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“ONE AIM AND CONCENTRATED PURPOSE”
M. CAREY THOMAS AS DARING VISIONARY
AND FLAWED REFORMER

Joelle Gail Novey

43

There issomuch opposition,” an eighteen-year-old M.
Carey Thomas wrote in her journal with frustration, “to the only
thing I care for... it is so impossible to get the highest culture by
one’s self, and I have to see thousands of boys enjoying and often
throwing away the chances I would give anything for.” It was not
the first nor the last occasion on which Thomas would feel this
discrepancy acutely and painfully.

From the mid-nineteenth century, when Martha Carey
Thomas was born, until her death in 1935, American reality did
not meet her vision of the ideal America. A woman unique in her
erain determination and commitmentto education, she spenther
life in pursuit of this vision. The most salient conflict between
Thomas’ vision and the America of her era involved the role of
women. In this area she was progressive, in the sense that her views
presage later changes in American society. Thomas’ famous work
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as president of Bryn Mawr College and as a founder both of the
Bryn Mawr School and of the Johns Hopkins Medical School was
asignificant force in moving America closer to her vision. Earlier,
her unprecedented doctoral degree at the University at Zurich
had been in itself a contribution to the American women’s move-
ment. Though America did not become the place she envisioned
during her lifetime, the institutional legacies and models Thomas
helped create were partiallyresponsible for the significant changes
in America that were to take place decades later. Today, Thomas’
vision has largely become a reality for American women.

While Thomas’ vision that women could be equal players
in the educational arena was ahead of her time, she possessed
other unprogressive traits and attitudes, such as racism and anti-
Semitism, that were by no means rare in her time. In some way
though, Thomas’ work to include a group thathad been excluded
from higher education provided the foundation for the institu-
tions she created to move beyond her own, personal prejudices. In
later years, these schools came to embrace the religious and racial
inclusion thatisnow adesired, if still evolving, characteristic of our
present America. Flawed and visionary, vibrant and stubborn, M.
Carey Thomas lived a life “at the pitch of Italian opera,” and,
through personal example and the building of institutions, brought
American reality significantly closer to her vision.?

Born in January 1857 into a middle-class Baltimore family
of Orthodox Quakers, “Minnie” Thomas was seen by her parents
as a “fitting daughter who would marry and have children of her
own.” At age seven, a horrible burn caused this bright and pious
child to wonder “why Heavenly Father was not with her then.” It
was an experience after which “at an existential level Minnie now
had grounds for religious doubt.”* As the burn healed and Minnie
embarked on an adventurous childhood characterized by numer-
ous stunts such as walking on roofs, by misbehaving at school, and
by attending lectures with her parents, Mary Whitall and James
Carey Thomas patiently sought to guide but not control their
energetic daughter.’
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From early youth, Thomas had a clear vision of her own
future. Though in her youthful imaginings she vacillated between
becoming a geologist, doctor or physicist, her childhood dreams
maintained at their center the pursuit of an education and her
independence. She identified strongly with Jo March, the “plucky,
impulsive and literary” character in Louisa May Alcott’s Little
Women.5 At fourteen she first set her sights on going to college.” At
fifteen her journal records her imagined future with her best
friend and distant cousin Bessie King: one day they “would devote
ourselves to study, live together, have alibrarywith all the splendid
books...great big easy chairs where we could sit lost in books for
days together...” as well as a laboratory for conducting scientific
experiments. Thomas wrote as a teenager that her ideal woman
has read classical authors, the ideas of the Scientific Revolution
and Enlightenment, and studied various branches of math and is
“not any less like God really intended a woman to be.” Horowitz
points out that Thomas’ vision was surprisingly secular for her
Quaker background.? She dreamed that these endeavors would
become a beacon of light for others: “all who passed,” she wrote in
her journal, “should say, ‘Their example arouses me, their ideas
inspire me and behold they are women!””"

While those who peered through the window would “be-
hold” that she was a woman, Thomas did not see this as an
impediment to her goals. Others, however, saw her gender as a
prohibitive condition. Historians argue that two models of wom-
anhood existed in the America of Thomas’ childhood, True
Womanhood and Real Womanhood. The Cult of True Woman-
hood opposed Thomas’ vision because it held that women were
notintended physically or mentally to be educated in the same way
as boys and that such education was detrimental to their health.
The true genius of the woman, according to this view, lay in
domestic activities. As an adolescent, Thomas records awareness
of this view. When judging women, she writes, it was “the trifling
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butterfly, the ignorant doll baby which they admire.

The second ideal, defined by Frances B. Cogan as Real
Womanhood, differed in its enthusiastic support for women’s
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primary and even secondary education. Chase identifies Thomas’
mother as exemplifying the Real Woman. Yet as Cogan points out,
the education of the Real Woman was intended to prepare her for
marriage and motherhood, not a profession. These Real Woman-
hood writers agreed, Cogan writes, “that women’s main and
primary profession was most often that of wife and mother.”* So
the ideal of Real Womanhood did not fully support Thomas’
vision either, though it meant that Thomas did not glaringly
deviate from her mother and society’s path until she sought to
pursue the highest levels of academic work.

