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ABSTRACT: A brief, personalized biographical sketch of the late Paul E. Meehl by a 
longtime colleague and friend. Through it, the author pays tribute to Meehl and provides an 
historical context and general backdrop for the accompanying articles by Kurt Salzinger 
and Travis Thompson, also composed as tributes to Paul Meehl. 
Key words: Paul Meehl, Herbert Feigl, B. F. Skinner, interdisciplinary collaborations, 
multidisciplinary attacks 

Paul Everett Meehl was born on January 3, 1920. He died on February 14, 
2003. Over the intervening 83 years he lived a life of astonishing intellectual 
intensity, vigor, and accomplishment, contributing creatively and constructively to 
our understanding of an enormous variety of nettlesome academic issues within 
and across the fields of psychology, psychiatry, philosophy, and law. Within the 
field of psychology alone, he is identified with numerous important contributions 
to measurement and taxometrics, objective personality assessment, theory of 
diagnosis, actuarial prediction and clinical judgment, behavior genetics, the 
etiology of schizophrenia, psychoanalysis and psychotherapy, and even basic 
animal learning and general behavior theory. 

Meehl lived his entire life in Minneapolis, where he attended the University of 
Minnesota both as an undergraduate (1938-1941) and graduate student (Ph.D., 
1945). He immediately continued on there as a Department of Psychology faculty 
member and remained there the rest of his life. At age 31 he became the second 
chairman in the history of the University of Minnesota’s Department of 
Psychology and served in that capacity for six years, having taken the reins—on 
his predecessor’s strong advice and recommendation—from Richard M. Elliott, 
who had started his tenure as the department’s first chairman before Meehl was 
born. 

Paul Meehl was the compleat academic. He thoroughly savored the life of the 
mind from his earliest years in grade school right up to the very end of his life. 
Over most of his years on the faculty of the University of Minnesota he held 
simultaneous appointments in psychology, psychiatry, philosophy, and law. 
Together with the eminent philosophers Herbert Feigl and Wilfred Sellars, Meehl 
was, at age 33, one of the founders of the Minnesota Center for the Philosophy of 
Science, the first center of its kind in the United States, and he became an 
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internationally recognized and respected philosopher of science. He served as the 
President of the American Psychological Association in 1962, and in 1968 the 
University of Minnesota recognized his significance to its community of scholars 
by designating him Regents’ Professor, the highest honor the University bestows 
upon members of its faculty. The many other honors awarded to him are far too 
numerous to list here, but they include the APA Distinguished Scientific 
Contributor Award; Distinguished Contributor Award of the APA Clinical 
Division; Distinguished Scientist Award of the APA Division of Experimental 
Clinical Psychology; APA Award for Distinguished Professional Contributions to 
Knowledge; APA Award for Outstanding Lifetime Contribution to Psychology; 
the Distinguished Lifetime Contribution to Evaluation, Measurement, and 
Statistics of APA Division 5; the Lifetime Achievement Award in Basic and 
Applied Research in Psychology of the American Association of Applied and 
Preventive Psychology; the Bruno Klopfer Distinguished Contribution Award 
from the Society for Personality Assessment; the American Psychological 
Foundation Gold Medal Award for Life Achievement in the Application of 
Psychology; the Joseph P. Zubin Award for Distinguished Contributions in 
Psychopathology; selection as a William James Fellow and also as a James 
McKeen Cattell Fellow of the American Psychological Society; and election to the 
American Academy of Arts and Sciences and to the National Academy of 
Sciences. 

Obviously, Paul Meehl had the credentials to exude an air of intellectual 
superiority, had he been so inclined, because he was, indisputably, an intellectually 
superior individual. However, in the roughly 30 years that we were colleagues and 
friends I never saw the slightest hint of that in his behavior. Indeed, of all his many 
extraordinary talents and traits, his most admirable quality, in my opinion, was his 
basic human kindness and down-to-earth friendliness. This is not to say that he 
was unaware of his own brilliance—he most certainly was and alluded to it, fairly 
often, frankly, with candor and pride—nor is it to say that he put equal weight on 
the views or opinions of everyone, which he most emphatically did not. But there 
was a welcoming warmth and openness to him that made all who met him 
comfortable in his presence. He loved to debate (especially with himself) and, as 
one might expect, he generally held the upper hand, but I never saw him put 
anybody down in the sense of needless battering with the sheer power of his 
intellect or the expansive volume of his knowledge. In my experience, though 
characteristically firm, he was also invariably cordial, polite, evenhanded, and 
congenial in his interactions with others, and he often displayed an ability to gently 
mediate a consensus or tentative agreement between other disputing parties. 

Paul was not one for small talk except, perhaps, for occasional chitchat about 
the antics of his favorite pet cat, a Russian Blue. He didn’t read newspapers or 
magazines, watch TV, or go to movies. He was an avid reader and a great patron of 
libraries, typically reading a book or two a day until his eyesight began to fail in 
the last year of his life (but then his wife Leslie read to him almost as much). In 
addition to reading biographies and a wide variety of treatises on philosophy, 
religion, science, mathematics, economics, and history, he kept current on the 
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academic journals in his fields of primary interest. To the delight and everlasting 
gratitude of his colleagues, he had the longstanding habit of frequently sharing the 
most stimulating ideas he ran across in his reading, together with his own cogent 
critiques of them, by circulating hard copies of them to us in the campus mail. 

