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Roger Garlock Barker was one of the most extraordinary—and least known—figures in the
history of psychology. Just months after becoming chair of the psychology department at the
University of Kansas in the late 1940s, Barker decamped with his family to the tiny backwoods
town of Oskaloosa, population 725. It wasn’t escape Barker was after, but revelation. What Jane
Goodall would do with chimpanzees in Tanzania, Barker wanted to do with his own species—
homo sapiens—in its natural habitat. He hoped to understand nothing less than the “naturally
occurring behavior” of “free-ranging persons.”Barker stayed in Oskaloosa not for a one-off round
of observations, but for a lifetime. He and his wife, Louise, joined its churches and social clubs.
He sent his children to its schools. And for 25 years, Barker, his colleagues and even Louise and
the three kids gathered meticulous data on the ebb and flow of everyday life in what he believed
was a quintessential Midwestern town. He locked up his findings in the vault of an old bank
building on the town square, in a rickety suite of offices that would rise to international renown as
the “Midwest Psychological Field Station.”The iconoclastic Barker saw his work as revolutionary,
and by the early 1960s, establishment figures in psychology could no longer ignore his
prodigious and painstaking output. Barker won hundreds of thousands of dollars in grant money
and was decorated with the same prestigious awards given over the years to better-known
luminaries like B.F. Skinner, Jean Piaget and Noam Chomsky. Margaret Mead visited Barker’s
field station, as did Washington officials, foundation presidents, and scholars from universities
as far afield as Norway and Australia.But the shining new path Barker had illuminated for
psychology faded suddenly into oblivion, the victim of forces Barker felt powerless to control.In
THE OUTSIDER, award-winning journalist and author Ariel Sabar tells a cinematic story of
Barker’s improbable rise and fall. The page-turning narrative takes readers on a journey into the
life and times of one of psychology’s most original thinkers, raising fascinating questions about
what separates the Darwins and Freuds of science from the sometimes just-as-brilliant also-
rans.Cover design by Hannah Perrine Mode.ABOUT THE AUTHORAriel Sabar won the National
Book Critics Circle Award for his debut book, My Father's Paradise: A Son's Search for his
Family’s Past, which was excerpted in The New York Times Magazine and translated into
several languages. His second book, Heart of the City, was called a "beguiling romp" (New York
Times) and an "engaging, moving and lively read" (Toronto Star). He is a contributing editor at
Smithsonian Magazine whose writing has also appeared in Harper's, The Atlantic, the New York
Times, Boston Globe, Washington Post, and Washingtonian Magazine. He is a magna cum
laude graduate of Brown University and an award-winning former staff writer for the Providence
(RI) Journal, Baltimore Sun and Christian Science Monitor, where he covered the 2008
presidential campaigns. He has taught creative writing at The George Washington University
and lectured on the crafts of journalism and memoir at Brown, Johns Hopkins, and Georgetown.
He has been interviewed about his books and articles on NPR, PBS NewsHour, and the BBC
World Service.
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mornings in the early 1940s, Roger Barker, a psychology professor at the University of Illinois
Urbana-Champaign, rode the train south across 200 miles of farmland to a second job, at a
teachers college. From his seat in the parlor car of the Illinois Central, Barker gazed out the
window, waiting for the monochrome of soybean farms and cornfields to break every few miles
into the brighter textures of a small town.At fifty-five miles per hour, the towns whipped past in a
juddering blur of grain elevators, oil tanks, and Main Street crossings. But what would Barker
see, he wondered, if the train slowed down? Or if it stopped, so a scientist could walk around,
listen to the chatter in the streets, peer into schools and shop windows? What seemed just a
speck of asphalt might look instead like a bead of river water under a microscope: a droplet
teeming with life.You might glimpse a soda jerk jawing with old customers at the general store.
Children arm-wrestling or climbing trees or reading comics. A boy and girl catching each other’s
eyes at the school dance, and, later, whispering vows before a minister. Every day, thousands of
unaccounted moments of joy, anger, fear, and triumph.Psychology called itself the science of
human behavior. But what did it know of behavior in the real world? Barker wondered. What
could it say about the heartbeat of everyday life in Savoy or Pesotum, or Laclede or Odin?B.F.
Skinner, Edward Tolman, and the other titans of mid-century American psychology were holed
up in laboratories. They sent rats through mazes. They clocked human reaction times. They
administered personality and IQ tests. Psychology had only just split from philosophy, and its
leading lights saw the controlled experiment as the only path to truth — and respectability — for
a field still grasping for scientific legitimacy.At Barker’s last teaching job, at Harvard, he was a
regular at a daily lunch hosted by one of the deans of American psychology: a scholar with the
unfortunate name Edwin Boring. Barker, then a new instructor who taught Harvard’s first child
psychology class, was a greenhorn among giants. Over brown bag lunches in Boring’s office, he
mostly listened as B.F. Skinner, Stanley Smith Stephens, and other eminences compared
research notes and gossiped about campus politics. Barker came away from these meetings
with one main conviction: “that the effective men in the science were blue-collar, hard-hat



