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C H A P T E R

B E G I N N I N G S

The psychologist f i t tds hit t tself  i t t  t l tc nt idst of a r ich
attd'"-ast lattd f ull of strdttge happenittgs: therc dre ntett
killittg thentselves; a child pldyirtg; a child f oruting his
lips trying to say his /irst .drord; ,1 persoTt uho, h,rttittg

f allen in love mtd being cdtrght itt att zntltappy sitrn-
t iott ,  is not u^i l l ing or not tblc to fucl a u;ny out; thcre
is the ntyst ical ststc cdl led hypuosis,u;here the ui l l  of
one persoTt sceTtts to govcrit tvtothcr pcrtoil; there is
the reaching out f  or higher aLtd ntore dif / icult  godls;
loyalty to d grorrp; drcattt i r tg; plauui.ug; crplori t tg t l :c
a;orld; and so ott u; i t l totrt  ettd. l t  is att  i t tnttensc cou-
tittent ftrll ol fascinatiott antl pr."u^cr and ftill of
stretcbes of ldnd trhcrc no oitc ctcr has sct foot.

Psychology is otrt  to conquer t l t is coLtt i t tcnt, to f ind
ottt tthere its treastrres are l:itldctt, to iltL-cttigdte its
dangcr spots, to Tilitstcr rts ?as/ l'ort'cs, ,Itd to utilirc
its ettargies.

Hozt: catt otte rcaclt tl:is goal!? t

Kurt Leu,in, u'lro wrote thcse challenging r.vords, u,as born in the
tiny village of i\logilno in thc Prussian province of Poscn, now parr
of Poland, on u'h'.rr hc usecl to clescribc as "the ninth nine of ninety"
-Septenrber 9, r89o. IIis fadrer, Lcopolcl, olvned and operated a
general storc; the fanrill. livecl abor.e it. t\ fcr,v miles frorr-r i\{ogilno,
he also orvned a snrrll fann, u'hich his son Kurt lor.ed. As a small-

1I iur t  Lcrr ' i r r .  " [ :o l r t t . t l izat ior ]  
rn( l  Pr()grcss in Psvcl io logr ' . "  L i t t i . ,crs i ty  o l  Iot : ;a

Stt rd ics i r t  Cl t i ld  I l :c l f  arc,  r r74o.  26,  No. i .

-  , a  I  :- .  r t r  "  , f  t - l
- : ' ?



T H E  G E R } I A N  Y E A R S

rown boy, free to wander in gr1ss1. fields and pine forests' Kurt

developed a feeling f;;';;t;"' ' l I" i iktd gardening' became handy

with tools, and devctoped grelt slii l l in *t'od*o'k and mechanics'

The boy loohed "'"?":*tft [ke his father' but in temPerament

seems to have been -"; iift" his mother' Recha' She was filled with

energy and drive and nurrturecl high aspirations for her four chil-

dren, whom 'h" '"t'"f, *'ftif" 'tt" wlrked'in the farnily store' Hertha

was the eldest; 'ft"ol'rrr" three sons' Kurt' Egon' and Fritz' The

-orh"r, a rticulate ""i'""'-r" ""' d 1,I11 ;X:.;:t'J; ii: i:l*T
the shop ancl tooli a hancl in cotttnluntty r

;;1+":;"':J:fl ',"ff ::,?,'.',il"::"i,;ffiJf il:::Hi:;family, Fritz' rvho *": 
11 ii::";": 

-;; 
#,,.r'what the hour, his

". ,po.l often canre home late' O"t' "".T:::::.:;;;;

mother was alwaYs';t;;;t;; rt" iitt' Her patience made a deep tm-

oression on Kurt, whc, als.i,"as freque'thi tarclv. Kurt's wife' Ger-

Hffiilt;;; r'"'n*"t'"cl the depth of a u'oman's love or a

friend,s afiection by their willingness ro accepr his habitual tardi-

n"'in" 
Lewins, a thriftv, micldle-clas' f.?tilyl 

:::: 
t::'ly.comfon-

able. 
-fheir t"ti^l il;:t;t"a "'-' fa'rilv' relatives' and neighbors'

