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Abstract

This paper will suggest that Whiteheadian thought can provide researchers in the social and psychological sciences with a ‘deep’ form of empiricism based on an immanent and even-centred topology in which each happening is grasped as a factor in the constitution of each other happening. Developing the topological approach of Gestalt psychology, deep empiricism provokes a rethinking of topology in relation to ‘actual occasions’ of experience and their temporal and spatial co-assembly. It also draws attention to the fuzzy boundaries between physical, organic, psychic and social modes of existence, and to the temporality of any topology. 

When we are conscious of nature, what is it that we really observe? The obvious answer is that we perceive various material bodies, such as chairs, bricks, trees. We can touch them, see them and hear them. As I write I can hear the birds singing in a Berkshire garden in early spring. In conformity with this answer, it is now fashionable and indeed almost universal to say that our notions of space merely arise from our endeavours to express the relations of these bodies to each other. I am sorry to appear pigheaded; but, though I am nearly in a minority of one, I believe this answer to be entirely wrong. (Whitehead, The principle of relativity, 1922 / 1997: 53)

Topological psychology began as a serious venture in Germany with the Gestalt psychologists and from there entered into social psychology via the work of Kurt Lewin whose book Principles of topological psychology was translated around 1936 by Fritz Heider, the founder of attribution theory. Key gestalt figures such as Kofka, Kohler and Wertheimer aimed to replace the then dominant molecular and reductionist approaches to psychology, associated for the most part with Watson’s behaviourism, with a molar approach based upon the emerging physical concept of the field. This approach related perception, experience and behaviour to various topological factors such as regions, boundaries, vectors of force, spaces of tension and resistance and so on.

Although many North American histories of psychology take the view that behaviourism ultimately won this battle on account of being more scientific, it is important to stress that the opposite view is considerably more plausible. The originators of Gestalt psychology were steeped in a highly sophisticated and elite culture of science. Wertheimer was a good friend of Einstein and both Kohler and Kofka studied with Max Planck (see Richards, 1996). In addition to these scientific credentials, they were highly cultured and philosophically sophisticated. However, particularly after the first-world war, they saw this cultural heritage as a set of values threatened with extinction in the new epoch of the technology based military / industrial complex. It is of course in this epoch that behaviourism thrived. This worry comes across clearly in the following quotation from Kofka from 1935: 

“Meaning and significance could have no possible place in such a molecular system: Caesar’s crossing the Rubicon; certain stimulus-response situations; Luther at Worms: so many others; Shakespeare writing Hamlet; Beethoven composing the Ninth Symphony; an Egyptian sculptor carving the bust of Nephrete, would all be reduced to the stimulus-response schema”.   

Watson, by contrast, was from humble South Carolina roots. He had no truck with high-culture or philosophy, and was preoccupied with the dream of a techno-scientifically driven society based on objective facts. The growing consensus about Watson is not that he was scientific but that he very much wanted to be scientific. As Richards (1996, 91) points out, it was not behaviour that puzzled him, but the problem of how to study it scientifically. In doing so, he resorted to the entirely externalist and objectivist conception of science which, as the Gestalt psychologists were well aware, had already been thoroughly undermined thanks to the work of their friends and mentors. That is to say, the Quantum theory that flowed from the work of Max Planck and the Relativity Theory that flowed from the work of Albert Einstein, destroyed the idea that fundamental reality is to be conceived in terms of empty space filled with bits of matter qualified by mass and spatial relations. As Kofka put it in 1935, after Einstein’s development of field theory 

“Empty space as mere geometrical nothingness disappeared from physics, being replaced by a definitely distributed system of strains and stresses, gravitational and electromagnetic, which determines the very geometry of space. And the distribution of strains and stresses in a given environment will determine what a given constitution will do in that environment. Thus we discover the magnetic field of the earth by observing the behaviour of magnetic needles in different places”.

To Watson, by contrast, the notion of a field of force influencing behaviour appeared only as a pre-scientific and unobservable spook to be rapidly dismissed from scientific relevance. With the benefit of hindsight, these differences between Watson and the Gestalt psychologists can also be viewed, of course, as topological issues. Crudely put, the forms of thought and feeling sustained in North American psychology in the early 20th century were decisively different from those sustained during the same period of time in the European cultural context of Germany, and Berlin in particular. The culture of Berlin could not grow a Watson, and the culture of South Carolina could not grow a Kofka. The socio-cultural fields were distinct, if you like.

