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I first heard of Kurt Lewin from reading the works of Roger and David Johnson on CL. They often credit Lewin and his student/colleague Morton Deutsch with having a major impact on the development of CL, in particular the concept of positive interdependence, which the Johnsons identify as the heart of CL. However, in the works of theirs I’ve read, the Johnsons offer little detail on Lewin’s theory and work. I had also heard of Lewin in regard to action research and as the originator of the expression, “Nothing is as practical as a good theory”. Therefore, when I saw a reference to the biography of Lewin reviewed below, I eagerly sought it out as a means of learning more about this important figure in the history of CL. Finding the book proved a bit difficult, as no nearby library held it, and the book is out of print. Fortunately, I was able to obtain a copy through an Internet book seller.

The biography’s author, Alfred J. Marrow, first met Lewin in 1934 and worked closely with him on several projects. In preparing the biography, Marrow talked to many other of Lewin’s colleagues, including Gordon Allport, Warren Bennis, Tamara Dembo, Morton Deutsch, Leon Festinger, Rensis Likert, Ronald Lippitt, and John Thibaut.

The book is divided into two main parts. The first and shorter part of the book, “The German Years”, begins with Lewin’s birth in 1890 in a village in what was then Prussia but is now Poland. In 1905, his family moved to Berlin where Lewin’s intellectual talents blossomed, initially manifesting themselves particularly in a keen interest in Greek philosophy. Upon entering university, he studied first medicine and later philosophy of science before a professor suggested that psychology was the right choice for him. 

While embracing his new area of study Lewin, however, was critical of the state of the field of psychology. A classmate reports that he felt “like the boy in the fairy tale who saw that the emperor was wearing no clothes.” One of Lewin’s objections was that affect was seen as off-limits to psychological investigation. He sought to find experimental methods to conduct valid psychological research into affective variables.

World War I broke out in 1914 when Lewin was finishing his doctorate. Despite his antimilitarism and opposition to German nationalism, Lewin volunteered for the German army and spent four years in the infantry, including a spell in hospital after being seriously wounded. Nevertheless, he did manage to receive his doctorate and publish two papers during the war. After the war, Lewin returned to the University of Berlin, which was a center of Gestalt Psychology. Marrow states that while Lewin agreed with the holist approach of Gestalt, in contrast with the piecemeal analysis of other approaches to psychology, he was never an orthodox Gestaltist. 

While anti-Semitism in Germany had impacted Lewin earlier, making it difficult to establish his academic career, in the 1930s the rapidly heightening Nazi threat to Lewin and other Jews seemed of a much more serious nature. Thus, in 1933, Lewin, his wife, and children left the country. Sadly, his mother and other family remained behind and were later murdered by the Nazis.

The second part of the book, “The American Years” covers Lewin’s work first at Cornell University, then at University of Iowa, and finally at Massachusetts Institute of Technology and the Commission on Community Interrelations. The book’s six appendices include a bibliography of his works and descriptions of some of the experiments on which he collaborated. Lewin and his colleagues undertook studies in a wide range of areas, including leadership, group decision making, attitude, intention (e.g., the Zeigarnik effect study), the change process, intergroup conflict, prejudice, and cultural assimilation vs cultural pluralism. In addition to research laboratories, these studies were conducted in a wide range of settings, including furniture factories, university cafeterias, preschool classrooms, real estate offices, and prisons. Marrow’s descriptions of these studies make for fascinating reading. Kurt Lewin died, apparently of a heart attack, in 1947. Colleagues blamed his death on overwork. As one put it, near the time of his death “More and more he was doing ten things at once”.

Marrow does a good job of describing key events and projects in Lewin’s career, and he also devotes space to attempting to explain some of Lewin’s theory. The theoretical explanation, while useful, was the least satisfactory part for me. I do think I understand the theory a bit better, but I wish the author had made more effort to connect Lewin’s theory with the various investigations he undertook.Unfortunately, the practical nature of theory, exalted in the book’s title, does not come out as clearly as it might. 

Below, I’ll attempt to pass on some of Marrow’s explanations of key Lewinian concepts. No doubt, some of you reading this review could offer better explanations than I.

Field theory (Ch. 4) is a concept originally from physics. Lewin hoped to use it to formulate laws about needs, will, and emotion. He believed that previous explanations related to association, instinct, or libido were insufficient. Lewin saw a person “as a complex energy field in which all behavior could be conceived of as a change in some state of a field during a given unit of time” (p. 30). Tensions provide energy. By tension, Lewin meant, not the everyday meaning, but “a state of readiness or a preparation for action” (p. 31). Stimuli or perceptions might “direct or control the energy resulting from the tension but the energy which sustains a given psychic sequence does not derive from the perceptual process” (p. 31). Lewin used mathematical formulas and drawings to illustrate the workings of field theory.

Aristotelian vs Galileian modes to thought (Ch. 6): 

Aristotle’s critierion of scientific law was the predictable and orderly repetition of the same phenomenon: only a great number of cases established laws. … Psychology could and must adopt the Galileaian mode, … It must move from the average of many cases to the single case. But, the single case was valid only if it were grasped in its totality; that is, only if both the total concrete situation and its specific properties were understood. … The behavior of a person can be predicted—but only if his total psychological field or life space at a given moment is known. And it is more useful to know a single concrete case in its totality than to know many cases in only one or a few of their aspects” (pp. 58-59). 

