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PREFACE

DR. WOLFGANG KUHLER
Swarthmore College
Swarthmore, Pa.

DEAR KOHLER:

This book is the result of a very slow growth.

I remember the moment when—more than ten years ago—it
occurred to me that the figures on the blackboard which were to
illustrate some problems for a group in psychology might after all
be not merely illustrations but representations of real concepts.
Much interested in the theory of science, I had already in 1912
as a student defended the thesis (against a then fully accepted philo-
sophical dictum) that psychology, dealing with manifolds of coexist-
ing facts, would be finally forced to use not only the concept of time
but that of space too. Knowing something of the general theory of
point sets, I felt vaguely that the young mathematical discipline
“topology”” might be of some help in making psychology a real
science. I began studying topology and making use of its concepts,
which soon appeared to me particularly fitted to the specific problems
of psychology.

However, this undertaking expanded rapidly, forcing me to
consider wider and wider fields of psychology and to face more and
more involved problems. That is the reason why this book has
seen quite a number of unfinished and unpublished editions, and why
it does not yet contain the “vector psychology.”” The main diffi-
culty has not been the mastering of the mathematical problems as
such, at least insofar as the topological problems are concerned.
After several attempts to employ the more complicated concepts
of topology, I found it both sufficient and more fruitful to refer to
the most simple topological concepts only. Vector psychology will,
of course, require a more elaborate mathematical setup and will—
in all probability—even make it necessary to enter a somewhat
undeveloped field of mathematics. But the main difficulty was
the dealing with problems which lie, so to say, between psychology

and mathematics.
i
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We know, since the theory of relativity at least, that empirical
sciences are to some degree free in defining dynamical concepts or
even in assuming laws, and that only a system as a whole which
includes concepts, coordinating definitions, end laws can be said
to be either true or false, to be adequate or inadequate to empirical
facts. This “freedom,” however, is a somewhat doubtful gift.
The manifold of possibilities implies uncertainty, and such uncer-
tainty can become rather painful in a science as young as psychology,
where nearly all concepts are open and unsettled. As psychology
approaches the state of a logically sound science, definitions cease
to be an arbitrary matter. They become far-reaching decisions
which presuppose the mastering of the conceptual problems but
which have to be guided entirely by the objective facts.

Theoretical psychology in its present state must try to develop
a system of concepts which shows all the characteristics of a Gestalt,
in which any part depends upon every other part. As we do not yet
have the knowledge of facts which really suffices to determine
this system of concepts and as, on the other hand, this knowledge
of “facts” cannot be acquired without developing this system of
concepts, there seems to be only one way open: to proceed slowly
by tentative steps, to make decisions rather reluctantly, to keep in
view always the whole field of psychology, and to stay in closest
contact with the actual work of psychological research.

Such an undertaking, if any, needs the cooperation of a group.
I have always found myself rather unable to think productively
as a single person. I hope that this handicap may, in this case,
turn out to be of some advantage, for it has made this book the
result of the work of a group. Those who are acquainted with you
know that you are not interested in ‘““‘psychological schools,” and
one of the main incentives of this book is to help develop a psycho-
logical language generally understandable and independent of
schools. (By the way, I have tried my best to destroy the myth
that Gestaltists do not attack each other.) Yet collectives have
had and will, I think, always have their place in scientific work.
The group which was called the Psychological Institute of Berlin
has been, I think, such a collective of friends, working together
for many years, interested in all fields of psychology, and concerned
as much with experiments as with theories. Whether it was
valuable, history will show; but at least it was happy and
lively.
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May this book prove to be somewhat worthy of the spirit of this
collective and of the leading influence you have had on each of its
steps. For the friends scattered throughout the world this feeling
of cooperation seems to continue and the circle steadily to widen.
I would enjoy nothing more than to have contributed to this broad
cooperation.

I dedicate this book to a young scientific center at the meeting
of the East and the West where I hope new productive collectives
will arise.

Kurt LEWIN.

Iowa City, Iowa,

May, 1936.
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THE TASK OF PSYCHOLOGY AND THE
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CHAPTER I

INTRODUCTION
THE PRESENT STATE OF PSYCHOLOGY

In its present state of development psychology must be
thought of as a young science. There is only one field in which
it is relatively well established and in which it has advanced
steadily: this is the psychology of sensation and perception.
The scientific character of this field is fully recognized. Its
findings are based almost entirely on experimental evidence, and
even when its theories are in conflict one feels that as far as
method is concerned it stands on relatively firm ground. The
situation is different with the psychology of will, of needs, and
of personality despite the fact that these fields have always
attracted popular interest. As recently as fifteen years ago it
was assumed that they, by their very nature, were not ame-
nable to scientific methods. The little experimental work that
had been done seemed too artificial and abstract to give an
insight into the real processes. It was generally accepted that
experimental investigations of these elusive and highly compli-
cated processes were intrinsically impossible, at least in so far
as human beings are concerned. Thus in Europe these prob-
lems were treated in a half-literary, half-philosophical way, and
in America the tendency was to study individual differences by
means of tests.

The only approach to deeper problems was the brilliant work
of Freud. However, the attempt of the psychoanalysts to base
general laws entirely on case studies and therapeutical work
seemed methodologically unsound to most scientists.

This skeptical atmosphere and the undoubtedly great
technical and conceptual difficulties have blocked the develop-
ment of an experimental psychology of will and needs. On the

3