workers, not gentleman scholars.”If psychology wanted to know about lived life, he saw now,
watching from the train window, it would have to don a hard hat and leave the lab. What kind of
science would geology and zoology be, for example, if their practitioners never plucked a rock
from a riverbed or stalked an animal across a savanna?But how might that work for psychology?
Could I ensconce myself in a small town? Barker wondered. Could I study people in their
habitats the way a botanist studies wildflowers in a meadow?Barker was then a spindly man in
his late 30s, and a father of two young children. He had fine brown hair brushed handsomely
across the top of his head, and pale blue eyes framed by round wire-rim glasses. He had no way
of knowing what his future held: the glittering awards and the hundreds of thousands of dollars
that would rain down on one of the most extraordinary chapters in the history of psychology. All
he sensed then was how crazy his ideas would sound to the sorts of men who frequented
Boring’s sack lunch. The plans taking shape in his head, he felt, would be taken, perhaps justly,
as an act of “calculated professional chauvinism.”* * *In October 1946, after leaving Illinois for a
prestigious endowed professorship at Clark University, in Worcester, Massachusetts, Barker
eased his stiff body into his desk chair and rested his delicate fingers on the typewriter keys. He
titled this particular grant proposal “A Field Study of Children’s Behavior” and addressed it to
“The Surgeon General, U.S. Public Health Service.”His first sentence could scarcely have been
more declarative: “This research aims to describe in concrete detail the conditions of life and
behavior of all the children of a community.“Naturalists,” he continued, “have been ingenious and
indefatigable in recording in minute detail the life conditions and behavior of rats, pigeons, and
primates.” Physical scientists, for their part, take daily readings of soil temperature, volcanic
activity, and oceanic oxygen levels. “Yet there are no reliable, detailed records of how a human
mother cared for her young, of how a particular teacher behaved in the classroom and how the
children responded, of what parents actually did and said to their children during mealtime, of
what actually happened at a scout meeting, of what any boy actually did from the time he woke
up in the morning till he went to sleep at night.”Barker couldn’t explain this void. Maybe people
felt they knew all there was to know simply from having once been a child, or now, a mother or
father. But this was no excuse: “In this scientific age,” he wrote, no apologies were needed for
“exact studies of common phenomena.”If we looked closely enough at the atoms of ordinary life,
Barker felt, we would see patterns undetectable to the naked eye: not just in mealtime routines,
discipline, and toilet training, but in the freedoms and responsibilities children enjoy and in how a
town’s physical and social forces sculpt a child’s values, behavior, and personality.By mapping
these patterns over time and comparing one town to the next, psychology might unravel untold
mysteries about the causes and consequences of everyday behavior. He wrote the federal
health agency that even if his proposed “observatory” did nothing more for psychology than a
single weather station did for meteorology — pile up data points for unspecified future study —
“the undertaking would appear justified.”Calculated professional chauvinism was an
understatement. His proposal — to essentially go native — was so brazen a departure from
mainstream psychology that it risked being seen, at best, as a dubious vanity project. More