Gestalt psychology, despite its promise, went on to have relatively little influence on the modern discipline, and certainly when compared to the successes of behaviourism. Psychology was territorialized, and remains territorialized, by a rather crude and primitive conception of scientificity which somewhat perversely and paradoxically thrives on removing and excluding the subjective and the experiential from its legitimate remit. This is not to say that Gestalt psychology is without faults or problems. To my mind, Gestalt theory has three broad failings: 

First, in moving away from the molecular visions of behaviourism, the gestalt psychologists risked overstressing the molar notion of field at the expense of re-articulating a molecular theory compatible with it. 

Second, this leads to a rather over-spatialized conception of psychological existence despite the fact that psychic events appear to be minimally spatial and maximally temporal. 

Third, Gestalt theory tended to remain distinctly physicalist or materialist in orientation. In Kofka, for instance, conceptual predominance is given to the material fields of physics and physiology, and the notion of a psychological field is introduced only by way of the topological concept of isomorphism. The scientific validity of the notion of a psychological field thus depends upon its formal structure being equivalent to a specifiable material field. In this account, the world is still bifurcated into subjective experience and material reality.

I have started my talk with Gestalt psychology despite the fact that our own developing work is somewhat orthogonal to this tradition. Our approach stems from the publication in 1994 of a book called Textuality and tectonics, in which we develop the notion of topologies of representation, understanding and conduct, to a book published this year by Steve Brown and myself called Psychology without foundations. In our own approach we have been influenced by the relational process philosophies of thinkers such as Bergson, Whitehead, Deleuze and Stengers. In this context, our hope is that these thinkers can provide the basis for overcoming the three limitations of Gestalt topological psychology that I have just mentioned. That is to say, they suggest: 

First, a molecular theory based upon the notion of the event or actual occasion; 

Second, an emphasis upon process which enables us to conceptualise evolutionary developments towards increasingly abstract incorporeal types of event which have minimum spatiality and maximum temporality. 

Third, a form of materialism in which subjectivity and experience play a decisive internal role.

1. Molecular / molar

Turning to the first of these, it is in the philosophy of Whitehead that one finds perhaps the most radical attempt to rethink the molecular / molar relations. In fact, in Process and reality Whitehead pre-empts Kohler’s critique of reductionist science and offers a philosophy compatible with the relativity and quantum breakthroughs. The notion of irreducible bits of matter as the basic foundation, he argues, has been entirely swept away by a new understanding in which, as he put it:

“The fundamental concepts are activity and process. There are essentially no 

self-contained activities within limited regions. These passive geometrical 

relationships between substrata passively occupying regions have passed out 

of the picture. Nature is a theatre for the interrelations of activities. All 

things change, the activities and their interrelations. To this new concept, 

the notion of space with its passive, systematic, geometric relationship is 

entirely inappropriate. It has thus swept away space and matter, and has 

substituted the study of the internal relations within a complex state of 

activity. This complex state is in one sense a unity. There is the whole 

universe of physical action extending to the remotest star cluster.” (Whitehead, 

1934, p. 36) 

In Whiteheadian thinking, the defunct molecular notion of irreducible bits of brute matter is replaced with a new atomic concept: the event or the actual occasion. The irreducibles or the fundamental realities are not things that endure but things that occur: they are happenings, activities, events, occasions of actuality. Simple causality is replaced by the notion of the actualization of possibility in a given event. The actual occasion is not something which can endure over time: it becomes and it perishes. It has no history and it does not change. The molar entities that we routinely encounter, such as rocks and trees and people and cars are thus rethought as more or less coordinated groupings or assemblages of actual occasions. They are events that follow one another in time and that are contiguous in space. Whitehead thus talks of a molar entity as a nexus of actual occasions or, if intricately structured and coordinated, a society of actual occasions (cf. Stenner, 2008). 

2. Process and abstraction

This rethinking of the molecular / molar relation places great emphasis on the notion of process, which leads me to the second of my three points (cf. Stenner, 2007). An actual occasion is the process through which the possibilities offered by many data become actualized in a given concrete event. The concept of process says that we are in the now of the present. This present, however, is always shifting “it is derived from the past; it is shaping the future; it is passing into the future” (Whitehead, 1938). It is through process, suggests Whitehead, that the finite possibilities of the universe move towards their “infinitude of realization”. 