Almost from the time of her infancy, Minnie Thomas
registered in her journal that the vision nineteenth-century society
had for girls differed from her own. To begin with, Horowitz
points out that in Thomas’ identification with Alcott’s character
Jo, “she declared her independence from conventional notions of
womanhood.”” After an episode in which she and Bessie killed
and boiled a mouse to obtain a skeleton for their experiments,
Bessie’s father criticized his daughter about her loss of feminine
traits. “I’m afraid I haven’t gotany to lose,” Minnie confides to her
diary, “for I greatly prefer cutting up mice to sewing worsted.”*
Minnie and Bessie frequently encountered gender-related resis-
tance to their spirited games: “People seem to think thatgirlsdon’t
want any fun,” she told her journal, “and even if [girls] do want to
row and climb [adults] are shocked and say itisn’t LADYLIKE but

[Bessie] and I are going to resist to the last!”"

To some extent Thomas’ parents’ leniency with their
daughter and their encouragementofherinitial education helped
to supporther own vision. Certainly her mother and Aunt Hannah
Whitall Smith’s liberal activities and attitudes were a boon to
Minnie’s own goals and ideas. Barbara Chase points out that
Minnie’s mother “exemplified in her involvement with temper-
ance, education and other reform movements, as well as her
community involvement, an outward focus that challenged the
purestideals of true womanhood, [the Victorian ideal of feminin-
ity].”'® Thomas’ Aunt Hannah was also involved in reform as an
evangelist and a writer.
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At times, however, Minnie’s home also became a source of
conflict between her own vision and that of society. When Minnie
doubted some of the writings of St. Paul, she reported that her
“father said no, that he was right that the man was the head of the
woman as Christ the head of the church—that God made it so.”"’
Minnie responded in her diary with indignation: “OhI can’tstand
it. It’s too unjust, too horrible that things should be so, of course
I don’t believe it.”"® In another instance, a guest prompted a
dinner table conversation during which some of the men present
“talked as if the whole end and aim of a woman’s life was to get
married and when she attained the greatest state of earthly bliss it was
her duty to amuse her husband and to learn nothing.”® Even
Thomas’ mother, when Minnie and Bessie asked if they could have

a science lab, responded, “Oh, you can’t, you're girls.”

Minnie chafed under the perceived injustice of these
inconsistencies between her vision, and reality. She saw her own
future life as an opportunity to prove prevailing attitudes wrong.
“It seems to me,” she wrote in her diary at age fifteen, “I'd die if I
could do anything to show thatawoman is equal to aman, itis such
a burning shame that [women] should have it always poked in
their faces.” Minnie’s frustration centered especially around
educational opportunities for women: “Oh I think it’s cruel when
a girl wants to go to college and learn and she can’tand islaughed
at and absolutely kept from it,” she wrote in response to a lecture
she had heard on women’s rights, “while a boy is made to go
whether he wants to or not.” She presented the issue more
personallyin aletter to her cousin Frank atPrinceton: “I' hope thee
sympathizes with thy poor cousin,” she wrote, “who has to struggle
against the bigotted [prejudice] of her paternal and maternal

ancestors...”?

By late adolescence, Thomas’ responses to these realities
were consistent: “How unjust—how narrow minded—how utterly
uncomprehensible to deny that women ought to be educated and
worse than all to deny that they have equal powers of mind.”** She
had also clearly defined her life’s work: “If I ever live and grow up
my one aim and concentrated purpose shall be and is to show that
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awoman can learn can reason can compete with men in the grand
fields of literature and science and conjecture that opens before
2925

the 19 century... [sic]

Yet as she herself pointed out in her journal, Thomas’
quarrels with society were twofold: “I don’t see why the world is
made so unjustand I don’tsee why an unjustness should be turned
against girls in general and me in particular.” Thomas, before
she could address “unjustness” against “girls in general,” would
have to overcome thataffecting herself “in particular.” As Horowitz
writes, “she operated in a world without models of who she could
be and become...She had to create herself, imagine herself.” For
this reason, itis arguable that Thomas’ own life in and of itself was
a significant contribution to bringing women closer to her vision.
Though Thomas’ efforts to combat “unjustness” against “girls in
general” are better known, the challenge of creating herself was
one to which she had to respond earlier in life, and so can be seen
as the more daunting one. “It is easy to forget,” Horowitz writes,
“what an immense task that was.” In this first endeavor, Thomas
was to embark on an education that began conventionally and
ended in completely unprecedented, ground-breaking territory.

Atter several years at Howland Institute, a Quaker girls’
boarding school in upstate New York which Thomas pronounced
“afirst-rate place to study and an elegant place for fun,” she sether
sightson Cornell. One of Thomas’ Howland teachers, Jane Slocum,
had called her aside and told her, “you have good habits of study,
and now I think I have found out what you can do...what we want
in the cause of women...[is] scholars.” Abandoning her more
socially acceptable plan to attend Vassar, an all-women’s college,
Thomas took her teacher’s suggestion to apply for the first Cornell
class to include women boarders. She felt a coed college would be
ofhigher caliber, calling Cornell “the highest place open to ladies”
in aletter to her Aunt Hannah.* Though it took some convincing,
Thomas’ parents were finally sold on the idea.”

