
--

C H A P T E R

il6
T H E  S T A R C H

F ' O R  H E L P

At the beginning of his search for funds, Le*'in firsr came to the
Field Foundation, then headed bv the late i\larshail Field. Ir. Think-
ing I was acquainted rvith Field, he asked for an introd.,c-tion. That
I did not linorv the philanthropist did nor deter Lewin once he had
made up his rnind thar the Field Foundarion *,as a porential source
of help for his project. He phoned rlr. Field directly from my office
while my attention was engaged in another marrer. I returned to
hear: "A{r. A{arshall Field, please. Kurt La-veen speaking."

This unhesitating directncss did nor bring A,{r. Field to the tele-
phone, but it got Lewin an appointnrent u,ith Ilarrvell Hahn, direc-
tor of Field's founclation. Flahn's nrcmory of his first meeting with
Ler.vi. is 'i ' id. He describes him co'ing "shyly', into rhe-rrrn.,
modest cllfices of the Foundation in Neu'yorli. "unassur.ring and
self-deprecating, Professor Leu,in <iutlinecl conr,incingh. his ideas
for an insdtute to help democracv learn horv to hrtrJr. its group
problems morc efficienrly ancl less prejuciicially." Indeed, iewin
was so persuasive that Hahn insistecl that his visitor join him ar honre
for dinner and kcep tall<ing-an e'enr, Hahn states, quite unhe ard of
in foundation circles.
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Soon after, Hahn went to Iowa City to evaluate Lewin and his

ideas and came away confirmed in his initial impression. What espe-

cially caught his interest was a factory in which Alex Bavelas was

working on an action-research experiment to improve employee

morale. Hahn reported to the Foundation that Lewin merited its

suPPort.
"Although Kurt did not know it," Hahn comments, "he ap-

proached us when the Foundation's funds were extremely limited

and had been overcommitted." Yet he undertook to provide Lewin

a grant of $3o,ooo to be paid in two installments of $r5,ooo aye r,

the money to be used to set up the proposed center. This was in

r943.
The next year Lewin unexpectedly found an additional sponsor

for his institute, the American Jewish Congress. Lewin at various

times lectured to community organizations on minority problems
and intergroup relations. He had published articles on these subjects.
Some of these came to the attention of Rabbi Stephen S. Wise,
then President of the American Jervish Congress, which had voted
in the spring of 1944 to establish a research institute of exactly the
kind Lewin was projecting. It was to be cspecially concerned with
the causes of group prejudice and finding the methods that would
be effective in eraciicating them. Dr. \'Vise saw in Lewin the kind of
scientist such a project lr'ould necd and suggested that Rabbi Irving
A{iller, the Congress vice-president, explore with Lewin the possibil-
ity of his taking on this pioneer job.

It took Aliller some time to reach Lewin, who was mostly in
\'Vashington and out of reach in the secret oflices of the OSS. \\/hen
N,liller caught up with hirn by phone during one of his brief visits to
Iowa, he agreed to see N4iller after returning to Washington.
Because of Lewin's relations with the OSS the encounter took on a
cloali-and-dagger quality which today seems comic. Lewin said he
would be arriving on an early train; the location of the OSS being
classified, Lewin had A{iller meet him for breakfast in the Savarin
Restaurant of Union Station at seve n o'clock of a hot July morning.

Lewin listened sonreu'hat distractedly to N{iller's proposition
regarcling the pro]ect of the American Jervish Congress to set up a
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research center for the studt' of community relations with a focus
on group discriniination. A n'rillion dollars r,r-ould be ai.ailable for
the study-. Lewin suggested rhat he a'd i\ril ler'recr rvirh me ar my
home in Ner'r'Yorli city the f'l lcxi'ing su'day. A{iller agreed and iLervin telephoned me about rhc arrangement.

