
CHAPTER 11

WilhelmWundt’s Critical Loyalty: Balancing
Gendered Virtues Among Early Experimental

Psychologists

Christiaan Engberts

Introduction

The philosopher and experimental psychologist Wilhelm Wundt taught
a lot of young men who would subsequently have highly successful
academic careers.1 One of his most celebrated former students was
Oswald Külpe, who would become famous as the founder of the so-
called Würzburg School of psychology.2 His work was so influential
that he is sometimes referred to as “the second founder of experimental
psychology on German soil”—the first one, of course, being his former
teacher.3 Wundt, however, was critical of his accomplishments. Shortly
after his Würzburg appointment he made this very clear both in their
private correspondence and in a polemical article in his own journal, the
Philosophische Studien.4 Even though their strong disagreements would
last until Külpe’s death in 1915, their personal relation hardly suffered.
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288 C. ENGBERTS

Wundt emphasized that he hoped that “the inevitable critical debates will
never ever tarnish our amicable personal relation!”5 Külpe cherished his
words: “Your final wish for an untarnished preservation of the personal
relations […] joyfully greets my warm and thankful heart”. He also grate-
fully remembered how his former teacher always used to encourage an
independent attitude among his students.6

The ambiguity of the relationship between Wundt and Külpe was
typical of the former’s relations with his peers, which were shaped by,
among other things, friendship, respect, professional disagreement, and a
drive for independent success. It is exactly this complexity that provides
insight in the commitments and ideals that have shaped scholarship in the
past as well as in the present. Especially when these ideals are in danger of
coming into conflict with one another, we can get a sense of the virtues
that learned men considered to be essential to good scholarship. In this
chapter, I will look at late-nineteenth-century conceptions of scholarly
virtue from two complementary perspectives. First, I will argue that schol-
arly personae are best understood as dynamic constellations of virtues.
Next, I will reflect on the way in which these personae tend to draw
on older, gendered catalogues of middle-class and aristocratic virtue. The
case studies I will subsequently present serve to illustrate that the resul-
tant constellation of virtues contains the seed for potential conflict. Even
if such conflict is likely to take place between individual scholars, I will
emphasize how it plays out within single personae, in which the balance
between the gendered virtues of loyalty and independence is continuously
redefined and recalibrated. I will elucidate the dynamics of this moral
economy with case studies of the complex relations between Wundt and
his peers, specifically his senior colleague Gustav Theodor Fechner, his
tragically unsuccessful student Ludwig Lange, and his controversial but
successful student Hugo Münsterberg.

Scholarly Personae and Gendered Virtues

There are no simple answers to questions about the characteristics of
good scholarship. Academics are widely expected to excel in a myriad of
ways. They are expected to stand out as—among other things—innovative
researchers, inspiring teachers, supportive colleagues, merciless critics,
public intellectuals, and selfless pursuers of a noble quest for knowledge.
Any convincing template for good scholarship, or scholarly persona, has
to account for this wide variety of roles and ideals. Herman Paul has
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11 WILHELM WUNDT’S CRITICAL LOYALTY: BALANCING GENDERED … 289

drawn attention to this complexity by describing scholarly personae as
“constellations of commitments”.7 This definition is particularly attrac-
tive because it encourages the examination of different ways in which
templates of scholarship can accommodate internal tension. Scholars who
value the same commitments can be at odds with each other when they
make different assessments of the relative weight of commitments. Indi-
vidual scholars can experience tensions when they realize that their ideas
about the relative weight of commitments can be susceptible to change
through time.

Promising as this approach may be, historians of scholarship rarely
explicitly discuss the tensions existing within these constellations of
commitments. There is a growing body of literature, however, that exam-
ines questions of good scholarship through the lens of virtue and vice.
Steven Shapin has discussed the importance of assessments of virtue
in settling questions of trustworthiness in early-modern experimental
science.8 More recent works on scholarly virtue and vice include Sari
Kivistö’s in-depth study of the vices of learning in early-modern Europe
and an edited volume by Jeroen van Dongen and Herman Paul that
provides a cross-disciplinary overview of epistemic virtues in the sciences
and the humanities.9 These studies draw attention to a wide variety of
scholarly virtues, such as love of truth, accuracy, impartiality, loyalty,
and curiosity. The resulting repertoire of scholarly virtues is a prima
facie attractive starting point for further investigations, not least because
these commitments are orientated towards virtues that are still very
recognizable to twenty-first-century researchers.

Of course, the familiarity of most (or even all) of these virtues
to twenty-first-century scholars does not help us in determining the
desirability of any specific assessment of weight of any of the various
commitments. In fact, I would argue that it is not even feasible to draw up
an exhaustive overview of the many ways in which these different virtues,
with their different and potentially ever-changing relative weights, relate
to each other. In this chapter, I aim to add to the discussion of scholarly
virtue by shedding light on the complex interplay between virtues rather
than by elaborating on the manifold assessments and performances of any
specific virtue. This interplay will be illustrated by a close look at two
widely recognized virtues of scholarship: critical independence and loyal
collegiality. Even if the relation between these two virtues might not be
fully representative for all possible relations between all virtues of schol-
arship that modern-day researchers have come up with, the selection of
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290 C. ENGBERTS

exactly these virtues has certain advantages. In the first place, it will allow
me to illustrate how the same virtues can alternately support and hinder
each other. Secondly, both virtues tend to be highly valued by virtually
all scholars and therefore offer a glimpse into the potential for conflict
within personae. Finally, these particular virtues allow me to illustrate the
way in which the understanding and performance of scholarly virtues are
often shaped by the values and discourses existing in wider society.

