COMMENTS ON MAX VISSER’S REPORT:
"THE ORGANIZATIONAL GESTALT"

Abraham S. Luchins and Edith H. Luchins

The power and versatility of Gestalt concepts ditestrated in their skillful
application by Max VISSER to the study of orgarimas and management. To the
roster of writings he mentions in his initial paragh, we might add a few: George
KATONA (1959, 1960) on applications to economic aocohsumer behavior;
Norman R.F. MAIER (1973) on industrial organizasprMuzafer and Carolyn
SHERIF (1969) on social groups; and our retrospectMax WERTHEIMER's
seminars on social psychology at the New Schodbtmial Research (LUCHINS &
LUCHINS, 1978).

We found VISSER's entire paper of great interesigeially the references to the
writings of GRELLING and OPPENHEIM. We had origilyalhoped that our
queries and comments on VISSER's manuscript woale heached him in time to
be incorporated into his paper, if he cared toaldsit perhaps they are still timely.

Original Sources

We confess to a hias in favor of original sourcegro(or in addition to)
secondary sources. There are several places inBRSSpaper where citation of
original sources might have clarified the text. Egample, on p. 231 we find:

"Initiated by the treatise of Von EHRENFELS on ‘Gagjualitéten’, Gestalt theory made
important inroads in early twentieth century Comita¢ philosophy (HEIDER, 1970;
SMITH, 1988). Some twenty years later WERTHEIMER aduiced Gestalt theory in the
field of experimental psychology, from which the Berschool of Gestalt psychology
emerged (KOFFKA, 1935; KOHLER, 1947; WERTHEIMER, 1938)

Aside from the question of whether EHRENFELS' tisaton Gestaltqualitaten
initiated Gestalt theory or was aantecedenbr precursoror forerunnerof it (cf.
HEIDER, 1970; HELSON, 1969), there is the questibthe meaning of the phrase
"Some twenty years later" in the last cited sergefi©ie meaning would have been
clearer if the text had included the date of EHRENSE' treatise (1890) and of
WERTHEIMER's paper (1912) on his study of appamotvement arising from
discrete displacement of stimuli, which he calldeqomenal movement or phi-
phenomenon. In Edwin G. BORING's (1950, p. 590) dgprit was WERT-

*
Max VISSER (1997). The Organizational Gestalt. dem of Organization Revisite@Gestalt
Theory 19 (4), 231-240.



56 Gestalt Theory, Vol. 21 (1999), No. 1

HEIMER'’s inaugurationof Gestalt theory. It is often regarded as hawrigduced
Gestalt theory in experimental psychology. One nigtve expected these classical
writings to have been included in the Referende Bsit it did not include any of
EHRENFELS’ publications or WERTHEIMER’s 1912 pap@&he only reference
for WERTHEIMER was "Gestalt Theory," a talk in 19%sublished in 1925, but
with the date given only as 1938, the date of thidged translation in Willis D.
ELLIS’ text.

Another case in point: VISSER gave the date for ghblications he cited by
GRELLING and OPPENHEIM as 1988, the date of thé¢ ¢elited by Barry SMITH
in which the reports appeared. There was no indicaif when the reports were
written or first published, and whether they weranslated from the German or
originally written in English. Such information wasailable in the SMITH book.
Nor was there correct information about when or neh&RELLING and
OPPENHEIM lived and worked.

Another example: Referring to one of the EHRENFEI&eria for a Gestalt as
transposition, VISSER wrote (p. 233). "a melodyyplhin different keys is a classic
example here (SIMONS, 1988). "Although Peter SIMONS8rvey chapter in
SMITH's book is a fine reference, it could well baveen supplemented withe
classical references: EHRENFELS' treatise (1890)l WERTHEIMER's "Gestalt
Theory" (1924/1925), of which ELLIS’ abridged tréatfon already was in the
References. Both papers centered on the classicpdeaf melody as Gestalt.

The EHRENFELS Criteria

VISSER referred to the criteria of VON EHRENFEL Sfaléows (pp. 233-234).

"In his philosophical treatise on ‘GestaltqualititeVon EHRENFELS specified three
criteria for the existence of a Gestalt. The finsterion refers to the unilateral dependence of
a Gestalt on its basis (or fundament) ..... Theors@éccriterion is concerned with
supersummativity, often expressed in the statemiantthe Gestalt is more than (or different

1 This information is available in the volume SMITEP88) edited and in our reports in the present
issue. GRELLING's "A Logical Theory of Dependenaeds originally written in English, distributed
in 1939 at the Fifth International Congress for tbaity of Science at Harvard University in
Cambridge, Massachusetts, was accepted for publicain the Journal of Unified Science
(Erkenntni3, 8, but was rescheduled to be publishedErkenntnis 9, 37-45; it was published for the
first time in SMITH's book. GRELLING’s and OPPENH¥&E "Der Gestaltbegriff im Lichte der neuen
Logik," written in German, appeared Hrkenntnis 7, 1937/1938, 211-225 and in translation in
SMITH's book. Their "Supplementary Remarks on thenégpt of Gestalt," written in English,
appeared irErkenntnis 7, 357-359 and in SMITH's volume; (it was erronegusid to be translated
from the German in SMITH, 1988, under thest of Sources "Logical Analysis of ‘Gestalt’ as
‘Functional Whole," written in English, distribuiein 1939 at the Cambridge meeting, had been
accepted for publication in th&ournal of Unified SciencéErkenntni$, 8, but was rescheduled in
Erkenntnis 9, 70-76; it was published for the first time3MITH's book and appears in the present
issue. Volume 9 oErkenntniswas not published due to war conditions.
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from) the mere sum of its parts ... The third aindlfof the EHRENFELS criteria concerns
the notion of transposition."