Carey Thomas completed the Classical Course at Cornell
in two years, focusing on language and literature.” Due in part to
her parents’ insistence that she have nothing to do with the male
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students, however, it proved to be a disappointing experience for
her. “Cornell had given [Carey] an opportunity for intellectual
growth,” Horowitz writes, “but what she desired was ... the feeling
of true knowing that could conquer all doubt. ™ Carey would have
to go elsewhere to realize her vision: “Her mind was a void to be
filled,” writes Horowitz, “and Cornell had not filled it.”** Thomas’
attempts to pursue graduate work at the Johns Hopkins University
were frustrated by the administrators’ insistence that she work
with a professor privately and not attend any classes or seminars.
Experiencing a period of self-doubt and frustration, Thomas
submitted her resignation to Hopkins in October 1878: “under
the present regulations,” she wrote, “the assistance referred to

cannot be obtained.”*

Twice leftunsatisfied, Thomasnow turned her eyes toward
Europe, where some universities were more willing to accommo-
date women. As Horowitz points out, Thomas’ determination to
take this “unusual and uncertain step” derived partly from a
resentful competition with Francis Gummere, a young man with
a college degree from Haverford and a graduate degree from
Harvard with whom she had been in love.” Yet unquestionably it
was also an attempt to bring her future closer to her early vision.
On August 22, 1879, accompanied by her friend Mamie Gwinn,
Thomas departed Baltimore for Germany. At the University of
Leipzigin Germany, where women were permitted to audit courses,
she pursued comparative literature and what is today called
historical linguistics.*® Carey was thrilled by Germany’s “literary
atmosphere...One has the sense,” she wrote, “of history being
unraveled and antiquities dug up and a continual stir of conflict-
ing philological theories.”™” As Carey concluded her studies, she
traveled to the University of Zurich, an institution unique in
Europe because it offered degrees to women. In 1882, Carey’s
doctoral thesis on the medieval English romance poem Sir Gawayne
and the Green Knight and her essay on the poet Algernon Charles
Swinburne (an unacknowledged collaboration with Mamie)
pleased the faculty so much that, after a three-hour oral examina-
tion, they told her she had graduated summa cum laude. It was an
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honor usually granted only once in two decades to men and never
before in any field to a woman.

The symbolic importance of this academic achievement
was not lost on Thomas: “The fact that no woman had ever
received a ‘summa’ before made it as nice a thing for women in
general as it was for me in particular,” she wrote home.*® In a real
sense, M. Carey Thomas had broken new ground for America in
her own construction of herself. “Carey Thomas at twenty-one had
no corporeal models,” Horowitz points out, “no living women to
show her how to become whatshe wanted to be ... [she] was utterly
alone.” After Thomas became a doctor of philology no young
American woman seeking advanced education would be quite so
alone, a notable step forward in bringing reality into accordance
with Thomas’ vision. “She articulated again and again throughout
her life,” Chase observes “that by example alone, her academic

success was an effective campaign in the ‘cause.””

As Thomas grew, her family remained both a source of
strength and a spur to revolt. Her growing interest in education fit
in, at least at the beginning, with the educational ideals of Real
Womanhood. Thomas’ primary and secondary education were
unexceptional for women of her class in the period, her under-
graduate work unusual but acceptable. Even as it became clear
that Thomas had hopelessly deviated from the feminine course,
getting a degree in Zurich and committing herself to the world of
work, her parents did not denounce or restrain her. “As Carey
Thomas faced an unknown future,” Horowitz writes, “she had an
extraordinary mother who moved beyond her own life history to
sympathize with her daughter’s ambitions and fight for their

realization.”!

Thomas’ family also came to represent for her some of
what she was certain she did not want to become. Thomas’
religious doubt, originating in her childhood burn and nurtured
inasecular Enlightenment environmentin Europe, ultimatelyled
to a complete rejection of her parents’ Orthodox Quakerism. As
Thomas began to identify with elite young Baltimore women and
the life of art she and Mamie had enjoyed in Europe, she sought
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to distance herself from the middle-class casual style of her par-
ents’ household. Horowitz points to a line in one of Thomas’
letters to her mother as an example of a conscious effort to
separate herself from her familiy: she was one of “nous autres,”
Thomas wrote “...the Gautier, Rossetti school.”*?

Having satisfactorily righted the “unjustness” the world
had presented against herself in particular, Thomas moved on to
address its “unjustness” against girls in general. Even before she
left Europe, she had pinned her hopes on Bryn Mawr, the Quaker
women’s college just being founded whose board included her
father, uncle, and several cousins.*® Thomas’ fantasies about what
form such a college should take directly reflected her personal
quarrel with American reality: “[Bryn Mawr should become] a
greatuniversity of women scholars,” she wrote back home, “where
publications and investigations...done by women should prove
original thinking power.”** She soon abandoned her interest in
the post of professor of literature and set her sights on the
presidency of the college despite her inexperience. “Oh dear, if 1
had the organization of the college,” she wrote home, “I am sure
I could make it the greatestsuccess.” The board, however, wasnot
so sure. As Horowitz points out, Thomas was twenty-five and had
never been employed.” Her arguments that “it is best for the
president of a woman’s college to be a woman,” may point to
gender asanother source of the board’s hesitance.*” She wasfinally
appointed the Dean of the Faculty to serve under President James
E. Rhoads, the importance of which in women’s circles was
indicated by her Aunt Hannah'’s response: “I...congratulate, not
thee, but the coming women of our nation on the stride that has

been made in their advancement by this step.”

