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Though the Iowa appointment u'as primarily for research, rarher
than for teaching, Ler,vin, being Lewin, was surrounded by students
throughout his nine years ar the university from rg1,1 to rg++.
They gathered around him as they had in Berlin-from many pams
of the country, from a variety of educational backgrounds, for
many different reasons. Hc, in turn, considered the appointment at
Iowa a piece of timely good luck. A full-time academic posr, with a
possibility of continuity, meant grearer securiry for his growing
family, the chance to work with studenrs over a long enough period
to develop and test ideas, and freedom to look ro rhe future. None
of these had been possible during rhe preceding several years.

The Lewin family mo.i'ed to Iou'a in r935 after the summer they
had spent in N,Iilford with the lleiders. They found Iowa Ciry dif-
ferent in many ways from both Cornell and Berlin. But ir was not
completely different, for he continued to explore the same ideas and
to carry on experinrcnts as he had in Berlin during the late rgzo's.
Very soon neu'vistas opened. "Iowa was exciting," recalls Tamara
Dembo. "I felt that here u'e had Kurt Lewin himself. and a consranr
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Setting New Forces in Action

feeling of something fresh and very worthwhile. For some of us it

was a very deep experience, even more than Berlin."

Lewin first attracted a few students who rvere already on the

Iowa campus; then others came from elsewhere, as more and more

were increasingly eager to stucly s'ith him. His distinctive approach

soon stirrecl controversy ancl helped maintain the lowa Research

Station's reputation as one of the leacling centers of American PS)--
bhology. The interests of the Lcu'in circle rvere broad' Although

his academic title was Professor of Child Psychology and most of

the studies in the yeais that follos'cd rvere of children, Lewin's

concern continuecl to be gcncral psychological theory and experi-

ment.
Roger Barker, who had first encountered Lewin at Stanford, was

the first to arrive at Iowa. Ler'vis Ternran had reconlmended him

and u'hen a fellowship was offercd he accepted it as a grcat oPPoftu-

nity. Although he hacl founcl Ler.vin's English difhcult to under-

stancl, he apprcciated the potcntial challenge of r'vorl<ing u'ith sonle-

one who r,vas unlilie the profess<,rrs he hacl kuown before' Barker did

not feel that he had the blc.l<ground to r.l'orli u'ith Leu'in. "But I

belier,ecl he had sonlething that I needed and u'anted. Worhing with

Leu'in was like rval<ing up from slccp for the first tin-re and rcalizing

that there is this whole rvorld of icleas about science. I hadn't known

anything about this."
A4an1. students u4ro joinecl Lelvin, at least trf ter r 9 3 8, came with ir

practical interest in the social uses of psvchological rcsearch. Tl-rey

found that in an cra whcn life problctrts rarely rcceived considera-

tion from psychologists, ancl tftcn onlt' g'hcn they hac] reacfied the

stage of abnornrality ancl tralfunction, Ler.vin's thinhing was strong-
'ly 

life-connccted. FIis theorics u'ere tools to attack everyday hurnan

problems. They led Lev'in, in chiclien-and-cgg fashion, to place

incrcasing eurphasis ou erperinrcutal stuclics of the h<lrr' ancl rvhat-

for of individual and social chauge-stttdies which later rvere con-

summated as "actiott research" ancl "grou1-r dYnanl'cs." Thcse stu-

dents provide us u'itl'r an inr.aluable account of his working and

teaching methods, irs well as another personal picture of Kurt Le'ivin

the man.
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Those who worked with Leu'in at Iowa cannot alrvays remember

preciselv how their basic research interests and those which fol-

Iowed them came into focus; but, as his group of students grew' the

inforrrral relationship of the conditorei consortilntt. that had been a

part of life at the Berlin Psychological Institute was re-created.

