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Preface

I have always been an optimist. I believe generally in the good of people. I believe that there is fun to be found everywhere, if you know where to look. I believe in reading and sunshine and the power of the collective spirit. I also believe that psychology is an important, brilliant, deeply flawed discipline.

As an undergraduate psychology student, I loved university. Probably more than most people love university. I thought it was magical. I went to a ‘new university’, rather than a traditional establishment like Oxford or Cambridge or Durham. This meant that everything there was glass-plated and glossy. It had gained university status officially in 1992 but, even in 2015, I swear I could still smell the fresh paint. There were books in the library that no one had yet checked out. Every month, new buildings sprung up; while I was there, the skyline of campus gained a new coffee shop, a new bridge taking people over the railway line, a new psychology building. The campus was mine to claim. I felt like I could do, quite literally, anything.

I’ll always remember my first proper day of my psychology degree. I woke up early and headed to a Costa Coffee on the river to pick up a latte (two sugars, please) and a chocolate croissant. I would need the energy if I was going to change the world, I reckoned. My university tote bag cut deeply into my shoulder with the weight of my reading list and the highlighters I’d bought from Wilkos the day before. I wore a crisp blue and white polka-dotted shirt with a collar and smart black trousers. I was 18 years old and yet I was dressed, quite unironically, like a GP receptionist.

In my head, university was a serious, formal place. It was somewhere to be respected, with scholars and dusty books and deep thinking. People at universities wear suits with elbow patches, I thought. They pore over decades-long problems on blackboards and they scribble in their notebooks. I was there to be a person like that. To drink strong coffee and contemplate the world and stay up all night in the library, like I’d seen on films. I was confused, then, to arrive at my first lecture to a sea of black leggings and Hollister hoodies. In my first seminar, the lecturer asked who had done the mandatory reading. The room fell quiet and everyone sheepishly stared down at their feet (‘but it was mandatory,’ my internal voice panicked). The other people on my course had a more relaxed, settled approach to studying. They were there to learn about psychology, sure, but also to do all the other stuff – meet friends, learn how to do laundry, drink two-for-one vodka lemonades, have a life. I was there to figure things out. I devoured every lecture, holding on to every theory given to me like it was a rare treat that needed to be savoured.

I approached university like it was one of those escape rooms that people do to kill time on a Saturday afternoon or to bond as a family. I took all of the pieces of psychology that I was taught and held them up to the light as if they were all crucial clues to my mission – a theory from social psychology, a statistical technique in research skills, the names of neuroscience researchers, the titles of books. I collected these artefacts and laid them out, trying to piece it all together. How does this help us to understand humans? I puzzled. Which bit fits together with which bit? Where is the red herring that will send me off in the wrong direction if I follow it? How do I make my way through all of this and get out the other side? I couldn’t quite work it out.

It would be a neat introduction to this book if I said that I thought psychology was male-dominated and sexist when I was studying. If I had always been so troubled by the lack of women in my textbooks that I was compelled to right the wrongs by telling their stories here. The feminist hero they never knew they needed. However, the truth is that it never really occurred to me that the psychology I was learning was limited until I found the rest of it, much later in my studying. I didn’t sit and scrutinise all of my psychology treasures asking, ‘But where are all the women?!’ I took what I was given and I was grateful for it.

Later, while the lectures and seminars of my course continued to interest me, they started to feel like not quite enough. I left lectures hungry for more clues. Like there was a trick door or double meaning that I was missing somewhere. So, armed with an empty tote bag and fresh notebook, I went on a one-woman hunt for additional parts of the puzzle.

I found a book called Feminist Social Psychologies. It was a handbook of women’s contributions to psychology edited by Sue Wilkinson and published in 1986. I sat cross-legged on the third floor of the library and pored over it. The book featured women psychologists discussing sexual violence, porn, femininity, beauty, emotion, research methods, social class, disability. They wrote in a way that I had never seen before. It was psychology but not as I knew it. Their words were personal, inquisitive and honest. They discussed how their research affected them as women, as psychologists and as people. It had never occurred to me that you were allowed to be all of these things at once. The women in the book also talked openly about how their politics and personal beliefs impacted the way they saw the world. The more I explored, the more I realised how their work provided the foundations of the discipline I was becoming familiar with in my lectures. This, to me, was it. I had finally found a key that fit. The door of my escape room had swung open.

