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SEVERAL years ago the leading article in Science told of two laboratories in a large
European city. One of the laboratories was located in a beautiful modern building
and had the latest and best of equipment and apparatus. The other was situated
in old, badly run down buildings and had limited resources of equipment and
apparatus. And yet the first laboratory was producing far less scientifically
significant results than the second. The reason for this difference in productivity
lay in the difference in leadership. The director of the poorly equipped, yet
productive laboratory was filled with a burning curiosity and a contagious en-
thusiasm for careful research on significant problems. He inspired all those
around him and stimulated them to tackle important but difficult research prob-
lems. It is not surprising that thinking about Kurt Lewin and his leadership in
social-psychological research brought to mind this article.

When one speculates about the relatively slow progress that has been made
in developing a science of human relations, there are certain questions that are
hard to escape. Psychology, as the science of human behavior, seems to have
focused its scientific resources too often on sterile problems and techniques.
Numerous examples can be cited of continued and substantial expenditures of
time and money for research on problems long after it was clear that such work
was unproductive. The problem itself often was so unimportant that to measure
its dimensions precisely and to understand it thoroughly yielded little of scientific
importance.

Why has this wasteful expenditure of valuable scientific resources occurred
while problems of much greater significance have been ignored? It apparently
was not due solely to the intellectual curiosity of the researchers and their insistence
on doing pure research. The evidence suggests that at least two factors were
important. First, certain problems came to have * scientific respectability ” and
those persons who did painstaking work on these problems were given a crown of
scientific glory. Second, the greater prestige enjoyed by the physical and natural
sciences caused many researchers in psychology to seek scientific prestige by
working on problems where existing methodology permitted precise measure-
ments regardless of whether the problem itself was fundamentally important.
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In the past, as at present, it frequently has required real courage for an individual
to undertake a program of research on a fundamental problem and to develop
his methodology as he proceeds. Usually the first attempts at developing a
systematic methodology to permit a quantitative attack on any new problem have
been crude and readily open to criticism from those who are hypercritical of the
methodology used by others. Nevertheless, many of the great strides in psychology,
as in other sciences, have occurred because of the courage and ability of those
persons, like Lewin, who recognized the really fundamental problems and then
developed the methodology to do important research on these problems.

Unfortunately, few persons had the opportunity to know Kurt Lewin for the
full span of his richly productive scientific career. Some of us came to know him
well only in recent years, and yet all who knew him had a singular unanimity of
feeling about him. Here was an individual who was a great scientist, a great
teacher and a great man.

The reasons for his greatness as a scientist have already been intimated. He
was a great inspiration to those who had the good fortune of working closely with
him. He had the contagious enthusiasm of youth for new and important ideas.
He was outstanding in his ability and willingness to recognize the fundamental,
theoretical problems of social -psychology, in the imagination and courage he
used in devising experimental methods of studying them, and in the brilliance
with which he devised a theoretical structure to systematize and guide his experi-
mental research. He continuously endeavored to apply quantitative and experi-
mental methods to the problems of human relations and he emphasized at all
times the need for an experimental approach to problems.

One of Lewin’s great abilities was the way he could cut through minutiae to
the core of important problems. He recognized more clearly than his colleagues
and students the fundamental motivational forces underlying the processes of
leadership and sharply differentiated in his thinking the different kinds of leader-
ship. His approach to the phenomena involved in group behavior will set a
pattern for research for years to come.

At times the complexity of the problems being studied and the limited resources
he had available permitted only relatively crude measurements. Nevertheless,
the theoretical and practical value of the results and the insights they yielded
demonstrated the soundness, both of his work and of the fundamental concepts
upon which it was based.

Lewin’s eagerness to see imaginative research on the basic problems of human
relations and his impatience with mediocre work on traditional problems was
exemplified in the last meeting he attended. During the session it was suggested
that a series of sub-committees be given the responsibility of defining and initiating
a program of research. He objected effectively by pointing out that to use com-
mittees for such a purpose is likely to lead to unproductive research. Research
to be productive must push into the new, the unexplored, the areas recognized
only by the occasional research pioneer. To restrict the program to activity
approved by a majority would necessarily limit the research to the traditional
and unimportant. This very concept may help to explain the sterility of much
research that is supported or governed by committee action. There is need for
administrators and committees to keep Lewin’s point in mind when appropriating
research funds if the maximum results are to be obtained from the funds expended.
At the same time, it should be mentioned that Lewin believed deeply in the team
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approach to research problems. He felt keenly that a group of scientists, if properly
organized and working under the inspiration of a creative mind, could produce
research incomparably better than that possible by a lone worker. The productive
working relation which he maintained with his colleagues and students was
remarkable because of the balance which he could maintain between individual
leadership and group participation in the scientific process.