After all, virtues do not emerge in a vacuum. Those discussed in
this chapter can be traced back to older catalogues of middle-class and
bourgeois virtue. Deirdre McCloskey, for example, lists both “loyalty”
and “autonomy” in her overview of the Western bourgeois virtues.10 In
Wilhelmine Germany independence was widely recognized as a virtue
of the middle-classes. Lothar Gall has pointed out that the “idea of
autonomy, the spiritual and moral, but also the entirely practical inde-
pendence” was central to the self-perception of the nineteenth-century
German bourgeoisie.11 More recently, Manfred Hettling has argued that
from the eighteenth century onward members of the middle-class were
expected to lead independent lives: “Everyone can – and has to – deter-
mine by himself, which social position he wants to pursue”.12 Even
though loyalty is not as ubiquitous as independence in the historiography
of the German middle-classes, Ute Frevert and Ulrich Schreiterer have
argued that it acquired a “specifically bourgeois colouring” in the nine-
teenth century.13 Herman Paul has argued along similar lines that loyalty
was a cardinal virtue in the universe of bourgeois norms and values of
Wilhelmine Germany.14

These bourgeois virtues typically had a highly gendered character.
McCloskey has drawn up a diagram in which autonomy and freedom
are presented as part of a masculine conception of virtue, while connec-
tion and solidarity are characterized as feminine.15 The association
between such desirable qualities as autonomy, independence, and freedom
on the one hand and masculinity on the other is rather common.
Matthew McCormack, for example, has emphasized that “personal
freedom was a prominent aspect of a Georgian man’s sense of his gender”
that was “commonly articulated in terms of ‘manly independence’”.16

McCloskey’s characterization of solidarity as a feminine virtue, however, is
not self-evident. A number of authors have pointed at widely-shared ideals
of male comradery and friendship. For example, in W. C. Lubenow’s
study of the “Cambridge Apostles”, an intellectual society founded in
Cambridge in the early nineteenth century, the first chapter exclusively
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11 WILHELM WUNDT’S CRITICAL LOYALTY: BALANCING GENDERED … 291

deals with the importance that its middle- and upper-class members
attached to male companionship and solidarity.17

As this Cambridge example already suggests, the gendered character
of virtues like loyalty and independence was not only clearly observ-
able in the private sector and administrative circles, but in academia
as well. Shapin explains that in early-modern times women were not
seen as trustworthy scientific witnesses because of a supposed lack of
independent intellectual qualities: their wills were assumed to be “so
circumstanced that they could only act through men’s”.18 Paul Deslandes
has described British universities as “highly gendered little worlds charac-
terized by intense institutional loyalty […] and carefully articulated visions
of male solidarity”.19 Bonnie Smith has demonstrated how scholarly
activity, ideals of personal loyalty, and conceptions of gender were strongly
intertwined. She has pointed out how novel nineteenth-century practices
of scientific history, especially seminar training and archival research, went
hand in hand with the all-pervasive emergence of historians imagining
themselves as part of a male brotherhood.20

Other authors have also emphasized that independence was widely
regarded as a gendered virtue in academic circles. Hannah and John
Gay list hard work and independence among the ideals of manliness that
shaped the ideal of the good scientist in the nineteenth century.21 In a
recent study, Heather Ellis draws attention to a considerable number of
British scholars who emphasize the importance of independence during
this period.22 Robert Nye therefore makes a convincing argument when
he emphasizes the highly assertive masculinity that created a nineteenth-
century culture of scholarship characterized by a strong emphasis on
both “personal independence” and “intense bonds of personal loyalty”.23

His observations certainly apply to nineteenth-century Germany as well.
Laura Otis’ discussion of the personal relations in the laboratory of the
physiologist Johannes Müller, a place that was not unlike Wundt’s labora-
tory, repeatedly underlines the importance of both virtues. She describes
Müller as a scholar looking for “soul-mates who would help him discover
life’s plan” but also draws explicit attention to his students’ aspirations to
independence.24
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292 C. ENGBERTS

Gender in German Academia

The gendered character of independence and loyalty in late-nineteenth-
century academia is made very clear in an 1897 collection of assessments
of the desirability of the increased accessibility of German universities for
women. This collection was assembled by the publicist Arthur Kirchhoff
after the Berlin professors Heinrich von Treitschke and Erich Schmidt had
expelled the few female attendees from their lectures.25 The story goes,
that Treitschke subsequently asked the beadle to guard the entrance of
the lecture hall, to make sure that this would never happen again!26 In
the wake of this incident, Kirchhoff asked a small number of Berlin profes-
sors for their thoughts on women in academia: Would they be capable to
successfully finish an academic study, and if so, should the state actively
promote their university admission?27

