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PSYCHOLOGY AT THE 

UNIVERSITY OF NEBRASKA, 1889- 1930 


By LUDY T. BENJAMIN. JR. 

On Ap ril 7, 1891, Professor Harry Kirke Wolfe se nt a le tt er 
to the Board of Rege nts of t he Universi t y of Ncb r:lska req ues t
ing the establ ishmen t of a Department of Psychology independ 
ent of the Depart me nt of Ph ilosop hy.l Ap proxi mately a half 
centu ry later that request fi nall y became a reality when in 1940 
the regents announced Professor Art hu r Jenness as chairman o f 
the newly formed psychology department. It might naturall y be 
assumed thaI the history of psychology at :\ universit y would 
begin with the es ta blish ment of the academic depa rt ment, but 
in the case of the Uni versit y of Nebraska such an assumption 
would be wrong. 

'"larry Kirke Wo lfe graduated with an A. B. degree from th e 
Un iversi ty of Nebraska in 1880, whe n the universi ty was only 
cleven years o ld . One year earlier and thous:lIlds o f miles away 
at the University of Leipzig in Genna ny, Pro fessor Wilhelm 
Wund t had founded a labora tory in experimental psychology. 
(Most psychologists today recogn ize Wundt's labo ra tory as the 
forma l begin ning of experime ntal psychology.) Wolfe traveled 
10 Gennany in 1883 where three years later he and James 
McKeen Cattell became the first two America ns to ea rn thei r 
Ph.D. degrees in the "new psychology." 

In 1889 Wolfe joi ned the f:lculty at Nebr.tska as lecturer in 
phi losophy. In addi tio n 10 the more trad it iona l philosophy 
courses, Wolfe taught ge neral psychology, pedagogical psy· 
chology, and a course in ex pe rim en tal psychology with labora
to ry experience. 2 Th is lalte r course marked Ihe beginning of a 
psychology labora tory :I I Neb mska, o ne o f the earliest in the 
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Ullil,1ersity of Nebraska 
Professor /la" y Kirk Wo lfe (right, 

belo lll) stllclied Imder e/ll inent 
psychologist William Will/cit (third 
from left, above) ill his laboratory 
ill Leipzig, GermallY, about 1912. 
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rowed from t he biology and physics departments. The rClllain~ 
ing equipmerit and supplies were purchased with department 
funds and in some cases with Wolfe's own money. In 1896. 
informed that his departmen tal account was S75.86 overdrawn. 
he replied to the chance ll or and the Board of Regents: 

I do no t consider tJl Cse C;"<I: penscs 3~ a "deficit" cven in the tcchni C:l 1 use of the 
turm. I am person31ly responsible ror them ~nd if Ihe University doesn't wish to buy 
the articles from me when it is able to do so [ sholl preserve the rerHai!!! as "heir. 
looms" in my family trC:lsure house, and the record thereof in the llI(:hives of th~ 
tribe. As long as r work thirty five houf) (35) per week wi th my students J shall 
Ilfovide any nceded inexpensive article for my work withoul reference to the con
dition of my departmentnl f:Jnd.1 

Thus through whatever means wen! available, Wolfe kept th e 
psychology program and the accompanying laboratory going. 
In 189 1 nine tecn stud ents were enroll ed and by 1893 tbe llum
ber had incrcased to seventy-three. Principally this was due to 
Wo lfe 's popularity. As a teacher he was demanding, and his 
classes had a reputation of be ing "nolOriolisly difficult ." yet 
students n ocked to his courses. s Hartley B. Alexander, one of 
his st udents who was to become chailman of the ph iloso phy 
department at Nebraska, desc ri bed Wo lfe as a teacher: 

There are few qUhlitic ~ which a tcacher Shou!!1 posse'lS which he did not own in 
exalted mca~ur e; kecnc~s and kindm.:s~, unfuiling humor ~ n'l patience ~lId generosity 
of soul, and thc powcr to inspire. allthesc Were hi~; and he was loved by those under 
his influence as few men are loved. 9 

