
 
JOAN FEYNMAN, PhD '58 
 
 

           
 
 
 Hi Josh,  
 
Remember me? Joan Hirshberg?  
 
this is a note to give you information on my life in physics after I left Syracuse in 1958 
with a Ph. D. in Solid State! 
 
In the 1950’s it was considered that physics was and ought to be a man’s profession only. 
Women who were interested in the hard sciences were the target of a great deal of 
discrimination and derision.  I was fortunate that I applied to the physics department at 
Syracuse University.  Not only was I accepted but I was actually encouraged there, 
particularly by professors Peter Bergman and John Trischka. Without that encouragement 
and that of my husband Dick Hirshberg, who was a graduate student in anthropology, I 
would never had been able to complete the degree.   My thesis with Mel Lax was in 
solid-state theory but I received my degree in 1958 when the first measurements of the 
particles and fields in interplanetary space were being made.  Space physics was a new 
and exciting field that I thought was fascinating.  It involved new physics and 
fundamental problems that had not been studied carefully before.  I lived near the Lamont 
(Doherty) Geological Observatory of Columbia University and so I applied for a position 
there.  I received four offers and chose to study rapid variations of the Earth’s magnetic 
field because their cause was unknown.  I have been happily working on Solar-Terrestrial 
Relations ever since.  My formal vita is below: 
 
Dr. Feynman is a Principal Scientist at the Jet Propulsion Laboratory and a recipient of a 
NASA Exceptional Scientific Achievement Medal. She was solar wind particles and 
fields, solar terrestrial relations and magnetospheric physics throughout her career 



(almost 50 years now). More recently she has expanded her interests to include climate 
change (great fun). She has been particularly interested in transient solar events and solar 
cycle variations of several different types of phenomena and the space environment. She 
was the developer of the JPL model of estimating the hazardous space environment for 
use in spacecraft design. She was trained at Oberlin College and received her doctorate 
from Syracuse University in theoretical physics. In 1971 she was a National Research 
Council senior postdoctoral research associate with the Solar Physics branch at Ames 
Research Center. From 1972 to 1976 she was at the High Altitude Observatory. She 
joined the Jet Propulsion Laboratory in 1985 after working at Boston College (1979-
1985) and the National Science Foundation (1976-1979). She has been an associate editor 
of J. Geophys Res. Space Phys. and twice elected secretary of the Solar and 
Interplanetary Physics Section of the American Geophysical Union. She has been author 
and co-author of over 100 publications and has edited three books.  
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Looking forward to hearing about your life.  
Joan  
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