When his correspondents answered in too much detail to summarize
their accounts in a short article, Kirchhoff contacted even more scholars
in order to collect enough material for a comprehensive overview of
the common opinions about women in higher education. He eventually
brought together more than a hundred evaluations of scholars, physi-
cians, and public intellectuals. The tenor of most contributions was that
at least some women were obviously capable of completing an academic
education. The correspondents disagreed, however, about a myriad of
additional issues, such as the appropriateness of co-education, the neces-
sity of special women’s colleges, and the desirability of female academic
employment after the completion of their university studies. Even in
the late-nineteenth century, readers noticed that Kirchhoff’s collection
provided more insight into the gender conceptions prevalent among
the—entirely male—professoriate of German universities than into the
talents and ambitions of women. The feminist publicist Helene Lange
characterized Kirchhoff’s book as a “useful benchmark – not of the assess-
ment of the abilities of women of our time […] but of ‘the gentlemen’s
own thoughts’ (Geist )”.28

These gentlemen’s gendered conceptions of loyalty found their most
explicit expression in warnings against the influence of the presence
of women on male student sociability. Arthur König, a Berlin philoso-
pher who was relatively sympathetic to admitting women to his lectures,
emphasized that the tone of student conversations would change and that
professors and Privatdozenten would be forced to refrain from their habit
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11 WILHELM WUNDT’S CRITICAL LOYALTY: BALANCING GENDERED … 293

to spice up their lectures with occasional inappropriate jokes.29 A patholo-
gist from Würzburg argued that male students often saw their few female
peers as intruders, which could lead to frictions and distraction during
the lectures.30 Another medical professional from Leipzig added that it
might be awkward to teach certain practical courses in front of a mixed
audience.31 A Berlin legal scholar simply stated that “our universities are
universities for men” and underlined that they were strictly “tailored to
the male spirit (Geist )”.32

Kirchhoff’s correspondents used two different lines of reasoning to
emphasize women’s lack of the masculine virtue of independence. One
argument drew attention to their supposed intellectual reliance on men.
A legal scholar from Strasbourg stressed that women tended to ask for
the input of their male colleagues when dealing with challenging legal
questions.33 The anatomist Gustav Fritsch also recognized an ineradi-
cable tendency among even the most talented women to ask their male
colleagues for guidance.34 A second line of criticism of the independence
of female students dealt with their supposed inability to make original
contributions to a growing body of scholarship. This point was made by a
striking number of Kirchhoff’s informants.35 The judgement of the Stras-
bourg gynaecologist Wilhelm Alex Freund is quite representative in this
respect: “Usually the scientific accomplishments [of women] do not rise
above the level of mediocrity. Never has a woman set herself a grand,
scientific task; never has she succeeded in solving even an easy task in a
ground-breaking way”.36

Wilhelm Wundt was also approached by Kirchhoff. The gist of his
concise reply was broadly the same as most of the assessments by his
peers. On the one hand, he thought that there was no reason to block
access to a university education for women. At the same time, however, he
argued that there were certain physical, psychological, and moral differ-
ences between men and women, which made women unfit for—among
other things—political and medical professions.37 His former student
Münsterberg lived in the United States and contributed to the volume
with an essay about women’s higher education in that nation. He had
serious doubts about the usefulness of America’s example for Germany.
Even though a university education for women was more common across
the Atlantic than in Europe, Münsterberg emphasized that his stay in
the United States had “not shattered his conviction, that women, except
for a few brilliant exceptions, are not suited for scholarly research; in
scholarship they cannot produce but only reproduce”.38 He remained
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294 C. ENGBERTS

in the camp of those German academics who doubted women’s ability to
independently contribute to the advancement of scholarship.

The Loyal Criticism of Gustav Theodor Fechner

In 1875, Wundt was appointed as Professor of Philosophy in Leipzig.
He was expected to direct his attention to the intersection of philosophy
and the natural sciences, which suited his interest in the meeting point
between the physiology of perception and the philosophy of mind. When
he arrived two older scholars with partially overlapping interest already
lived and worked in the city: the physiologist Ernst Heinrich Weber and
the founder of psychophysics Gustav Theodor Fechner. Both men taught
their last courses in the academic year 1874–1875.39 Though Weber
already passed away in 1878, Fechner would live until 1887 and he would
develop a very amiable relationship with Wundt. Their friendly relation-
ship was characterized, however, by strong disagreements on a number
of scholarly questions, which they discussed in long letters. One of Fech-
ner’s letters even counted more than 120 sides and contained extensive,
but constructive, criticism of the work of Emil Max Mehner, who had
finished his doctorate under Wundt’s supervision one year earlier.40

The first of their disagreements occurred in the wake of the 1877
Leipzig visit of the medium Henry Slade. His claims to be able to move
objects by channelling forces from a fourth dimension had already been
debunked by suspicious audiences in New York and London, but had
nonetheless caught the attention of the Leipzig astrophysicist Friedrich
Zöllner.41 He organized séances at his house to which he invited small
groups of colleagues to witness Slade’s performance. Wundt and Fechner
both attended one of these events apart from each other. Slade did not
disappoint: a compass needle moved spontaneously, knots untied them-
selves, and a slate pencil wrote an encouraging message without being
touched: “We feel to bless all those that try (?) to envestigate a subject so
unpopular as the subject of Spiritualism”.42 While Zöllner was delighted
and Fechner was cautiously enthusiastic, Wundt was not in the least
convinced of Slade’s trustworthiness.

