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Preface

On March 27, 1938, the German-born philosopher and psychologist William
Stern died in Durham, North Carolina, one month before he would have cele-
brated his 67th birthday. In a letter of condolence sent to Stern’s daughter, Eva, a
friend of the family who had often been a guest of the Sterns in Hamburg wrote
that ‘your pappy will sit right next to God in heaven, because he was the kindest
person I ever knew’ (Michaelis-Stern, 1991, p. 140).”1

Who was Eva Michaelis-Stern’s ‘pappy,’ that good man, William Stern? What did
he accomplish during his lifetime, and why should anyone be interested in him
or his work today? These are the questions that inspired this book.
William Stern was born in Berlin to Jewish parents on April 29, 1871. In 1935,
he finally reconciled himself to the necessity of fleeing Nazi Germany. He
accepted the offer of a faculty position in the U.S.A., at Duke University, a posi-
tion he held until his death just three years later. For obvious reasons, no appre-
ciation of Stern would be published in Germany at the time. In the U.S., howev-
er, Harvard University professor Gordon W. Allport (1897-1967), commemorat-
ed Stern as follows:
“William Stern was both a pioneer and a systematizer in psychology. … He will
be remembered … for his sure-footed explorations in differential psychology,
forensic psychology, psychotechnics, child psychology, and intelligence testing.
But he will be remembered likewise and, I think, with increasing renown for his
theoretical system of personalistic psychology wherein he ordered his manifold
research, and which, in turn, he incorporated within his comprehensive philo-
sophic doctrine of Critical Personalism. … It troubled him relatively little that his
formulations ran counter to the trend of the times, particularly in American
thought. … [H]e believed so intensely in the liberating powers of personalistic
thought that he had faith in its ultimate acceptability to others. Thinking [person-
alistically], Stern became a monumental defender of an unpopular cause. [But]
the personalistic way of thought will yet have its day, and its day will be long and
bright. (Allport, 1938, pp. 770 and 773)
In the 70-plus years that have passed since these words were written, neither
Stern’s faith in personalistic thought nor Allport’s confident prediction of Stern’s
increasing renown has been repaid. On the contrary: the Weltanschauung, or
worldview, that Stern called critical personalism has never attracted widespread

1 “Dein Päp wird im Himmel direkt neben dem lieben Gott sitzen, denn er war der gütigste
Mensch, den ich je gekannt habe.”
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interest within mainstream scientific psychology. Moreover, the occasional pub-
lic bows to Stern as the founding father of ‘differential psychology’ only mythol-
ogize his view of the discipline, selectively presenting only certain aspects of his
overall conception of the field and completely ignoring the historical fact of his
mounting dismay – expressed in numerous works published during the last 20
years of his life – over the direction in which the field was moving (cf. Lamiell,
2006). The repeated (if often only fleeting) references in history of psychology
textbooks to Stern’s contributions in the domain of IQ testing have further con-
tributed to this mythologizing in that they typically offer no indication of the fact
that Stern eventually sought to distance himself from that work. Beyond this, one
finds very little indication in the contemporary literature of any familiarity with
or interest in Stern’s many other significant empirical and theoretical contribu-
tions to psychology. This is especially true in the United States and other Eng-
lish-speaking countries, but it has, to an appreciable extent, also been true in
Stern’s native Germany (Deutsch, 1991).
In consideration of all of this, I was nearly as surprised as I was pleased to receive,
some years ago, an invitation to spend a semester as Ernst Cassirer Visiting Pro-
fessor at the University of Hamburg, where my duties would include holding a
series of public lectures on Stern’s life and works for the broader university com-
munity and interested lay public. From a strictly historical perspective, the ration-
ale for this invitation was clear enough. Stern had, after all, played a significant
role in the founding of the University of Hamburg in 1919, and he and Cassirer
(1874-1945) were faculty colleagues there from the university’s first days until the
rise of the Third Reich.2 Still, knowledge of and interest in Stern among contem-
porary philosophers and psychologists is not widespread – even, as I would learn,
in Hamburg3 – and it was for this reason that the aforementioned invitation sur-
prised me.