A difficulty with the above passage is that EHRENISE treatise on Gestalt-
qualitaten did not specify three criteria for a taéis did not state the criteria
explicitly, and did not number the criteria. SIMONI®I so, in a section entitled,
"EHRENFELS’ Conditions on Gestalten" (1988, pp. -I8). Perhaps in this case
SIMONS’ chapter should have been mentioned ratheen EHRENFELS’ treatise.
The first EHRENFELS condition was characterized SWIONS as unilateral
dependence of a Gestalt on its basis or fundant®@MONS noted that the Berlin
Gestalt School, and in particular WERTHEIMER and HU(ER, required mutual
dependence for a Gestalt.) He then referred to "BENIRELS’ two further criteria
for something’s being a Gestalt: (@upersummativitand (2)Transposability' but
added parenthetically "Actually only the first ohese was formulated by
EHRENFELS as a criterion of Gestalt" (SIMONS, 1988,167). Yet one could
gain the impression from VISSER'’s report that theeé criteria for a Gestalt were
formulated in von EHRENFELS'’ treatise.

With reference to GRELLING and OPPENHEIM, VISSERjae as follows (p.
233).

"The Austrian philosophers GRELLING & OPPENHEIM aippl a rigourous logical
analysis to the Gestalt concept, as proposed by \EPIRENFELS and amended by the
Berlin Gestalt school. On the basis of this analykEsy drew a distinction between the
concepts of "Gestalt", satisfying all three EHRENEELriteria, and "functional whole",
conforming only to the first two conditions."

There are several difficulties with this passage:

« GRELLING and OPPENHEIM were not Austrian. GRELLIN@as born in
Berlin and OPPENHEIM in Frankfurt; they lived vidily all their lives in Germany
until the Nazis threatened their worlds.

« It is questionable that the Berlin Gestalt schoerety amendedEHRENFELS’
concept of Gestalt. KOHLER (1920; 1938) and WERTMER (1924/1925; 1938)
recognized only two EHRENFELS criteria, which thatticized. In his important
work on physical Gestalten, KOHLER wrote:

"Two characteristics of mental phenomena were denetd by Von EHRENFELS as
criteria of Gestalten. First, when the separdtaudt (tones) of a melody are presented, one
each to a number of persons, the totality of exypee is poorer than the total experience of
one person to whom all the tones are presented...[d]aénguishing feature of the richer
experience rests upon @éstaltqualitdt’added to the other elements. This, however, does n
cover the facts. Actually Von EHRENFELS’ first eriton, though necessary, demands too
little...

Von EHRENFELS' second criterion of phenomenal Geéstal is based on
transposition...While transpositibility is undoutbte a characteristic of many, it does not
apply to all cases of Gestalten; thus this is dicgeft but not a necessary criterion and
therefore it must be said that whereas the formmgeron demanded too little, this one
requires too much.” (KOHLER, 1920; 1938, pp. 24-25)
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WERTHEIMER respected his former teacher, VON EHRENS, and
recognized the historical importance of his intretthn of the Gestalt problem, but
he criticized the attempted solution via tBestaltqualitatenin his 1924 speech on
Gestalt theory, WERTHEIMER remarked:

"When in retrospect we consider the prevailingatitn we are struck by two aspects of
vlon] EHRENFELS' thesis; on the one hand one is sed at the essentially summative
character of his theory, on the other, one adnfirezourage in propounding and defending
his proposition. Strictly interpreted, v. EHRENFEL@0sition was this: | play a familiar
melody of six tones and employ siew tones, yet you recognize the melody despite the
change. There must be a somethimyethan the sum of six tones, viz. a seventh somgthin
which is the form-quality, th&estaltqualitatof the original six. It is thiseventhfactor or
element which enabled you to recognize the meledpite its transposition.

However strange this view may seem, it shares witliny another subsequently
abandoned hypothesis the honour of having cleabnsand emphasized a fundamental
problem." (WERTHEIMER, 1924/1925; 1938, p. 4).

It seems to us that the psychologists of the Be&Bl@stalt School regarded their
concept of Gestalt as more an abandonment rathem #n amendment of
EHRENFELS’ concept. Moreover, there seem to beradiféiculties in VISSERS
report:

+ GRELLING and OPPENHEIM referred to only two EHRENFE criteria in
their article on the "new logic"Der Gestaltbegriff im Licht der neuen Logik
(1937/1938; 1988a). They did not explicitly mentioon EHRENFELS or any of
his criteria in their "functional whole" paper (B3939; 1988c; in this issue) except
for transposibility, which was not identified as BHIRENFELS criterion. Hence it
is surprising that VISSER ascribed such importancthese criteria in determining
what they wrote. We cannot find any writings byrthéhat referred explicitly to a
concept of Gestalt as "satisfying all three EHRENSEriteria" or to a functional
whole as "conforming only to the first two condit®)" as claimed in the paragraph
cited (p. 233) about the distinctions drawn by GRENG and OPPENHEIM.