In the subsequent years, Zöllner passionately defended his views
about his experiences with Slade in books and journal articles.43 Other
believers in the veracity of Slade’s performances, such as Hermann Ulrici
and Immanuel Hermann von Fichte, also contributed raving reports.44

Against this backdrop Wundt decided to publish a critique under the
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11 WILHELM WUNDT’S CRITICAL LOYALTY: BALANCING GENDERED … 295

title Spiritism: a so-called scientific question.45 In this booklet, he empha-
sized the profound untrustworthiness of all the witnesses, including
himself. Because natural scientists are not trained to study supernatural
phenomena, he argued, they have no special authority to judge their
veracity. He also wryly noted that the spirits that Slade channelled almost
exclusively communicated in English. Only one of their messages was in
German, but it was “a defective German, like a fumbling American or
Englishman would have written”.46

Fechner was one of the first to receive a copy of Wundt’s critique.
Even if his criticisms were not primarily directed towards him, he felt
the need to defend himself. Wundt’s doubts about the trustworthiness
of the witnesses must have felt particularly relevant to Fechner, because
his eyesight had been limited as the result of an incipient cataract.47 He
wrote to Wundt that he preferred to discuss the issue “in private rather
than in public”.48 He defended the ability of the witnesses to reach a well-
informed judgement: even if they were not specifically trained to judge
supernatural phenomena, nobody could be better equipped to evaluate
Slade’s performance. He also accused his younger colleague of intellectual
insincerity. Because Wundt obviously presumed that Spiritism could not
be real, Fechner argued, he unfairly supposed that its defenders had to be
dishonest. He concluded his letter with the assurance that he hoped that
their disagreement would not hurt their friendship. Even though Wundt
amiably but critically answered to his objections, Fechner suggested in his
next letter that they should now drop the subject: “Why would we keep
on arguing […] I would rather not quarrel with you about this issue,
now that we have convinced each other that we cannot lecture each other
about those things about which we disagree”.49

Subsequent discussions between Wundt and Fechner would primarily
deal with the correct interpretation and application of Ernst Heinrich
Weber’s most famous legacy, which was already known as “Weber’s law”
in the late-nineteenth century. It states that “the increase in any stimulus
necessary to make a noticeable difference is a constant proportion of that
stimulus”.50 Fechner was a recognized authority on the principle. Because
of his contributions to its articulation and dissemination it is nowadays
often referred to as the “Weber-Fechner law” or even simply as “Fechn-
er’s law”.51 The principle provided ample grounds for discussion because
it was used as the interpretative framework for most of the experiments
on perception carried out in Wundt’s Leipzig laboratory.
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The research by Wundt’s students and collaborators usually provided
the starting point for these discussions. Because their findings often
touched on his long-standing interest in Weber’s law, Fechner care-
fully followed the activity in Wundt’s laboratory. He even discussed the
research results with various of Wundt’s associates, such as Gustav Lorenz
and Max Mehner.52 Wundt’s students were unlikely to act on Fechner’s
suggestions without consulting their teacher. Therefore, Fechner often
brought up these issues in his correspondence with Wundt as well. Even
though the latter tended to defend his students’ work vigorously, Fechner
valued these discussions for at least two reasons. In the first place, he
thought it was important to privately share his criticism before he would
eventually make it public. By providing this polite service he would give
Wundt and his associates the chance to correct mistakes or to prepare
an appropriate response.53 Secondly, he realized that Wundt’s objections
could help him to improve his own arguments. Occasionally he even
explicitly asked Wundt for critical comments on draft papers in which he
criticized findings from his laboratory.54

In their personal relationship, Wundt and Fechner were able to
combine loyal collegiality and critical independence almost effortlessly.
Their mutual loyalty is most apparent in their reluctance to criticize each
other in public. Even though Fechner may have been the least trustworthy
witness of Slade’s performance, Wundt did not call him out by name in his
critique of the 1877 séances at Zöllner’s. Fechner’s dismissal of Wundt’s
characterization of these events was carefully confined to private letters.
Likewise, his critique of the work carried under Wundt’s supervision was
also largely shared in private rather than in public. Both men felt free to
criticize each other strongly, because the private character of their personal
correspondence created a safe space in which fundamental critique could
be shared without any kind of repercussion. In such a safe environment,
the willingness to be almost brutally honest could even be understood as
the most appropriate and valuable proof of loyalty.