Another of his students, Walter B. Pillsbury, wrole: 

lie was un indefatigable worker, but gU\'e so many courses and spcnt $0 much ent'rll)' 
on them that he had no time for publication. Wolfe's innuence was exerted per· 
sonally as ","'ell O~ in tlie classroom. He "as always a ....dil~bh:: fo; oom'crsution , as he 
usually S:lt in the rOOIll where the ,efclcnce works were .... 11i ~ vie"'point in psychol
ogy was libera l. lie W.:IS mOle anxious that hi ~ students should thin~ than that they 
should hold ~ny particular point of vi.:w. II ~ was J linn bcli~ve r in c:o;pllrimcntJlion. 
and made a session 11 week a requirement for e:lch .tudellt in the ckmcnt:IIY course. 10 

But in the sp ring of 1897. Wol fe's posi tion at Nebraska came to 
a sudden end. The Board o r Regen ts informed him lha t he was 
being discharged because of " intermeddling," non·cooperation 
with other faculty, and "general charges." Unable to discover 
the basi s for the charges, Wolre found it di rticuit to dcrt;nd him
self. When word or his dismissa l sprc;td , student,> circulated pC'. li
t ions c:tlling for his re tenlion. A mass tllccting in the chapel at 
night resulted in an overOow crowd which spent much of its 
time jeering lhe chancellor. 11 All was to no avnil as Wolfe was 
fo rced to leave. Although he h<ld numerous ofrers from o th er 
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universities, he elected to remain in Nebr;lska for five years as 
superintendent of the South Omaha public school system and 
for th ree years as principal of Lincoln HiJ!.h Schoo l. 

Wolfe's replacement at the University of Neb raska was Albert 
Ross 1·liIl, a Canadian , who had received his Ph.D. at Corne ll in 
1895. Although tra ined in ph ilosophy, Hill was also in terested 
in psychology and added two new courses to the curriculum 
soc ial psychology and menta l pathology. Wh ile not as com
mitted to the experimenta l side of psychology as Wo lfe had 
been, he neverthcless cont inued the existence of the psychology 
laboratory. Three years later Hill was joined by Thaddeus 
Lincoln Dolton , who had studied under G. Stanley Ha ll at Clark 
University (Hall founded the American Psychological Associa
tion and the Americu" JOllmal of Psychology, the fi rst psycho
logica l journal pub lished in this country).l 2 Bailon taught most 
of the psychology courses whi le Hill taught philosophy and 
social psychology. In addi tion , Dolton add ed two courses, one 
in animal psychology, the other in ch ild psychology. 

In 1904 the departmen t undenven t impo rtant changes when 
Hill left to lake a position at the University of MissourL I 3 He 
was replaced by Ferdinand C. French, a philosophy-psychology 
proressor from Colgate. A few years ea rli er French had pub
lished a reply in Psychological Rel1ielll to an art icle by Wolfe 
which had stressed the bcnefits of:l psychology labo ratory :I t 
the undergradua te levcl. l4 French argued that as a disc ipline 
psychology was not well enough establ ished to be offered 10 
undergraduates as a laboratory sciencc. He felt that these slu
de nts would be investing a great deal of time in techniques that 
we re oi questionable value. In sho rt hc fe lt it would detract 
from the liberal educ:u ion which collegt! students should 
pursue. lS 

While French continued Hill' s assignments, Bolton ma in
tained the psychology po rt ion of t he curricu lum. That same 
year his title was changed from assistant professor of philos. 
o phy to professor o f psychology, marking the first lime the 
word '·psychology" appeared in any f'l culty mcmbe r's o fficia l 
title at Nebraska. When Bolton first arrivcd al NebrJska, ihe 
philosophy department wa.s in Library Hall ,l 6 a building that 
department had occupied since 1896, two years afte r its con
stnl ction. No portion of the building had been designed with 
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psychology in mind , and facilities for psycho logical research 
were fo r the most part unsuitabl e. In 1904 this problem appeared 
to be solved. A new physics bui lding was to be constructed and 
seven rooms we re to be assigned to psychology fo r lecture :lIld 
laboratory. An article which appea red in Science to ld o f new 
facilities at twelve universiti es and included the following de
scription proposed for Nebraska: " The department is to have 
seven rooms, 2,400 fee t of noor space, on the upper noor of 
the new physics bui lding, now be ing constructed . At present it 
has four rooms,"1 7 

