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The Tbpologr- N'[eetinqs

If the Quasselstrippe-in Berlin or Iowa-rvas a forum for an ex-

change of icleas aulonq l-ervin's current students, the loosel<nit

organization that cante to be linos'n as the Topologl' Group per-

formed the same functiou ()It a lttorc extended basis for former stu-

dents, associatcs, ancl thosc g'ho simplv counted themselyes as

Lervin's professional friends. It startcd sPolltaneollsh' rvhcn some of

thosc who had beel g.ith Ley'iu ir-r llcrli l dccided they rvould lil ic

ro get togcther rvith him to disctrss thcory on an infornlal basis. The

group had no formal tlerttbership, tro ofllcers, and no by-lau's-

incleecl, evcn thc decision to ltlcct anlttally 1'as talieu casuallv as a

result of the succcss tif t|e first qirtfierilq. C)r'er the t-cars the corc

group was augnieltred br. friends or ncw rncrnbers. but the nurnber

It any one mectinq gcncralll, ' rvas liuritecl to thirty-fir,e Or frlrtl- so
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that size would not hinder free i'reraction. \vith the erception of
the_world \4rar II years, udren rra'el *'as restricted, and two years
in the earh' r 96o's, the nicetings continued annually rhrough r 965.

^ 
Tf. first ger-.gerher rvas held during the christmas h.liday at

smith college in Northa'rpton in 1933. I(urt Koffka was on rhe
faculty of Smirh, and the group's informal meetings were held in his
laboratory there. In amendirnce was the small circle of colleagues
who had known Lewin i' Berlin-among thenr, A,IacKinnon, Adams,
Zener, Heider, Dembo, and ser.eral others. A few local people also
joined in. There was no plan rf continuing yearly meetings. The
idea of orher meerings de'eloped as the group enjoyed and?elt the
value of these days that they spenr togetl-rer.

The second meeting, a year l2rter, was held at Dulie university,
where Adanrs and Zencr rvere faculty merrbers; and the third
gathering. held at Brrn AIarvr,  was one of the lnosr n)cnrorable, for
the erninence of irs participants a'd for the spirited discussions
which lasted over the three-day period. Adams and Zener came
from Duke; Tolman ancl Krech, frorn calif 'rnia. Anrong the others
present u'ere I)embo, rrril i l iri l ison, L. K. Franli, Friv- and Grace
Heider, Koffka, K<ihler. Gerti Le*.in, ,\lacKinnon, N{argaret i\lead,
william Stern, and others. In part, the number of those able to be
present rl'as increascd bv thc generosity of Ler.vin's benefactor Law_
rence Frank, rn'ho obtained a grant fronr the Laura Spelnian Rocke-
feller Fund to help underrvrite expenses.

Despite its informaliry, *.'ith ferv prepared papers, it r,vas an excit-
ing meeting. As u.as true of the other topology r.neetings, evervone
said something about whirt he was *,orking on or what currently
interested him. \\rhc' Alargarer llead, [,drvarcl Tolnran, Kurr
Koffka, and Eril< Erikson, r'ith their quite differenr approaches,
joined in, e'sr1'1hing that u'as saicl ancl each response to it would
stimulate a new idea. There \\'as no atrnosPhere of attacl<ing ancl
rejecting, and there was lronc .f the painful conflict often presenr in
discussions of thcoretical differences.

Typical of the f'rnrat *'as rhc nreetiug at lJar'arcl the following
year, r936.It openecl u'ith a paper br- I{enry A. llurrar, on facrors
within the personalirl. 1n6 hou' they mighr be approxinratcly esri-
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mated, giving details on specific experiments at the Harvard Psycho-

logical 
-cri"i". 

Donald A{acKinnon followed rvith a PaPer entitled
,,ihe Recall \.alue of Satiated and Non-Satiatcd Activities." David

Shakow reported on the Ievel of aspiration of schizophrenics' and

David Ktech endeci the first dav r'vith a PaPer entitled "Nleasure-

ment of Negative Yalences Induced by Frustration." \\/hile the

papers *'.r" b.irrg clelivered, Lewin sat quietly in the-back of the

ioo*, ,onl"times appearing to be onlv half listening' But once the

discussion began, h" *as his usual animated self, bursting with ideas,

comments, criticisnt, ancl encouragement.

