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Heritage Column 

Gertrude Stein (1874-1946): Would Be Psychologist 
 
By: Elissa Rodkey  

If psychologists remember 
that Gertrude Stein was 
once of their number, they 
probably would recall her 
in connection with William 
James lore as the student 
who wrote on her exam: 
“Dear Professor James, I 
am so sorry but really I do 

not feel like an examination paper in philosophy to-
day” (Stein, 1933, p. 97-98). According to Stein, James 
replied by post, “Dear Miss Stein, I understand how you 
feel. I often feel like that myself” (Stein, 1933, p. 98) and 
awarded her the highest mark in the class. 

 
Not only did Stein take classes with James, but also 

she spent time in Hugo Münsterberg’s laboratory and pub-
lished two research papers on automatic writing in the Psy-
chological Review (Solomons & Stein, 1896; Stein, 1898). 
In addition, after graduating from Radcliffe College (also 
known as Harvard Annex), Stein pursued a medical degree 
at Johns Hopkins, apparently on James’ advice, in order to 
launch her career in psychology. Although she soon left for 
the Parisian art scene, Stein’s connection to psychology did 
not end there. In 1934, B. F. Skinner, who used her first 
Psychological Review publication to critique her experi-
mental poetry, arguing that it was the product of the same 
sort of automatic writing she had produced in Münster-
berg’s laboratory (Skinner, 1934).  

 
Gertrude Stein began her undergraduate studies at 

the Annex in 1893. Stein threw herself into social life at 
Radcliffe, enjoying excursions in carriages, walks in the 
country, bicycling, and above all, opera (by her own admis-
sion the cause of her unreadiness for James’ philosophy 
exam and occasional financial hardship). Stein arrived at 
school with trunks full of books, rather than fashionable 
clothes; her friends once burned a favorite ugly hat of hers 
to prevent her from wearing it again (Wagner-Martin, 
1995). According to a fellow student, “She was a heavy-set, 
ungainly young woman, very mannish in her appear-
ance….She always wore black and her somewhat ample 
figure was never corseted” (Brinnin, 1959, p. 27). Despite 
these eccentricities Stein was popular, known as “a terrific 
talker, but an elegant listener too; though if you asked her a 
question she didn’t like she just looked through you and 
went on with what she was saying” (Wagner-Martin, 1995, 
p. 31).  

Stein took two psychology classes in her first year, 
both taught by newly-arrived professor Hugo Münsterberg. 
She quickly became his favorite; after her sophomore year 
Münsterberg wrote to Stein: “I thank you above all for that 
model-work you have done in the laboratory...you were to 
me the ideal student...if in later years you look into printed 
discussions which I have in mind to publish about students 
in America, I hope you will then pardon me if you recog-
nize some features of my ideal student picture as your 
own” (Münsterberg, 1895). We thus can get an approximate 
picture of Stein as a student in Münsterberg's later publica-
tion The American Woman: “Clever and ingenious and 
witty; she is brilliant and lively and strong; she is charming 
and beautiful and noble; she is generous and amiable and 
resolute; she is energetic and practical, and yet idealistic 
and enthusiastic--indeed what is she not?” (Münsterberg, 
1901, p. 608-609). 

 
But if she was Münsterberg’s favorite, William 

James was hers. She later wrote about herself: “William 
James delighted her. His personality and his teaching and 
his way of amusing himself with himself and his students 
all pleased her” (Stein, 1933, p. 97). James seems to have 
reciprocated these feelings: Stein recounts an instance in 
which a fellow student wished to exclude her data (as one 
of his subjects) from his analysis, since it ruined his results. 
Upon learning whose lack of response was skewing the 
data, James responded, “if Miss Stein gave no response I 
should say that it was as normal not to give a response as to 
give one and decidedly the result must not be cut” (Stein, 
1937, p. 97).  

 
In 1896 James wrote to his brother, jokingly calling teach-
ing Radcliffe women “a sweet consolation to one’s declin-
ing years” (Townsend, 1996, p. 226). If so, Stein must have 
been indeed a consolation, not as a feminine object, but 
rather as the sort of enthusiastic and gifted pupil that James 
prized. It is unclear why after a promising beginning in psy-
chology Stein abandoned her medical training.  
 
By Stein’s account she flunked out because she was “bored, 
frankly openly bored” (Stein, 1933, p. 100). According to 
Stein, her friend Marion Walker pleaded with her. She said, 
“But Gertrude remember the cause of women,” and 
Gertrude Stein said, “You can’t know what it is to be 
bored” (Stein, 1933, p. 101). But a contributing factor to 
Stein’s failure to graduate may have been Stein’s intracta-
bility and the strict gender roles of the time: female medical 
students were expected to be charming and conciliatory.   
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Figure It Out Loud, Continued from Page 5 

� Remember that struggling with finding life 
balance, owning your power, and finding 
your professional way are developmentally 
normative tasks that each of us go through. 
Practice kindness and compassion for your-
self! Take a deep breath and hang in there. 

 
If you have specific questions or concerns about this 

transition, please consider submitting to the Fig-
ure it Out Loud column! 
 

Early career concerns, questions, suggestions, and suc-
cess stories for Figure it Out Loud can be sent by email 
to Martha and Ellen at: 
ecps.figure.it.out.loud@gmail.com.  
 
Please include contact information along with your ECP 
question. 

 

Stein’s housemate, Emma Lootz, remarked on Stein’s failure to 
receive her degree, “Of course she didn’t get it. Do you think 
I’d have got mine if I hadn’t worn my best hat? It had roses on 
it.” (Wagner-Martin, 1995, p. 51). 
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According to the scientific method, another necessity for 
objectivity is the absence of demand characteristics – the 
tendency for study participants to develop hypotheses 
about what a study is about and alter their behavior ac-
cordingly. Participants in psychological studies often ex-
pect to be deceived about the purpose of the study. How 
could demand characteristics possibly be controlled? 
Some people go to great lengths to be “good subjects,” 
even if it means distorting their experience. 
 
 I have concluded that the existence of objectivity 
is a myth – human beings are not capable of being totally 
unbiased. We are only capable of subjectively processing 
a small fraction of the stimuli before us.  
 
  I did research on the experiences of women ad-
dicted to alcohol. After all the reading I had done on 
feminism and the scientific method, I was not surprised 
to find that almost all of the research on alcohol addiction 
had used all male samples, and then the results were gen-
eralized to all people. Treatment programs were often 
based on such research, even when their clients were fe-
male or non-white.  
 
 After I conducted a study with an all female sam-
ple regarding alcohol addiction and submitted it for pub-
lication, I received a letter from the reviewers stating that 
my study “would have been enhanced with a male com-
parison group.” I thought a long time about how I would 
respond. My reply was that one of the main points of the 
study was to represent the experiences of the extremely 
underrepresented population of women, and that I had yet 
to see a study using all male participants in which it was 
stated that a female comparison group would have en-
hanced the study. My study was published. 
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