In further passages (p. 234), VISSER continuednpleasize the EHRENFELS
criteria as the basis for distinctions drawn by GRING and OPPENHEIM:

"Following the third EHRENFELS criterion, it wouldbnhbe correct, however, to suppose
that only equilibrated functional wholes are Gestal since imbalanced distributions can be

equally well transposed as balanced ones. Thig poimstitutes the distinction between the
functional whole and the Gestalt (GRELLING & OPPENME1988ac ...)

In order to satisfy all three EHRENFELS criteria, GRENG & OPPENHEIM formally
defined the Gestalt concept as: ‘The Gestalt (©@braplex with respect to a correspondence)
is the invariant of transpositions (of the compleith regard to the correspondence)™
(GRELLING & OPPENHEIM, 1988a, p. 196).

« The notation 1988a referred to their "new logic'pgaand 1988c to their
"functional whole" paper, the first translated ahd second published for the first
time in the volume edited by Barry SMITH (1988). BR.ING and OPPENHEIM
did not refer to any of the EHRENFELS criteria amstituting the distinction
between the functional whole and the Gestalt. Thegognized that functional
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wholes may be stable (balanced, equilibrated) oistalke (imbalanced,
disequilibrated) and that both may "have a Gestiditnce we do not understand on
what basis VISSER claimed that "this constitutes thstinction between the
functional whole and the Gestalt." What is the mefié of "this"? Perhaps some
confusion arose because GRELLING and OPPENHEINMsste that a functional
whole (whether or not it is balanced) is or hasest@t, whereas VISSER attributed
to these philosophers an emphasis on the distmbgtween a functional whole and
a Gestalt, possibly confounding two different usé¢he word "Gestalt." Whereas
GRELLING and OPPENHEIM wrote about a functional Wéhas a Gestalt,
VISSER apparently thought of a functional whaad a Gestalt, which might
explain the miswording in the title of the functadnwhole paper given in his
Reference list, wittas replaced byand betweenGestaltandfunctional whole We
also cannot find evidence for VISSER’s claim thia¢ tdesire to satisfy all the
EHRENFELS criteria was the motivation for the dafom of Gestalten by
GRELLING and OPPENHEIM as invariants of transposisi [or as equivalence
classes of correspondences].

«In short, VISSER apparently viewed the writings GRELLING and
OPPENHEIM from the perspectives of the EHRENFELedn, which were not
the perspectives they used. GRELLING and OPPENHEtognized the
functional whole as a main concept of Gestalt themd sought to base it - not on
the EHRENFELS criteria - but on the notion of idegpendence and related
concepts of dependence and independence.

It should be noted that our comments are not irgdntb detract from the
contributions VISSER made with his important aialelating Gestalt theory,
organizations, and management. His report has ipahcas well as theoretical
implications.

Summary

VISSER'’s paper illustrated the power and flexiilibf Gestalt concepts through his skillful
application of them to the study of organizatiomsl ananagement. The comments on VISSER’s
manuscript were originally intended to reach hintitne to be incorporated into his paper, if he dare
to do so, but it is hoped that they are still timdlUCHINS & LUCHINS suggest some possible
additions to his survey of the literature. Sevepkces in the text might be clearer in meaning if
original sources rather than only secondary sounege cited. Most of the other comments pertain to
the EHRENFELS criteria for a Gestalt, which seembw® the frames of reference that VISSER
attributed to GRELLING and OPPENHEIM, whereas tlagparently were not the perspectives used
by these philosophers.

Zusammenfassung

VISSERSs Aufsatz zeigt durch seine geschickte Anwegdgestalttheoretischer Konzepte auf die
Untersuchung von Organisationen und Managementnd@&tirke und Flexibilitdt auf. Diese
Kommentare zu VISSERs Manuskript waren urspringditshAnregungen fur VISSER gedacht, um
nach seinem Ermessen in seinem Aufsatz Beruckgigigi zu finden. Auch wenn sie dafir zu spéat
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kamen, haben sie vielleicht auch jetzt noch ihréuaktat. LUCHINS & LUCHINS regen darin einige
Ergadnzungen zu VISSERs Auswertung der einschlagigematur an. An einigen Stellen ware ihrer
Auffassung nach der Aufsatz klarer in seiner Aussagenn anstelle von Sekundarliteratur die
Originalquellen zitiert wirden. Der GroR3teil der rigen Kommentare bezieht sich auf die
Gestaltqualititen von EHRENFELS. Diese scheinen WISSER als Bezugsrahmen von GRELLING
und OPPENHEIM angesehen zu werden. Dagegen wigkeweiandt, dall dies der Sichtweise dieser
beiden Philosophen nicht gerecht wird.
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