The second day was as strenuous as the first, with a report by

Barker on his experiments with frusrrations and regression in chil-

dren; one by Ruth Beneclict on "Groups of Differentiation TyP",

Structure, ancl l)egrec <if Differentiation"; ancl a paper by Talnara

Dembo on ,,The Conce;ltual Representation of certain Facts Im-

porranr for Psychology and sociologr.." Bv the third day the Topo-

iogical Society nl"nlb.., r'vere down to onlv two PaPers-one by

Harolcl Lassrvell, on "The Effect of Political circumstances on

Changes in the State of Groups," and one bv Gordon Allport' on
"The Effect of the Group on the Individual'"

Gardner N{urphv, who had first ntet Le$'in at the Columbia

Faculty Club s'hen he u'as en route to Stanford in rg3z, became

m.,cll ir"rt". acquainted r.r.ith hirn cl.ring the urecting of dre Topol-

ogy group at Ctrnell during Christmas of r938' "Edward Tolman

.i", it.,.r., ancl it \\.as a gay, grand part\'-an intellectual feast-a

personal glimpse of intcnse intellectual cont;ranionship," A{urphy

"nn.,,' '.n,i. "Le*,in sat charactcristicall ' to one side, in an inconspic-

uous place, while various spcal<crs presented ideas, t-nethods, results'

He was alu'at's in good humor; he particularly en]oyed having peo-

ple disagree with him."' 
,\{arg:aret l{ead, roo, first got to kno*'Lervin at onc 'f the Christ-

mas nleetings-an earlicr one held at Bryn N'la$'r in I935. "Already

the shape o-J lrr.'. conferences r,r'as f,reshadorved," she relates, "in

that contribntors cach sPolic frour their special inspiration, referring

to-but not usinq-Krrtis .r.vn courplex di'lgranrs ancl formulations'"

One memorable t'ear, r 94o-rvhen the group s'as aqain at Smith
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College-Lewin himself opened the rrieeting on New Year's Eve
with a talk entitled "Bringing the Life Space Up to Date." That
evening, under the agenda heading marked "New Year Ceremonies,"
N{argaret A4ead led the group in a folk-dancing session that lasted

past midnight. By 9:3o in the morning, however, the whole group
was up and listening raptly to a lecture by Dan Adler on "The

Nature of Repression," followed by N{argaret A{ead's paper, "Fam-

ily Organization and the Superego." Brown, rvhose r929 paper on
Lewin in the Psycbological ReaielD first brought him to the atten-
tion of American psychologists, Ied the discussion of l{iss N{ead's

paper in the light of psychopathological data.
Friz Heider, who had known Lewin in Berlin from r gzr to r9z+,

attended most of the meetings rvith his wife, Grace. At the 1945

meeting at Smith, Heider gave his first presentation of balance or

consistency theory and at the r948 gathering gave a second talk on

this important contribution to social psychological theory.

Jerome Frank, who attended many meetings of the Topology

Group, states that these gatherings offered a particularly effective

way for Lewin to develop his ideas. There was a quality of freedom

and non-defensiveness in the discussion, and-one realized later-a

good deal of planning of the sessions which was not apparent to the

participants. "It seemed to me," says Frank, "that Lewin exerted

influence through innumerable casual contacts of all sorts-perhaps

at a meal or in a small group meeting or individually. Because he

valued everyone's contribution and could be critical rvithout hurt-

ing, he stimulated creativity in all those abour hinr. He indulged in

none of the power struggles waged by many of his contemporaries

in experimental and clinical psychology or the other social sciences.