Again, the things that endure are secondary to the things that occur. This relational process philosophy thus entails a fundamental rethinking of the concepts of space and time, which were transcendent in Newtonian thought. For Whitehead, an event or an actual occasion is conceived not as time and space, and not as something that occurs ‘in’ time and space, but as the prior unity from which space-time
 is an abstract. Space-time emerges from the multiplicity of events and becomes the condition of possibility for future events. In Newtonian representational thinking, by contrast, the essential relations between the bits of stuff are purely spatial, and materiality involves nothing but spatiality. The fundamental facts of nature are a multiplicity of substances enduring self-identically within limited regions of universal space. This way of thinking begins somewhat problematically with the supposition of a multiplicity of disjoined subjects. Any relatedness must then overcome this initial state of disjunction. 
When ‘stuff’ is replaced with ‘events’, nature is conceived instead as an internally complex continuum of events. Any two events will always both be part of a larger event. Since an event is an activity of realization, relationality becomes the essence of all entities. Every actual occasion is a momentary experience which ‘implicates’ (Bohm, 1980) – from its partial perspective - the whole of reality within it. “Each event signifies the whole structure” (Whitehead, 1922, p.26). The notion of an isolated event is thus a contradiction in terms. 

I am touching here upon the concept of immanence. Immanence provides a metaphysical way of thinking topology. Think of the famous rubber sheet that is typically used to explain topology as a kind of ‘rubber geometry’.  The sheet can be stretched, compressed, folded or twisted, but so long as it remains intact it will still have certain topological spatial properties. So long as the sheet is not cut or ripped or punctured, it will still be possible to draw a continuous line connecting any two points on its surface. There are thus aspects of the rubber sheet that are invariant despite the variations or transformations at play in processes of folding and stretching and so on. 
The philosophical principle of immanence can be intuitively understood in relation to this rubber sheet of topology. Immanence is best articulated in a tradition epitomized by Spinoza and continuing through Whitehead to Deleuze. Immanence is the unity of all things in one, or what Deleuze calls the one / all. There is no one beyond the one, and hence nothing that immanence can be immanent ‘to’. If immanence is the rubber sheet, then all the things in the universe are to be conceived as part of, and that also means participants within, that rubber sheet. A rock or a mountain range is one fold in the sheet, an ocean a modification of its substance. A living organism is not a separate substance that lives its life upon the rubber sheet, but an intricate fold best thought of as a modification and complication of the sheet. The same applies to a thought, a perception, a memory or an utterance. These things are of the rubber sheet and not merely about it. 

This doctrine of immanence thus expresses the fundamental togetherness of all aspects of the universe. As Alfred North Whitehead put it in his final book of 1938 (p.164), “each happening is a factor in the nature of each other happening”. We can sum this up by saying that topology, understood in this sense, is the image of thought at play in an ontology of immanence. A topological psychology conceived in this spirit would thus not be simply a psychology which takes topology as its object. Before that, it would be an approach based upon a topological image of psychology. A key aspect of this image of psychology is that it would not be based upon a bifurcation of the world into the stuff of material reality and the stuff of representation. The psychological is in and of the world, so to speak. The subject is in and of the territory. 

3. Subjectivity / objectivity

I have already begun to address the third issue concerning the role of subjectivity and experience in nature. If the molecular units are occurrences rather than endurances, or events rather than stuff, then materialism must be entirely rethought. For Whitehead, the ultimate realities are actual occasions and an actual occasion is always a fusion of experience and expression. An actual occasion is, in other words, a subject entertaining its objects. This not only includes experience in all reality, but it also obviously requires a concept of experience that incorporates far more than the conscious experience of human beings. Experience is something more like the reception and patterning of objects in the process of an event. Likewise, the concept of expression must include the objective concrescence of any new actuality which results from that process. In this account, experience is not split off from objective reality but is conceived as the very becoming of the objective reality to which its expression is a contribution. High level, conscious human experience and expression would thus be one particularly refined and complex member of a much broader set that would extend into chemistry and physics. 
This extension of the concept of experience leads to what we have called a deep empiricism (Stenner, 2008; Brown and Stenner, 2009). Conventional empiricism notoriously treats all experience as originating from sense perception. Whilst the high grade experiences of human beings do indeed include the abstractions garnered by sense perception, a deep empiricism also recognises an affective basis for experience. In sophisticated organisms, affect, sense perception, and conceptual thinking thoroughly interpenetrate one another in a living context of practical activities. With human beings, these practical activities are enacted in a social context thoroughly mediated by discursive forms. Our conscious and linguistically mediated modes of experience thus build upon and presuppose a vast background of unnoticed experiential activity and are in this sense merely the tip of an iceberg. This vaguely intuited background, one might say, is the soil or earth from which conscious and verbally articulable forms of experience come to be abstracted. 