Reading this book led to another, which led to another, which led to a whole new sense of what it meant to me to be a psychologist. When I first started studying psychology, I was taught that there are distinct sub-disciplines. They are firmly separate and they don’t, or shouldn’t, ever fraternise. I was prompted fairly early in my studies to pick a team. Choose biological psychology if you’re into brain scans and can handle the whirr of an fMRI machine. Cognitive psychology if graphs and tests and machines that go ping are your thing. Developmental psychology if you like kids. Social psychology if you find the interactions between people interesting. I went with my gut and quickly branded myself a social psychologist. I believed, and still do believe, we can’t examine human behaviour without recognising that we are social animals.

The notion of feminist social psychology in my new favourite book delighted me. I have always identified, loudly and proudly, as a feminist. Growing up, my mum would regularly sit me down and say earnestly, eye to eye, that ‘women can be and do anything’. Throughout my teens, I wore T-shirts with feminist slogans sprawled across them. As I entered womanhood, I quickly developed an acute awareness of how sexism stifles women. I have often felt perpetually irritated and restless. But it was only when I sat down with this new handbook that I realised the feminist way of thinking I had grown up with has a place in psychology too. In that moment, I felt at home.

Someone told me at a conference dinner once that learning about feminist psychology is like one of those optical illusions that you find on postcards in the gift shop of art museums. You don’t know what you’re looking at until . . . your eyes click into gear, and you lean back and squint and realise what was there this whole time. The duck becomes a rabbit, or the old lady becomes a young lady, or whatever. I felt like I was finally seeing psychology for what it is. And what it could be.

This changed everything. I now went into lectures with a new sense of suspicion and scepticism. I remember one lecture about evolutionary psychology’s explanations for human behaviour. Humans, said the theory we were covering, have evolved to heighten their likelihood of reproductive success. We are biologically predisposed to engage in behaviours that maximise our chances of passing on our genes. This means, the male lecturer keenly explained, that women need to be sexually selective, owing to our limited reproductive chances (i.e. we have few eggs, the hassle of pregnancy, childbirth, etc.). Men, however, are biologically wired to increase their chances of reproductive success by sowing their seed at any given opportunity. They have almost unlimited sexual potential, so need to impregnate as many women as possible to continue their bloodline.

I sat in this lecture, with Sue Wilkinson’s book burning in my bag, wondering if I was the only one who could see this illusion for what it is. This was psychological theory dressed to excuse sexual aggression, slut shaming and rape. I couldn’t see it in any other way.

Stephanie Shields, who we will meet properly in chapter eight, would call this my ‘click moment’. Women have been having their own click moments, little flashes of feminist clarity, since psychology was first born as a discipline. Even in the early days of evolutionary and Freudian theories, there were women challenging these new ideas head on. Their contributions provide a more nuanced, thoughtful account of how evolution and psychology can account for one another. We’ll meet them in the next chapters – but they took a lot of finding.

As I continued to learn about psychology, I continued to connect it with the tenets of feminism that I had grown up with. The two were becoming, in my mind, inextricably linked. It was no longer possible to disentangle being a woman from being a psychologist.

As a woman, I know that my world is, and always will be, tinged with risk and disadvantage. A few years after I graduated, a woman in my cohort at university was found dead while she was travelling the world. She had been murdered by a man posing as a date. Her name was Grace. Every detail that was released by the media broke my heart a little more.

I’ve felt the throat knot that comes when the air shifts and you realise that you might be in danger because you’re a woman. When you quickly scan the room for the nearest exit just in case you need it. I’ve felt that twist in my stomach you get when you realise the person you thought was friendly is a predator. I want to tell the stories of these female psychologists because I know that society is not a kind place for women. Women are mispresented, spoken for, spoken over and ignored. The least we can do is celebrate their stories, in their own right.

Women have always experienced sexism. Sexism isn’t something you see; it’s something you feel. And as I moved from my undergraduate days, through my PhD in social psychology and into my career as an academic, my senses sharpened. I got to know, just like the women in this book, that academia can be a lonely and cruel place. Psychology has claws and they are sharp, especially if you’re a bright-eyed young woman with questions. I have been belittled, spoken down to, laughed at. My inquisitiveness has been interpreted as challenge and this has been met with hostility.