Theircirc lealsoi" .r . 'a"athefalrr i l ies.oicorel igionistsfr_omneigh-
boring to\\'ns' f";;'ilCt'nl"'lu of Kaiser tt'ilhelm II' all Jews

were subiected to outt'' publicly approved discrimination' In the

small to$'ns "f """""-' p'Jt"i"' tl'te landecl aristocracy and the armY

officers' corPs constituted the to1-l social level' N'lembers of these

groups shunned 'ii '"tl^r corrtact tt ith jt*' ' thotrgh thev rvere will-

Ins to do bu'ines *in tftt"t' F"tt' J't ' ' ' tt 'tn 'l lough thev might

,n!.t tl-,. educational req.irenrenrs, coulcl aspire to. a responsible

Post in Germany's civil servicc or to a tomnli"it'n in the I(aiser's

peacetime armt ' ift"'' anti-Serlitis'-" "-" a fact of life rvith rvhich

Jewish children ;;;" fanriliar early' troth at school. and in the

community' Since Prussian ltto- "qui'"d that every child recelve

religious 1""'ut'"iln att'ing the.elementarv-school Years' Kurt and

his brothers ",,""i"i-i"-"iih religior''s classes' At the age of thirteen'

each rvent through the Hebrer'r'R" \{it"'ah ritual' Rut this Jervish

in'oh'ement di;u;J;'iti lt"it tt 't" far'i lv's celebration of Christmas'



Beginnings

They exchanged gifts and looked upon the holiday as a festive occa-
sion.

The Lewins wantccl their children ro have the besr possible edu-
cation, and they rezlized that r\,logilno's limited facilities could not
provide proper schooling. Hence, v'hile he was still in elementary
school, Kurt was senr ro boarcl rl'ith a family in Posen, the provin-
cial capital. Then, in r 9o5, rhe family moved to Berlin, where fif-
teen-year-old Kurt was enrolled in rhe Kaiserin Augusta Gymna-
sium. In elementary school Kurt had not been an outstanding pupil.
Though not a dilficult child, he had displayed occasional renrper
tantrums ancl his fanrily nicknamed hirn thc "Furious F{erring." His
high intelligence was nor e\ren suspected until his last two years of
high school. In r 9o7 he was introduced to Greeh philosophy and
fell in love with it. Ir rvas a lo'c that lasted all his life. During this
same period his scholastic recorcl improved remarkably.

At this time in Gernrany rhere were three different rypes of gym-
nasia: the oldest (of ri 'hich thc Kaiserin Augusta \\r2ls an exar.ple)
was of the humanistic type and stressed the study of the classics-
epecially Latin ancl Greek-u'ith some marhematics, and 'ery little
science. The tr'vo othcr typcs, though thcy also laid less stress on rhe
classics, offered rnore instruction in science. \\rhen Iiurt entered the
gymnasium in r 9o5, Berlin was nor only an clcganr irnperial city but
also the capital of German scholarship and a r,vorld cenrer of scien-
tffic achieve'rent. TI're .niversirics *'erc organized around the origi-
nal "four faculries" of the meclier.al periodiheology, jurisprudence,
medicine, and philosophy-and any subject that could nor be
essigned to one of rhe first three u'as classified as philosophy. Thus
all the natural sciences, dre social sciences, the liberal arts, and the
humanities came uncler the faculty of philosophy. It was rherefore
possible and customary for students to sliift ar will from the sciences
to the afts and from thc arts to rhe sciences. Psvchology was still
taught as a divisior-r of philosophy, as, indeecl, it rvas in rnany Ameri-
can universities even years later.

In April r 9o9, Kurr, after courpleting his rernr ar the gymnasium,
entered the L-nir.ersi$. of Frciburg, Plannirrg to study nredicine and
becomc a countr\- .1,,.,,r.. Aplramrlv he founcl thc anatonry

)
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courses at Freiburg too distasteful, howcver, and he transferred his

interest to biology-an interest that would endure throughout his

life. But he stayed at Freiburg for only a single semesrer. In October

r9o9, he registered at the LTniversity of l{unich, but he remained

there too for only one semester, and, in April tgro' he registered at

the University of Berlin, where he worked for his doctorate' He

took courses, among others, in philosophy and was especially

attracted to the theory of science. In one of his classes at Berlin, he

wrote a paper on the question of concepts in the various sciences.