In December of 1904, Bolton sent a le iter to t he bu ild ing 
committee of th e Board of Regent s outlining specia l needs of 
the dcp,artment such as a sma ll sink and hood in one room, 
"supplied with all the various forms o f gas ava il ab le in the 
bui lding as well as with compressed air." One room was to have 
a specially fin ished wall which would be used for "special exper
iments upon color vision and th e eye's movements."18 Two 
mon ths later, however, the Board of Regents met and reassigned 
the " psychology rooms" to th e physics department. T hey 
agreed to es ta blish the laboratory in the basement of the new 
administration bu ild ing. Bolton pro tested vehementl y, stat ing 
that the proposed fac ilities in the administration building would 
be less suitab le than the present condit ions in Library Ha ll. The 
boa rd acce pted Bolton's arguments, and the psychology lab 
remained in Library Hall fo r th e next fifteen years. 

In 1906 th e university's new chancellor, Benjamin Andrews, 
asked Wolfe to retu rn to th e universit y, although with French 
and Bolton in the philosophy department there was no place 
for him. Consequently Wolfe was offered a position in the 
ed ucation department as professo r of educational psychology. 
Three years latcr when Bolton left for the University o f Mo n
tana , Wolfe was made professor of philosophy and department 
chaimlan. French resigned hi s posi ti on in 1910 to ret urn to 
Colgate. He was rcplaced by Hartley B. Alexander who had 
reCeived hi s Ph.D. degree in phi losophy from Columb ia in 190 1. 
Alexander was born in Linco ln, ea rned his A.B. degree from 
Nebraska in 1897, and as an und ergraduate had been :t hi bora
tory assistant for Wolfe. Although no t a psycho logist, he did 
teach several courses in that area of the department. 

In 1911 as enrollment in the un iversity and in the psychology 



n ,e psychology laboratory was located ill Library Hall (built 1892) OIl the 
Nebraska U. campus. Today 1IJ(! building hOllses the College of Architecture. 
III 1975 the structure was elllered ill the Natiollal R egister of Histod c Places. 
(Inset) Hartley BII" Alexallder. chairmol/ of the psychology·philosophy de· 
partmelll. 1918· 1927 .... (Below) All ill$tntClor (Ielt/ol/strafillg the ergograph. 
a del/ice for measurillg muscular 'Y)t/lracrioll. (Collrtesy. Archives 0/ the History 
ofAlt/ed CUII Psychology) 
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classes increased, psychologist Winifred Hyde was added to the' 
faculty. She was a 1900 graduate of Nebraska and had taken her 
doctorate at Jena University in Germany, the first woman to 
receive a Ph.D. from that institution. She and Wolfe taught the ; 
psychology courses while Alexander and E. L. Hinman were . 
responsible for the traditional philosophy courses. Wolfe's last ; 
year at the university had been a stormy one during which he ; 
and several other professors were accused of being disloyal to ! 

the United States, then at war with Germany. Although he was 
vindicated in the hearings which took place in June of 1918, the 
ordeal apparently placed a great strain on him. A month later 
while on vacation in Wyoming he died of a heart attack. 

Alexander was made professor of philosophy and chairman : 
of the department. Winifred Hyde became the second professor i 
of psychology in the school's history, and former alumnus i 
Rufus C. Bentley was hired to carry some of the load in psychol- ' 
ogy. Like Alexander and Hyde, Bentley had been a laboratory 
assistant under Wolfe in his undergraduate days. 

Hartley Alexander continued as departmental chairman until 
1927 when he left to take a position in philosophy at the newly 
opened Scripps College in Claremont, California. He was an 
extremely popular professor among students as well as faculty. 
When news spread of his decision to leave Nebraska, the univer
sity administration was deluged with telegrams and letters urging 
that steps be taken to retain him. 