So, I am telling these stories because I think the work of women is beautiful and important. And because I feel like I owe it to the women throughout history who have persisted, even in the context of violence and threat and myths perpetuated by their own discipline. This book is for the women who spent their days straitjacketed by patriarchy but wrote their radical ideas down anyway. For women who laboured over complex, innovative experiments but were only credited as the wives or assistants of men. For women like me who have always held an optimistic view of psychology’s potential: a discipline capable of celebrating and embracing the complexity and nuance of human experience, rather than chasing universal truths or reducing people to tidy categories and patterns.

I remain optimistic. I hope that these stories will show you that psychologists have made significant advancements in understanding the human brain, mind and behaviour. Progress that would not have been possible without the women who paved the way, standing in the shadows of the discipline, waiting patiently for their stories to be told.




Author’s Note

An important note: in this book I have made the editorial decision to refer to women by their first names throughout. This is an unconventional but deliberate act. It is a well-established fact that when academic work is attributed using surnames only, it is assumed to have been authored by a man. This is, of course, a problem. Also, in referring to women by their first names, I hope that this serves as a reminder that the women in this book were (and, in many cases, still are) not simply artefacts from the historical records; they had their own messy lives and hopes and challenges. As Margaret Rossiter, an American historian of science, wrote, historically, women in science constantly found themselves ‘caught between two almost mutually exclusive stereotypes; as scientists, they were atypical women; as women they were unusual scientists’. I am here to celebrate the women of psychology in all their glory – as women, as scientists and everything else.




Introduction

If you walk into the non-fiction section of any bookshop, you will be greeted by endless promises that claim to originate from psychology – theories and techniques and self-help mantras to fix your relationship, enable you to stop smoking, allow you to be your best self, forgive your parents. These books sell well because as humans we are fascinated with our own psychology. The idea that, with a small investment of time and money, we can retrace our childhood steps, suss out what makes us tick and fix the bits of ourselves that we agonise over when we can’t sleep at night. It’s a compelling notion and an incredibly attractive proposal.

When I first arrived at university to study psychology, I too ordered a selection of these sorts of books. I remember them arriving, one by one, through the post service in my student halls. Unlock the Power of Your Unconscious Mind promised one book. How to Use Psychology to Be Your Very Best Self boasted another. A Social Psychologist’s Guide to Making Friends was the title of one that I quickly hid in my bag. I stacked my new books carefully onto my shelves and stood back to admire my collection. I was going to be such a good psychologist, I grinned to myself.

The problem, of course, is that the pseudoscientific ‘What Your Favourite Colour Says About You’ brand of psychology peddled by these books was a far cry from what I’d actually be studying at university. It is a blasphemous misappropriation of the discipline, dressed up to entice naïve, curious or even desperate readers to part with their money. When I look back now, it makes me smile to think of how earnestly I believed that a £10.99 book could genuinely help me to unlock something deep within myself. It’s how I imagine Italians feel when someone says that their favourite meal is carbonara made with a melted Babybel. It’s kind of the right idea but it’s just not the same thing.

Now that I have matured into an actual psychologist, the premise of these books fascinates me. I’m sorry to say that, for the most part, you are being sold a sham. While self-help books with big promises will always fly high on bestseller lists and make the wrong people from Harvard Business School famous, they are not teaching you about psychology. Because that is not what psychology is.

Psychology is not a thing that happens to us, it is us. It is within us. You are psychology. I am psychology. We’re it; that’s all we’ve got. Psychologists, as an extension of this logic, are no better placed to tell you about your own goals and aims and subconscious mind than you are. Someone told me once that studying psychology makes you a Professional Human Being. Since hearing this, I have spent every day trying to articulate why this is the most problematic, borderline unethical caricature of psychology. There is no such a thing as a Professional Human Being. There is, however, such thing as someone who dedicates their life to trying to understand other human beings with care, thoughtfulness and humility.