She served as dean of the college from its founding in 1885
until 1894. Upon Rhoads’ retirementin 1894, the board members
favored her as president but “were terrified at the thought,” one
of Thomas’ uncles wrote, “of putting a woman in sole power.”
Encouraged by Mary Garrett’s offer to contribute more than ten
percent of the college’s operating budget annually as long as

Thomas was president, and by the support of Rhoads and key
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board members, and having exhausted all other options, the
board elected Thomas president, a job she would hold until
1922. Though Thomas had connections on the board, the vision
trustees had for Bryn Mawr college differed radically from her
own. While they envisioned a small sectarian women’s college, she
hoped to make Bryn Mawr a large bastion of secular scholarship,
a veritable “Leipzig in America.”™"

Thomas trusted only herself with her grand schemes for
Bryn Mawr’s future. Horowitz describes her as constantly over-
worked and overwhelmed, largely because of her inability to
delegate responsibility. “I am rather shriveled up,” Thomas wrote
to her friend Mary Garrett after a hectic day on the job, ... and
dying for a let up and wondering whether days of students and
professors and workmen are worth the candle if one’s personality
goes to pieces.” Thomas had not set herself an easy task. “As a
college executive,” Horowitz points out, “... she balanced a con-
servative Quaker board, a secular and increasingly professional
faculty, [eventually] assertive and intrusive alumnae, and all the
variety of human nature that students present.”® Thomas felt her
construction of Bryn Mawr was a “house of cards that thirteen
irresponsible men [on the board] can in a moment destroy.”*
Thomas soon learned the difficulties of attracting and keeping
seriousscholars, who could be asdemanding as they were talented.
“Your true professor,” Thomas once complained, “sensitive to
books and opinions, is a most inflammable article” and she
remarked that she was “tired of being the nursing mother of the
famous scholars of this country.”™ Horowitz describes Thomas’
days as being characterized by “fragmentation, pressure, and
frustration.”® Yet if Thomas “drove herself beyond her strength,”
it was with good reason: “She worked so hard, controlled all, did
not delegate, and insisted on perfection,” Horowitz writes, “be-

”57

cause only she had a clear vision of Bryn Mawr.

Through a passionate personal life and several family
losses, Thomas nevertheless built Bryn Mawr College in the image
of her vision. In the lives of students, her chapel talks, often
delivered off the cuff, sought to “get them to appreciate standards
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and manners, to open them to new political, literary, and artistic
currents, to frame for them a sense of the importance of higher
education for women, and to provide a model of ideal woman-

25,

hood to which they could aspire.”® Thomas’ fund-raising made
possible the construction of Dalton Hall, a new science building,
and her cooperation in creating the charter of the Bryn Mawr
Students’ Association for Self-Government resulted in the first
such body in an American college. Bryn Mawr’s Graduate Depart-
ment of Social Economy was the first graduate school in the field
to offer a Ph.D. More broadly, Thomas had created the “great
university” she envisioned where the board had only desired a

small sectarian women’s college.

“I do so want girls to have the opportunity for culture,”
Thomas had written while still studying in Europe, “without
having to exile themselves for years to obtain it” as she had had to
do.” Thomas sought to bring America closer to this vision prima-
rily through her work at Bryn Mawr College. In two additional
ways, Thomas worked to achieve this same vision with her friends
backin Baltimore. Two institutions, the Bryn Mawr School and the
Johns Hopkins Medical School, were the result.

Concerned that her younger sisters were having a hard
time getting an education in Baltimore, Thomas joined with four
friends to found a college-preparatory girls’ school. The free-
thinking, upper-class quintet Thomas formed with Mary Garrett,
Mamie Gwinn, Bessie King, and Julia Rogers had constituted an
informal club called the Friday Evening during the years before
Thomas’ European sojourn. Now the group made up the new
Bryn Mawr School’s Board of Managers. With Thomas’ tenacity
and educational connections, Garrett’s wealth (as heiress to one
half of the B&O Railroad fortune), and the cooperation of the
others, the board hoped to fill the “void” Horowitz describes in
“secondary schooling for girls” in that era.®” The school opened in
September 1885 and five years later moved into the Cathedral
Street building designed and funded by Garrett that would serve
as its nineteenth, and early-twentieth century home.
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Thomas’ letter requesting space for Bryn Mawr School in
the Liberal Arts Building of the 1893 World’s Columbian Exposi-
tion in Chicago sheds light on how she viewed the school and its
mission.” Thomas pointed to three defining characteristics that
made Bryn Mawr unique. First, the “inflexible college standard for
all pupils” distinguished Bryn Mawr from other “female” schools.
“Latin for example,” she writes “isbegun assoon as the child enters
the school at ten or eleven years of age. German or Greek are
studied in the last three years of the course.” Further, all students
must pass the “highest entrance examinations of any college,”
(those of Bryn Mawr College) in order to graduate. Second,
Thomas emphasized that “we are trying to combine with this
college preparatorywork the usual branches of aliberal education
—drawing for example, history and literature, a combination of
Sargent and Swedish gymnastics, including swimming and fenc-
ing.” Thomas called this arrangement an “experiment [that]
seems to us of the greatestinterest for the future education of girls”
and another area in which “the school seems to us to differ from
other public or private schools.” Finally, Thomas cites the fact that
the Bryn Mawr School has been in the black for the past two years
and can award some college scholarships as evidence that “such a
school can be self-supporting.” (Thomas eventually succeeded in
securing a spot for the school in the fair.)

