
“Physics is an attitude,” says
Robert Eisenstein, while sitting
in his corner office at SFI. “It’s
an approach, a way of analyzing
problems you learn when you
study physics. If you can learn it
well, you can take it on the
road.” As the new Institute
president, he’s well aware of the
impact that this ability can
have—and has had—when
working in the world of interdis-
ciplinary science, particularly in
the area of complex adaptive
systems.  

“If you have a curve,” he says,
drawing his long arm in an arc
through the air, “it’s easy to find
a function to fit it.  It’s much
harder to find the underlying
reasons that make the curve
like that.”

The statement is revealing of
what to expect from Eisenstein.
Tall, with a low-key approach to
the trials of a demanding
administrative post, he isn’t
satisfied with business as
usual. Though he has a long-
developed appreciation for the

work that’s gone on here, he’s
intent on delving deeper or
shaking things up a bit, certain
that the arc of SFI’s lifespan can
be even more graceful than it
has already been.

The Jazz of Physics

Eisenstein brings a full and
varied background to the task.
A product of a liberal arts
education, he gravitated
toward studies in nuclear
physics, not because, as one
might guess, he had a passion
for atomic nuclei, but because
of a love of humanism and
particularly an appreciation for
a man he saw embodying the
ideal.  Nuclear physicist
Charles Bockelman inspired
him while at Yale University,
where Eisenstein completed his
doctoral degree. “He wasn’t the
smartest man, nor the best
scientist,” Eisenstein says. “But
he was the best human being.”

Through time Eisenstein’s
interest in nuclear physics led
him to work with high-energy
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physics, where he found his
home in science. “It’s the study
of matter, energy, space, and
time—how they interact with
each other to form the world.”
He sits forward, fully engaged.
“Why is it that the laws of
physics are the same anywhere
in the universe?” he asks,
passion reddening his cheeks.
“Why are there laws of physics?

“The most incomprehensible
thing about the universe is that
it’s comprehensible at all,” he
adds, quoting Albert Einstein.
“Order in the universe is an
amazing thing. It’s deeply philo-
sophical. The laws are there.
They’ve never changed. They
work the same way every time.
It is incomprehensible. It’s kind
of a religious thing in a way.”

It’s no surprise that Eisenstein
did one of his undergraduate
theses on John Keats, the 19th-
century English poet who spent
his brilliant 25-year life cele-
brating the beauty of the natu-
ral world and trying to compre-
hend and reconcile man’s place
in it. What’s less obvious is
Eisenstein’s passion for bebop
jazz, in particular, the untamed
tunes of Thelonius Monk, whose
music, Eisenstein says, brings
him to a “standstill.”

SFI as a Proxy

With his Ph.D. in hand, Eisen-
stein embarked on a long and
rewarding career in academia,
first at Carnegie Mellon Univer-
sity, and later at the University
of Illinois in Urbana, where he
served as director of the

Nuclear Physics Laboratory.
After 22 years of academic
research and teaching, he
made a major shift into the
public sector, taking a job as
director of the Physics Division
of the National Science Foun-
dation (NSF), where he later
took a leadership role as one of
NSF’s seven assistant direc-
tors.  Heading the Mathemati-
cal and Physical Sciences
Directorate, he and a staff of
135 were responsible for fund-
ing—at universities and
colleges all over the United
States—a wide variety of
research projects in the fields
of astronomy, chemistry, mate-
rials research, mathematics,
and physics.

The transition from the less-
structured life of academia to a
government position wasn’t an
easy one, he admits. “You’re
spending the public’s money so
you have to be careful,” he says,
concern creasing his brow. “It’s
also very hierarchical. Quite
tense and demanding. When a
supervisor needs something
today, you get it today. I don’t
think the public appreciates
how hard government employ-
ees work.” Still, he met the chal-
lenge. “When someone gives
me a job to do, I try to do it,” he
says.

Judging from the opinion of
Neal Lane, former director of
the NSF and currently universi-
ty professor at Rice, Eisenstein
succeeded. “Bob demon-
strates all the qualities of a
strong, respected leader in

science and science policy,”
says Lane. “He has led, with
great distinction, one of the
largest components of the
Federal Government’s
programs to support scientific
research. He’s known for his
sound and fair judgment, his
keen intellect, his integrity, and
his humanity.”

Eisenstein brings those quali-
ties to the presidency of an
institution he’s known for some
10 years. Early on during his
tenure at the NSF, he was
responsible for directing many
of the funds that came to SFI
from there. The NSF was at that
time the Institute’s largest
source of research funding.
Over the years, it seems, Eisen-
stein has watched the Institute
with an appreciative eye. “It’s
easy to say you want to do inter-
disciplinary work, but saying
and doing it are different
things,” he says. 