Psychology as an academic discipline is simply the scientific study of how humans do things. It’s the act of applying careful, well-chosen, rigorous methodologies to the formulation of questions that are fundamentally philosophical. Why do we behave the way we do? How can we get people to make decisions that make the world better? How can we encourage people to be kinder, more generous, more open-minded? How can we work towards peace?

Unlike the study of rocks or atoms or chemicals, psychology is a uniquely human scientific enterprise. This means that psychologists are simply humans studying other humans. We are using our imperfect, biased, socialised minds to try to study and understand other people’s minds. This fact will always limit the extent to which we can ever claim to be an expert on the subject. We cannot escape our own psychology. And the beauty and the challenge of psychology is that the work is never done. Because humans are never done.

As soon as psychologists think we understand social relationships, the world shifts and invents an app where people swipe right and double tap to show their attraction. Just when we think we have a good handle on how attention span and cognition develop in young children, 20-second clickbait videos proliferate online. We think we know about health behaviours and then a global pandemic messes everything up. The link between psychology and society is a straight line. There is no point doing psychological research that doesn’t tell us something meaningful about human beings and their weird, messy lives.

To me, the job of psychology is like trying to build a house while you (and everyone you know) is living in it. You lay the foundations but then are forced to leave big, clunky footprints in the concrete while it dries. You try to build up neat rows of bricks to assemble a wall but someone on the other side is shaking the whole structure with a power drill. You work, endlessly and frustratedly, building and shaping and plastering. Bits of wall crumble and foundations crack and fixtures are wonky. But you build and build, trying to make something complete. And the beautiful tragedy of it is that you never get to know what your handiwork truly looks like from the outside because you live there and you can’t leave. That’s your home.

This is also why psychology, as a scientific subject, is so very different to chemistry, physics or biology. We can’t hold up our artefacts of study to the light, detached and objective. We can’t look at drone footage of our building to determine how complete the project is. The best we can do is peer around in the rooms we’re in, decorate, paint and keep building from within.

Now, this sounds like psychologists all work in perfect unison, heigh-hoing along to their work like the seven dwarfs and applauding each other’s efforts. To the contrary, the other inherent problem of psychology is that there are people actively, intentionally and explicitly excluded from the job. Women have often either not been permitted to muck in and help with the work (despite their capability and the volume of work to do) or they have been locked away in poky, dusty corners of the house, forced to find their own way to build.

Take a moment to think of all the psychologists you can name. Freud, Jung, Pavlov, Piaget are perhaps the first that come to mind. Now consider how many women you can name. When I ask this question, I am often met with a deafening silence. In 1989, Mary Crawford and Jeanne Marecek offered an analysis of how psychology has treated women both as psychological research participants and as psychologists in their own right. They powerfully wrote that:

Historically, much of psychological inquiry has been virtually ‘woman-less,’ not only in its subject of inquiry, but in the place allowed women in the profession itself. Women did not have control over the resources needed for the production of knowledge, and the topics and methods of accepted scholarship were defined in ways that were exclusionary at best and misogynist at worst.1

To extend my building analogy, it’s like the women of psychology are well-trained plumbers, electricians, painters. They have been ready and eager to help out with the efforts but were told that their skills were not needed. And, tragically, they did not have the voice and power to demonstrate what a waste this is.

You may be forgiven for thinking that women have, therefore, been absent from the action. Again, you’d be wrong. Women were born to build. When the discipline didn’t allow them a place, they knocked through walls and made their own extensions. They worked differently, collaboratively, cleverly. They approached the task of psychology with a certain care, wit and self-assuredness. They didn’t anxiously look over their shoulders at other scientific subjects that have the vantage of objectivity and detachment and try to mimic these approaches. Instead, women in psychology have embraced their human insiderness and championed an approach to scientific credibility that doesn’t insist upon objectivity. They have shown that there are different, more human ways to do science. That there is more to science than detachment. We can do clever, beautiful, meaningful scientific work without having to dehumanise ourselves and our subject in the process.