Thomas was by no means the most central nor the most
influential player in Bryn Mawr School’s development. Though
she tried to maintain authority over minute details of the school’s
operation her necessary distance from the school while in Penn-
sylvania meant that she could not micro-manage as much as she
would have liked. Garrett, a lady of leisure living in Baltimore,
could throw her money and energy into the Bryn Mawr School
while for Thomas, a busy college president living in Pennsylvania,
Bryn Mawr “was often the one thing too much in [her] over-
crowded day.” The school certainly never took Thomas’ center
stage and she once even compared Bryn Mawr to a “deformed
child” that demanded her precious time in its infancy.** Nor did
Thomas aid the efforts of Edith Hamilton, Bryn Mawr’s defining
headmistress. Continuing to insist on personally approving every
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school expense, Thomasimpeded Hamilton’s work and the head-
mistress “built a remarkable school” only by sheer “persistence
and force of will.”® Hamilton finally resigned when these tensions
exploded in 1922, ending her twenty-six years as headmistress.

Peripheral as her role seems, however, Thomas was un-
questionably partly responsible for the part Bryn Mawr School
would play in bringing America closer to her vision. Horowitz
points out that Thomas brought to Bryn Mawr’s founding board
a “position, clear ideas, a direct and articulate manner, and
growing insight into the way that institutions worked” that it
otherwise would have lacked.® In the school’s early years, Thomas
helped tointerview prospective teachers, visited classes and helped
to arrange the schedule.” Though unquestionably Hamilton’s
serene, democratic manner had a more lasting effect on the
school’s institutional culture, that personality never would have
had the guts and stubbornness to create such a school. Edith
Hamilton caused Bryn Mawr School to become, but M. Carey
Thomas caused Bryn Mawr School to exist.

Thomas engaged in a third, though also sideline, activity
to try to bring America closer to her vision. Working with Garrett,
Gwinn, and King in 1888, she approached Daniel Coit Gilman,
president of the Johns Hopkins University, with a tempting offer.
The four friends would raise and donate $100,000, enough money
to endowamedical school, on the condition that the school accept
and educate women students equallywith men. The young women
had important allies: Mamie’s father was Charles J.M. Gwinn, the
executor of Johns Hopkins’ will; Francis T. King, Bessie’s father,
was the chairman of the Hopkins hospital board of trustees and
director of the hospital; James Thomas, Carey’s father, was a
University Trustee. The four women launched a nationwide cam-
paign in fifteen cities which drew a number of female celebrities
of the era, including the writer Sara Orne Jewett and the First Lady
Mrs. Benjamin Harrison.”® Once the money was raised, the board
accepted the offer but stated that $500,000 would be needed
before the school could open. At this point Garrett almost single-
handedly made up the difference, with a contribution comparable
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to almost $5 million in today’s terms. In all of this campaigning
and maneuvering, Horowitz writes that Thomas played the role of
“chief negotiator.” The Johns Hopkins Medical School thus
became one of the first in the country to accept women.

The main way in which American reality did not jibe with
Thomas’ vision was that women were not allowed into all tiers of
higher education and that their educational pursuits were not
seen as leading to scholarly or occupational goals. In both of these
areas, the institutions Thomas helped build played a significant
role in bringing America closer to her vision.

The presidency of Bryn Mawr, Thomas wrote to a friend in
1919, was “a very great club to wield in the good fight...to help
women get free materially and intellectually.” A commissioned
portrait by John Singer Sargent brought Thomas national recog-
nition and numerous speaking engagements.”’ Publishing her
talks as articles, lending her name to women’s causes including
suffrage, and, in a famous moment, criticizing Charles William
Eliot, the president of Harvard, all brought Thomas and her views
celebrity status. As the higher education of women became an
increasingly lessradical position, Thomas “spoke as the legitimate
voice of enlightened public opinion.” In this way the Bryn Mawr
presidency launched Thomas onto a public platform from which
she sought to “preach” her vision of America.

