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Introduction

A Brief History of the Psychology of Women

In 1968, psychologist Naomi Weisstein charged: “Psychology has nothing
to say about what women are really like, what they need and what they
want, essentially, because psychology does not know” (p. 268). Ironically,
just as Weisstein was making this charge, the rebirth of the feminist move-
ment was stimulating a massive reappraisal of the entire field of psychology.
The result was the development of a new research field: the psychology of
women.

This 1s not to say that the topic of women had previously been com-
pletely ignored. The problem lies rather in how earlier psychologists,
psychoanalysts, and psychiatrists had approached the topic. In the early
1970s, feminust social scientists directed much of their attention to refuting
what had passed for a psychology of women 1n the past.

The feminist challenge encompassed almost every aspect of psychology,
from broad conceptual issues to specific research methodologies and
therapeutic practices. Freud’s view of female personality development, for
example, was dismissed as misogynist and based on biological determin-
ism. Critics also claimed that therapists were 1ignoring the social causes of
women’s distress, encouraging women to adjust to a sexist society. “As far
as the woman 1s concerned,” commented Germaine Greer (1971), “psychi-
atry 1s an extraordinary confidence trick: the unsuspecting creature seeks
aid because she feels unhappy, anxious and confused, and psychology
persuades her to seek the cause mn herself” (p. 82).

Neither could femimist critics derive any satisfaction from the work of
academic psychologists. At best, social scientists relegated female subjects
to the periphery of their research interests. As Mary Brown Parlee com-
mented, the result was “distorted facts” and “omitted problems” which, in
turn, “perpetuated pseudoscientific data relevant to women” (1975, p.
124). More often than not, researchers ignored women’s existence entirely, 1
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viewing male behavior as the prototype of human behavior. All of this falls
into what Nancy Henley has characterized as “psychology against women™
(1974, p. 20).

There were, however, efforts to steer a different course. Earlier in the
century, a small number of psychologists launched an attack on the Vic-
torian notion of sex differences. In the process, they did succeed in narrow-
ing the scientific definition of differences between men and women. One of
the leaders 1n this struggle was Helen Thompson [Woolley]. Her research
at the University of Chicago, imnvolving a detailed study of the motor skills
and sensory abilities of fifty male and female undergraduate students,
demnonstrated that the intellectual similarities between the two sexes far
outweighed the differences (Thompson, 1903). The noted sociologist
Willilam Isaac Thomas, who had earlier defended the notion that there
were significant differences between men and women, hailed her findings
as “‘probably the most important contribution to this field” (Rosenberg,
1982, p. 81).

Leta Stetter Hollingworth, another brilliant pioneer, coauthored several
articles with Thompson and established a remarkable record for herself in
this field. Before she received her Ph.D. from Columbia University in 1916,
Hollingworth had already published a book and nine scientific papers on
the psychology of women. Her research and writing have a strikingly
modern flavor. In one of her articles, she criticized the social forces that
pressured women into becoming mothers, a situation that later feminists
would label “the motherhood mandate” (Hollingworth, 1916; Russo,
1979, p. 7).

Hollingworth also rejected the notion, widely accepted by leading psy-
chologists of her time, that men tended to have a wider range of intellectual
abilities than women, an 1dea known as “the variability thesis.” In her
research, she also attacked the popular view that women’s cognitive abilities
dechined during menstruation (Hollingworth, 1914a, 1914b).

Although Hollingworth shifted the focus of her research when she took a
teaching position at Columbia University in child psychology, her interest
in the psychology of women continued. Hollingworth hoped to see the time
when a psychology of women would be written “based on truth, not
opinion; on precise, not on anecdotal evidence; on accurate data, rather
than on remnants of magic” (1914b, p. 99). She also had a plan, whlch she
never realized, to write a book on the psychology of women entitled “Mrs.
Pilgrnim’s Progress,” reflecting her emphasis on women’s self-determina-
tion (Shields, 1975, p. 857).

Meanwhile, a new controversy concerning the psychology of women
began to take shape, arising out of Freud’s work on female psychosexual
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development (Fliegel, 1986). Three of the five protagonists involved in the
enstung debate were women. Helene Deutsch and Jeanne Lampl-de Groot
supported Freud’s position while Karen Horney dissented. In her critique
of Freud’s views, Horney struck a note that femists of the 1970s would
respond to: she msisted that psychoanalytic theories about women evolved
from a male point of view (Horney, 1926; Westkott, 1986).

Positions on both sides of the debate quickly hardened. At one point,
Freud dismissed criticisms of his work on women as the “denials of the
teminists, who are anxious to force us to regard the two sexes as completely
equal 1n position and worth” (1925, p. 258). As Zenia Odes Fliegel (1986)
has noted, after Horney’s break with Freud in the 1920s the criticism of
Freud’s views on women disappeared almost entirely from the mainstream
of psychoanalytic literature.

Other women psychologsts also experienced difficulty in making their
voices heard (Scarborough & Furumoto, 1987). Although women made up
one-third of the membership of the American Psychological Association by
the 1930s, women psychologists were largely relegated to clinical and
counseling work, then considered lower 1n status than teaching and re-
search positions. Consequently, they remained outside the academic cir-
cles where most of the research and theory building was taking place
(Furumoto, 1987; Furumoto, in press).

In 1941, 1n an eftort to improve their status within the profession, a
number of women psychologists banded together to form the National
Council of Women Psychologists (later the International Council of Wom-
en Psychologists). Although the council sponsored a number of projects,
including a newsletter and efforts to expand job opportunities, that pre-
figured the efforts of women psychologists in the 1970s, its leaders were
able to effect only minimal changes in the profession’s treatment of women
(Walsh, 1985¢).