The Unfortunate Career of Ludwig Lange

Ludwig Lange may have had the most disappointing career of Wundt’s
doctoral students. He was the son of the classical philologist Christian
Conrad Ludwig Lange, who taught in Leipzig from 1871 onwards.55 In
1885, when Lange was only twenty-two years old, his father passed away,
which left him in a financially precarious situation. Wundt, however, had
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noticed his student’s mathematical prowess and hired him as an assistant.
He must have realized that this decision was not entirely risk-free, because
earlier that year Lange had already informed him about his troubled state
of mind. He had explicitly pointed out that he had “reason to doubt
the health of his mental state” and added that he regularly suffered from
“agonizing passive fantasies [and] obsessive thoughts”.56 In the following
two years, however, he proved to be a promising and hard-working young
researcher. In these years, he published both his dissertation and an addi-
tional set of papers in the Philosophische Studien.57 In 1887, however, his
promising career came to a standstill.

In this year, he would suffer his first bout of mania. In the following
years, such bouts would alternate with long periods of depression. His
former physician recounted how he would be very talkative during his
manic periods. What was more alarming, however, was the fact that he
would then also be inclined to violence and prone to leave the house
dressed in nothing but a top hat and a waistcoat. During his depressive
periods he could stay in bed for months without talking to anyone.58 It is
likely that Lange was the anonymous distinguished member of the Leipzig
institute that Friedrich Kiesow, another former student of Wundt, would
later refer to as “mentally deranged”.59 In the face of these setbacks Lange
felt that he had no choice but to quit academia. In December 1887, he
admitted to Wundt that his “chronic suffering of several years” had made
it impossible to fulfil his scholarly duties any longer.60

This was not the end of the relationship between Wundt and Lange.
The former student kept his former supervisor meticulously updated
about his life. In 1889, he repeated his conviction that he should quit
academia and “leave it to those who are better suited for it”. He
would instead work on less-demanding pursuits, such as photography and
learning the local language during a leisurely trip through Italy.61 During
his most troubled periods he would retreat to a sanatorium. Recognizing
this as an intriguing environment for an educated psychologist, he wryly
pointed out to Wundt that he spent his time making “highly interesting
psycho-pathological observations of others”.62 Even though these early
letters after Lange’s retirement mostly mention details from his personal
life, their later correspondence would also be dedicated to his repeated
attempts to take up his scholarly career again.

The first sign of Lange’s renewed interest in scholarship was his contri-
bution to the issues of Wundt’s Studien that were compiled as a Festschrift
for his 70th birthday in 1902. Lange’s contribution was his first published
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298 C. ENGBERTS

paper in many years.63 This was no immediate inducement to consider
a return to academia. By the end of the First World War, however,
Wundt and Lange explicitly and frequently discussed the latter’s return to
academia. When he mentioned his aspiration to continue his work from
three decades earlier, Wundt advised Lange to get in touch with Felix
Krüger, who had recently succeeded him as the director of the Leipzig
laboratory.64 One year later Wundt would also write a letter of recom-
mendation for Lange for a position at the Leipzig university library.65

He did not, however, get the job, because the management preferred
to hire someone with actual working experience as a librarian.66 When
Wundt passed away in 1920 he had not been able to find a job for his
unfortunate former student.

The relationship between Wundt and Lange was very unequal. During
the years immediately after the death of his father, Lange was financially
dependent on his Doktorvater. Throughout the following decades Wundt
would be his main connection to the world of scholarship. His mental
health struggles had severely damaged most of his other ties to academia.
Some of his peers even resented him for his troubles, because they feared
that these would reflect unfavourably on the new Wundtian methods of
psychological observation.67 In the light of this highly unequal relation,
it is understandable that the relation between Wundt and Lange does not
provide a schoolbook example of critical independence. Wundt’s contin-
uous loyal attachment to his former student, however, is remarkable.
Without his financial assistance Lange would not have been able to finish
his doctorate. And even though the ensuing mental breakdown of his
pupil must have upset Wundt, he would stay in touch with him for more
than three decades, until own his death in 1920. He would demonstrate
his unwavering trust in the scholarly prowess of his student by allowing a
long paper by him in his 1902 Festschrift. He would further express his
faith in Lange during the final months of the World War. Not only did
he encourage him to return to academia, he also put his own credibility
on the line by referring him to Felix Krüger and recommending him for
a Leipzig librarianship.

Criticizing the Loyal Hugo Münsterberg

Wundt’s relationships with Fechner and Lange were quite straightfor-
ward. Fechner was a trusted older colleague and Lange was a highly
appreciated but troubled former student. His relationship with Hugo
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Münsterberg, however, was more complicated. Münsterberg was born in
Danzig in 1863. In 1882, he arrived in Leipzig with the intention to
study medicine. Soon after attending a series of lectures by Wundt in the
summer of 1883, however, he decided to study experimental psychology
instead.68 He already finished his dissertation with Wundt in 1885.69 In
1887, he would receive his doctorate in medicine in Heidelberg and only
one year later he would publish the Habilitationsschrift that allowed him
to teach as a Privatdozent at the philosophical faculty of the University
of Freiburg.70 Münsterberg’s work soon drew the attention of William
James at Harvard. On his instigation Münsterberg was appointed as the
director of Harvard’s psychological laboratory in 1892. Except for some
short stays in Germany in 1895–1897 and 1910, Münsterberg would
remain at Harvard until he passed away in 1916.71

