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Introduction

WHAT occurs when, now and then, thinking really works produc-
tively? What happens when, now and then, thinking forges ahead?
What is really going on in such a process?

If we look for answers in books, we often find apparently easy
ones. But confronted by actual processes of this kind—when one
has just had a creative idea, however modest the issue, when one has
begun really to grasp an issue, when one has enjoyed a clean, produc-
tive process of thought—those answers often seem to cover up the
real problems rather than to face them squarely. The flesh and blood
of what has happened seem to be lacking in those answers.

Surely in the course of your life you have been curious about a
lot of things, sometimes seriously. Have you been equally serious
about what this thing called thinking may be? There are, in this
world of ours, eating, thunderstorms, blossoms, crystals. Various
sciences deal with them; they attempt by great effort to get real under-
standing, to grasp what these things really are. Are we equally serious
when we ask what productive thinking is?

There are fine cases. You can find them often, even in daily life.
If you have had your eyes open, you have probably encountered
somewhere in your life—if nowhere else, then in children—this sur-
prising event, the birth of a genuine idea, of a productive develop-
ment, the transition from a blind attitude to understanding in a
productive process. If you have not been fortunate enough to experi-
ence it yourself, you may have encountered it in others; or you may
—fascinated—have glimpsed it when reading good books.

Many are of the opinion that men do not like to think; that they
will do much to avoid it; that they prefer to repeat instead. But in
spite of many factors that are inimical to real thinking, that suffo-
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2 PRODUCTIVE THINKING

cate it, here and there it emerges and flourishes. And often one gets
the strong impression that men, even children, long for it.

What really takes place in such processes? What happens if one
really thinks, and thinks productively? What may be the decisive
features and the steps? How do they come about? Whence the flash,
the spark? What are the conditions, the attitudes, favorable or un-
favorable to such remarkable events? What is the real difference
between good and bad thinking? And in connection with all these
questions: how improve thinking? your thinking? thinking itself?
Suppose we were to make an inventory of basic operations in thinking
—how would it look? What, basically, is at hand? Could the basic
operations \themselves be enlarged and improved, and thus be made
more productive?

For more than two thousand years some of the best brains in
philosophy, in logic, in psychology, in education, have worked hard
to find real answers to these questions. The history of these efforts,
the brilliant ideas brought forward, the hard work done in research
and in theoretical discussion, present on the whole a rich, dramatic
picture. Much has been achieved. In a large number of special ques-
tions solid contributions to understanding have been made. At the
same time there is something tragic in the history of these efforts.
Again and again when great thinkers compared the ready answers
with actual, fine thinking, they were troubled and deeply dissatisfied
—they felt that what had been done had merits, but that in fact it
had perhaps not touched the core of the problem at all.

The situation is still somewhat of this kind. To be sure, many books
deal with these questions as if, fundamentally, everything were settled
—in one way or another. For there are basically different ideas about
what thinking is, each with serious consequences for behavior, for
education. When observing a teacher we may often realize how seri-
ous the consequences of such ideas about thinking can be.

Although there are good teachers, with a natural feeling for what
genuine thinking means, the situation in schools is often not good.
How teachers act, how a subject matter is taught, how textbooks are
written, all this is widely determined by two traditional views about
the nature of thinking: the view of traditional logic and the view of
association theory. These two views have their merits. To a degree



INTRODUCTION 3

they seem adequate to certain types of thought processes, to certain
jobs in thinking; but it is at least an open question whether the way
in which they interpret thinking does not cause serious hindrance, an
actual impairment of genuine abilities.

This book has been written because the traditional views have
ignored important characteristics of thought processes, because in
many other books those views are taken for granted without real
investigation, because in such books the discussion of thinking runs
largely in mere generalities, and because, for the most part, the
gestalt view is only superficially known. Much is at stake and it
seems proper to bring these neglected issues to the fore, to examine
the traditional views, to discuss the crucial problems in concrete
instances of fine, productive thought, and in doing so, to give the
gestalt interpretation of thinking.

In a number of chapters (One-Six) elementary, seemingly obvious
examples will be used for the discussion. We shall face the basic
theoretical issues in direct contact with the concrete material. Several
methods of experimental discussion will contribute to clarification.
We shall study how thinking actually proceeds and what the nature
of the process is as a whole, as well as in its parts, steps, and opera-
tions. In contrast to poorer ways of thinking the reader may enjoy
the way in which fine, though modest, productive processes occur
in children.

We shall see that what is going on in these processes is far from
being adequately handled by the tools and views of the two
traditional approaches. We shall recognize characteristics and opera-
tions that have been ignored because they are intrinsically foreign
to the customary conceptions. We shall see how such factors work
in the achievement of thinking.

In Chapter Seven we shall describe a modest example from human
life, which seems to touch the essence of profound human issues.

We shall also give in Chapters Four, Eight, Nine, and Ten several
descriptions and interpretations of greater thought processes, conclud-
ing with the story of the thought process that led Einstein to the dis-
covery of the relativity theory. In the final chapter we shall formulate
our general conclusions.