Women have been systemically, intentionally excluded from the story of psychology. It is not a mistake that their names are absent. For example, we will learn together about Mary Whiton Calkins, who was never awarded her PhD in psychology simply because she was a woman. And Carolyn Wood Sherif, whose important work was attributed mainly to her husband, who worked in a department where women could not be faculty members. Together, we will trace the evolution of women’s effort to conduct psychological research and, in doing so, understand that despite the myriad barriers, their work has changed people’s lives in ways that we are only just starting to wake up to. It has changed your life too, even if you don’t realise it. Women like Mamie Phipps Clark and Inez Beverly Prosser are the reason racial segregation in US schools ended and psychology came to take its role in combatting racial inequalities seriously. If you are a woman, it is illegal for you to be discriminated against due to your gender and this is thanks to the psychological research of women like Susan Fiske and Alice Eagly, who documented the impact of sexism and fought the legal system with clear, robust psychological evidence. Throughout its history, women in psychology have loudly challenged the idea that it is possible to use the same tools to help and understand all people, both in research contexts and in therapeutic clinical settings. Women have designed, developed and promoted approaches to therapy that are person-centred and flexible enough to respond to cultural and social differences. They have shown how our social context impacts who we are and what we need.

As we will learn, women in psychology are the reason that countries stayed psychologically afloat during world wars. Women are the reason that we have a balanced, nuanced evidence base about the impact of screentime on children’s development. Women are the reason that more people did not die in the Covid pandemic.

Women in the field have reimagined what psychological research could be. They have offered thoughtful and compassionate ways of asking psychological questions. They have come together, challenged the mainstream from within, pointed out where psychology has a role to play in making people’s lives better and celebrated the complex, beautiful messiness of the study of human beings. The work of women, as we will learn, has offered a completely different way of thinking about what psychology is and, crucially, what it could be.




1

Breaking and Entering

Pinpointing the birth of psychology as a discipline in its own right is tricky because it largely depends on how you define and think of the subject. For centuries before the first place dedicated to psychological research (i.e. a psychology laboratory) was established in 1879, philosophers like Plato, Aristotle and, much later, Descartes were grappling with heavy questions about the nature of thought, consciousness, and the relationship between the mind and body. These kinds of questions sit at the blurred border where philosophy ends and psychology begins. Psychology has since wriggled out of its philosophical roots but, arguably, these early philosophers were the first generation of psychologists. That is, if your definition of psychology is simply the pursuit of trying to understand how humans work.

Psychology’s transformation into a fully-fledged, independent, scientific discipline was during the Enlightenment period in Europe, in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. This was when people started trying to apply scientific methods to philosophical questions (rather than simply documenting and pondering on what we can directly think and experience ourselves) and the field started to see itself as a new discipline. During this time, there was an emphasis on empirical observation and rational thought, which meant that people were now trying to seek more concrete explanations for the mental processes they observed and experienced. ‘Empirical’ in this context just means that conclusions are based on evidence, observation and experience, rather than relying merely on logic or on what we can rationally assume or expect to be true. It marked a shift away from intuition and towards an approach grounded in data and evidence.

In the early days of psychology, there were strong debates about how to define the new field and distinguish it from philosophy. Some vocal people proposed their own ways of conceptualising what the new discipline ought to do. For example, in the nineteenth century, Wilhelm Wundt, often called the father of psychology in Europe, argued that psychology should focus on the scientific study of conscious experience in tightly controlled laboratory settings. At around the same time, William James, in the United States, had a vision of psychology as simply the science of mental life. Men like John Dewey later focused on how mental processes work in real-life contexts, while those like John B. Watson pushed for psychology to become a scientific study of observable behaviour. These views diverged from one another slightly but were all put forward by men.

When the first hint of a scientific study of the human mind and our behaviour reared its head, women rushed to service this new, exciting, emerging discipline with tools and plans and blueprints, ready to get to work building something together. They saw the promise of what this new subject could be and were keen to contribute to laying the foundations. At the time, other, more established sciences like chemistry and physics had already built their walls high to keep women out, so an entirely new scientific discipline could be the perfect opportunity for women to find their place in science, they thought. As Laurel Furumoto, a historian of psychology, writes:

Perhaps the newness of the discipline and its resulting need to swell its numbers explains at least in part why women comprised a larger proportion of psychologists during the early years of the field than they did of physicists and chemists of the same period.