There was, of course, lothing quite like the Berlin Schrveclisch Cafe

in Iowa City, but an acceptable substitute v'as found in the Round

\\rindow Restaurant. There, in a top-floor room where thc proprie-

tor allov'ed studcnts to bring their o'nvn lunches if they purchased

coffee or tea, Lewin's r\Iichvestern Quasselstrippe (the Iowa stu-

dents translated it as the "Ilot-'\ir Club") ntet informalll ' each

Tr.resdal'noon.
At lunch, anirnated con\rersatiou, bacl puns, and much laughter

prevailed, with Lewin ]oining in the fun as much as anyone. Fre-

quently his hunror r,r'as unintcndccl ancl solttctimes traceable to stu-

dents u,ho hacl fun teaching hitn ntalaprop Anrerican colloquialisnis.

His unintentional gaffes often convulsed his volunteer l.nglish

teachers. Ron Lippitt retnenrbers the occasion u'hen Lervin was to

comment on a paper at the llids'estern Psvchological X{eeting'

Alex Bavelas and Harolcl Slicels told hinr that "slobbered a bibful"

meant "said a lor." \\"hen Lcwin lvantcd to say something nice

about Dr. Wheeler's having a lot to sal-, he ad-libbed, "As you

Americanswould say,Dr.\\"heeler has ccrtainll slobbered a bibful."

Leu'in was "warnt and fun-loving," recalls Alrtin Zander, a mem-

ber of the Hot-Air CIub. "He liked and toltl good iokes-poorly'"
Bur tlrat did not ntatter to the rlreetings of the Iou'a Qzlasselstrippe,

where one or another of the cltlzen students Present would either

report on his currenr research or propose a proiect he w.rnted to

talie up. One contribution u'ould build upon another and group-

fomred idcas enrergcd for a testablc hypothesis or an enthusiastic

consensus on hor.l, a ne\\' area of investigation should be erplored'

Erik \\Iright recollects that "rtone of the grouP ever felt that he

was on stage v,hcn he s;lolie. I Ic v.'as anlong his pecrs, sharpening his

ideas on their criticisrtrs of l 'ris erperirllental procedures or recruiting

assisrants for some phase of a project. Ifow Leu-in kept the talk

n-roving constructivell ' r, ' i,nn.,, seenting to clirect it at all has stuck
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in the minds of many of us. It was one of the things I have tried to
carry over among nry own students and I have learned how very
diflicult it is to cstablish tliat liind of atmosohere."

The group ncver becanre large. The mernbership merely altered
as new students arrived, presented their work, wrote their theses,
and departed. There were neither bars to nor requirements for
riembership; no one was "screened" either formally or informally.
It was not thought to be especially "fashionable" or "unfashionable"

to eat one's lunch u'ith the Club on Tuesdays. If one was a graduate
student in one of Lewin's seminars and had a problem to discuss,
he-or she-would probably bring it to the next nleeting of the Club.

Robert Leeper, who rvas teaching at a college some twenty-odd
miles from lowa City, wrote that he made weekly trips "to partici-
pate in a seminar in which Lewin was presenting his interpretation
of a monograph on psychological forces." Leeper ranks his encoun-
ter with Lewin as "among the pleasantest memories of my li[e. It

was a privilege both ernotionally and intellectually to share in the
discussions with Lelrin and his eager stuclents and associates. The
seminars often met at Lelvin's home, in a room with brown-stained
rvooden walls and a floor littcrcd with sheets of brown wrapping
paper on which Lervin and the students drew their diagrams in
colorcd chalk. The 'full-fledged topologists' came to these sessions
equipped with four-color pencils, to squat on their hands and knees
and draw on wrapping paper."

Donald llacKinnon has renrarl<ed that the group around Kurt
Lelr.in was "as loyal as the early group around Freud." But, where
Freud required a hind of fealtl 'and conformity to his views, Lervin
never made any such clenrands on his students or colleagues. "As a
result, for sound psychological reasons, the inevitable apostasies
against Freud werc very mess)', whereas people could move out of
Lel.in's imnrecliate circle cr.en during his lifetinre and still maintain
ties u.ith hir-n and others in his circle. If you drifted away, you
wouldn't feel guilty about it, and \-ou weren't accused of disloyalty.
I thir-rkKurt u'as quite right in saving that hc dicln'trvant to develop
a school of psl'cholog)-; he was nrerely trving to develop a language
for the represcntation of psl'chological phenomena."
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Nevertheless, at Iowa Lervin dicl tend to build warlller relation-

ships with his students than had mosr orher eminent men in Ameri-

can pry"hology. Alex Bavelas says, "It was a very close group' We

-"r. ", his home frequently. 
-I'he 

oflices were all adioining, and we

ate Iunch rogether eyen rvhen not at the Qzrasselstrippe. Someone

was always reporting on something."