Wundt and Münsterberg would stay in touch until the latter’s death.
In their correspondence they repeatedly emphasized their willingness to
engage critically with each other’s work. After he had received a copy
of Wundt’s System der Philosophie in 1889, Münsterberg asked a rhetor-
ical question in his letter of thanks: “Should I, because the author is
my teacher whom I owe much, leave the words that burn in my throat
unspoken?” He answered this question in the negative and added that
he had “admitted often enough without reserve […], often enough to
be free of any suspicion of flattery” that he did not always agree with
his Doktorvater.72 In some of his letters, Wundt displayed an appreci-
ation of Münsterberg’s honest criticism: “You can be assured that […]
I can truly appreciate how much I owe not only to those who stood
beside me as like-minded collaborators, but also to those who forced
me through a rigorous criticism of my views […]. Amongst those, […]
you […] are placed far in the front ranks”.73 On the surface Wundt’s
encouragement of Münsterberg’s critical independence seems to be in
line with his attitude towards Külpe described in the opening paragraph
of this chapter. It also resembles Laura Otis’ description of the physiolo-
gist Johannes Müller, who aimed to make “his favourite students scientists
by respecting their own scientific thinking”.74 A closer look at the corre-
spondence between Wundt and Münsterberg, however, suggests that their
relation was not characterized by such profound mutual respect.

A significant part of this correspondence consisted of Münsterberg’s
recurring appeals for recognition. This topic surfaced in a number of ways.
One of its most awkward manifestations was in Münsterberg’s repeatedly
expressed suspicions that Wundt deliberately tried to damage his scholarly
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reputation and career opportunities. In 1890, one of Wundt’s students,
George Dwelshauvers, published a study in which he accused Münster-
berg of plagiarizing Wundt’s work.75 Assuming that Dwelshauvers would
not have published this without Wundt’s prior approval, Münsterberg
discussed the topic with his former teacher: “I confess that the accusation
to steal pocket watches would have been less hurtful; but I stayed silent
in public […]. I kept hoping […] that you would take the opportunity to
vindicate me, because only you are in the position to know how prepos-
terous Dwelshauvers’ accusation is”.76 Wundt, however, hardly showed
any empathy. He testily pointed out that Münsterberg’s assertion that he
had not plagiarized him amounted to the accusation that he, Wundt, had
actually plagiarized his own student instead! He claimed to remember
exactly when he had come up with the supposedly plagiarized sections
and indignantly refused to exonerate Münsterberg.77

Six years later they had another, similarly awkward, exchange. This
time Münsterberg accused Wundt of “hampering his career at every
turn” after a colleague in Bern had told him that he would have been
appointed there some years earlier if the faculty would not have received
a “devastating evaluation” from his former teacher.78 Wundt’s reply has
not survived, but Münsterberg’s next letter suggests that his Doktor-
vater simply sidestepped the accusations and instead complained about an
American newspaper article in which Münsterberg had argued that Berlin
was the only German university with the same facilities for the study of
psychology as Harvard: of course Wundt would have preferred him to
have heaped some praise on his Leipzig laboratory as well.

Münsterberg also asked for recognition in a more straightforward way:
again and again he underlined that he was his teacher’s most loyal and
admiring follower. When he congratulated Wundt for his sixtieth birthday
he added that “among your many students there is not a single one that
can be considered to surpass me in personal adoration for you”.79 Four
years later he emphasized that his colleague Heinrich Rickert had called
him “the only true Wundtianer”.80 Almost a full decade later he still
reminded Wundt of the fact that he had “held on to the spirit of [his]
laboratory more faithfully than any other experimental psychologist in
the Reich”, and added that outside of Leipzig Wundtian experimental
psychology was “practiced by men, who are not able to inspire and who
are increasingly willing to abandon it”.81 The perceived necessity of such
constant reassurances of admiring loyalty suggests that Münsterberg did
not experience his relation with former teacher as a very affectionate one.
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The awkwardness of their relation is further illustrated by their discus-
sion of gratitude. In 1890, Münsterberg wrote Wundt to complain that
he had heard rumours that Wundt had accused him of ungratefulness.
He argued that he could live without his Doktorvater ’s appreciation
of his scholarly accomplishments, but claimed that he “would lose
[his] self-respect, when [Wundt’s] accusation of ungratefulness would be
warranted”.82 His former teacher denied that he had ever made such
accusations, but hardly tried to reassure his worried student. Instead he
pointed out that when “somebody wants to show his gratitude by his own
will”, this could only be done by working “reliably, diligently, and metic-
ulously without caring about authorities or [his] career”.83 In this way, he
indirectly accused Münsterberg of the ungratefulness of which he had just
exonerated him, because in the same letter he also asserted that his former
student’s recent work had been “rushed and not sufficiently matured”.
To add insult to injury Wundt also mentioned that he had indeed shared
this particular unfavourable judgement with mutual acquaintances, which
suggests that the worrying reports that Münsterberg had received were
most likely quite accurate.