However, despite their enthusiasm, ideas about women’s incompatibility with science had already been widely promoted in some parts of the world. At the end of the nineteenth century, when dedicated psychology laboratories in universities started popping up, higher education was still widely considered to be a scholarly world reserved for men. So, while psychology may have been more open to women than the natural sciences, it certainly wasn’t welcoming.

There were also widespread myths about women’s intellectual capabilities, which served to legitimise their exclusion. For example, in 1873, Edward H. Clarke, a Harvard Medical School professor, wrote a book that explicitly warned about the ‘threat’ of women’s participation in higher education. He cautioned that women would subject themselves to physiological danger if they were to pursue further study, noting that educated women would likely have: ‘Monstrous brains and puny bodies; abnormally active cerebration [thinking and the capacity for cognition, essentially] and abnormally weak digestion; flowing thought and constipated bowels.’1

Women faced a unique set of circumstances and access to a university was often their biggest challenge. Laurel Furumoto and Elizabeth Scarborough, also a historian of psychology, later reflected:

. . . psychology’s eminent women shared several common experiences and in these ways may be considered prototypes for those who, by entering a male-dominated profession, challenged the cultural stereotype that defined women’s sphere. Each encountered institutional discrimination in pursuing the PhD. Each experienced limited employment opportunities. Each had to confront the marriage-versuscareer dilemma. And each wrestled with family obligations that conflicted strongly with career advancement.2

Despite the fact that not everyone wanted them there, some women defied these perceptions and muscled their way into universities anyway, keen to help the job of building psychology as a discipline. To find a place in the profession, they first had to align themselves with the men who were laying the foundations. William James, for example, was rapidly becoming one of the most notable voices in nineteenth-century psychology. He was the author of the discipline’s first textbook, Principles of Psychology, a book that was circulated widely and enthusiastically, and is thought by many to be the first proper documentation of what we know as contemporary psychology. It laid out something of a manifesto about what this new discipline could be. People around the world read it with optimism and excitement because it offered novel ideas about how mental processes could be properly, scientifically studied with the same level of precision and detail as the natural sciences were studied. Among the people reading Principles of Psychology with interest was Mary Whiton Calkins. Mary had been awarded a degree in classics and philosophy in 1885 from the women-only Smith College in Massachusetts and had gone on to become a teacher of Greek at Wellesley College, another women-only university in the same state.

In 1890, Wellesley College was hearing murmurings about the development of a new discipline and the university was keen to follow suit and set up its own department. They asked Mary to leave for a year, seek out William James, study psychology, learn everything she could and return, ready to impart her newfound wisdom to the young women at Wellesley. As Mary wrote in 1930: ‘The Principles of Psychology was warm from the press; and my absorbed study of those brilliant, erudite, and provocative volumes, as interpreted by their writer, was my introduction to psychology.’3

In the same year, Mary packed up her things and headed for Harvard, where William was working. The problem was that Harvard simply did not allow women to formally enrol on their courses. Despite Mary’s enthusiasm and her academic appointment at Wellesley, Harvard was a certified boy’s club and there were to be no exceptions. Mary asked her father, Reverend Phineas Wolcott Calkins, to write to Havard to implore them to let her participate in classes, even if only on the periphery. Mary’s enrolment, he wrote: ‘did not involve the question of co-education in general, and cannot fairly be quoted as an embarrassing precedent. For we ask only post-graduate and professional instruction for one who is already a member of a college faculty.’

Mary was eventually allowed to attend lectures and conduct research alongside the male students. However, this was on the strict basis that she was considered only a visitor to the university and never a formally registered student. She agreed and was pleased to have a seat at the table (even if she had to bring her own chair). However, she was adamant that her gender would not limit her potential. And, despite the administration of Harvard only begrudgingly letting her in the door, she was pleasantly surprised by how welcoming the men in her laboratory were. She recounted that:

The Laboratory was infelicitously situated within hearing on the one side of the hand-organs and the street-car bells of Harvard Square and on the other of the often vociferous outbursts of Professor Copeland’s ‘elocution’ classes, but it was none the less the scene of absorbing work. I shall not let this opportunity pass by to record my gratitude for the friendly, comradely, and refreshingly matter-of-fact welcome which I received from the men working in the Laboratory as assistants and students, by whom the unprecedented incursion of a woman might well have been resented.