likely, grantmakers would dismiss it as a taxpayer boondoggle in the making.If Barker suffered
any self-doubt, he didn’t let on. He had always been a noticer of things that eluded other people.
That talent was perhaps the only gift of a solitary childhood. When he was 14, a time when most
boys first feel the lift under their wings, a bone illness snatched Barker from the stream of
ordinary life. While other boys tossed footballs and took girls on dates and eventually walked a
high school stage in cap and gown, Barker was at home in bed and in pain.His life from 14 to 21
were lost years, he sometimes thought. He had time — too much of it — to watch the world swim
by, as though through aquarium glass. It was a damned vantage, and a privileged one, for he
learned to see with scientific detachment the building blocks of everyday life that most people
took for granted. He might never have wished for it, but his isolation had defamiliarized the world.
By the time his disease went into remission, in his early 20s, his self-image as an outsider had
locked into place. In college, he was three or four years older than his classmates. But his
ordeal, he felt, had taught him things they could never know.The sociologists Robert and Helen
Lynd, of New York, had graphed the social structure and cultural norms of Muncie, Indiana, in
the 1920s. And anthropologists had methods for cataloging custom and ritual. But Barker
wanted his own tools. He wanted to stretch psychology rather than filch from other disciplines.
“For good or ill,” he said later, “we chose … to enter the territory of the sociologist and the
anthropologist without a passport, or a guide, or even a guide book.”His timing was charmed.
President Harry S. Truman had just signed legislation establishing a National Institute of Mental
Health. The new agency had money to burn.In February 1947, four months after turning in his
application, Barker got word that he’d won MH-6, the sixth grant ever dispensed by the agency
and a big one, to boot: enough cash to fund his project for three years.Just one small problem
remained: finding himself a town.* * *Worcester, Massachusetts, a gritty industrial city an hour’s
drive west of Boston, was a tough place for a small-town Midwesterner like Barker.Clark
University was illustrious enough: it had one of the country’s foremost graduate programs in
psychology and was the only place Sigmund Freud lectured during his one trip to the United
States. (Freud delivered his famous “Clark lectures” in 1909, introducing psychoanalysis to
America.) Barker’s endowed professorship was named after the man who persuaded Freud to
come: G. Stanley Hall, Clark’s first president, a thickly bearded man who earned the first PhD in
psychology in America, from Harvard, in 1878, and went on to found the American Psychological
Association.But Worcester was a downer. There were no playmates for Celia, Jonathan, and
Lucy, the Barkers’ three young children; the suburb they lived in, West Boylston, was home to
older families and childless young executives, and New Englanders were chilly to non-
natives.The towns of central Illinois, which had inspired the idea of a study, were almost
hermetically sealed — geometric arrangements of houses, schools, and shops that were
surrounded, like islands, by oceans of farm fields. They were discrete units, suited to clean
dissection. The towns around Worcester, however, were amoeba-like and placeless. They
blended into one another or meandered for miles along streams or ridges, following the lines of
some colonial-era turf battle rather than any rectilinear logicAs Barker’s obsession with the idea



of a town-wide field study deepened, Worcester’s inadequacy as a base of operations grew
distressingly clear.Then, in the spring of 1947, Barker got a phone call that would pivot his life.
The strange voice belonged to a man identifying himself as Paul Lawson. He said he was dean
of the College of Liberal Arts and Sciences at the University of Kansas. He was in Boston. Might
he swing by Worcester for a chat?Kansas? Paul Lawson? Barker knew little about the former,
and nothing about the latter. But he and his wife, Louise, accepted Lawson’s invitation to dine
the next evening at a café in downtown Worcester. The dean didn’t waste words: Kansas’s
psychology department had hit bottom after an unfortunate rash of retirements, illnesses, and
resignations. KU was a major public research university, and its flagship campus, in Lawrence,
needed someone to build the department back to greatness. The university was putting serious
money behind its words, and the new chairman would have free rein to cherry-pick new faculty.
Might Barker have any interest?Barker had been at Clark for all of a year, and had an enviable
perch. As legions of soldiers returned from World War II, he had devoted himself to a landmark
work of social psychology — Adjustment to Physical Handicap and Illness — that dispelled
longstanding myths about people with disabilities and helped launch the specialty of
rehabilitation psychology. He’d also edited America’s first textbook on child psychology.There
were good arguments for settling down, for building on past research, rather than charging off
again in some new direction. He not only had a wife and three children to think about now, but
his job-hopping was becoming a liability. “I see your husband is something of floater,” a New
Englander had recently sniped to Louise.Leaving now meant uprooting his family again, and
perhaps turning the “floater” label into a kind of a scarlet letter. But in spite of his better instincts,
Barker could feel his excitement grow. He’d won that NIMH money, and as yet had no place to
spend it. He hadn’t given up those dreams for a new kind of psychology. Might some Kansas
town be his Emerald City?If KU wanted him, Barker told Lawson that day, it would need to supply
him a town.Lawson had no doubt been used to questions about salary, staff, and teaching loads.
But this was new.I’m not sure what you mean, Lawson said.I need a town of some 1,000 souls,
Barker said. It should be small enough for every resident, from newborn to elderly, to be studied.
It had to sit at some distance from other towns. It should have its own civic life and not be a
suburb of some bigger city. It should thus be a kind of container or “cage” that filtered outside
influences, not wholly unlike a laboratory. Still, the town — wherever it was — should not be so
cut off that it was unrepresentative of American small-town life.The lines of worry on Lawson’s
face slowly relaxed into a smile. “I know just the place,” he said.2. LAST OF THE
BEAUTIFULWhen Roger Barker first set eyes on Oskaloosa, Kansas, he must have been beside
himself. The place looked as though it had sprung fully formed from the imagination of Norman
Rockwell. The town was home to 725 middle-class, middle Americans: tradespeople,
shopkeepers, office clerks, government workers, housewives, a couple of lawyers, and plenty of
children. Families lived on uncurbed streets, in rows of modest frame houses with small lawns
that unfurled across a rectangular grid perfectly aligned with the compass points. At its center
was a rocket-shaped water tower emblazoned “Oskaloosa” and a picturesque Victorian