In the relationship between Wundt and Münsterberg, the balance
between collegial loyalty and critical independence was precious. On
the one hand, they both explicitly acknowledged the importance of
honest mutual criticism. Because Münsterberg had been able to secure
a successful career in the United States without Wundt’s support, he
could take a more independent attitude towards his former teacher than
his former co-student Lange. As illustrated by the example of Külpe
in the opening paragraphs of this chapter, Wundt was perfectly well-
able to make a distinction between scholarly criticism and the friendship
between himself and his former pupils. His relationship with Münster-
berg, however, never reached the same level of amiable confidentiality.
The fact that Münsterberg was by far his most famous and successful
student who was not invited to contribute to the 1902 Festschrift further
illustrates that he kept him at arm’s length. This continued to baffle
and unsettle Münsterberg, who craved for some respect from his teacher.
Through the years he unsuccessfully tried to show his loyalty and grat-
itude, but he only experienced rejection and accusations in return. He
would try to win his Doktorvater ’s approval until the end of his life: in
1915, he wrote to Wundt that he had not only recommended him for
the Nobel Prize, he had also urged other colleagues to plead for him as
well!84
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A Moral Economy of Scholarship

Personal relationships between scholars often shape their everyday
working lives as well as their career opportunities. These relations are
moulded by more or less shared conceptions of virtue. In this chapter,
I specifically looked into the interconnected ideals of collegial—some-
times even amicable—loyalty and the aspiration to critical independence.
These ideals were lifted from already existing catalogues of middle-class,
masculine virtue. In the first section of this chapter, I have drawn atten-
tion to the way in which both independence and loyalty were recognized
as virtues among the nineteenth-century Western-European bourgeoisie.
In the following section, I have provided a short overview of how these
virtues were interpreted by some of the leading men of German scholar-
ship specifically. They took pride in the ideal of the university as a space
for male solidarity between different generations and favourably compared
their own independent research endeavours with the supposedly docile
intelligence of most academically-inclined women.

The subsequent case studies have illustrated the complex ways in
which loyalty and independence were intertwined in a moral universe of
masculine virtue. Critical independence quite obviously belongs in such a
universe. After all, the desire to present oneself as a critical or even polem-
ical evaluator of one’s peers does not at all comply with older catalogues
of feminine virtue that centred around such ideals as modesty, docility,
and unqualified supportiveness. On first sight, the virtue of loyalty does
not self-evidently belong in a moral universe of masculine virtue in the
same way. Even though authors like Nye and Paul recognize it as part of
the moral landscape of the predominantly male scholarly community of
the late-nineteenth century, McCloskey’s account of the bourgeois virtues
subsumes it under the feminine virtue of faith.85 The masculine character
of loyalty becomes more clearly recognizable, however, when we take a
closer look at the collegial and amiable relations between Wundt, Fechner,
Lange, and Münsterberg.

A first example of this loyalty is provided in Wundt’s correspon-
dence with Fechner. Even though the latter repeatedly criticized the
research carried out in the former’s laboratory, Wundt defended his
students’ and collaborators’ work without exception. In standing up for
his everyday colleagues, he displayed the sort of group loyalty that is often
highly valued within another stronghold of masculine morality: the army.
Peter Olsthoorn, for example, mentions loyalty, alongside honour and
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courage, as one of the traditional military virtues.86 Of course Wundt
had the ultimate responsibility for all the research done in his laboratory.
Following one recent study of military ethics, we could therefore say that
he did not primarily display the virtue of loyalty—which in his under-
standing is a “virtue of the weak”—but the “comparable virtue from
superiors to subordinates” which he describes as “something closer to
benevolence”.87

The loyalty that Lange and Münsterberg show towards Wundt resem-
bles loyalty as a virtue of the subordinate more closely. Because Wundt
was by far Lange’s strongest connection to the world of scholarship after
1887, he loyally informed his former employer about his troubled condi-
tion while he was careful not to criticize him or overburden him with
his requests. Münsterberg, who made his career without any significant
support from Wundt, did not show the same restraint. In his eyes, the
freedom to criticize each other’s work was the inescapable outcome of
indubitable loyalty. In his letters to his former student Wundt, however,
gave the impression that he disapproved of Münsterberg’s criticism and
doubted his loyalty. In his responses Münsterberg therefore continued
to place himself in a subordinate position in the way he emphasized his
loyalty year after year. He even went so far as to present himself as his
Doktorvater ’s most faithful follower!

Münsterberg was not completely mistaken in his conception of loyal
collegiality and critical independence as two sides of the same coin: he
was only misguided in the assumption that this applied to his relation-
ship with Wundt. His characterization did apply, however, to the relation
between Wundt and Fechner. When they discussed the veracity of Slade’s
performance, both men felt free to criticize each other’s points of view.
They were able to agree to disagree without any hard feelings. When
they debated the work carried out in Wundt’s laboratory they also often
disagreed about its exact merits. At the same time, they both realized
that the other’s criticism was a valuable asset. Fechner could polish his
arguments on the basis of Wundt’s defence of the work of his associates.
Wundt and his collaborators could either make some adjustments in the
reports of their work or think of a convincing defence against Fechner’s
criticism, if he would eventually choose to publish it. Well-intentioned
strong critiques could, of course, only be valuable assets if none of the
parties involved felt that they had to hold back. This was only possible
when all participants considered each other to be equals. This presump-
tion of equality took the shape of a presumption of shared masculinity,
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304 C. ENGBERTS

or—in other words—a shared ability to dish out as well as to take some
blows.