Census statisticsdemonstrate strikingly, if somewhat coldly,
the victories Thomas helped win by wielding the “great club” of
Bryn Mawr with a passion during her 37-year career. In 1884, the
year before Bryn Mawr College opened for business, only 18% of
the Americans who received bachelor’s degrees were women.” By
the time Thomas retired from Bryn Mawr in 1922, that figure had
almost doubled to 33% of degrees conferred, despite an almost
four-fold increase in the number of men receiving degrees. In
other words, between 1884 and 1922, the number of women
graduating from college increased eight-fold from less than 2,500
to more than 20,000, double the rate of increase in degrees
conferred on men. As one of the “seven sisters,” the first major
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American colleges for women, Bryn Mawr College definitely
deserves some of the credit for this striking increase.

The ability the College had to add its graduates to these
statistics was, in turn, primarily the work of Thomas. “She was
able,” Horowitz writes, “to turn a small, excellent college and
graduate school, largely of her own devising, into alarger, grander
version of itself.””* As the president of Mt. Holyoke College, Mary
Emma Woolley said at Bryn Mawr’s twenty-fifth anniversary: “The
progress of Bryn Mawr College, its place in the educational world,
is, to an unusual degree, the work of the woman whose name has

»75

been identified with it from the beginning.

Bryn Mawr School, too, helped achieve Thomas’ vision by
allowing elite Baltimore girls to be among those women able to
attend institutions of higher education such as Bryn Mawr Col-
lege. Horowitz writes unequivocally that Bryn Mawr School “suc-
ceeded in its central mission,” in that its graduates were accepted
into Bryn Mawr College and that, by the turn of the century, a
significant group had chosen to attend.”™

In criticizing Eliot, the president of Harvard, for his re-
marks in 1899 that women could not handle the curriculum of
men’s colleges, Thomas made a telling statement: “[As] progres-
sive as one may be in education or other things, there maybe in our
minds some dark spot of medievalism and clearly in President
Eliot’s otherwise luminous intelligence women’s education is this
dark spot.”””Women'’s education proved no dark spot for Thomas;
her “luminous intelligence” allowed her to create herself as a
Ph.D. and to build institutions that would allow other women to
obtain equal education. But Thomaswas by no means free of “dark
spots” in the sense that her racism and anti-Semitism, in contrast
to her progressive stance on women’s education, did not presage
later changesin American society. Ironically, these attitudes mani-
fested themselves in her decisions as a leader in the same institu-
tions thather progressivism had made possible. Of the institutions
Thomas helped to found, Bryn Mawr College and Bryn Mawr
School were the two that remained under her leadership and so
provided opportunities for her to act on her prejudices.
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Thomas’ racism often manifested itself in her work at Bryn
Mawr College. After having dinner with Booker T. Washington,
she complained that though he wasagood story teller, “...heislike
a Negro in the way his mind works and he relapses into Negro
pronunciations.” When amagazine article broughtup Bryn Mawr’s
policy on African-Americans hypothetically,Thomas’s response
was revealing. The question had never come up, she wrote: “The
difficulty of our entrance examinations and the fact thatwe donot
admit or certificate may perhaps account for this.” More remark-
able was Thomas’ response when Jessie Fauset, an honor student
ata Philadelphia public school was in line to win one of four Bryn
Mawr scholarships offered to outstanding graduates of her school.
Thomas, working quietly, arranged for Fauset to attend Cornell
instead, personally paying 10% of her tuition and arranging to
help with the rest.”® Fauset’s later career as an intellectual figure in
her own rightwas irrelevant to Thomas. As Horowitz writes “Carey

Thomas’ racism was such that no specific could ever challenge
it.””

Thomas’ anti-Semitism became an issue more often be-
cause it was more divergent from the general attitudes of society
at the time than was racism. At Bryn Mawr College, Thomas
focused on the ‘Jewishness’ of the Jews she encountered over and
above any interest in them as individuals. As Horowitz writes,
“Whatever the context, she fastened on their Jewishness as their
salient characteristic; and normally, this led her to an angry
derogation.” Thomas maneuvered unapologetically to keep Jews
off the faculty of Bryn Mawr preferring instead “our own good
Anglo-Saxon stock.”™' Thomas had Jewish students at Bryn Mawr
housed separately from their Christian classmates.

The Bryn Mawr School especially, Horowitz points out,
“reveals her social attitudes in action at the end of the nineteenth
century.” Thomas fought, unsuccessfully, to prevent the Jewish
applicant Sadie Szold (sister of Henrietta Szold founder of
Hadassah) from attending Bryn Mawr. When the board continued
to feel admission should be open to Jews, Thomas wrote Garrett a
letter thatstrained the relationship for months: “I' have heard from
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Mamie whatyou have done about Jews and I am very much worried
...I should on no account take them, and I register my strongest
protest.” In the margin Thomaswrote “...Iwish us to escape from
them at all hazards. It is so important.” What Thomas did and
what she wanted others to see, however, differed dramatically.
When an 1890 article in The Jewish Exponent reported that Bryn
Mawr admitted only a fixed number of Jews, Thomas wrote aletter
denying the charge: “All children whose studies have been such as
to enable them to enter the classes, and who will apparently be
suitable companions to the children already in the school are
admitted without discrimination on grounds of race or religion.”™*
A letter from the school’s secretary Colvin to Garrett suggests the
instructions Thomas had actually given her: ... not to admit more
than a certain number of Israelites, I simply said that was the rule.”