His instructor challenged one of his sraremenrs and suggested he

check to see whether it u.'ould hold true for psychology. It marked

the beginning of Lewin's serious rvork in the Psychological Institute

at the University of Berlin, u'hose director at the time was Carl

Stumpf.
In r9ro, the year in which he returned to Berlin, Lewin finally

committed himself to a career as a university teacher. Neither of his

parents seemed to object to his choice, although they knew that

discrimination against Jer,vs was strong in all German universities

and that his chances of becoming a full professor with tenure were

extremely slight. But they gave him their approval and furnished

the needed financial support.

At the University of Berlin, Kurt found a lively grouP of stu-

dents that included several girl graduates of the one school which

did prepare girls for the university. "Kurt seemed to fit right in

. a natural, good fellow," Dr. Hedda Korsch, one of them, re-

calls. "He was popular in whatever circle he ioined. He was a Per-
son to laugh with. I{e enioyed dancing, and was a genial companion

to have along on weekend hikes, r,vhen we had long discussions

about democratizing Gern-rany and liberating women from the con-

ventional restrictions on their freedom." The group, often as many

as nine or ten) walked togethel to the University from their resi-

dences, noisily debating social problems as they went. Their talk

soon led ro acrion, and they organized a series of evening classes for

working-class adults, rvhich they staffed v'ith members of their ear-

nest group. 
"The public authorities," Dr. Korsch remembers, "were

deeply suspicious of the project, which thc srudents referred to as

6



Beginnings

'workingmen's coruses'and ri-hich r,r,ere for both men and women,
though hardly any women canre. The curriculum v'as severely re-
stricted, and during the first year the insrrucrurs rvere allowed to
teach only the 'three R's.' Courses in geographv, history, or free
composition were forbidclen as liliely to pronrpr subversive acrions.
But each year the group gor n.'ore concessions f'r more subjects,
and the pupil enrollmenr grew. The students se^,ing as rhe faculty
soon had two or three assistants. All r,r'ho took prrt in this 'enture
did so with intense enthusiasnr."

The zeal and zesr of this exrramural acrivity did not errend to rhe
students' orl'n classroonrs. There the professclrs lectured and the
students tooli notes-but aparhcticrllr- and u,ithout much real con-
cern. During their thircl ancl fourth years, they attendecl seminars
where one or another nrighr asl, l resliecrful question. offer an occa-
sional objection, or raise an iss.e. (The pri' i lege of speal<ing up was
not, however, readily grantecl to the wonren strclents, u.hose pres-
ence was thought to inhibit such nrasculine academic freedoms as n

;#::1,:.*L:',"*::,:;ll]Jfi iff :;:.:lT"'$"'",'.:':":rk*,+r
r$!ry$ A leader in redirecting the stucl1, of nran's mind 1.o;?- I I

d i s c i p l i n e o f p l r i | o s o p l r y t o t h a t o f s c i e n c e , S t u n r p f h " d ' b j . ; , r y
appointed professor of psvchology ancl dirccror of the ps1-chologi- {
cal Laboratory at the Unir.crsity ,f Berlin in r g9-1. H. .ua, a man of
wide-ranging inrercsts; both r philosoPher ancl a psvchologisr, he
was interested, too, in pri'riti 'c 'usic anil crcated a psychelsgy ,1
sound. He also v'as rhe fruncler rf the Berlin Association ror 6nita
Psychology ancl the rler.eloper of orieinal the'ries of space percep-
tion and sensation.

Though he *'o.lcl preserve the trlditional aloofness of the Ger-
man professor in his relations u'ith Leu'in, srurn;lf dicl not har,e the
overbearing Prussian nranner characterisric of \\rilhclrn \vundt,
founder of the first laboratory of crprerinrental psvchology ar rhe
university .f Leipziq i' r878. \\:rnclr's *-'rli arrractJ ,listin-
guished students and trrousht him into conracr rvith \Vill iam Jarnes,
but he managed to alicnatc ahr<lst evcr\rone bv his dictatorial
approach.

