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Life Story of Robert Bernstein 
448 Mills Way #B; Goleta, CA 93117 
(805) 685-1283/Robert@robert.name 

ONLY INTERESTED IN TWO THINGS 

A recent speaker was intrigued by the broad range of 
questions I asked and wondered about my many 
interests. I said I really only have two interests: 

1) The nature of reality 
2) The nature of consciousness 

 
It was kind of a joke. Those two interests may or may 
not be related. As for the first, I studied physics at 
MIT (where I received an undergraduate degree), at 
UC Berkeley and at UC Santa Barbara (where I 
received a graduate degree). 
 
As for the second, I have been attending talks at 
UCSB Psychology since the early 1990s. In 1996 I 
attended the "Tucson Conference" on 
Consciousness which came to be called The 
Science of Consciousness. I have attended it 
regularly. I have also attended the Association for 
the Scientific Study of Consciousness (ASSC) 
conferences in several different countries. 
 
By attending UCSB Psychology talks I became 
acquainted with others in the department with similar 
interests. Notably, Jack Loomis who was a star in 
human perception. He thinks true understanding of 
consciousness and reality will come from Buddhist 
meditation rather than from science. I have been a 
part of his Buddhism and Science seminar since July 
2010. Through that seminar I met Professor 
Jonathan Schooler. He and I grew up just a few 
miles apart in the Washington, DC area. We both 
share similar intuitions and interests in physics and 
psychology. I am honored that he has made me a 
visiting researcher in his lab. 
 

 

PHYSICS AND ENGINEERING WORK 

It is only a partial joke that the above are my only two 
interests. I also have always enjoyed building things. 
My physics studies were mostly theoretical, but I also 
have been fortunate to put them to practical use. As 
a teen I would ride my bicycle to the library and learn 

about a wide range of fields. One of my interests was 
herpetology (amphibians and reptiles). I learned 
about MIT professor Harold Edgerton who invented 
strobe photography. One of the applications was 
photographing frogs jumping. I had very little money, 
but I found information at the library about how to 
build some of the same equipment that Edgerton 
built. 
 
I taught myself electronics and found a surplus 
electronics store that I could bike to about ten miles 
round trip. My interest in photographing frog jumps in 
flight expanded to many other electronics projects. I 
also earned some money on the side fixing peoples' 
appliances and electronic devices. 
 
After college it seemed that most of the physics jobs 
involved designing new and better ways to kill 
people. I wanted no part of that. With my MIT 
physics degree I took an electronic technician job in 
a factory at just above minimum wage. After a year, I 
cut back to part time so that I could use the other 
part time to teach high school physics at Maybeck 
High School in Berkeley. 
 
I knew that I would not be satisfied to do that forever 
and looked into physics graduate school at several 
UC campuses. At UC Santa Barbara they told me I 
could enter right away if I did the Scientific 
Instrumentation (MSI) program. I figured I could 
always switch later to the regular physics program. I 
quit my jobs in the Bay Area and moved everything 
down to Isla Vista to start grad school. I stopped by 
the lab and they asked if I had met "Virgil" who runs 
the program. I said I had not. People looked at each 
other a bit worried and amused. I was getting 
concerned. I went upstairs to the office of Virgil 
Elings. He was on the phone. I stood in the doorway 
and patiently waited for him to finish. 
 
He hung up the phone and looked up at me. He 
barked, "What do you want!?" I was horrified. What 
had I gotten myself into? I had no idea how to 
respond. I decided to say nothing and just smiled at 
him. He broke into a smile and offered me a seat. 
"Are you that kid from San Francisco?" I smiled and 
said yes. From that moment on I was one of the rare 
people in Virgil's inner circle. I worked hard in his 
program and decided not to switch to the regular 
physics program. I somehow managed to squeeze in 
a graduate seminar with Bob Reynolds in 
Psychology. He was another pioneer trying to bring 
together the big questions of reality and 
consciousness. I even managed to take Spanish 
classes and did some other projects that Virgil would 
have considered a waste of time. 
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Virgil hired me directly out of the program. I never 
had to grow up and apply for a job or go away! He 
took me with him through a series of businesses 
making scientific instruments. By far the most 
important is what came to be called Digital 
Instruments. 
 
Physics Professor Paul Hansma was doing 
pioneering work on Scanning Tunneling Microscopes 
(STMs). Two researchers at IBM had recently 
invented this device in the early 1980s. Virgil asked 
me to help Paul Hansma build electronics for the 
device in exchange for a collaboration on the 
mechanical parts. Virgil was a farm boy from Iowa 
who became a mechanical engineer. Before getting 
a Particle Physics PhD from MIT in record time. His 
biggest joy is still working in the machine shop 
making precision mechanics. Whether it is a 
motorcycle or an STM it is all good for him. 
 