Some of the most striking evidence of Thomas’ attitudes
restin the Bryn Mawr School Papers in the carbon copies of early
credit reports. Lucy West explains that the Bryn Mawr board
commissioned credit investigations when applicants came from
families that the board did not know.* Many times these reports
list “Hebrew” or “Israelite” as the first entry. In every case Thomas’
penciled handwriting indicates that the candidate is “refused” or
“not approved,” regardless of the contents of the rest of report.
The following report from 1896 not only identifies the applicant’s
family as Jewish but the reportitself is blurred by stereotype: “The
above is a Hebrew past middle-aged, married and has a family...
He stands well in the neighborhood personally, but he is very hard
to get any money out of and has always borne the reputation of
slow pay, even though he has been financially fixed to do better if
he wanted to do so...” And in the upper right hand corner
Thomas’ penciled handwriting can be seen clearly: “B.M.S. re-
fused.”™” Notations on two other credit reports include “socially
undes.” and “We cannot ascertain what denomination he belongs
to.” In addition the application to the school had a blank for
“Church” along with name, previous education, address etc.

The origins of Thomas’ un-progressive attitudes are mul-
tiple and complex. Part of the answer lies in the historical era: as
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Horowitz points outin afootnote, in the nineteenth century “both
[racism and discrimination against blacks] were so well accepted
that they were not issues.”® In her anti-Semitism, too, to some
extent, Thomas lived in an era of rising American anti-Semitic and
anti-iimmigrant sentiment in elite Protestant circles.*

Underlying Thomas’ racial views was her endorsement of
the growing national eugenics movement which “promised pro-
gressive improvement through breeding of the fit.” In her
opening address to students in 1916, she advocated that the gates
of immigration be closed to those with “less desirable” genes.
Though “our firstimmigration was made up of the dominantraces
of the world,” she pronounced that “we are jeopardizing the
intellectual heritage of the American people by this headlong
intermixture of races.™! Widespread travel only corroborated for
Thomas the racial views that she had already adopted. In this way,
Thomas simply joined in a national movement in which many of
America’s elite and educated people participated. (It must be
remembered that in an era before the Holocaust, the eugenics
theory did not carry the weight of meaning and implication that
itdoes today.) Yet as Horowitz points out, especially in the conflict
over Szold, “the depth of conflict that Carey Thomas’ action
caused belies any simple explanation that in her anti-Semitic acts
Thomas merely conformed to the notions of her era and social

circle.”?

The progressive side of Thomas, the one that drove her to
fight all her life for the inclusion of an excluded group in higher
education, would seem to be completely at odds with her racism
and anti-Semitism. Yet in critical ways Thomas’ courageous con-
struction of herself as a feminist provided the basis of her attitudes
towards African-Americans and Jews. As Horowitz explains, “With
Bryn Mawr [College] she could make a path for those such as she
had been—young women of breeding who sought advanced
education.”™? Because Thomas did notidentify with African-Ameri-
can or Jewish girls, denying them a higher education did not seem
to her contradictory to her broader goals. More importantly,
Thomas had spent her early life a “weird duck,” an outsider, a
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radical, rejected by the standards of the society from which she
came. Racism and anti-Semitism allowed her to cast herself in the
“in” group excluding others, a far more comfortable position.
“Consciously or unconsciously she absorbed early the view that the
highest kind of intellectual activity excluded someone. Thus this
idea was present in her formative experience and was not just an

unfortunate later accretion.”

Further, in order to challenge her society’s attitudes to-
wards women, Thomas had to summarily reject her mother’s
Quaker faith and culture. In the realm of women’s education,
such a rejection made it possible to move as far beyond conven-
tional expectations as she did. Yet it also left her consciously
distancing herself from all that Quakers and her motherrespected
and valued, including religious tolerance. Horowitz points out
that the items in a list Thomas compiled late in life, “Jews...
Reasons for dislike of them:” contain many elements of Thomas’
own personality. Hating Jews, Horowitz suggests, was a way for
Thomas to objectify elements of herself by projecting them out-
ward, including her special demands, favoritism and independent
set of values.”

Today, more than sixty years after Thomas’ death, her
dream haslargely become a reality in Americaand the institutions
she helped create continue to play a significant role. These days,
a girl is not “laughed at” for wanting to go to college, as Thomas
complained was the case in the second half of the nineteenth
century. On the contrary, most middle-class parents assume that
their children will attend college, regardless of gender or aca-
demicinclination. In 1990 for example, women made up 53.2% of
those who received bachelor’s degrees a far cry from the almost
18% they constituted in 1877 when Thomas graduated from
Cornell.”*In 1882, when Thomasgother doctorate, women Ph.D.s
were virtually unheard of and their numbers undocumented.”’
Today, becoming a scholar is a choice for women that does not
raise any eyebrows, and in 1990 a full 36.3 percent of doctorates
were awarded to about 14,000 American women. Finally, women
in 1990 constituted almost 34% of Americans receiving medical
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degrees.” Certainly these percentagesin many cases remain below
the approximately 50% women constitute in the young American
population. Society has welcomed women into the world of work
without fully resolving who will take care of the domestic and
parenting roles those women must necessarily compromise. Yet
the change in attitude that has taken place in sixty years would
probably seem nothing less than a miracle to Thomas, even if
statistics have notyet caught up with that attitude. Where Thomas
had to be what Horowitz calls a “weird duck,” disregarding conven-
tion and stubbornly pursuing advanced education on another
continent, contemporary young women need not deviate far from
society’s expectations to pursue advanced degrees at a ready
supply of institutions close to home.*