Lewin never saw himself as the proponenr of a set doctrine. "He

did not care for Po\ver or for Prestige as an exPert," says John R' P'

French, Jr., 
,,so he was just as open to influence from his students as

they were to hinr. Thus his relationships rvith his students could be

intimate rvithout becoming crippling; thcy retained their inclepend-

ence of mind while realizing their fullcst potential."

Dorwin cartwright rccalls that his first exposure to Lewin's

thinking came in r938 u4ren he u'as a collegc senior at Swarthmore

and read A Dynanilc Tbeory of Personality."It \\ras so stimulating

that follou,ing my first 1,car of gracluate studv I enrolled in a

suntmer session at Io\r,a in orcler to learn nlore about hirn. I found a

whole group of people tvhose s'al<ing hours $'ere devoted fully to

working on id""t generatcd by Lewin. Almost immediately they

-ade -e a part of the grouP and I was engaged in their endless

discussions. in les, than a ntonth's time Lelvin got me interested in

the problem of 'decision time' and started me on work r'r'hich subse-

quently constituted my doctoral dissertation."

Carirvrighr, who went ro I'*'a in r 94o as one of the General

Education Fellows, says, furthcr, "In retrosPect' it is clear that

Lewin was rhe ultinrate source of all this srimulation, but his influ-

ence \tzas exerted in large nlcasule through the interacting social

system that hacl grown up around him. His ideas dominated this

microculture, but he was never dornineering. In seminars and in-

formal bull sessions, the talk u-as inr,ariabll' aninrated, often heated,

and everyone parricipatecl. Lewin al$'a\.s kept control of a corner

of the blackboard, but everl-one \\'as encouraged to use the rest of it

to display comPeting ideas' In such a setting, it -'r'as hard not to

become conrmitted to a life of research."

Lewin loved seminars ancl loved the grouP. As he u'as going to a

seminar, he'd happily tell his secretarY' "Nobody is to disturb me

except my wife and the President of the IJniversity'"
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IQggaret \lead atren,-lc.l sonte of the later sessions held during

the ;;;y y"^r, of \Vorlcl \'\Iar II' "I was financing nry travel by

l..toring,'; she recalls, "but I nranaged to get to Iowa City very

oft.r, t,r"rp"nd long intcnsive weekeucls discussing hypotheses and

e*p.-ri-erlts, raisin[ new questions about involvement of different

unas of participants-all conducted with the Lewin household as

the center, the Lewin chilclren interested listeners, the students

intensely related to the rvork they $'ere doing together' In it all'

Kurt was lihe the fire around rvhich other PeoPle gathered for

warmth and for light by which to read their own thoughts more

clearly."
Beatrice \\iright chose to study with l'eu'in for her doctorate at

the urging of hJr professors, Abraham N{aslow and Solomon Asch'

"I wal aitracted to Lewin," she said' "by his idea of explaining

behavior by tal<ing into account both the person and the.environ-

ment in theconceptua l fo r r . r ru la t ionof in te rven ingvar iab les .N{y
present interest irr psychological prciblcms of rehabilitation was

ir,rthered by my "rru"i"tiun *itl't Lt*ittians Barker and Dembo and

involves thc pcrson-ettv ironntent s\ .sren' l  with special  enrplrasis on

social-emotional relationships."

It was through I Iarold Seashore, his first psvchology teacher at

Springfield coll"g. in N,Iassachusctrs, that AIex Bar,elas mer Lewin.