In a matter of weeks we were imaging an atomic 
lattice! We could not believe it was so easy! Digital 
Instruments was thus born in 1986. 
 
Here I am working on my core controller along with 
one of my favorite atomic photos! 

 
In 1998 Digital Instruments was sold for about $250 
million in stock. Virgil Elings now has his name on 
many projects in our area with some of that money. 

 

SOCIAL RESPONSIBILITY: 

I grew up in a secular Jewish family where social 
responsibility was central. The defining principles 
were the lessons of the Holocaust: One should never 
be the "Good German" who stands by while one's 
government commits atrocities. It led my parents to 
be active in the Civil Rights movement and to 

oppose the US war in Vietnam. As I came of age in 
the 1970s it was clear that energy and resource 
issues would be key to the future of social and 
environmental justice. 
 
While I was in college Jimmy Carter was making 
moves toward war in Afghanistan and Iran over 
these issues. Good thing we never had to think 
about those places or oil ever again! That was the 
beginning of my activism. We mobilized against his 
plans for a draft and towards oil wars. We rallied for 
sustainable transportation. I worked with the Boston 
Area Bicycle Coalition and then with the bicycle 
coalitions in Oakland and Santa Barbara. I went on 
to be on the board of the Sierra Club in Santa 
Barbara. 
 
In between were many other projects on human 
rights and on the environment. Reagan was funding 
and organizing torture, rape and murder in Central 
America and around the world. I helped organize the 
Central America Response Network from 1984-1991. 
Non-stop efforts of direct aid, rallies, protests, 
educational events, cultural events and community 
outreach. Not just on Central America, but on unjust 
interventions around the world. We were the main 
rally organization against the first Bush war in Iraq in 
1991. Along the way I volunteered with Tecnica in 
Nicaragua, joining thousands of other technical 
volunteers in Nicaragua. To offset the horrors that 
Reagan was bringing to Nicaragua. And to be part of 
positive, visionary change. We also sent hundreds of 
bicycles to Nicaragua through the Bikes Not Bombs 
program. 
 
Several years ago the Pulitzer Prize-winning 
journalist Seymour Hersh spoke here at UC Santa 
Barbara after breaking the Abu Ghraib torture story. 
He was the same journalist who broke the story of 
the My Lai Massacre in Vietnam. After his talk I 
asked this question: It seems that the US does one 
set of atrocities after another. You uncover the 
atrocities in one place and the US military/CIA just 
move to a new place and starts over. How do we end 
this cycle? His reply? "You just summarized the 
entire last 90 minutes of my talk in one paragraph. 
Yes, that is the question." 
 

POSITIVE VISION: 

I thought about this for a long time. Linguistics 
Professor George Lakoff offered a clue when he 
published his brilliant book "Don't Think of an 
Elephant". As long as our activist agenda is opposing 
bad stuff, we always will be on the defensive. I 
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realized the obvious solution: Develop our own bold, 
positive, visionary agenda. 
 
Star Trek has been my bold, positive, vision. A 
future of massive public investment for exploration 
and pure science A future of such abundance that 
hoarding and inequality become obsolete. 
 
A less ambitious positive vision was advanced in 
1996 when I attended the first international 
conference of the Shorter Work Time group. Leading 
thinkers from around the world gathered to 
brainstorm on the idea of Shorter Work Time as a 
visionary solution to many of the world's problems. I 
had first encountered these ideas as a teen when I 
read Bertrand Russell's "In Praise of Idleness". 
Former Senator Eugene McCarthy talked about the 
commission he helped direct after the Watts Riots in 
the 1960s. He realized at the time that there needed 
to be a guaranteed job available for every American 
who wanted to work. And there was much work to 
do. Still, there was a recognition that automation was 
reducing the need for American labor. He proposed 
Shorter Work Time as a solution to keep 
employment up. By supply and demand, Shorter 
Work Time would reduce the labor supply and raise 
wages as well. 
 
Harvard Economics Professor Juliet Schor had just 
published "The Overworked American" which 
brought together many other economic and social 
issues related to overwork. Other speakers included 
Jeremy Rifkin, Arlie Hochschild, Vicki Robin, Jerome 
Segal and Stanley Aronowitz. All were publishing 
books and speaking out on the social and economic 
benefits that will come from people working less. 
They will have more time for family and community 
involvement. It will reduce crime and domestic abuse 
and it will increase family and community 
development. 
 
Television producer John de Graaf produced a 
series of programs on the subject for PBS. And he 
published a book "Take Back Your Time" which 
collected a number of authors and perspectives on 
the subject. I was honored to be one of the authors 
for this book that appeared in thousands of 
bookstores across the country. We were sure the 
idea would take off in a big way. Things don't always 
turn out as planned, even when success seems quite 
certain. After additional big conferences in Chicago 
and Seattle, the issue is dormant for now. But the 
idea is so obviously correct I am sure it will rise 
again. 
 