Yet he was intensely ambitious. Confident of the importance of his

own ideas, he accepted the contributions of others but had a w^y

of meldng them into his point of view. This self-confidence often

made him indifferent to the question of I'row his work might relate

to the theories, research techniques, or results reported by col-

leagues in the literature or at professional meetings."
A4acKinnon, the host at the 1935 Bryn N{awr meeting, has

remarked that "in every group of psychologists I was ever part of, it
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n,as Kurt's rcactions irncl Kttrt's ideas that stitl lulatcd the group

more than anyone else's. I thinl< the reason why Kurt had such a

following .t'as that hc loved the ideas peoplc brought with them'

Kurr's rer,rar.ls wcre the rewards of intrinsic motivation as opposed

to extrinsic moti\ration. Lewin dicln't do anything for the Pav or

other exrernal reu,ards; he clicl it because he u,as vitally interested-

in psychoanalytic terms rve would say that he invested his own

libido-and lotted the problens \\/e \\.rere talhing about and he was

working rvith. It l'as this lovc that existecl and drew the grou;r

togeth.r-not a Personal love of one Person for another' but a love

thit *-r, g"rr.rai.d because of Kurt's interest in, and real devotion

,o, "r,.ryl.te's problems and the time he spent with us on them'

Lervin enioyed rvhat he rvas doing."

The Topology Group continued to meet annually excePt' as Pre-

viously.tnt".l,*fur r",r"i"l l 'cars cluring \\rorld War II' In r964' by

infornral vote, the Group decided to cease further meetings excePt

for a final dinner,rr""tins in connection lvith the A'P'A' conYention

in r965. Thus, after thirty-t\\'o years, as Roqer Barl<er rePorts' "we

put " p"riod to an im;rortant sentence in tl-re history of psychology'"

The meetings had continued to attract outstanding vounger PSy-

chologists, ai wcll as to retain manY of the original participants'

The Representation of Psvchological Forces

During his years in Berlin and continuing through Iolva' Lervin

continued to be a vigorous edvocate of the use of mathematical

models in psvchology and devoted a malor effort to developing

formal systems suitable for representing ps1'chological phenonrena'

In r938, two years after the publication of Principles of Topologi'

cal Piy cbology,hecompleted a monograPh entitled "The Concep-

tual Repres*t.tinn ancl N'leasurement of Psychological rorces,"

which rvas published that year in contributions to Psychological

Theory. tn if,i, he actually worlied out a formal definition of "va-

lence" in ternts of fields of force, divorcing it somewhat from its
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original phenomenological flarror. The monograph was dfficulr
reading, as was the earlier u'ork on topology, and too few psychol-
ogists rvere willing ro de'ore the time to careful srudy of hi, "o--
plex system of concepts.

Leeperl undertook the tasli of digcsting and restating Lervin's
concepts in a monograph published in 1943. This work is an in-
dispensable guide to psychologisrs u,ho wanr ro understand what
Lewin's concepts are all about.

In t tg4o paper 2 Lewin commenred favorably on the new inrer-
est in theory among Anrerican psychologists. while enthusiastic
abour this trend, he thorght it necessary to point ro certain dangers.
He wrote, "\\re u'ill produce but an empry fornralism if we forger
that mathematizarion and fo',aliz.ation should be done only to the
degree thar the maturity of the marerial under investigation permirs
at a given time."

Lewin's basic aspiration for psychology was rhar ir become a true
science. He was convinced that in order to do so it musr develop a
formal system of concepts, coordinaring definitions, and lau.s which,
taken as a whole, would adequately deal with the empirical facts
of psychology. He believed tl'rat mathemarics, especially those
branches dealing with the abstracr concept of "space," provided an
indispensable tool for the psychological theorist. It was this belief
that led him to spend so much time on efforts ro consrruct formal
systems. Despite this fundanrental commitnenr, he recognized the
dangers of what he called "prer-narure formalization," and he was
quite prepared to deal with research problems not amenable to
rigorous treatment.

Lewin expanded on his own basic position on a number of later
occasions. He explained that to him the guiding principle of psy-
chology was to find new knowledge abour, and deeper insight into,
psychological processes. For this purpose, theory, mathemarization,
and formalization are the tools. They are of value only insofar as
they serve as a means to fruitful progress in subjecr matter. They

1R. W. Leeper, Leuin's Topological and Vector Psychology: A Digest and a
Critique (Eugene: Universiry of Oregon, r943 ).