L.*i,i had visiteJ Spri'gfielcl College and had give' a talk in one of

the dormitories 'n iupJngi."l psychology and related matters' 
"I

understoocl very little of it," Bavelas confessed, 
"but I was inter-

estecl and enthusiastic." \rery lruch influenced by Ler.vin's legtule'

whiclr treated of the problems of satiation, Baveltrs conceived a

related problem an,l designed an experiment, rvhich he carried out

with Seashore. Bavelas and seashore published the study. 
"I was

proudofbe ing inpr in t , inGenera landExper | t t len td lPsycho logy ,
andSeashoreencourxgec ]meto t ry togetadmiss ion to lou 'a . ' 'Sea-
shore and Bavelas ,.niL"r"in the article and Bar,elas arranged to go

and talhwith himabout it. "He very gently explained to me that

my study really wasn't of satiation," Bavelas recalls. "I still did not

understand him Very well, but as I result of that I'isit I r'vas offered a

research-assistantship at Iowa' I think Lervin may have been swayed

by his growing int.."rt in group Processes and my bacliground in
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group work. \4/hen I got there, I met Leon Festinger and all the
other students in Lewin's circle."

Leon Festinger also sought out Leu'in at Ior.r-a: "\\'hen I received
my degree at C.C.N.Y., I was already intcrested in studies of the
level of aspiration and went out to Iowa in r939 specifically because
Kurt Lewin $/as there. N{y introduction to this problem had been
through N'Iax Hertzman, who was lecturing on it at C.C.N.Y. His
wife, Rosalind Gould, was rvorking on the same topic for her doc-
torate at Colunrbia. Hertzman and I did a study together on group
variables involved in the level of aspiration. That was my first pub-
l ished study, done in r938-rglg; r t  appeared about r94r.  I  was
attracted to Lewin, and the areas in u'hicl'r he rvorked, by his ability
to bring a rigorous experimental approach to problems such as the
Zeigarnih effect and the level of aspiration. It is a rare ability in

psychology. These problems became more interesting than others
to me because of the precise experimental approach, together with
the effort to pull out the general theoretical importance of the
finding."

Erik Wright came to Iowa in 1937 "because Al Hicks had com-

pleted his Ph.D. during Leu'in's first year here. I had taken my
A{aster's degree under Hicks and was enthusiastic about going there
for my doctorate. I was able to get an appointn-rent as a fellow in the

Child \Velfare Research Station, u'here Lewin worked. After one

semester with Leu'in, I deternrined to take e\rery course I could with

hirn-and I did."
Alvin Zander visited Lewin at Iowa during Christmas vacation in

r94r while stil l a stuclent at the University of A'lichigan, and in

February Lewin offered hirn a lob. Zander worked with him on

food habits, leadership training, and observations of Boy Scout

troops. Zander left Iowa in r94z to move to the national headquar-

ters of the Boy Scouts, rvhere Ronald Lippitt had already brought

in Lewin as an adviser on field research. Zander recounts how

Leu'in involved almost everYone r.vith rvhom he came into contact.
"A student cafire to asl< him a question one day rvhile I was in his

office. Lewin replied to the student that he could best learn what he

wanted to know by loining us in our current research endeavor.
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"We will help you by exploiting you," Lewin told him' and the

student cheerfully chipPed in.

Lewin was also .on."rrr"d about the personal growth of his

fellow workers. He often talked to Zander and others about the

students who were studying with him at the child welfare Re-

search Station, telling of his hopes for their improvement and what

he was doing to help thetn excel. His was the attitude of a parent

asking himse"lf ,,h"i h. musr do for a gifted child. He often paid

calls on his co-worhers, studenrs, ancl their families. "He treated his

srudents in a fatherly waf," Ztnder said, "and his research assistants

could expect visits from him in their homes with no advance notice

of his coming. on such an occasion he chatted about personal mat-

ters and in rnany ways acted as though he were part of the family'"

Lewin frequently invited his studcnts and colleagues to accomPany

him and his fa-ily on picnics and drives. Sometimes the rides were

hair-raising experiences. Lewin, his mind absorbed, would Pay more

amention to frii tatt. than to his driving, and he would often take his

hands off the wheel to make excited gestures'
"One of the many things that the Lewins did for us," said Louise

Barker of the early days "i Io*", "was to help us to see lots of things

about our own country-and life in general-in a new PersPective'

ince they came from such a different background and were so easy

,o "o-nt.,nicate with' You see things more clearly when you have

something else to sight against. Kurt and Gert gave us that'" 
-

John R. P. French, Ji., who came from Harvard to study with

Lewin, says, ,'Lewin had a basic respecf for the ideas of others, no

matter who they were. He never hesitated to examine a suggesdon

and usually fo.in.l in it inreresting things that ougtrt to be talked

about. He greeted neu' icieas rvith glee and would get so excited

about them that he sParkled."