While at the NSF, he saw a
number of attempts to bring
together disciplines, but they
very often failed. “The NSF
leadership knew that wonderful
things would happen if you
brought together, say, physics
and biology, so they would form
an evaluation panel, but when it
came to distributing funds, a
physicist would say something
like, ‘We can’t support that,
there’s too much biology,’ and a
biologist would say, ‘We can’t
fund that, there’s too much
physics.’ The structure of SFI
allowed it to avoid those issues.
It really was a proxy for NSF in
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this respect. People could do
things here that we had trouble
doing there.”

His interest in uniting scientific
disciplines led him to initiate
and maintain a dialog with
Ellen Goldberg during her pres-
idency at SFI. “He wanted to
find out about SFI first hand,”
says Goldberg, who was
impressed that an NSF director
would take such a personal
approach. During the seven
years Goldberg has known
Eisenstein, she’s been
impressed by various aspects
of his leadership. “He had
incredible foresight in develop-
ing interdisciplinary activities
at the NSF,” she says. But for
her highest praise, she borrows
a compliment that George
Cowan has awarded discrimi-
nately: “He has good taste in
science.”

Academia with a Twist

After a decade at the NSF, Eisen-
stein took a sabbatical leave to

the Conseil Européen pour la
Recherche Nucléaire (CERN),
the European Organization for
Nuclear Research. There, he
worked on the Large Hadron
Collider Project, Europe’s next-
generation particle accelerator.
He found the work there very
engaging, but the post at SFI
seemed to come at a perfect
time.

He’s ready to be once again in
the world of academia, but, he
says, “This has a different
twist.” SFI’s connection to the
business world, and the way it
operates primarily with money
from private sources rather
than governmental funding,
make it much like a business,
he adds.

He sees his role here as more
challenging than any of the
previous ones. “We’re responsi-
ble for people’s livelihood—the
people who work here—and we
have to generate a revenue
stream.” His humanistic back-
ground shows in other ways

too. He would like to see more
minorities and women repre-
sented within the scientific
body of the Institute. “The busi-
ness of mentoring can really
have an impact,” he says.
“Others see people in those
positions and it has a dramatic
effect.” His concern has not
escaped observation. “Bob
embraces diversity and that
was apparent in his work at
NSF,” Goldberg says.

As his own role model of lead-
ership, he’s chosen Sir Ernest
Shackleton, most known for
exploring Antarctica. When
Shackleton’s ship was strand-
ed by polar ice in 1915, he led an
awe-inspiring rescue. “He
treated everybody equally, of
course recognizing differences
between what people can do,”
Eisenstein says. “My goal is to
be as hardworking as every-
body else at least. I like to be
open and allow for discussion,
and yet it’s important to be effi-
cient.” He pauses, as though
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considering Shackleton. “I have
expectations, though I don’t ask
people to do what I wouldn’t do
myself.”

Neal Lane confirms that Eisen-
stein has met his leadership
goals. “You can take Bob’s word
to the bank,” he says. “He is
candid, honest, and clear in
expressing his views, and
dependable in doing what he
promises.”

Mindful of Its Place in
the World

Eisenstein admits that he has a
lot to learn in order to do his job
well. But he’s up to the task.
“I’ve always been kind of a
learning junkie,” he says. And
yet, his previous contact with
the Institute has allowed him to
quantify and mathemitize its
workings to come up with ways
to make it even better.

“SFI has been in a leadership
role with complex adaptive
systems (CAS),” he says. “It has
worked well because of the
quality of people. When George
Cowan and the other founders
created the Institute, they had
the idea to find fantastic people,
bring them together, and let
them generate sparks. That’s
what happened.” He adds,
“Being in Santa Fe didn’t hurt,”
glancing out the window toward
an anvil-shaped thunderhead
and the azure Jemez Mountains
in the distance. 

“It’s important for SFI not to let
our reputation go to our heads.
Leadership might mean some-
thing different now than it did

then.” He pauses, as though
knowing he’s moving into tricki-
er political territory. “I’m in
favor of high-quality interdisci-
plinary work: whether it involves
CAS, matters less.

“SFI must always be mindful of
its place in the world,” he
continues. “We have to be
making real contributions, not
just be a place where smart
people hang their hats.” He
moves deeper into his purpose.
“We must continue to form rela-
tionships with other academic
institutions and other countries
in a true spirit of partnership,
not in a sense of noblesse
oblige. The challenge is to lead
by excellence and example but
also in a spirit of collegiality.” He
cites many examples of areas
where such work is already
happening: biology and comput-
er science, network theory,
linguistics and evolutionary
dynamics, to name only a few.
But he’s not completely satis-
fied even with those. His search
for betterment continues: “I
really appreciate good ideas,
and I demand excellence. The
work that leaves SFI is going to
be as good as we can make it.”

Lesley S. King is a freelance writer

whose articles have appeared in

Audubon and The New York Times.
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“It (SFI) has
worked well
because of the
quality of people.
When George
Cowan and the
other founders
created the
Institute, they
had the idea to
find fantastic
people, bring
them together,
and let them
generate sparks.
That’s what
happened.”