' 1 j
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For Stumpf, ancl for his contemporarY Geheimrat G' E' Nliil ler'

Lewin n"rr.i hrd anvthing but the highest regard' Both were mem-

bers of the German Society for Experimental Psychology; they

were decided empiricists; they had done a tremendous amount of

exact experi-"ntal work in a variety of fields; and they had very

definite ideas and were militant enough to Put up, when necessary' a

stiff fight in defense of their views. Lewin believed that stumpf was

,r, ooi'rt"nding pioneer of the new epoch of experimental psychol-

ogy in GermanY.-bto-pf 
began to teach in Berlin at a time when' according to

Lewin, it stilllook courage to approach questions of the soul experi-

mentally, in an atmosphlre in tt'tti"t't philosophv was 
the. 

accepted

king ani in which "*p".in.t",'ttal procedures t".tT"g to be hopelessly

dist-ant from any p.otl.-, t'f real psychological importance'.Lew-

in's high regard for his mentor was well nl-t:i':d' for' 1lg$g
Stumpf's, tgl}Ig.T1|i{eg.g\9jg5J ical LaboratorY (from

_Wer the imer .Kof fka , -K i jh le r -and i twasrvh i leheu 'asd i rec to r

*,offi*.Tff ;,1ffi Ji;TTfr;i''nlngy.G.','lqlq+$,S*d'
Stumpf gave his ,t.,d"nt, ,n o"tt'o"l@of freedom' though

to some it -igtr, seem more accurate to sav "lack of attention." The

thesis topic Le*in had selected was presented to Stumpf by an

assistant, while Lewin himself waited in another room to learn if it

would be acceptable. Lervin could not remember having ever dis-

cussed the mafter with Stumpf between the time the assistant

relayed word that his subiect was aPProved and the day of his final

examination four Years later'

As a student, Lewin himself generated excitement by his open

criticism of conventional theories' His curiosity and unusual in-

sights impressed his classmates' 
"Kurt was an excePtional Person"'

,."ports Hedda Korsch, 
"and right from the beginning we felt that

he was much more perceptive ""d attiu" than the rest of us' He had

a direct approach to the iy""-it of people's minds' He would ioke

and say ti,"t t. was like tire boy in the fairy tale who- saw that the

..p"rt, was wearing no clothes' 
'That" he said' 'rvas how be feh'-

that is what his approach to psychology should be'' "

8
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In r9ro, Lewin took a course in philosophv under Ernst Cassirer,

toward whom Lewin always (as he put it) felt "the deep gratitude

of a student toward his teacher." Thirty-six years after he listened

to Cassirer lecture in Berlin, Lervin would write: "Scarcely a ye t

passed when I did not have specific reason to acknowledge the help

ich Cassirer's vieu,s on the nature of science and research offered{.|i}n
. . . To proceed beyond the linritations of a given level of knowl- t
edge, the researcher, as a rule, has to break dou'n methodological f
taboos rvhich condemn as 'unscientific' or 'i l logical' the very meth- f
ods or concepts rvhich later on prove to be basic for the next malor 

i
progress." -- I-This was certrinly true in Lewin's instance. He noted that, just as
the infant science of psychology had to compete with the "grown-

up sciences" of biologl', chemistry, and physics, so did the experi-

mental psychology of will and emotion have to fight for recogni-

tion "against a prevalent attitude rvhich placed volition, emotion,

and sentiments in the 'poetic realm' of beautiful words, a realm to

which nothing corresponds r'vhich could be regarded as 'existing' in

the sense in rvhich the scientisr uscs the term. . . Although every

psychologist had to deal with these acts realistically in his private

life, they were banned from the realm of 'facts' in the scientific

sense." 3 Emotions v'ere declared to be something too "fluid" and
"intangible" to be pinned down by scientific analysis or by experi-

mental procedures. "Such methodological argument," Lewin noted,
"did not deny existence to the phenomenon, but it did have the

efiect of keeping it outside the realm of empirical science." Armed

with Cassirer's vision and his own genius, Lewin assumed the task of

breaking the taboo and of treating in the psychological laboratory

topics which had been considered outside the realm of science.

2 "Cassircr's Philosophy of Science and Social Science," in Paul Arthur Schilpp
(ed.),The Philosophy of Ernst Cassirer (New York: Tudor, I949).

3 tbid.
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