Mary represents something of a rarity in academia during the time. She faced ostensibly rigid barriers due to her gender and yet when she arrived at Harvard, her intellect and ideas meant that the men in the group had no choice but to make space for her.

Other women tried to make space for themselves at universities and had less luck. A few years before Mary joined Harvard, in 1879, Elizabeth Cary Agassiz, a natural historian and a writer, formed a group called the Society for the Collegiate Instruction of Women. It aimed to offer women who wanted to study at Harvard the chance to be educated. It was an underground society, not endorsed by Harvard, and enrolled more than 200 women in its first intake. It was nicknamed the ‘Harvard Annex’ because it sat alongside the institution, both physically and intellectually. This break-away group eventually went on to be incorporated as Radcliffe College, the university’s first official women-only college. Though it took until the Second World War, when many of the men left for military service, for Radcliffe College’s students to be allowed to formally join classes and until 1963 for them to be officially awarded Harvard degrees. It wasn’t until 1999 that the college was fully integrated with Harvard.

Mary was unusual in that she was educated within the official Harvard University, rather than the sister club of Radcliffe College that was becoming more formally established during her studies. Mary was adamant that she was not interested in studying at a separate university. She saw no reason why she could not participate in the world of men and rejected the idea that she should be treated any differently due to her gender. She wrote about her time at Harvard with a sharp straightforwardness. She described how she signed up for multiple different classes, seminars and lectures, keen to learn. One advanced psychology course, taught by William James himself, was so challenging that every one of her fellow male students dropped out. Mary was the last one standing, so she received one-to-one tuition from William.

To the dismay of Harvard, Mary quickly excelled academically and ended up staying at the university longer than her anticipated year. She loved learning about psychology and continued to figure out new and interesting ways to apply emerging methods to questions she cared about. Mary eventually completed a piece of independent research on associative memory (which is essentially the study of how we remember and retrieve information by connecting related concepts, experiences or ideas). As she wrote in 1930:

Time would fail me, and interest would certainly fail my readers, were I to dilate on all the topics of psychology for which I have felt a special concern. The list would include color-theory, the criterion of animal consciousness, the analysis of the space-consciousness, and the theory of the ‘physiological correlate of emotion.’

Throughout her sprawling research, she developed the paired-associates method, which showed how factors like frequency, vividness and recency influence how we recall information. She also later carried out one of the first systematic studies of dreams, recording and analysing reports of dreams, and trying to connect them to waking life. She developed her theory of self-psychology and argued that psychology should study the conscious self (i.e. the part of a person that is aware of their own thoughts and feelings) and how it connects with other people. This was an important theory because it tried to remind psychologists to put the whole person, rather than just their behaviour or mental processes, at the heart of psychological research. Mary published her work prolifically and was eager to share her theories with other budding psychologists. She later submitted the paperwork and gathered her evidence for her doctoral qualification, which included the many papers that she had published during her time at Harvard.

In 1894, as she was finishing up her time at the university, William wrote to the heads of Harvard directly to inform them of who they had in their classroom:

With regard to her ability, I may say that [Mary] is the strongest student of all who have worked in the laboratory in these three years. Her publications and her work here do not let any doubt to me that she is superior also to all candidates of the philosophical Ph.D. during the last years.4

In 1895, the university reluctantly allowed Mary to sit a strictly ‘informal’ PhD examination. William James served as one of her examiners. The board confirmed unanimously that she had clearly met the requirements of her doctoral study at the university. However, Mary was never awarded her doctorate. While Harvard may have allowed her to participate superficially in classes, owing largely to her Reverend father’s endorsement, they were simply not prepared to award a woman a PhD. This would be an unthinkable act that went against the gendered policies of the university. William James wrote to Harvard again in 1895 and pleaded with them to reconsider:

It was much the most brilliant examination for the PhD that we have at Harvard. It is a pity, in spite of this, that she still lacks the degree. Your downtrodden but unconquerable sex is fairly entitled to whatever glory and credit may accrue to it from Miss Calkin’s prowess.5

The university stood firm. Despite their supposed commitment to knowledge production, scholarship and research, they hated that Mary showed that women could not only participate in the intellectual world of men, but that they could also outshine their male peers and forge a completely original way of thinking. This ardent devotion to archaic and sexist ideas came at the cost of advancing this new field. Just imagine what could have been possible if women were listened to from the outset.