2"Formalization and Progress in Psychology," [Jniuersity of lov^n Studies in
Child Welf are, tg4o, t6,No. 3,7-42.
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shoulcl be applied, as conrplex tools always should' only when and

where they help and do not hinder Progress'
Leu'in t'r, opti-istic that quaniit"tit'e measurement of psycho-

logical forces vould soon be aicomplished' 
"This"' he added' 

"will

pinvidc the answers for the la*" uf the composition of forces and

aid in the measurement of tensions'" When such progress had been

made, he believed, it rvould be realistic to exPect that phenomena

such as hope or friendship coulcl be presented b1 mathematical con-

cePts.
At Iou'a ancl later at A{.I'T', empirical studies made use of formal

derivations from Ler'vin's theorv' Anrong them were Kounin's work

on satiation, cartrvright's thesis on clecision tinre, Fcstinger's on the

same toi)ic, and Bave'ias' thesis and subsequcnt \\rork on the mathe-

matics of grcluP structure'

Lervin wrote a PaPer u'ith Karl Iiorsch in 19393 in rvhich he

again strongly e"pi.rr.d his comrnitment to the idea that the dy-

n".nti. lnr.ia"p"naence of psychological processes could be mathe-

matically represented. H" atiribttted the Progress of.psychology to

three developn].,trr, (r) strict expcrimental procedures' (z) pro-

gressive formalization and urathernatization' and (3) the dynamic

constrlrcts of field theory' "But," he concluded' 
"all methodologial

problenrs today "r" oo'.,,h"dorved by the problem of-how to find a

mathematization which aclequateh' rePrcsents this dynamic inter-

depenclence bctrveen psvchoiogical processes'" Leu'in did not claim

that tn;,nlogi.al psv.l'tniogv h"d arrived at the ans$'er' He offered it

as a hishlv promising aPProach'

In anotl.rer r.ti.l"lr*itten for the Attterican lournal of Sociology

in 1939, Les'in dcscribed more fully the need for a unifying

,pp.n..fl rvhich a mathematical model could provide' He said' in

p'rr,, ,h., the variety of facts u'hich social psvchology has to treat

might really ,.e- frightening to even a bold scientific mind' They

include ,,\,alues"; "id"eologiel'; "the style of living and thinking"

and othcr aspecrs of c.,lt.rie; 
,,sociological protllenrs," of 

.group 
and

group r,r.t"*.., 
"psvchological" facts, such as the intelligence of a

3..Alatlrematical Ctlnsttucts in Psyclrology and Sociology,'' Jounlal of Unified

g:ience, ry39,9.
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person, his goals and fears, and his personality; "physiological" dara,
such as the person's being hcalthy or sick, srrong or weal<; finally,
such "physical" acrualities as the size of the physical area in which
the person or a group is locared.

It is utterly fruitless and merely a negarir.e scientific trearmenr ro
put these facts into classifying pigeonholes. \\,'e need positive nreans
of bringing these various rypes of facts togerher in such a way that
one can treat them on one level withour sacrificing the recognition
of their specific characteristics. A u'ry musr be found to trear bodily
changes, shift of idcologv, and sroup-belongingness within one
realm of scientific language, in a single realm of discourse of con-
cepts. The question is "Hor.r'can that be donei"

It can be accomplished bv the use of consrructs which characrer-
ize obiects and er.enrs in rernrs of interdepenclence rather than of
phenon pical  s inr i lar i ry or dissirui lar i ty-.  Tl ius. i f  one "characrer izes

an object or e\rent by the way it affects the siruation, every rype of
fact is placed on the same ler,el and becomes interrelateci r.vith any
other fact rl'hicl'r affects the situation. The problem of whether or
not one is pernritted ro combine, c.g., concepts of values with those
of bodily rveight, r.anishes when confronrecl u'irh the simple truth
that both facts influence the sarne situarion. lIn the field approachl,
instead of picking out isolirre cl facts, and later on trying ro 'synrhe-

size' them, the total situation is taken into account and is represented
from the beginning. The field-theoretical approach, rhercfore, means
a method of 'gradual approrimation' by w-a\. of a stcpwise in-
creasing specificitv. Picl<ing out isolated facts rvithin a siruation nay
lead e asily to a picture rvhicli is entirelv clistorted. A fielcl-theorerical
reprcsentation, on tl-rc other hand, can and should be esscntialll,
correct at an), degree of perfection."

r r 8