As a student and a teacher Alexander had demonstrated ex
cellence in diverse areas. While an undergraduate at Nebraska he 
was editor of the student newspaper and a frequent writer of 
poems, editorials, and other treatises which he submitted for 
publication elsewhere. As a student he had belonged to a some
what radical and irreverent group called the "Club of Cranks." 
Alexander's specialty in the group was as expert crank on the 
"transmigration of souls." This group opposed compulsory 
drill, (he wearing of academic regalia at commencement exer
cises, and the establishment of the Greek letter social fraternities 
on campus. They also opposed the beginning of the Phi Beta 
Kappa society on the grounds that it was an "aristocracy of the 
intellect."1 9 

Alexander's publications were mostly in philosophy and in
cluded many books, monographs, and articles. In 1920 he was 
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elected president of the American Philosophica l Associ:lIion. 
Philosophy was not his on ly interest. He also pub lished books 
of poetry, an opera, :lIld several musicals, including one pe r
formed in 19 16 call ed "The Gate City," a pageant of Linco ln , 
Nebraska. He became an authority on Nebraska Indians. In 1922 
he supp lied inscriptions and symbolism lIsed fo r the sooIH o-be
constructed Nebraska Sta le Capito l. (Later he provided a similar 
service for the Fidelity Mutual Life Insurance Building in Phila
delphia. the Los Angeles IJublic Library, the Rockefell er Cenler 
in New Yo rk. the Oregon Sia le C:lp itol, and the Century of 
Progress Exposi tion of Chicago.)20 During Alexande r's chai r
manship the Socia l Sciences Building was completed in 1920 
and housed the philosophy depa rtment (and later the psychol
ogy departmen t) unt il 1968.21 Apparen tly the bu ilding co n
tained no specia l facil ilies for psycho logy. Had Wolfe or Bollo n, 
or pe rhaps even Hyde, been chairman al the ti me the si tuation 
for experimenta l psycho logy might have been di fferent. 

Nevertheless psychology continued to grow. Hinman replaced 
Alexander as chai rm an in 1928, and in that same yea r Winifred 
Hyde resigned to be married. She was replaced by her former 
stud ent J. P. Guilford, who received B.A. and M.A . degrees ;I t 
Nebraska and II Ph.D. in psychology at Co rn ell. For the next 
twelve years he was the dominating force in psychology at the 
Universi ty of Nebraska, where he greatly mod ified the cu r
ri culum to rencct the contempo rary state of psychology. He 
added courses in perception, learning and memory, atten tion 
and action , and psychometrics (an area of psychology which 
studies the measurement of psychological variables such as intel
ligence and personality). In the area of psychometrics, Guilfo rd 
earned an international reputation and his Psychometric Metll· 
ods. first published in 1936 and later revised. is still considered 
one of the most au thorit:H ive works in the field. 

He would undoubted ly have been the first chninnan of the 
psychology department when it was officially estab lished in 
1940 had he not chosen 10 take a posit ion al the Unive rsity o r 
Southern CaJiro rnia. The chairmanship wen t to Arthllr Jenness, 
who hnd joined the raculty at Neb raska in 1931. Officia ll y the 
psychology department wi th six full- lime facuit y members hnd 
begun. 22 Unofficially it had begun fifty years earlier with j'la rry 
K. Wolfe. 

http:begun.22
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As mentioned earlier, Wolfe's efforts established the Nebraska 
psychology laboratory as one of the earliest in this country. 
That accomplishment alone would reserve a special place for 
Nebraska in the history of American psychology. Yet the real 
measure of any academic department is the quality and quan
tity of students it encourages to pursue excellence in its area of 
study. In that regard the University of Nebraska holds a unique 
place. For example, the University of Nebraska has had six 
undergraduates elected to the office ofpresident ofthe American 
Psychological Association (AP A). In all, a total of fifty-nine 
colleges and universities have contributed to the eighty-one men 
and women who have occupied that prestigious office. The only 
school that rivals Nebraska is the University of California with 
four APA presidents to its credit. Of the six APA presidents 
from Nebraska, three of them were Wolfe's students, while the ! 

other three studied under Bolton, Hyde, and Guilford. 
Nebraska contributed other prominent psychologists as well. 