Lewin ,r",r., ."rr"d to be as interested in the ideas of his iuniors as

in those of his equals. To many of his students he brought a rare

sense of ,".ognition and Roger Barl<er remarked on this gratefully.
,,It was the first tinte that anyone had taken my ideas seriously."

Sometimes, however, Lewin seenred insensitive' If, on occasion' a

member of the class woulcl uy to get a point explained, he might
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say, r,i'ith a sigh, "Oh, do rve have to go into tlsat now?,,_with an
expressi'n of annoyance thar he hiurseli u.ould har.e been thc first to
cr i t ic ize had lre secn i t  on sonreoue else.

Lewin coulcl also be sharp rvith those rvho courd nor, or wourcl
not, understand what he rvas trying to accsmplish. Roger Barker
says, "A classnrare of mine was croing a trresis with a ..i"ll-k.rn.u'
member of rhe faculty on barance iripainting. This professor had
developed photographic technique, fni nr"pping o.,r ,,is.,ar fixation
points, in order r. obse^-c ro,haf a person tn,rtr I, in a picrure. This
was to be related to artistic principles of balance; for eran,ple, ,rn-
balanced pictures might causc thc vier,,rer to fixate on one side.
There would bc a relationship betu,ce' tralance and trrese firation
points. The student explaincd tr-ris to Lev-in, ancl Lewin replied,'Ach' nonsensel Just nonsensel' To a student struggling with a
thesis based on a ne\v iclea sucrr irs trris, it's not ,...y .,:r".o.riaging to
hear your ideas called nonsensc. \\rell, it ru'red our to be nonsense.,'

Another of Lewin's minor shortcomings, as a teacher and super_
'isor of research for acadenric dissertatio's (requiring crernonstra-
tion of the rele'ance 'f thc reportecr studies tu pr.r,io-r* or related
work), was his apparenr inability to guicre the student to in'estiga-
tions or theories that lay outside his own immediate fields of inrerest.
Therefore, srudents had to d.,elop considerable ingenuity i. seek-
ing out other faculty memtrers n. n,or. acrr.anccd eir.l.r"t. studenrs
who could provide this liincl of bacl<srouncl ancl g.,id.rr"..

But in their  <-rwn reserrcrr  Ler ' i r iconsranrrv"rrr"rr . , r  thc imuor-
tance of going beyond a mere piling up rif frcrs which can onlr.iead
to a chaotic and unproducti'c sit.,arion. The sinrple collecring of
facts is indispensable at certain sragcs of a science, he nr;ri 'tained,
and is a rvholesome reacrion agai.sr a phirosrphicar and sPeculati'e
building of thcories. But ir canlrot gir," " sarisfactory answcr ro
questions abour causes and co'dirions of e\-enrs. only with thc help
of theorics can oue dererrrr i rrc carrsrr  interrcrar ionshir . ,s.  \  scierrce
without theory is blind because ir racks rhat element which alone is
able to orga'ize facts and gir.e clirectioll to research. [,-r,en fr'r' a
practical point of vicr,v the nrerc gathering of facts has very lirnited
value. It ca.n't give an ans\\'cr t. the question that is ,-,-,nrt i.,,1-,or-
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tant for practical PllrPoses-namely' 
what must one do to obtain a

desired effect in git'"J"o't"tt t""'? 
"To anslver this question it is

necessary to have a thcorY, but a theorv rvhicl-r is ernpirical and not

speculative. This nreans that theory and facts must be closely

related to each orher.,' Guiclecl by il-r"r" beliefs Le$'in addressed

himself ro a number of rescarch prolects, ri,hich hrve since become

amongl-r ismaiorcontr i t rut ions'Thesearecl iscussedbrief l f inChap-
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