matter of our treatment of persons and
ourselves. I suspect that the main general maxim the view
suggests for ordinary life is one enjoining us to know well
those we deal with. But while this is recognizable and even
familiar as moral advice, it takes little reflection on the busy
lives of real people to realize that it is unworkable as a gen-
eral maxim for conduct: in fact, we cannot know well all or
even many of the people we must deal with, not because we
are evil or weak but merely because we are epistemologi-
cally finite; there are too many such people and too much
else to do. 

Given the understanding of persons as different in the
deeper ways I take seriously, what is morally required of us
in ordinary life may be a practical, if not logical, impossibility. 

Norman S. Care is professor of philosophy. This essay is an
edited version of pp. 92-97 of his recent book, Living with
One’s Past—Personal Fates and Moral Pain.
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