 

  

       Paul Meehl, circa 1990 

His commentaries ranged from crisp one- or two-word statements to several pages, 
sometimes handwritten, sometimes typed. He also liked to conduct little polls on 
us, typically asking us to estimate a quantity of one kind or another with respect to 
this or that proposition on all kinds of issues. He exercised our cerebrums regularly 
in these ways, and it was fun. 

Meehl had the exceptional good fortune of having had several wonderful 
teachers and senior colleagues himself, and he often recalled details of his 
experiences with them for our edification. There is one story he told that 
particularly stands out in my mind. B. F. Skinner was a young professor at the 
University of Minnesota when Meehl was an undergraduate and graduate student, 
and they developed a friendship and mutual respect that continued for the rest of 
their lives. Similarly, Paul became closely affiliated—first as a student and later as 
a fellow faculty member, protégé, and collaborator—with the prominent 
philosopher Herbert Feigl (ultimately, both Feigl and Meehl were, at about the 
same time, designated Regents’ Professors at the University of Minnesota). During 
his student years, the quality and impact of Paul’s experiences with Skinner and 
Feigl were amplified by the fact that they, Skinner and Feigl, were friends, and 
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would sometimes host joint discussion sessions with selected students, including, 
of course, Paul Meehl. Although Skinner and Feigl greatly respected one another, 
mutually valued their academic interactions, and, in many ways, held basic 
philosophical positions that were quite close, there were significant points of 
difference and disagreement between them that made for rather intense and 
stimulating arguments. Feigl’s orientation was broader and, by traditional 
academic philosophy standards, more sophisticated (it was certainly far more 
steeped in formal logic, mathematics, physics, and the history of science), and it 
included concern with classic problems and considerations, such as the mind-body 
problem, that were simply of no interest to Skinner. Skinner’s iconoclastic view, 
by contrast, seemed narrow and circumscribed, but his impressive erudition and 
clever resourcefulness in adamantly defending his radical empiricist meta-
theoretical view were such that it was often not clear who, Feigl or Skinner, “won” 
these debates. According to Meehl, these intellectual sparring matches would 
inevitably end on a congenial note, with Feigl saying, “Well, Fred, you cultivate 
your garden, and I will cultivate mine,” to which Skinner would respond, “But, 
Herbert,—there is only one garden.” 

Meehl always spoke highly of Skinner for the power of his intellect and even 
for the general consistency of his view over time, which he admired for “. . .its 
parsimonious elegance and technological power,” but he definitely had his issues 
with what he saw as the more dogmatic aspects of the Skinnerian perspective. His 
principal criticism, as I understood it, was what he saw as the somewhat arrogant 
insularity of Skinner and his followers, the narrowness of their data domain (at 
least in the earliest days of the behavior analysis enterprise), that “one garden” 
attitude and its vexing tendency simply to ignore or shrug off facts within the 
larger domains of psychology or neurophysiology if they were not described in 
terms of rate of response or contingencies of reinforcement. By contrast, 
throughout his own career and life Paul Meehl was clearly a man of many gardens, 
one who availed himself of many perspectives, one who sought to integrate 
seemingly disparate bodies of knowledge. Although he was the absolute 
embodiment of no-nonsense critical thinking, he was also receptive to and 
interested in all kinds of phenomena and theories. He often described himself as 
“critically open-minded.” Indeed, I was always impressed by the extent to which 
he remained open-minded about the potential fallibility of conclusions that, based 
on solid empirical evidence and strong logical arguments that Meehl himself had 
marshaled, seemed to be absolutely iron-clad to me.  

In addition to being critically open-minded, Paul Meehl was also a strong 
believer in the value of interdisciplinary collaborations and cross-fertilizations. His 
own multidisciplinary achievements are a testament to that, but he also saw such 
interactions as powerful sources of valuable theoretical and technical innovation 
and progress. For example, although a clinical psychologist by “union card,” 
within our department Paul interacted every bit as much with the experimental 
psychologists and neurophysiologists as he did with his clinical colleagues. And 
somewhat ironically, perhaps, for someone so awesomely cerebral and whose 
whole life revolved around some of the most rarefied and abstract issues of human 
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intellectual history, Paul was always sincerely concerned with the interests, as he 
put it, of “the widow washer-woman” with respect to what we privileged 
academics were doing with her tax dollars. Meehl felt a genuine sense of 
responsibility and accountability to the taxpaying public, and I suspect that the 
extraordinary intensity of his own scholarly labors, together with his strong 
convictions about the practical payoffs to be found in multidisciplinary attacks on 
problems, were, to a nontrivial extent, motivated by this sense of obligation. 

In the accompanying articles, two prominent scholars in the field of behavior 
analysis pay tribute to Paul Meehl. Kurt Salzinger reviews Meehl’s early and 
enduring contribution on the superiority of statistical versus clinical judgment in 
diagnosis and prediction of outcome, he offers a creative behavior-analytic 
perspective on the causes of the widespread resistance clinicians have displayed 
toward accepting this idea, and he makes some practical behavior-analytic 
suggestions as to how this state of affairs might be remedied.  

Autism is a category of childhood behavior challenges with which the 
behavior analysis community has become increasingly familiar in recent years 
because of the efficacy of early intensive behavioral interventions and the extreme 
need for these clinical services. Using autism as the example, Travis Thompson 
outlines how the Meehlian many-gardens approach might be profitably applied to 
inform our treatment practices, formulate research questions, and generally expand 
our scientific understanding of this bio-behavioral enigma. I know Paul would 
have been pleased by both of these fine and stimulating contributions in his honor. 


