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It is with great sadness that I write this tribute to Prof. Marion Pour-El with whom I worked in 

Algorithmic Information Theory while a visiting professor in the Department of Mathematics at the 

University of Minnesota. What I learnt from Dr. Pour-El about balancing a career with family life has had 

a lasting impact on me.  

Dr. Pour-El was a pioneer, one of the early brilliant Mathematicians of our time. I came to know of her 

back in the mid 1970s when I started my M.Sc in Mathematical Logic and the Foundations of Computing 

at the University of Bristol under Dr. John Cleave and Prof. John Shepherdson. Dr. Pour-El had visited 

the University of Bristol in 1970 for her sabbatical (from the University of Minnesota) and had worked 

with my supervisors. University of Bristol had one of the pre-eminent programs in Mathematical Logic at 

that time and had world class visitors. Dr. Pour-El was an expert on recursive function theory and I was 

fascinated by the idea of unsolvable problems and read many of her papers. 

Over the next five years I would complete my PhD in Computability Theory, spend a year in New 

Mexico Institute of Technology as a visiting professor (since my son was a baby at that time) and then I 

followed my husband to Minneapolis for his job at 3M Corporation in 1981. I was not ready to take on a 

tenure track faculty position or join the industry at that time. So I had the privilege to work with Dr. Pour-

El while teaching courses in Mathematics. Dr. Pour-El was working on integrating recursive functions 

with real analysis. However she was also interested in exploring the area of algorithmic information 

theory and relating it to Turing’s Halting Problem. This gave me the opportunity to learn about the work 

carried out by the famous Mathematicians/Computer Scientists such as Gregory Chaitin and Andrey 

Kolmogorov. I also looked into integrating Shannon’s Communication Theory, Continuous Measure 

Theory and Algorithmic Information Theory with Recursive Functions and Unsolvability.  

I started this research in the Fall of 1981 and by the Spring of 1982, I was increasingly becoming 

interested in the practical aspects of computing. While I found recursion theory, algorithmic information 

theory and complexity theory fascinating, I began to realize that computing as a field was going to 

revolutionize the way we would live and wanted to learn more about it. I wanted to be part of this what 

would come to be known as the cyber revolution. Therefore I started taking courses in computer systems 

and networks while continuing to teach in the Mathematics Department. This led to successful career 

eventually in cyber security. While Dr. Pour-El did not agree with my decision as she wanted me to 

continue to work in theory and said I would have a brilliant career (by then I was by that time publishing 

in some top tier journals such as the Journal of Computer and Systems Sciences, the Notre Dame Journal 

of Formal Logic and the Journal of Mathematical Logic), she strongly supported me in my efforts and 

wanted me to follow my dream. 

I was motivated by what Dr. Pour-El wrote about her personal life on how she combined marriage, 

motherhood and career. She mentioned to me that she and her husband had lived apart for many years due 

to their careers. Nevertheless she was able to have a strong marriage and still have a career and raise a 

daughter. I followed her advice and have succeeded. I now give the advice to my female students, post-

docs and junior faculty that Dr. Pour-El gave me. I have been very fortunate to have known and worked 

with Dr. Marion Boykan Pour-El. 

Here is a guide to Dr. Pour-El’s papers. http://www.lib.utexas.edu/taro/utcah/03119/cah-03119.html  

http://www.lib.utexas.edu/taro/utcah/03119/cah-03119.html