The institutions Thomas helped build continue to give
women educational opportunities, though they are no longer the
sole dispensers of such opportunities. Bryn Mawr College remains
a thriving single-sex institution. During the 1994-1995 academic
year, the college boasted 1,100 undergraduates and 550 graduate
students and remained ranked as “Most Competitive” in Barron’s
Guide."” Bryn Mawr ranks first in the nation in the percentage of
its graduates to earn Ph.D.s in the humanities and third in all
fields, proving the “original thinking power” of women that
Thomas emphasized so highly during her lifetime.'”" Bryn Mawr
School, too, continues to carry on the progressive part of Thomas’
vision. Though passing the Bryn Mawr College exam is no longer
required for graduation, the single-sex school continues to em-
phasize academicvalues and to set college preparedness asits goal.
The Johns Hopkins Medical School continues to accept women
equally although such a policy is now unremarkable.

Today the institutions in which Thomas sought to put her
prejudice to work have outgrown those aspects of her personality.
Bryn Mawr College accepted its first African-American student in
1931. Bryn Mawr School would do the same 30 years later. In the
1994-95 academic year, more than a quarter of Bryn Mawr College’s
undergraduates were from American minority groups, including
5% African-Americans. Foreign students in that year hailed from
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51 foreign countries.'” At the Bryn Mawr School as well, contin-
ued movement beyond Thomas’ flawed progressivism is evident.
For the 1995-1996 school year 25% of the student body (K-12) are
minority students, 83 of them African-Americans. In both cases,
statistics for Jewish enrollment do not exist because religion is no
longer seen as an acceptable inquiry on application forms.

“The final irony of M. Carey Thomas’ life,” Rachel Eisler
writes in the Winter 1994 edition of the Bryn Mawr School Newsletter,
“is that she helped found a school, which, thankfully, is a more
compassionate open-minded institution than she everintended.” "
Perhaps. But it seems that the “better angels” of Thomas’ nature,
to borrow Lincoln’s term, would have had itno other way. Thomas
had a single visionary idea: that women, to quote her adolescent
diary, “can learn can reason can compete” in the realm of higher
education. That idea contains within it seeds of other visionary
ideas; that perhaps race and religion are no more reasons to be
denied access to the world’s highest scholarship than is gender.
The Bryn Mawr College Admissions office tries to capitalize on this
idea in its pamphlet: “Most colleges and universities talk about
‘diversity’ these days, but few were founded to provide access to
new populations (women, in Bryn Mawr’s case) and as agents for
social change.”" Thomas, of course, was herself the “all too
human muddle of brilliance and narrow-minded prejudice” that
Eisler describes.'®

When Thomas’ legacy offers two conflicting answers to the
same question, certainly the institutions she helped to create
should look to her strains of “brilliance” for guidance in prefer-
ence to her other “strains.” To do any other would dishonor the
higher Thomas who had an heroic vision and the higher Thomas
who believed in progress. It would dishonor the Thomas who
wrote in her diary in 1875: “Though man as an individual may fail
of his end...yet the progress of the race is ever onward...one
century finds the solution to the problem the former has been
working out, each succeeding one finds the core of the diseases of
the generation before. There must be progress.”
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From the beginning, Thomas’ vision for America did not
match reality. Through her own education and through the
institutions she helped to found, she brought America signifi-
cantly closer to her progressive vision. Yet there remained ele-
ments of her personality that were utterly unprogressive, in some
ways in opposition to her visionary self and in some ways a result
ofit. Though she sought to act on these elements in her capacities
as an administrator, the institutions she created have since largely
outgrown them. As Horowitz writes, “Ultimately she built better
than she lived. The institutions that she created and the doors she

opened for women remain as a lasting legacy.”'"”

What does one say about such a woman? Ultimately the
best words come from Thomas herself. While still studying in
Europe in 1883, she was ambivalent when she learned that her
Aunt Hannah had entertained the controversial, famous Walt
Whitman in her parlor. “I am struck dumb at the thought,” she
wrote home “... to think that one of you should receive in your
house the man who has written more grossly indecent things than
perhaps any other man whose books are printed in an open
manner...”"” In the end however Thomas finds something unde-
niably appealing about Whitman: he thinks “outraging so called
decency the right thing to do and does so in a whole-souled way

which wins him my admiration, distasteful as it is.”"

Thomas spent her life “outraging so called decency” in a
“whole-souled way.” As Horowitz writes “she did not [create
herself] perfectly or at times even well. But she was heroic in the
task she set.”'!?
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