In light of Lewin’s imaginative leadership in research on important develop-
ments it is not surprising that one of the last tasks that he was working on with
great energy was the formulation of a theoretical statement of motivation which
could be used to explain and predict behavior in activities of interest to other
social sciences. He was endeavouring to encompass in his theory such activity
as economic and political behavior.

No statement about Lewin and his work would be adequate which failed to
mention his qualities as a person. There have been few teachers who have been
as devoted and loyal to their students. There are few men who are as sincere
and generous in their dealings with their fellow men. There are so few genuinely
kind persons that it is a real loss to all of us not to have Lewin among us.

If social psychology and more especially the broad field of human relations is
to make the progress that is so urgently needed, it is imperative that research
in this field be infused with the dynamic spirit that dominated Lewin’s work and
that he radiated to all those who came close to him. All of us who are concerned
about research on human relations must examine the values that dictate the
kind of prestige we seek in our own research. Similarly there is need to examine
the values that dominate our behavior in granting prestige and recognition to
others in this field. If we embrace and emphasize the values that motivated
Lewin and share as well his energetic enthusiasm for research on fundamental
problems, it is safe to predict that great progress in research will be made in the
years that lie ahead. Let us hope that this progress may be fast enough to over-
take the lead that the physical sciences have established. Lewin clearly saw that
extremely rapid progress, both in research in human relations and its applications,
is necessary if we are to enjoy the full benefits that the physical and natural sciences
are making possible rather than experience the disaster which threatens.

A MEDICAL TRIBUTE*

ONE of the clearest and simplest formulations of Kurt Lewin was his distinction
between the scientific concepts of Aristotle and Galileo. In dynamics Aristotle
emphasised the “ nature > of the object : he held that a stone fell to the ground
because it was “earth” and had therefore to go towards the earth. Galileo,
on the other hand, made physicists pay more attention to the object’s relation
to its environment. According to Aristotelian thought the environment played a
part by “ disturbing ” the processes which followed from the nature of the object
concerned; but in Galileian thought it is the concrete whole, which comprises
the object and the situation, that determines the dynamics of the event defined:
that is to say, an object is always in and part of its environment—an obvious
notion, but one with far-reaching implications if taken literally and always applied.

*This annotation is reproduced by permission of the Editor of the * Lancet.”
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Its application to medicine is plain. We cannot isolate a person from his environ-
ment. When we examine an individual we are also examining a part of a genetic
and social field at the same time, if our ways of thought are thorough. When a
patient comes to us our training leads us to see an object with an extension in
time: It begins as a speck smaller than a pin’s head, and ends some day as a
life-size corpse. That speck grows by reason of forces in the cell and in the tissues
in which it is embedded; that embryo, that child, develops through adolescence
to adulthood and withers in old age; we see on examination at any one time
a small slice in that long history, but we also see one event which displays the
interaction of forces within the organism and of those outside it—and the know-
ledge of both are necessary for the understanding of that event before us, the
patient in the consulting room.

Our work requires that we “ take a history,” but in making our investigation,
in so far as we use the methods of science, our mode of thought is a-historical:
in other words, we consider exhaustively what is happening here and now, what
is observable here and now, how we might by laboratory or other techniques
extend our knowledge of the events occurring here and now. We do not, in so
far as we are scientists, think of the patient as belonging to a “ type,” as Aristotle
would have done, but as a product of forces operating in an inter-connected
set of fields, which (to use Lewin’s term) is to employ a Galileian mode of thought.
This does not deny us the right to use intuition or “ hunches * or any other process
of thought, including a * feeling for > those historical developments which lead
to present events; but the Galileian mode of approach does impel us to check
our hunches a-historically, i.e., by the fullest observation of events occurring
here and now. .

The point of entry into a problem does not necessarily determine its point of
emergence. As doctors we know this in our dealing with patients; they come to
us for relief from pain (physical and mental) and that is our point of entry into
their private world. Our treatment of them, however, is essentially an effort to
improve their internal stability and external adaptability—which includes relief
from pain. Lewin applied the same principles to social problems. Here the
point of entry was some symptom of social unrest, and from that starting point
he made a study of social dynamics with the aim of bringing about a stability
in the social organisation he was advising. In yielding thus to the demands of
“ applied science ” he did not feel that he was any the less a “ pure scientist,”
for science is a method of thought and of testing ideas, and not an activity that
can take place only in a region of social isolation. For Lewin, moreover, there
could be no research without therapy, nor therapy without research, and his
searching mind has given great help to those who try to assess the forces acting
within the individual and within social groups.
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