In a 1921 study by Samuel Fernberger of 377 APA members, 
Nebraska was third on the list of institutions "where psycholo
gists received their frrst inspiration for psychology ."23 In a later 
study of 616 APA members, Nebraska still ranked third.24 

Based on the size of the university and ~he population of the 
state, Nebraska's early contribution to the rank& of psychology 
far exceeded what would have been predicted. Eleven of the 
more prominent of these early psychologists from Nebraska are 
listed in the appendix to this article with a brief indication of 
their significance. All completed undergraduate work at the 
University of Nebraska prior to 1930 and are principally respon
sible for Nebraska's outstanding contribution to the develop
ment of psychology. 

Why were there so many prominent psychologists from a 
state whose population statistics should not merit such a num
ber? There is no simple answer, however a major factor had to 
be the quality of instructors in psychology in those early years. 
In biographical material available on Wolfe, Bolton, Hyde, and 
Guilford they are all described as "inspirational teachers." That 
inspiration was evidenced in the significant number of psychol
ogists from the Nebraska laboratory who have contributed not 
only to the development of psychojogy but to the progress of 
humanity. 

http:third.24
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APPENDIX 

Harry Kirke Wolle (1858-1918), A.B., Nebraska, 1880 - Wolfe was bom in Illinois 
but grew up on a farm near Lincoln, Nebraska. He was the first Ame~ican to receive a 
doctorate at Wundt's laboratory in Leipzig. His psychology laboratory at Nebraska 
was one of the earUest In this country (perhaps the first undergraduate psychology 
lab In the world). He waS one of the thlrty-one charter members of the American 
Psychological Association and was influential in the establishment of the {"ust psychol
ogy journal in this country, the Amerimn JOUl7UlI 01 Psychology. He published 
numerous important articles in the field of educational psychology. Perhaps his 
greatest accomplishment was the inordinate number of great students he influenced 
to pursue a career in psychology. 

Walter B. Pillsbury (1872-1960), A.B., Nebraska, 1892 - PiUsbury received his 
Ph.D. degree from CorneD University In 1896. In 1910 he was elected president of 
the American Psychological Association. He served as a cooperating editor on the 
Amerimn Jourlltll 01 Psychology for sixty-four years. Most of his professional career 
was spent at the University of Michigan as director of the psychology laboratory and 
chairman of the department from 1929 until his retirement In 1942. He was the 
first American to publish a text on the history of psychology. In 1933 he received 
an honorary LL.D. degree from the University of Nebraska. 

Madison Bentley (1870-1955), B.A., Nebraska, 1895 - Bentley, born in CUnton, 
Iowa, was reared on a farm in Butler County, Nebraska. He earned his Ph.D. degree 
from ComeU University in 1899 and spent most of his academic years at CorneU and 
the University of IlUnois. In 1925 he was elected president of the American Psycho
logical Association. He was cooperating editor of the Amerimn Joul'lltll01Psychology 
for twenty-three years and co-editor for another twenty-four years. A prolific writer, 
he pubUshed over 170 articles. In 1935 he received an honorary LL.D. degree from 
the University of Nebraska. 

Frederick Kuhlman (1876-1941), B.A., Nebraska, 1899 - Kuhlmann was born in 
Davenport, Iowa, and after graduation from Nebraska earned his doctorate from 
Clark University. He was an outstanding researcher in mental retardation, pubUshlng 
numerous articles In that area. He.was one of the pioneers In the United States In 
measurement of IntelUgence. For the last twenty years of his Ufe he was director of 
the Department of PubUc Institutions for Mlnnesotll. 

Ha"y LelJi Hollingworth (1880-1956), B.A., Nebraska,1906 - Hollingworth was 
born in Dewitt, Nebraska. After earning his Ph.D. degree from Columbia in 1909, he 
spent the rest of his life in the psychology department at Barnard College. In 1927 he 
was elected president of the APA. He published twenty-five books and over 100 
articles, principally in the area of appUed psychology. He received an honorary LL.D. 
degree from Nebraska In 1937. The present psychology laboratory at Barnard CoUege 
is named after him. 

Leta Stetter Hollingworth (1886-1939), B.A., Nebraska, 1906 - Leta Stetter was 
born on a farm in Dawes County, Nebraska, near Chadron. She married Harry HOlling
worth shortly after their graduation from Nebraska. After receiving her Ph.D. from 
Columbia In 1916 she continued on the faculty of Columbia Teachers Conege as 
professor of education and psychology until her death. Her publications were many, 
numbering more than 100. Most dealt with the psychology and education of highly 
intelligent and girted children on whom she was a recognized national authority. 
Both she and her husband received honorary LL.D. degrees from Nebraska. 

