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WASHBURN, MARGARET FLOY

Margaret Floy Washburn

Born: 1871 | Died: 1946
Nationality: American
Primary Field(s): Experimental Psychology, Comparative Psychology, Aesthetics

1. Summary

Margaret Floy Washburn was a highly influential American psychologist, researcher, and educator
who stands as a pivotal figure in the history of psychology, particularly noted for her contributions
to comparative psychology and for breaking significant gender barriers in academia. She was the
first woman to officially earn a doctoral degree in psychology in the United States, achieving this
distinction from Cornell University in 1894. Washburn studied under the foundational structuralist,

Edward B. Titchener, yet she developed a uniquely integrative theoretical perspective that
bridged the gap between structuralism, functionalism, and the emerging field of behaviorism. Her
academic career was characterized by rigorous experimental analysis across a broad range of
topics, including perception, memory, aesthetics, and especially, the consciousness of animals.

After completing her studies, and following several years of instruction at various institutions,
Washburn returned to her undergraduate alma mater, Vassar College, where she spent the

majority of her professional life. She served Vassar not only as a dedicated professor and mentor
but also as an active administrator and prolific researcher. Throughout her tenure, Washburn
maintained an impressive publication record, supervising hundreds of student experiments and
generating over 200 scholarly articles. Her commitment to experimental rigor made Vassar's
psychology department one of the most respected research centers of its time, disproportionately
influencing the next generation of women entering the field.

Washburn's most enduring scholarly achievement is the authorship of The Animal Mind: A
Textbook of Comparative Psychology (1908), which became the definitive standard text for the
field for decades and marked the establishment of comparative psychology as a formalized
scientific discipline in North America. Beyond her research, her institutional leadership was
groundbreaking; she was the second woman elected to the prestigious National Academy of

Sciences (NAS) in 1932, following zoologist Florence R. Sabin, and served as the 30th President
of the American Psychological Association (APA) in 1921. These appointments cemented her
status not merely as a pioneer for women in science, but as one of the most respected
psychologists of her generation, regardless of gender.

2. Key Contributions

Establishment of Comparative Psychology: Washburn systematized the field of animal
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psychology in the U.S. with her seminal textbook, The Animal Mind (1908). This work rigorously
reviewed and organized experimental findings on sensation, perception, learning, and
consciousness across various animal species, providing a scientific foundation for understanding
continuity between human and animal minds.

The Motor Theory of Consciousness: Developed and elaborated in her 1916 work, Movement
and Mental Imagery, this theory offered an explanation for conscious experience, positing that all
mental activity--from perception to thought--is rooted in incipient (or suppressed) movements and
their associated sensory feedback, integrating motor processes directly into conscious experience.
Pioneering Institutional Leadership: Washburn broke crucial gender barriers, becoming the first
woman to earn a Ph.D. in psychology (1894), the first woman elected President of the APA (1921),
and the second woman elected to the National Academy of Sciences (1932). These
accomplishments provided crucial visibility and legitimacy for women pursuing experimental
science.

Experimental Research Diversity: Her published work encompassed a vast array of
experimental subjects, including early studies on aesthetic preferences, the nature of memory
and recognition, and the influence of visual imagery, demonstrating exceptional range and
commitment to the empirical method inherited from her training under Titchener.

3. Intellectual Context and Impact

Washburn's intellectual grounding was complex, positioning her at a fascinating confluence of early
20th-century psychological movements. Having trained in Titchener's structuralist laboratory, she
inherited a dedication to introspection and rigorous experimental control. However, unlike
Titchener, who sought to analyze the static elements of consciousness, Washburn was deeply
concerned with the functional and dynamic aspects of the mind--a concern shared by the rising
functionalist school associated with figures like John Dewey and James Rowland Angell. Her work
represented a crucial bridge, retaining the precision of structuralist methodology while applying it to
functional questions, particularly how mental processes facilitated adaptation and behavior.

Her greatest intellectual challenge came from the burgeoning movement of Behaviorism, led by
figures such as John B. Watson. Behaviorists rejected the study of consciousness entirely,
focusing only on observable stimulus-response links. Washburn, while acknowledging the
importance of objective observation (a necessity for comparative psychology), staunchly defended
the study of consciousness. She argued that internal mental states could be objectively inferred
through behavior, particularly motor responses. Her Motor Theory was, in many respects, an
attempt to provide a physiological mechanism for conscious experience that was palatable to the
materialist tendencies of her time, suggesting that mental life was intrinsically tied to observable,
measurable physical activity, even if that activity was minimized or inhibited. This allowed her to
maintain a scientific focus on the mind without resorting to purely speculative philosophy.
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The impact of Washburn extended far beyond her theoretical publications. As a professor at
Vassar for decades, she cultivated a remarkable research environment, mentoring dozens of
students who went on to become prominent psychologists themselves. Because Vassar was a
women's college, Washburn played an instrumental role in ensuring that female students received
the highest quality training in experimental psychology at a time when many larger universities still
placed restrictions on women's participation in advanced laboratory work. Her influence thus
shaped the demographic landscape of psychology, establishing a strong tradition of female
scholarship and leadership that persisted throughout the century.

4. The Motor Theory of Consciousness

The Motor Theory of Consciousness, articulated most fully in 1916, served as Washburn's primary
attempt to solve the mind-body problem using empirical principles. Washburn proposed that
consciousness arises from the interplay between internal excitation (sensory input) and the
subsequent motor responses. Specifically, she posited that a thought or a mental image is
equivalent to a partially executed, or incipient, bodily movement. When sensory impulses enter
the brain, they initiate motor adjustments, but these adjustments are often inhibited before full
execution. Consciousness, in this model, is the awareness of these inhibited movements and the
associated feedback from the motor system.