While she was studying for her PhD in Harvard, Mary continued to bring knowledge back to her intellectual home of Wellesley College, the all-women’s college where she worked. While she battled for intellectual credibility at Harvard, throughout the early 1890s, Mary set up a psychology department there, as per the original plan. Here, she became the first woman to ever establish a psychology laboratory. Her laboratory was housed in an attic of College Hall, until a fire demolished the building in 1914, with $200 worth of equipment. She began teaching a year-long course in what she called the ‘new psychology’. Her approach to her teaching marked a shift from the older, philosophical study of the mind to a more scientific approach that trained students in research methods. She designed her course to include reading and extensive laboratory work to ground psychology in scientific methods. Students on her course studied brain physiology, conducted dozens of experiments on sensation, perception, association and reaction time, and explored topics like memory, imagination, dreams and ‘abnormal’ psychology.

Her students wrote essays that synthesised theory and research, which reflected Mary’s ideas that theory and research should always inform one another. In 1892, three years before eventually finishing her studies at Harvard, she reflected on her teaching at Wellesley and how students engaged with her work:

Some of the students were genuinely interested in the experiments, carried them further than required and made independent observations; a large number, on the other hand, performed them conscientiously but without especial enthusiasm; some cordially detested them from beginning to end; but almost all recognized their value as a stimulus to observation and as a basis for psychological theory.6

In the years that followed, Mary continued to pay close attention to the development of her discipline. She now became interested in the emerging research about men and women. She was gaining confidence as a scholar, emboldened by Harvard’s rejection and an increasingly sceptical outlook.

In 1891, psychologist Joseph Jastrow wrote a paper that was to catch Mary’s attention. In the study, Joseph asked men and women in his Wisconsin university to generate lists of words. When the women in his sample produced less semantically varied lists than the men, he enthusiastically used this data to support his ‘variability hypothesis’, which argued that men exhibit an inherently more varied way of thinking than women, which, he theorised, meant that they have some kind of evolutionarily advantage. That is, he used these findings to propose that men may have adapted to be more curious, broad, diverse thinkers than women, in a way that implicitly suggests that men have some kind of evolutionary or biological superiority. This hypothesis was an approach to thinking about the psychology of men and women that was motivated by evolutionary, adaptive claims, meaning it explained differences between the sexes as natural results of evolution. He argued that men and women had developed distinct mental traits because they had fundamentally evolved to fulfil different roles in human survival.

Joseph used this research to propose a theory called ‘the community of ideas’ between the sexes. This theory broadly proposed that individuals’ thinking develops through the shared beliefs, customs and knowledge of their social environment; in other words, people who live within the same culture or group tend to develop similar ways of perceiving and reasoning because they draw from a common pool of ideas circulating in that community. Men are varied because they share ideas with other men, whereas women are inherently or adaptively limited in their ideas.

As Mary read this paper, her eyes narrowed. Joseph’s research was problematic to Mary because it represented the kind of psychology that she was so sceptical of during her Harvard days. Mary broadly objected to his ideas because she thought that psychology must study the individual as a whole entity, not just as a reflection of social or evolutionary pressures that might sound intuitive but lack nuance and context. While Joseph saw the mind as formed by community, Mary insisted it was ‘the self’ that really gives meaning to experience. Mary was also sceptical of his research because theories like this served to legitimise her and other women’s exclusion from intellectual places like Harvard. If psychological evidence ostensibly claims that women are less intellectual thinkers than men, this provides justification for keeping them out of universities. As women would soon come to learn, the methods and theories of psychological science can be very easily co-opted and misappropriated to uphold all kinds of political ideologies.

So, Mary had a few options. She could either complain about this research (knowing full well how such complaints would most likely be heard by her predominately male peers); she could ignore the research and go about her business elsewhere or she could tackle this head on. She chose the latter.

Mary had a plan to try to beat the men in the mainstream (malestream?) at their own game. Throughout 1895 and 1896, she worked with her student Cordelia Nevers at Wellesley to dispute Joseph’s conclusion. She decided that if this kind of research was considered good enough for
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