I have branched out in my Positive Vision work to be 
involved with a number of other organizations. 
Locally, we have the Humanist Society of Santa 
Barbara. I have also been involved with various 
Futurist groups. I have attended Ray Kurzweil's 
Singularity Summit a number of times in the Bay 
Area. As well as the World Future Society when they 
met in Chicago a few years ago. Technology and 
cutting edge biology offer the possibility of enhancing 
our own intelligence and creating synthetic 
intelligence that offers exciting opportunities for the 
future. Perhaps even a chance to understand Reality 
and Consciousness. Remember those things? 

DEEPER PRINCIPLES: 

Natural Capitalism is a unifying principle for 
sustainability. If a human activity is not sustainable, 
by definition it means we are not paying the true cost 
for that activity. The most current example is climate 
change. Climate change happens because we are 
not paying the true cost of dumping carbon in the 
atmosphere. Charge the true cost and sustainable 
options become relatively cheaper. 
 
I consider myself a "Libertarian Socialist" which 
may seem to be a contradiction in terms. I am a 
socialist in that I believe the government should 
provide the basic infrastructure that underlies all 
opportunity: Universal health care, free education, 
quality public transportation. So-called "Libertarians" 
usually miss the importance of this infrastructure for 
true freedom. I am a libertarian when it comes to 
personal choices that have little effect on others. 
 
But regulation is essential to provide a sustainable 
natural and social environment. See Natural 
Capitalism above! I also very much believe in 
government as a powerful enabler of visionary 
progress. We should be massively investing in pure 
science and exploration of all sorts. Only government 
can do that. 
 

BIOGRAPHY/FORMATIVE YEARS: 

I was born in rural Connecticut where my father was 
teaching biology at the University of Connecticut. He 
had the opportunity to do research at the Carlsberg 
Foundation in Copenhagen, Denmark. I was very 
fortunate that our family moved there and I was able 
to start school at an international school. We traveled 
all around northern Europe in the 1960s. It was very 
exciting and educational. 
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My father's family saw us off as we departed on the 
Swedish ship Kungsholm from New York: 

 
When we returned to the US I don't think I realized 
how much it had transformed me. My fellow students 
were certain that America is the greatest country on 
Earth. That people in other countries struggled and 
suffered and aspired someday to come to America. I 
had seen great natural beauty and art everywhere in 
Europe. A society where things worked very well. 
Where people cared about each other and created a 
national community where no one ever had to worry 
about going hungry or lacking for health care or 
housing. I was sure Americans would eventually 
catch on. Sadly, it has still not happened. 
 
We moved to the Washington, DC area at a 
memorable time in US history in the late 1960s. 
Change was happening everywhere and the whole 
world was watching. Protests against the US war in 
Vietnam occurred non-stop. Black people, women 
and various minorities were mobilizing for equal 
rights. A young generation wanted more than just 
material wealth. They wanted a deeper meaning for 
themselves and for the country and for the world. 
 
It seemed that transformative change was coming 
right away. Again, things don't always turn out as 
planned. Part of the transformative change was 
coming through mind-expanding psychedelic 
substances. President Nixon did not just want to 
wage war on the people of Vietnam. He wanted to 
stamp out any such visionary consciousness at 
home. He began the War on Drugs. This not only 
destroyed much visionary thinking. It also was a war 
on blacks and other minorities. With the legalization 
of cannabis in California and many other states I am 
hopeful that this era of insanity is ending. I am 
hopeful that a new era of mind expansion and 
visionary thinking is dawning. 

BIOGRAPHY/TRANSFORMATIVE: 

In 2002 I was hit by a car on my way home from 
work. I was not in a car. My body totaled the car, so I 
suppose I won. The effect on my life was 
transformative in many ways. 
 

More recently, I got married for the first time at age 
58. Another new adventure. 

 

JOURNALISM WORK: 

For many years I have published articles and photos 
in various publications. Locally: Santa Barbara 
Independent, Santa Barbara News-Press, Goleta 
Valley Voice, Daily Sound and Noozhawk. In recent 
years I have been honored to have my own column 
at the Edhat regional news service. 

OTHER INTERESTS: 

In addition to the passions and interests listed above, 
I also enjoy circus arts (juggling and unicycling), 
leading hikes, reading philosophy, foreign travel, 
swing dancing and snorkeling in the ocean. 
 

 
 
In recent years I have taken up playing the flute, 
thanks to teacher Nancy Roman in adult education. I 
am now a part of an Early Music ensemble, 
performing publicly several times a year. 

FAMILY: 

Here I was with my parents, my brother, his wife and 
his daughter on my father's 80th birthday. My nephew 
is not pictured here. 

 