For example, when an individual thinks about catching a ball, Washburn argued that the neural
circuits necessary for the motor action of catching are slightly activated, leading to suppressed
muscular tension or "incipient movements." The sensory feedback generated by these minimal
movements is what constitutes the conscious experience of the thought or image. This theory
elegantly attempted to integrate the objective, measurable aspects of movement (motor
responses) with the subjective reality of consciousness, offering a dynamic and mechanistic
explanation for mental imagery, memory, and reasoning.

The theory was highly significant because it provided a psychological mechanism that avoided the
pitfalls of dualism while simultaneously resisting the radical reductionism of strict Behaviorism. It
allowed Washburn to discuss internal mental states (like imagination) through the objective
language of physiology and kinematics. By linking cognitive processes directly to the motor loop,
she provided a sophisticated framework for understanding how the body contributes to, rather than
merely executes, thought. Although the theory eventually lost ground to later cognitive models and
behaviorist dominance, it laid important groundwork for later embodied cognition theories that
stress the necessary role of physical interaction and motor systems in mental processes.

5. Comparative Psychology and The Animal Mind

Before Washburn's interventions, comparative psychology in America was often fragmented,
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relying heavily on anecdotal evidence or anthropomorphic interpretations, stemming partly from the
influence of figures like George Romanes. Washburn, through her 1908 text, The Animal Mind,
insisted on a methodology rooted firmly in experimental psychology. She mandated the use of
standardized laboratory conditions and precise observation techniques to infer mental processes in
animals, based solely on documented behaviors. The book synthesized all known experimental
literature concerning the senses, instincts, learning, and intelligence of various species, organized
systematically from invertebrates to primates.

The Animal Mind was monumental not only because it was the first comprehensive American
textbook on the subject, but because it established the parameters for legitimate research in the
field. Washburn recognized the inherent difficulty in studying animal consciousness--the inability to
use introspection--but she argued that reliable inferences could be drawn by comparing behavioral
reactions to controlled stimuli, applying the same rigor used in human experimental studies. This
methodological insistence helped shift comparative psychology away from philosophical
speculation toward empirical science.

The book went through four editions over two decades (1908, 1917, 1926, and 1936), each
revision meticulously incorporating the latest experimental findings. This continuous updating
ensured that the field maintained current scientific standards. The success and widespread
adoption of the text solidified Washburn's role as the intellectual leader of comparative psychology
in the United States, providing the necessary infrastructure and conceptual framework that enabled
subsequent generations of animal psychologists to conduct meaningful, rigorous research.

6. Barrier Breaking and Legacy

Margaret Floy Washburn's legacy is inseparable from her role as a trailblazer for women in science
during a period of intense institutional resistance. In 1894, she became the first woman to receive a
Ph.D. in psychology, a feat only possible because Cornell, unlike many Ivy League institutions at
the time, was coeducational and permitted her formal enrollment in the graduate program, even
though she faced initial barriers due to her gender. Her success directly challenged the prevailing
notion that women lacked the necessary intellectual capacity or emotional stability for rigorous
experimental science.

Her election to the presidency of the APA in 1921 and later to the National Academy of Sciences in
1932 were powerful endorsements of her scientific merit, signaling that her contributions were
recognized at the highest levels of the American scientific establishment. These milestones
provided crucial role models for women entering the field, demonstrating that scientific excellence
could lead to institutional recognition regardless of gender.

Beyond institutional accolades, Washburn's deepest legacy lies in her mentorship at Vassar. She
created a protected and stimulating environment where female students were trained in the most
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advanced experimental techniques of the era. Many of the women who subsequently made
important contributions to psychology had passed through Washburn's laboratory, carrying forward
her dedication to empirical research and integrative thinking. Her career exemplifies how one
individual can, through persistent excellence and institutional commitment, profoundly alter the
trajectory of both a scientific discipline and the diversity within its practitioners.

7. Major Works

The Animal Mind: A Textbook of Comparative Psychology (1908)
Movement and Mental Imagery: Outlines of a Motor Theory of the Complexer Mental Processes
(1916)

8. Criticisms and Debates

While Washburn's empirical work and contributions to comparative psychology were nearly
universally respected, her primary theoretical offering, the Motor Theory of Consciousness,
faced substantial criticism, particularly from the rising tide of radical Behaviorism in the 1920s.
Behaviorists, led by J.B. Watson, rejected consciousness as an unfit subject for scientific inquiry,
arguing that focusing on "incipient movements" or inferred sensory feedback was still too close to
the discredited introspective method. They preferred to treat all behavior, complex or simple, as
solely governed by external stimulus-response conditioning, rendering any discussion of internal
mental states unnecessary.

Furthermore, as neuroscience advanced throughout the mid-20th century, alternative models for
cognitive processing that emphasized central nervous system circuitry, rather than peripheral
motor feedback, gained prominence. While the Motor Theory provided a necessary mechanism
during the early years of modern psychology, its strict reliance on muscular feedback as the basis
for *all* complex thought eventually seemed overly reductionist in light of complex neurological
findings regarding central processing.

Nevertheless, contemporary evaluations of Washburn's theoretical work have been kinder. Her
insistence that cognition is fundamentally linked to action and bodily interaction foreshadowed
modern perspectives in embodied cognition and motor intentionality. While the specifics of her
1916 motor theory are no longer strictly followed, her integrative approach--attempting to bridge
the gap between measurable behavior and subjective experience--is now viewed as a
sophisticated attempt to reconcile competing paradigms, lending her ideas renewed relevance in
fields exploring the relationship between movement and thought.

Further Reading

Margaret Floy Washburn (Wikipedia)
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American Psychological Association: Margaret Floy Washburn
The Motor Theory of Margaret Floy Washburn and the Embodied Mind
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