courthouse framed by a town square.Oskaloosans could get just about anything right there on
the square. There was a drugstore, a soda fountain, a Farm Bureau outpost, a bank, a beauty
parlor, a tavern, an auto garage, a law office, a coffee shop, a post office. The Oska Theatre
screened two features a day, and the American Legion Hall hosted County Extension Service
classes and the Saturday night dance.“If you were to take a bicycle ride with a ten-year-old boy,”
Barker marveled in a set of early notes, “he could show you every house in the town in a half-
hour.”Barker’s sense that it represented a kind of American archetype was reinforced by its
physical location: it lay close to the geographic center of the contiguous United States. It was the
country’s “very heart,” as Barker put it, a place “where the climate, the flora, the fauna, the
people, the culture, the customs change from southern to northern, from eastern to
western.”Oskaloosa was just twenty-two miles north of Lawrence, home of the giant University of
Kansas. But it was a place apart. No bus service tied Oskaloosa to the college town. It was near
no major highway. The Kansas City, Wyandotte & Northwestern Railroad, which once stopped in
Oskaloosa, had been mothballed in 1919. Most people in cosmopolitan Lawrence had likely
never heard of Oskaloosa, let alone had occasion to visit.Oskaloosa was settled in 1855 by
migrant Iowans from a town of the same name in their state. They arrived by ox-drawn wagon a
year after the Kansas-Nebraska Act opened former Indian lands to white settlement and some
half-dozen years before Kansas statehood. (Local lore has it that Oskaloosa was the name of a
Creek Indian princess meaning “Last of the Beautiful.”) The stolid temperament of its first settlers
stood out against that of the liberal New Englanders who established Lawrence. The bigger
city’s Free State fervor made it a favorite target of Confederate sackings during the Civil War and
set the stage for a college town that remains a node of progressivism in an otherwise
conservative state.The places seemed to exist in almost parallel universes: while Lawrence’s
population swelled from 1,600 people in 1860 to more than 23,000 in 1950, Oskaloosa’s grew by
just 200, to a little over 700. The town might have vanished altogether had it not narrowly won a
long-ago vote to become the seat of rural Jefferson County, which gave it a certain distinction
and a modest number of government and courthouse jobs. Oskaloosa thus had its own identity,
economy, and civic life, even while just a forty-five-minute drive to Topeka and an hour’s to
Kansas City.It fit Barker’s specifications to a T.
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kansasplains, “A Maverick Psychologist. A very illuminating e-book of the life and work of Roger
Barker, the father of environmental psychology. Sabar's earlier book, Heart of the City,
introduces the reader to Roger Barker, a University of Kansas professor who lived in Oskaloosa,
KS, and includes brief descriptions of how Barker's work influenced both psychologists in their
studies of human behavior and architects in their design of people-friendly public spaces. Wish
The Outsider were available in a hard cover edition.”

greggieboy, “Interesting perspective. Barker's different perspective that led to studies of
'ordinary' people and then to the influence of the settings in which they live is fascinating. It also
highlights the importance of marketing the findings. His approach - that the data would speak for
itself and be useful to others just didn't get off the ground, and I suspect that others working in
the field just didn't warm to it - there is something sad about the 'not invented here' mindset
prevalent in the many areas of research.”

Marilyn Mccorkell, “making someone I never heard of an interesting person. Roger barker was a
strange choice to head a psychology dept. But he used it to study the effects of living in a small
town. His book on the effect of small schools on children never was followed by the state which
went for consolidated school districts. I wish governments had listened. Perhaps we would have
fewer disaffected youth.”

Prime Reader, “Interesting look at research in a small town setting.. A well written and interesting
read about a life long dedication to research with a unusual approach. Few would have the
dedication for a project as discussed.”

Rui Pinto, “Fantastic book. I rarely read a book cover to cover, but I did this one. This was the first
kindle single I ever purchased and it was great, well written, well researched and beautifully
structured. I will be looking at more works from Sabar.”

Barbara Hindanhill, “One-of-a-kind Psychologist. Remarkable true story about a psychologist
who threw himself and his family into the life of the town he studied and what happened to him
after the study ended.”

C. Jones, “Wonderful Book. Fascinating read, very balanced and engaging throughout - I too
wish I could have met Roger Barker, but this book certainly fills much of that void.”
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