I  was spending the sumrrer u' i th nrv farrr i ly ar a rcsort  co'rrrruni t l .
on Long Island and inr-ite,.l the two ,h.r.. Lewin promptly agreed
but he had characteristically missed getting tr{il ler's- na-e (he
referred to hinr in c'nrrersati'n rs "this rabbi"), but rom.[61y ga'e
A'Iil ler the impression that the meeting rvould talie place at rhe home
of a man nanred N{erril rather than f Iarrou..

A'leanwhile, Lervin aslied me ro ger hi'r an accounr of the Arneri-
can Jervish c.ngress, about *.hich he linq' lirtle or nothina-. The
report about its financial strength \lras nor cncouraging, thu.,*gh the
Congress did have a norable historl. of social action. Organized in
r9r8, the congress had anrong its founclers Suprenre coJrt Justice
Louis Brandeis, Judge Julia' l lack, Rabbi Stephcn S. \\, ' ise, ancl
other leading American Jer,vs. In r9r9, its representation had
worked to har.e confirmation of the Balfour Declaration far.oring
establishment of a "Jer.vish national home" in palestine written into
the \rersailles Treatv. In r933 it had launched an anti-Nazi boycort
and it had since been fighring Hirler and Nazism in er.ery way ir
could. But it r.vas only one anrong r'an-y Jewish organizations doing
so. Although its leadership rvas iirting.,irh.c1, its res'urces were so
small that tliey barely covered its budgct. \r.arious persons ro rvhonr
I talked doubred that the Arnerican Jervish congress would be able
to raise the million dollars of rvhich Rabbi '\{il ler hacl spor<en.

The repon did nor discourage Lervin. The Congress project
appealecl to him tlecause its preoccupation u'ith anri-Senritism came
close to home to hirr, and becarse it could provide just the condi-
tions he felr u'ere necessary for the broacl scale application of his
conceptions of action research and group dynamics.

On the Sunday ser for the conference, Lervin arrived early. He
spent most of the pleasant slrnny afternoon on the beach and
finished off rvith a dip in the rcean. I renrained on nry porch rvaiting
for Lervin's guest to arri'e. As the afternoon drew to-a close, I saw
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approaching a distant relatir,e of mine b1. nrarriage, Rabbi Irving
trIil ler. Wc greeted each other, each unaware that the immediate
agency of our present encounter rvas Kurr Lewin. Aftcr a little chit-
chat, Rabbi i\{il ler said he had to run off; he rvas due at six o'clock at
the home of some people and rl'as already a few minutes late. He set
off down the street.

About fifteen nrinures later he came by again, this time with a
u,'orried look. He rvanred to know if I kncr,v the people who lived
on that street. Being a slurmer rcsidenr, I didn't. Did A{iller have the
number of the house or rhe nar-ne of rhe family he was seeking?
A'{aybe someone inside might know.

"I'm not quite surc," Nlillcr replied. "I believe it's A{erril. But
there's no one by that name at thc acldress I rvas given." So, frus-
trated, r\Ii l ler began to tell about the man he had encountered in the
Savarin Restauranr in \\'ashington and how tliey had agreed to
meet this day at a friend's house in Long Island.

"Are you talking about Kurr Leu'ini " I asked.
"Yes," exclair-ned A{iller. "How did you know?"
lVhy I knew surprised hinr even nlore. And as we talked abour it,

Lewin came up wer from his dip.
In my librarv, where the three of us at last settled down to confer,

Rabbi A{iller rvas surprisingll realistic in his accounr of the project
and ways and means. I v'as sl<eptical about it; there were the inevita-
ble hazards in pioneering social rcsearch for an organization like the
American Jcwish Congress. It ri'ould \\'anr a quick payoff, whereas
such stuclies are a long-range affirir. I urgcd Leu'in to hold off.