When the council voted to eliminate the word women from the ttle of
their organmization 1n 1959, they brought to a close 1ts role as a lobbyist for
women within the protession. Cynthia Deutsch, who once had unsuc-
cessfully attempted to persuade the council to sponsor a study of sex
discrimination agamst women psychologists 1n the late 1950s, later de-
scribed the forces working against professional women 1n those years.
Deutsch argued that a good deal of the blame for the dearth of professional
traming and career opportunities for women could be traced to psycho-
analytic theory, which assigned women a dependent and passive role vis-a-
vis men. The psychoanalytic movement also 1dentified women with the
concept of “Mom,” thus confirming the attitudes of male psychologists
who continued to treat women colleagues as “dependent and subordinately

3
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nurturing, rather than as fully equal scientists” (Deutsch, 1986, p. 187).

[ronically, within a decade of the disappearance of the International
Council of Women Psychologists as an interest group for women, ettorts to
improve the status of women 1n psychology again took shape. Spurred on
by the cvil rights and social reform movements of the late 1960s, women
psychologists not only demanded a larger role within the protession but
also called for a new approach to the study of women. The psychology of
women was formally recognized as an othcial division of the American

Psychological Association (APA) 1n 1973 (Denmark, 1977; Mednick, 1978;
Walsh, 1985¢). The APA also established an oftice for women’s programs

and a committee on women 1n psychology, both of which are still n
existence. Special task forces have 1ssued reports on a number of topics
ranging from “Sex Bias and Sex Role Stereotyping in Psychotherapeutic
Practice” to the development of guidelines tor nonsexist research. (Brodsky
& Hare-Mustin, 1980; McHugh, Koeske & Frieze, 1986).

An APA task force was called 1n 1972 to evaluate the status of women 1n
the profession. One of 1ts first actions was to conduct a national survey of
courses focusing on the female hfe experience. The task force located
thirty-two departments that offered courses on the female Iife experience.
Fifteen years later, this number has swelled to more than two hundred.
Further evidence of change 1s the fact that APA evaluates graduate pro-
grams In clinical, counseling, and school psychology on the basis of
whether they mclude courses on sex roles. Even the Graduate Record
Exam Advanced Test in psychology contains questions on the psychology
of women and experts on women’s 1ssues are recruited to serve on the test
evaluation committee (Walsh, 1985a; Walsh, 1985b).

Similarly, psychology has been transtormed from a profession that, in
Naomi Weisstein’s words, had “nothing to say about women” to one that
has a great deal to say. In 1975, the journal Sex Roles began publication,
followed a year later by the Psychology of Women Quarterly. Since then,
practically every psychology journal has increased the number of articles it
publishes dealing with the psychology of women (Deaux, 1984; Lott, 1985;
Lykes & Stewart, 1986). Margaret Mathin (1987), the author of a recent
introductory college textbook on the psychology of women, estimates that
the number of articles and books potentially relevant to the topic and
published 1n the last fifteen to twenty years 1s close to one hundred thou-
sand. Bibliographies on the psychology of women no longer claim to be
comprehensive and now carefully select their focus (Dilling & Claster,

1985; Golub & Freedman, 1987).

The four most recent textbooks for college courses on the psychology of
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women represent still another dimension of this knowledge explosion
(Hyde, 1985; Mathin, 1987; Lott, 1987; Wilhams, 1987). In 1985, Janet
Hyde noted 1n the preface to the third edition of her textbook that ten years
earlier, when she began the first edition, her problem had been that “the
field was too new” and the research was “too thin.” Now, in this latest
edition, she found that she had more information than could possibly be
included 1n one textbook and that 1t was difficult to make decisions on
which topics to eliminate and where to abbreviate discussions (p. viii).

The changes that have taken place in psychology over the past twenty
years do not, of course, constitute a panacea. Critics have pointed out that
we still have a long way to go 1if our goal 1s to conduct truly nonsexist
research (McHugh, Koeske, & Frieze, 1986; Lykes & Stewart, 1986).

Nevertheless, 1t 1s clear that the psychology of women has come of age.

5

About This Book

My goal in this book 1s to confront the reader with some of the diverse
viewpolnts which exist in the psychology of women. I hope that this book
will break new ground both for those just beginning their study in this field
and also for those who have been involved 1n the field for some time. Each
of the fourteen controversies I have identified 1s represented by two oppos-
ing points of view. There 1s, of course, nothing new 1in employing debates
as a learning device. The Socratic method 1s some twenty-four hundred
years old. But this book 1s different because 1t puts women at center stage,
acknowledging the incredible growth of knowledge 1n the field. I also want
this book to serve as a springboard to encourage further debate and contro-
versy and stimulate the evaluation of information from different perspec-
tives. I hope some readers will want to expand (or refute) the arguments
presented in this book and add to the published literature in the field.

As I have already indicated, the field of the psychology of women has
expanded rapidly in recent years. Clearly the two “voices” I have selected
are not the only ones that speak on the specific 1ssues. Sometimes it was very
difticult for me to choose between two excellent articles on a given position.
One measure of the increased maturity of the field 1s that the debates are no
longer just between feminists and nonfeminists: several issues, though not
all, involve a conflict of feminist perspectives. I view this growing diversity
of perspectives within the field of the psychology of women as a very
positive development. A continued flow of new 1deas and rival claims 1s
essential to growth 1n any field. The psychology of women 1s dependent on