These different interrelated expressions of loyalty and independence
hark back to my earlier comments about scholarly personae as constella-
tions of commitments. Different scholars with different relations strike
different balances between their commitments to the virtues of loyal
collegiality and critical independence. This variety of balances is well-
captured by the conception of scholarly personae as representations of
moral economies of scholarship. The idea of a moral economy can be
traced back to E. P. Thompson’s 1971 article on the English crowd in
the eighteenth century.88 Its emphasis on the shaping role of the deli-
cate balance between social norms and values was only adapted in the
history of science from the late nineteen-eighties onward. Steven Shap-
in’s work on the “tacit system of recognitions, rights, and expectations”
that shaped the early-modern culture of English experimentalism is one
of the first examples of a history of scholarship borrowing Thompson’s
approach.89 More recent notable examples of the explicit utilization of the
concept of moral economy are Robert Kohler’s description of the “moral
ethos of cooperation and communality” among fruit fly geneticists in the
United States in the early twentieth century and Lorraine Daston’s more
theoretical reflections on the usefulness of the term.90

Kohler’s work is primarily inspiring because his meticulous analysis
of a community of scholars encourages the same sort of close look at
everyday practices as I have adopted in this chapter. Daston’s work is
of interest because she provides a definition of moral economies that
fits this approach. She describes a moral economy as a web of values
that “stand and function in well-defined relation to one another” and
that constitute “a balanced system of emotional forces, with equilibrium
points and constraints”.91 The continuous attempts to reach a balance
between collegial loyalty and critical independence as well as the many
different manifestations of both virtues described in this chapter illus-
trate the complexity of this system. Even if Wundt, Fechner, Lange, and
Münsterberg would all agree that loyalty and independence are both
highly appreciated virtues, they would, also without exception, acknowl-
edge that their articulation and relative importance can be perceived in a
myriad of ways.

The conception of a moral economy of scholarship as a balanced system
which requires continuous efforts to maintain a precious balance suggests
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that we take Donna Haraway’s pressing suggestion to investigate “gender-
in-the-making” in the history of scholarship very seriously.92 Haraway
distances herself from earlier attempts to reduce gender to nothing more
than one of the many background conditions that might be relevant to
our understanding of relations between scholars without paying attention
to the ways in which scholarly environments foster the continuous rene-
gotiation of conceptions and performances of gender. She contrasts her
understanding of the gendered history of scholarship with that of Shapin
and Schaffer, whose analyses she describes as characterized by a tendency
to see gender as about “women instead of as a relationship” in which
“nothing very interesting happened to gender”.93

One reason to refrain from seeing the masculine environment of
Fechner, Wundt, Lange, and Münsterberg exclusively as a world of men
in which no trace of women and femininity can be found, is the fact that a
small number of women did actually work in Wundt’s laboratory. In the
early nineteen-tens, Anna Berliner carried out research for her disserta-
tion at exactly this place.94 Immediately after the First World War, Wundt
also supervised the dissertation of Bertha Paulssen. The unwitting reader
would not be able, however, to figure out that she was a woman: both
the independently published version of her dissertation and the version
printed in the Archiv für die gesamte Psychologie were attributed to “B.
Paulssen”.95 The fact that this work by women was hidden, doesn’t make
it less real. The ambiguous, half-forgotten, status of these contributions
raises questions about the complexity of the gendered nature of the rela-
tion between men and women in this specific scholarly environment and
what Haraway calls “gender-in-the-making”.

Haraway also draws attention to the ambiguity of the gender connota-
tions that go with certain virtues. One of the most interesting questions
raised by Shapin’s work on early-modern scholarship, she argues, is how
early-modern scholars were able to claim modesty as a masculine virtue.96

Similar questions can be asked about the virtue of loyalty. As I have stated,
some authors consider this to be a feminine rather than a masculine virtue.
The late-nineteenth-century scholars described in the paper, however,
were able to come up with a masculine conception and performance of
loyalty. The long-term amiable but professionally fruitless correspondence
between Wundt and Lange provides a clear example of how a relation-
ship grounded in a shared scholarly past remained viable through the
continuous performance of ideals of masculine reciprocity grounded in
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a conception of the mutual obligations arising from the unequal relation
between a Doktorvater and his doctoral student.

Finally, I would like to emphasize once more that the virtues of colle-
gial loyalty and critical independence were not the only virtues to which
nineteenth-century experimental psychologists felt a commitment. The
case of Münsterberg further illustrates this observation. In his corre-
spondence with Wundt, the assessments of the relative weight of loyalty
and independence are explicitly related to Münsterberg’s performance of
other virtuous qualities, namely gratitude, reliability, diligence, and will-
ingness to work without regard to career opportunities. Future research
into the ways in which these (and other) virtues shape—and are being
shaped—by conceptions and performances of gender could shed a further
light on the intricate balances of the moral economy at these places that
were more often than not seen as “universities for men [and therefore]
tailored to the male spirit”.97
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