❚ Preface

2 In 1940, Cassirer would publish a German-language appreciation of Stern in Acta Psychologica
(Cassirer, 1940), and this appreciation was re-printed 10 years later in the second edition of
Stern’s last major work, Allgemeine Psychologie auf personalistischer Grundlage (General Psychology from
the Personalistic Standpoint; Stern, 1950).
3 In addition to the public lectures I gave during my semester as a visiting professor in Ham-
burg, I also taught a seminar in the Institute for Psychology. At the seminar’s first meeting, I
asked the students, who numbered about 20, if they had ever heard of William Stern. None
had, despite Stern’s prominence at their university during the first 14 years of its existence, and
despite the fact that there is a meeting room named after Stern in the campus building that cur-
rently houses the Institute for Psychology at that university.
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Figure 1: Public lectures given by the author as Ernst Cassirer Guest Professor, University of
Hamburg, Summer Semester, 2004
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In writing this book, I have drawn extensively on my “Hamburg Lectures” (see
Figure 1).4 In the chapters that follow, material from those lectures is presented
in English translation, revised in some places and supplemented in others by
material that I was unable to incorporate into the original texts. The book is
replete with quotations from Stern’s works, a strategy I have adopted in hopes of
bringing readers as close as possible to Stern’s original writings. In most cases
where I have quoted, in translation, passages from Stern’s professional publica-
tions (as opposed to his personal correspondence), I have included the original
German text in footnotes. This practice should prove beneficial for readers who
are more comfortable with German than with English, and it also allows readers
conversant in both languages to judge for themselves the fidelity of my transla-
tions.5 My goal in writing this book has been to provide a relatively concise and
widely readable introduction to Stern’s life and his works, in hopes of broaden-
ing familiarity with and appreciation for Stern’s many and varied contributions
to psychology.
Before proceeding further, a few words are perhaps in order on the question of
how it came to pass that, as a psychologist of U.S. citizenship, the present author
was invited to lecture on William Stern’s life and works to an audience com-
prised mostly of professors, students, and interested lay persons in and around the
University of Hamburg.
In 1984, I traveled to what was then West Germany for the purpose of partici-
pating in the Second European Conference on Personality, held in Bielefeld.
After my presentation there, I was asked by a certain Professor Dr. Lothar Laux
of the University of Bamberg (with whom I would come to develop both a col-
legial relationship and personal friendship) if I had ever heard of William Stern.
I immediately responded that I knew of him as one who had played a historical-
ly significant role in IQ-testing, but that I really did not know anything beyond
that. Laux patiently explained to me that Stern had made many other important
contributions to psychology, and that I would probably find his works very
worthwhile reading. After Stern’s name surfaced in subsequent conversations
with several other European scholars, I determined to follow up on Laux’s initial
suggestion to familiarize myself more extensively with Stern’s works, and in one
way or another I have been occupied with that project ever since. As indicated
above, familiarity with Stern’s works is not, at present, very widespread, and the

❚ Preface

4 Thirteen lectures were originally planned. Due to unforeseen circumstances, however, only
11 lectures were actually delivered. For administrative reasons, each of the first three lectures
planned for May had to be delayed one week, and the lectures planned for May 26 and June 9
had to be condensed into a single lecture, given on June 9. For medical reasons, the last lecture
in the series, planned for July 7, had to be cancelled altogether.
5 All translations of German texts into English are my own unless otherwise indicated.
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fact of this matter is probably largely responsible for my having been offered the
opportunity to lecture on Stern in Hamburg.
Over the course of my studies, I have learned a great deal not only about Stern
but also from Stern, and this learning process, which continues to this day, has giv-
en me hope that perhaps Allport’s forecast, 70 years ago, of a “long and bright
day” for Stern’s views might eventually be realized after all. For it is at least
arguable that much of Stern’s thinking would be of great theoretical and practi-
cal utility within the context of scientific psychology’s contemporary concerns
and endeavors. In any case, those views deserve the serious critical consideration
within the intellectual community that they have yet to receive, and it seems
unlikely that this will happen unless a sufficiently broad introduction to Stern’s
works, only few of which have ever been translated into English, has become
accessible. As a matter of historical fact, Stern truly was a great deal more than
“the IQ-guy” in scientific psychology, and through the present work I hope to
provide readers with some appreciation for just how much more than that he
was.