Lewin couldn't. He rvas cager to set up such a research center.
"The idea of doing pioncer u,ork in 'action research' thar hopefully
might provide an exanrple big enough to revolurionize cerrain
aspects of our social life," he u'rote me shortly after the meeting, "is

too attractive to bc delayed. The stake is so high and so dilficult thar
its attainment is rnore inrportant than any other consideration."
\,\rith his projected cenrer for group dynamics well ro the fore in his
mind, this seemed a perfecr chance to combine theory with acdon
research. "I am ready to go to any lengths to find a productive
solution," the letter continued. "Social action is part of the changing
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social world. Security, I realize, will have to be established every
day anew. But I an-r ready to take the risk.',

Lervin was aware thar an organization like the Arnerican Jewish
congress could not receive community supporr unless its research
progran met conrmunity nceds heacl on. "Pure" research hence
would be out of the qucstion. But in a separare sraremenr of his
design for a commission, Lewin delineated the combination of ex-
periment and application he ternred "acrion research." The combi-
nation was ideal, he declared, for scientists whose chief concern was
geared toward acrion, toward changing the world while simulrane-
ously contributing to rhe advancemenr of scientific knowledge.

Before he could start coupling theory with experimenr, however,
Lewin had to secure an academic location for the proposecl center.
He wanted ir at a large university, preferably in a city troubled by
the variety of vexing industrial, conrmunity, racial, and leadership
problems he u'ished to study. Thc center rvould, of course, have to
have the autonomy the project required, but its relations with the
uni'ersity's deparrmenrs of social science, especially of psychology,
sociology, and anthropology, would require close cooperation.

Five or six instit 'tions seemed 'atural choices, but Lclvin concen-
trated, as his friends advisecl, on tu/o: rhe uni'ersity of California at
Berl<eley and thc i\Iassachusetts Institute of rechnology in canr-
bridge. California's Professor Edward Tolman and lI.LT.'s profes-
sor Douglas i\{cGregor undertool< thc tasl< of urging thc plan upon
the presidents of their institutions.

I{aving stayecl in Palo Alto in rg3z-rg33 and having spent the
summer of ryg in Berheley, Lervin u'as enthusiastic about califor-
nia's climate, especially because of the extrerre severity of winters
on the A{idwest plains. Iil is prefcrence wenr automatically to the
Pacific.

In August r944, Rensis Likerr arranged a dinner in the garden of
the Cosmos Club in \\rashington, at wl'rich N{acGregor and Lewin
met to exchange thoughrs about the idea of such a cenrer ar A{.I.T.
A{cGregor and Lervin u.erc equally enthusiastic about the center
and AIcGregor rerurned to B,ston deternrined to r.vin president

Carl Conrpton's appror.al. A{eanrvhile, Prcsidenr Edward Sproul at
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Berkeley found the idea promising, but needed time to think it
through before asking rhe California Board of Regents to act on ir.
Carl Compton, N{.I.T. president, responded similarly to N4cGregor.

At this time Lewin's position at Iowa was becorning difficult. His
desire to set up a special kind of research center was no secret there,
and many felt that he could not possibly discharge his duties ar the
child welfare Research center and work at all the other tasks he
was taking on. Iowa aurhoriries wanred to be advised of his inten-
tions.

Lacking a definite commitment from either California or 44.I.T.,
Lewin's mind was nor made up, but, with rhe Iowa people pressing
him, he called Douglas A,IcGregor at A,1.I.T. to ask for a definite
yes or no. A1cGregor again gor in touch with President Compton,
and Compton, after a brief hesitation, ansurered ',yar.,' Lewin was
sent a forrnal invitation to set up the Research center for Group
Dynamics ar A4.I.T. His predilecdon for california's climate de-
layed his acceprance a day or rwo, bur accepr he did and gratefully.
Two days later, Tolman called him with the word that president
Sproul had mailed the formal invitation ro ser up rhe center at the
university of california. But Lewin had already accepred M.I.T.'s
offer and had begun to collect a staff and the balance nf ,n. money
needed ro supporr the institute.
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