Edwin Ray Guthrie (1886-1959), B.A., Nebraska, 1907 - Guthrie, born in Lin
coln, Nebraska, was a student at Lincoln High School when Wolfe was principal. He 
earned his Ph.D. from the University of Pennsylvania In 1912. His entire academic 
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cueer was ~pcnt OI l !hc Uniycr&ity or WashingtOn, fi lst in the philosopHy department, 
then in the psychology department , and finally as dean of the gT:lduatc school. lie 
was a major theoretician in the ;lrea of learning and the leading proponent for the 
lole of contiguity in IC:lrning. In 1945 he Itccived two honors, being dected presi· 
dent of APA and receiving an honorary U .. I), from the University of Ncbrask:J.. JuS! 
one yc.lr befolc his death, he received the highest honor which the Amcricull Psych· 
ological Ano<:i:lIion COlli bestow, lIS Gold Medal Award. 

Frederick !I. I.II/Id (1894·1965), n.A .. Ncbrask3. 1921 - Lund received his 
dOCIQrute from Columbia in 1925 after studying under the famous physiologist' 
psychologist, Walter R. cannon. For twenty-nine years he was professor of psychology 
and head of the department at Temple University. He published llIany articles, most 
of which dealt with emotion. lIis reputation was greatest nmonl! eduCliton. since he 
devoted much of hb re5Calch to e!llotirma1 adjUJlnlent problems in the cla."room. 

Joy I~ GrlilfOfd (1897· ), Il.A .. Nebraska, 1922 - Guilford was boln in Mar
quet\l!. Nebraska, and completed both his 13.A. :Ind M.A. degrees in psychology at 
Nebraska. He earned the Ph.D. de(:rce from Cornell University in 1927 after which 
he returned to Nebraska as a faculty member. In 1950 he was elected president of 
the APA. lie has published 1II0re th:lII twenty books and OI1:r 230 scientific lIr1icles. 
usually concerning lntellisencc and pc:nonllity. lie is the author ofa major tempera· 
ment Kale and II three-dimensional model for the structure of lntemgence. In addi· 
tion he is considered 11 pioneer in Ihe neld of lesearch on creativity. TIle UnivCfsity 
of Nebrask.:l awarded him an honolary I.L.D. in 1952 . .:Ind in 1964 Ihe APA prc
sented hi~ \I';lh its Distinguished Scientific Contribution Award. 

Arthur T. Jerslld (1902· ), IJ.A .. Nebraska, 1924 - Jcrsild eallled his doctorate 
from Columbia University in 1927 . lie i5 II prolific writer in the field ofallolesccncc 
und i~ lhe aut hor of :1 major lext In lhDl afcn. Of all his re~ca!ch effo!1s, Ilis best 
known are lhe classic st udies on childhood fcars. Since 1930 he has b~~n nn the 
fa(:u lty at CC IUlllbia University. In 1962 , he received an honor:lry LL.D. from the 
University of Nebraska. 

Joseph McVicker /lum (1906· ), B.,\.. Nebf3..!ika. 1929 - lIunl "'as born in 
Scottsbluff, Nebraska. After receiving his firu two degrccs at Nebraska. he went to 
Cornell University where he received h i~ Ph.D. in 1933. In 19S2 he became thesb;th 
Nebraska graduate 10 be elected president of the American l'tychologlCllI A»aciallon. 
II ~ is au lhor of many publicntions including lWO works of truly mnjor ~ig.nific.a n (,'e 
8 two·volume work entitled Personality ami fire Hchal·jor Disorders and IlrU!lIigf!nte 
and f.'xpcrjcl!cc, published in 1961. The resclrch described in the latter was a major 
impetus to the birth of intervention progrllms such as Project llead Slart for children 
frolll environrllentally disadvantascd areas. In 1967 he received an honorary doctor 
of sciel1cc degree from the University of Nebraska. 
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