James T. Lamiell
Georgetown, August, 2009

❚Preface
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Chapter One
The Roots of a Scholarly Life

Louis William is the name given by Sigismund Stern (1837-1890) and his wife
Rosa Stern Stern (1839-1896)1 to their only child. The boy did not like the name
‘Louis,’ however, and he avoided using it. In some of his earlier professional pub-
lications, authorship was attributed to ‘L. William Stern,’ but after 1906 that prac-
tice was discontinued, and the subject of our investigation is thus known to pos-
terity as simply as William Stern (see Fig. 1.1).2

The Sterns were a family of modest means. Sigismund Stern owned a business
specializing in design sketches for wallpaper. Though the business supported the
family, it provided little by way of extras, and at times there were pressing finan-
cial concerns. As a schoolboy, young William had to earn his spending money by
tutoring other pupils, and, at that, he sometimes had to make do with second-
hand books (Bühring, 1996).
In one of his writings, Stern described his father as “a rather mellow personality,
more of an artist than a businessman, and possessed of a lively humor that he
expressed in verses and drawing (Stern, 1929a, p. 7).” In the same work, William
Stern described his mother as “an elegant, kind, and clever woman, the daughter
of a highly respected scholar, school principal, and religious reformer (Stern,
1929a, p. 7) (see Fig. 1.2).”
Although the Sterns belonged to a reformist congregation within the Jewish
community of Berlin, “the family had for generations regarded itself first and
foremost as German rather than as Jewish (Stern, 1929a, p. 8).” Small wonder,
then, that William Stern would move into and through most of his adult life in
the conviction that his German-ness was a much more important aspect of his
identity than was his Jewish-ness.
The most significant role model in William Stern’s life was not his father but
instead his maternal grandfather, also named Sigismund Stern, even though he
died in 1867, four years before William’s birth. Of his mother’s father William
Stern (1929a) wrote: “The figure of this grandfather was a model and a founda-
tion, a symbol to which one looked up with respect, all the more so because in

1 The maiden name of William Stern’s mother was also Stern. Indeed, William Stern’s parents
were cousins.
2 Unfortunately, Stern was identified erroneously in the title of one contemporary article as
William L. Stern (Kreppner, 1992).
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Figure 1.1: William Stern at Age 5 (1876)

the following generation [i.e., that of William Stern’s parents] there was no one
who reached comparable heights.” (Stern, 1929a, p. 7)
William Stern’s revered grandfather was born on July 2, 1812. After completing
his schoolwork at a Berlin Gymnasium, Sigismund Stern matriculated at the Berlin-
er-Friedrich-Wilhelms-Universität, today the Humboldt University of Berlin, where
he studied philosophy and philology. He completed his post-doctoral work at the
Martin-Luther-Universität in Halle in 1834 with a thesis titled “Foundations of the
Philosophy of Language.” Subsequently, his interests turned to pedagogy, and in
1835 he assumed the leadership of a high school for boys in Berlin.
In the only biography of William Stern that has been published to date, Gerald
Bühring (1996) noted that a lecture given by grandfather Sigismund during the
winter of 1844-45, was particularly important for the Jewish community in
Berlin because it resulted in the establishment of the Jewish Reformist Congre-
gation, a group that in its religious practices departed in some ways from the
orthodox Jewish traditions. Gradually, Sigismund Stern’s renown spread, and in
1855 the Jewish congregation in Frankfurt am Main appointed him Director of
the Philanthropic Realschule. There, too, he initiated many activities, “addressing
himself regularly, both in writings and in speeches, to questions of pedagogy, reli-
gion, and national history.” (Bühring, 1996, pp. 11-12). He abolished corporal
punishment in the schools and, more generally, grounded his view of pedagogy
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Figure 1.2: William Stern (1812-1867) with parents on Bar Mitzva, April 25, 1886

Figure 1.3: Sigismund Stern (1812-1867), William Stern’s Maternal Grandfather