On the one hand, then, physical, organic, psychological and social modes of existence are thus all part of one immanent totality of activity. All are to be conceived as assemblages of actual occasions pressing into the future of more actual occasions. On the other hand, it becomes relevant and necessary to draw distinctions between different grades of occasions and different types of nexus and society. Organic occasions, for example, are more abstract and less predictable than the physical occasions they presuppose.
The business of explanation, from this perspective, is to account for the emergence of the more abstract things from the more concrete things. All the universe is an immanent unity, but life is more abstract than matter, perceptual consciousness more abstract than life, and conceptual thought more abstract that feeling. If psychology deals with what the very name of the science calls the ‘psychic’, then the key question concerns the conditions under which the novelty of this psychic dimension is created and maintained. On the one hand, we must attend to the emergence of the psychic dimension from the organic infrastructure which comprises its immediate environment, but on the other hand, we must attend to the relation between this psychic dimension and the communicative, cultural and societal processes that have come into being on the back of its creation. 

Here we have a basic topology for the science or craft of psychology which is based on three interconnected regions separated by two blurry boundaries or interfaces. The first interface is the bio-psychological and the psycho-biological interface. The second is the psycho-social and socio-psychological interface. Looking one way, the psyche is the symbiote of organic processes. Looking the other way, the psyche is the symbiote of the discursive practices of a social order. Human beings, in other words, are creatures of consciousness only because they are creatures of communication, on the one hand, and creatures of bio-chemistry on the other. Kofka’s distinction between the geographical and behavioural environments of psychological fields thus needs to be finessed. There are two environments closer to us than these. Before we encounter the geographical environment we must consider our own bodies as the proximal environment of our psychic lives. Likewise, before we encounter the behavioural environment we must consider our own systems of communication as the proximal environment of our psychic lives (Stenner, 2004, 2005). 

In sum, in place of representationalism, Whiteheadian cosmology suggests a strikingly different image of thought and a new image of psychology (Brown and Stenner, 2009). According to this image, human social and psychic existence is continuous with a wider nature which is itself characterisable in terms of the experiences and expressions of coordinated events. There is no universal space within this cosmology but a multiplicity of mixed spaces, contingent upon the massed activities of multiply coordinated occasions of experience and expression. In place of an ensemble of objects in a common and singular universal space we must envisage a hybrid landscape composed of a mosaic of emergent spatialities. This image of psychology renews the relevance of some of the Gestalt concepts of boundary, dynamic connectedness, tensions, vectors of force and zones of intensity.

References

Bohm, D. (1980) Wholeness and the implicate order. London: Routledge.
Curt, B. (1994) Textuality and tectonics. Buckingham: Open University Press.
Brown, S. D. and Stenner, P. (2009) Psychology without foundations. London: Sage.

Kofka, K. (1935) Principles of gestalt psychology. New York: Harcourt Brace.

Lewin, K. (1936) Principles of topological psychology. New York: McGraw.
Richards, G. (1996) Putting psychology in its place. London: Routledge.
Stenner, P. (2004) Is Autopoietic Systems Theory Alexithymic? Luhmann and the socio-psychology of emotions. Soziale Systeme, 10 (1): 159-185. 

Stenner, P. (2005) An outline of an autopoietic systems approach to emotion. Cybernetics and Human Knowing, 12 (4): 8-22. 

Stenner, P. (2007) Non-foundational criticality? On the need for a process ontology of the psychosocial. Critical Social Studies: Outlines, 9 (2): 44-55.
Stenner, P. (2008) A.N. Whitehead and subjectivity. Subjectivity: International Journal of Critical Psychology, 22 (1): 90-109.

Whitehead, A.N. (1934) Nature and life. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Whitehead, A. N. (1922) The principle of relativity. New York: Cosimo Classics.

Whitehead, A. N. (1938) Modes of thought. New York: The Free Press.

� The notion of space-time as a unity relates, of course, to Einstein’s general theory of relativity which profoundly challenged the scientific generality of Newtonian physics. The dissociation of space and time had been another aspect of 17th century representationalism. Descartes’ concept of ‘extension’, for example, much like Newton’s concept of absolute space, in fact contains a vestigial ‘vulgarity’ since it abstracts from a more concrete notion of material stuff. This abstraction enables him to assign extension to the concept of space and to dissociate this from process, which is assigned to the concept of time. Space is thus conceptually split from time on the assumption that time is not internally relevant to the materiality of stuff. The notion of material stuff that was fundamental to representationalism is in this sense a result of the conceptual exclusion of process from extension. Whitehead’s re-writing of this account substituting ‘events’ for ‘stuff’ thus reintroduces process into nature, much in the way that Bergson intended by way of his concept of duration.
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