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Introduction:
Advancing Field Theory

In 1977, Henle remarked that we are in the process of advancing
to where Lewin was 60 years ago. Miriam Lewin, in 1986, noted
that the Lewinian message is only dimly heard within psychology
in general. Kurt Back, in this volume, describes how field theory
languished for many years. Only recently has interest in Lewin
and field theory been revitalized. On the other hand, Lewin was
second only to Freud in terms of influencing the thinking of
modern-day psychologists in a recent APA survey. While many
would argue that Lewin is to the social sciences what Einstein is
to the physical sciences, clearly, Lewin and the field of psychology
have a rather ambivalent relationship.

Despite this ambivalence, the Lewinian perspective has guided
the thinking and research of generations of scholars. Over the
years, dedicated groups of social scientists have continued the
exploration of Lewinian constructs as these can be applied to
individuals, groups, organizations, nations, and international re-
lations. Some of their theoretical and experimental work will be
described in this volume. They have also managed to instill in
younger scholars their excitement and curiosity. Thus this volume
represents the work of various generations of field theorists and
attests to the durability and utility of Lewin’s work.

As editors, we have reviewed these manuscripts for quite some
time. In the end, we have come to a number of conclusions. First,
field theory continues to make significant contributions to an
understanding of our social world. A second, and perhaps more
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14 ADVANCES IN FIELD THEORY

important, conclusion is that the passion that Lewin had for jus-
tice, democracy, equality, interdependence, and peace is apparent
in the work of present-day Lewinians.

While the word passion may seem a strong descriptor for schol-
arly writing, it is undoubtedly accurate. Each contributor to this
volume writes about the improvement of the quality of human life
in some way. Topics range from the reduction of intrapsychic pain
to the reduction of international tensions. The authors speak of
facilitating the development of cooperative individuals and coop-
erative contexts supportive of human and social development.

Each person must find his or her own way of contributing to
the betterment of human life and the amelioration of social con-
flict. Some choose the arts. Others choose political action. Still
others find their own unique ways to contribute to the public
good. The individuals in this volume, represented by their work,
have chosen to study individual and social processes in an effort
to apply these understandings to the resolution of social problems.

One hundred years after his birth and 43 years after his death,
Lewin’s work and values continue to inspire a quest for human
rights and dignity. In a world that has been described as alienated
and individualistic, his work and the work it generates foster hope
for community and concern for others. There is no ambivalence in
the minds of these scholars about advancing field theory and the
values it contains. There is also no ambivalence, in our minds,
about the importance of their contributions.



PART 1

Theoretical Advances:
The Beginnings

Field Theory in Social Science:
What Made It Creative?

Historians frequently remind us that if we are to advance or pro-
gress in any area of human endeavor, we would be wise to under-
stand the past. In this section, four noted scholars offer insights
into their experience with Lewin and the beginnings of field
theory. Each was asked to describe from his or her personal per-
spective the qualities that made field theory creative. Each author
also represents a particular generation of Lewin’s students.

Anitra Karsten, representing the first generation of students
who worked with Lewin in Berlin, describes the excitement of that
period. She attributes this excitement and creativity to the novelty
of studying everyday life and to the energy generated through
group discussion and cooperation among the researchers. Anitra
Karsten died recently. The worldwide community of social psy-
chologists will miss her lively contributions.

The second generation of Lewinians is represented by Ralph
White. He writes of the democratic approach to research that in-
spired collegiality and creativity in faculty and students alike.
Morton Deutsch, of the third generation, attributes the creativity
of field theory to the enthusiasm for research and theory building
of Lewin, his colleagues, and his students during that period. Kurt
Back describes what happened after Lewin’s death. He addresses
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16 THE BEGINNINGS

the difficulty in continuing Lewin’s work and urges revitalization
and renewal.

This historical section ends with a chapter by Mel van Elteren
and Helmut Luck, who trace the role of Lewin’s films in the
development of field theory. They provide us not only with a
picture of the utility of film for the dissemination of information
but also with a unique view of the social times in which field
theory and Lewin became influential.