There is no such thing as an average environment, “for the same environment may assume a different quality depending on a number of characteristics, all of which affect the immediate circumstances of the [individual]” (p. 60).

Action research (Ch. 12, 14, 18, 21): Everyone reading this review is likely to have heard of action research. However, what struck me was Lewin’s more specific meaning and purpose for such research. Lewin believed that democracy must be learned. Action research helps this learning by increasing our understanding of democracy. Lewin viewed action research “as the experimental use of social sciences to advance the democratic process” (p. 128). Thus, action research for Lewin was not just the how of doing a study but also the questions investigated in the study. Marrow explains more about Lewin’s view on research in this quote from Beatrice Wright (p. 128):

Lewin’s oft-quoted saying, “There is nothing as practical as a good theory,” has sometimes been misinterpreted and used to discredit research that does not follow a precisely formulated theory or that is practically oriented. To be sure, theory was always an intrinsic part of Lewin’s search for understanding, but the theory often evolved and became refined as the data unfolded, rather than being systematically detailed in advance. Lewin was led by both data and theory, each feeding the other, each guiding the research process. As for practically oriented research, Lewin’s concern with social issues led him to value knowledge that could be applied to the social problems of the day. 

Along the same lines, Marrow quotes Likert as stating that, “Lewin was much more interested in having significant research started on major social problems, even if the approach was crude, than on unimportant problems with nice, neat, precise methods” (pp. 154-155). 

Such research was necessary, because, as Lewin is quoted as writing:

For thousands of years man’s everyday experience with falling objects did not suffice to bring him to a correct theory of gravity. A sequence of very unusual, man-made experiences, so-called experiments, which grew out of the systematic search for the truth, was necessary to bring about a change from less adequate to more adequate concepts (p. 158).

In explaining the aims of the Commission on Community Interrelations, Lewin wrote:

If we speak of research, we mean “action research,” that is, action on a realistic level, action that is always followed by self-critical objective reconnaissance and evaluation of results. Since we like to learn rapidly, we will never be afraid to face our shortcomings. We aim at “no action without research; no research without action” (p. 193).

As to the researchers’ role in action research, what Marrow states has important bearing on action research among teachers: 

Lewin believed that the social scientists may serve principally as consultants or guides, so that the inquiry can be carried on with a high degree of technical competence. But the work must be done by the citizens themselves. Any group of people must help cure itself of its sickness on the basis of its own diagnosis and treatment. Self-help of this kind involves personal pride, trust, and feelings of self-growth. … A research program tied to an action program can tell why one action is successful and another is not. When this is known, procedures can be designed to improve the successful action and replace the unsuccessful one. The tie-up with action, Lewin observed, keeps the research worker’s feet firmly on the ground and serves to keep him sensitive to the real function of his findings as well as alert to their scientific reliability. The tie-up with research keeps the action-centered citizen alert to the dangers of operating in the dark without scientific instruments to guide him in assessing his accomplishment (p. 221). 

.

Group dynamics (Ch. 17, 19): 

[Group dynamics] is the discipline that concerns itself with the positive and negative forces at work in human groups. The group modifies the behavior of its individual members. A person’s role and rank in it, form example may determine how others behave toward him: … Groups exert on members influence which may be harmful or beneficial. . A better understanding of the principles of collective behavior, therefore, might show how groups could be made to serve more socially desirable ends (p. 168).

What renders a group cohesive? Among other things, that its activities must strengthen the individual’s chance to achieve his own goals. … What renders a group cohesive is not how similar or dissimilar its members are—for example, in their attitudes—but how dynamically interdependent they are. Out of reciprocal dependence for the achievement of goals there arises a readiness to share chores and challenges, and even to reconcile personality clashes (pp. 169-170). 

Marrow notes that social psychologists such as Lewin shared their interest in group dynamics with educators and many others. For example, Marrow observes that group projects were a key feature of John Dewey’s learning-by-doing approach to education. Teachers, thus, need to know about and do research on such issues in group dynamics as improving group esprit de corps, fostering active participation, and promoting collective goal setting.

Marrow believes that Lewin’s personal style added to his influence, describing Lewin as infectiously enthusiastic, very approachable, naturally democratic, able to criticize without hurting, and deeply interested in the problems of others. He was willing to spend time with anyone who sought his help and was on a first-name basis with almost all he met. One of the keys to Lewin’s great impact was that he:

[A]ccepted the unknown, not as a mystery, but as frontier which scientists must strive to push back if they are to achieve a better understanding of the social world … . His aim was to discover the determining conditions of human events; his approach was ideal for his kind of scientist—the kind who believes that his life as a scientist must be integrated with his life as a citizen (p. xiv).

Summing up some of the keys to Lewin’s greatness, Marrow includes these highlights: involvement in collaborative efforts, close connection between theory and practice, and the combination of scientific and civic concerns. Just one example of the way Lewin collaborated with others was the lively gathering that Lewin, first as a student and then as a professor, got going wherever he went. This Quasselstrippe (translated from the German by Lewin’s Iowa students as Hot-Air Club) served as an informal forum for the generation and discussion of research ideas. 

In the biography’s final pages, Marrow states that:

Perhaps the word that describes Lewin more realistically than any other is “playful”—in the most significant sense of the word. That is, work was most fun for him when it was hardest. He had a zest for searching and seeking—working a problem this way, working it that, turning it upside down, inside out, left to right, right to left. He communicated a sense of enjoyment, in the spirit of one wanting freely to share his “play” with others (p. 234).

