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AUFGABE

Primary Disciplinary Field(s): Experimental Psychology, Cognitive Psychology

1. Core Definition

The term Aufgabe (German for "task" or "assignment”) refers, within the context of early
experimental psychology, to a specific mental set or predisposition that is activated immediately
upon receiving an instruction or recognizing a requirement for a task. This mental state functions
as an unconscious determinant, subtly yet powerfully guiding the way an individual perceives,
interprets, and ultimately attempts to solve a given situation or problem. It is not merely the
conscious understanding of the goal, but rather an internal, automatic preparation that biases the
subsequent cognitive operations toward successful task completion. Essentially, Aufgabe dictates
the operational framework through which all incoming stimuli related to the assignment are
processed, ensuring that attention and resources are appropriately channeled and focused on the
defined objective.

The concept emphasizes the mind's inherent readiness to organize itself according to external
demands. This readiness ensures that mental activity is not random or solely driven by
associations, but is instead goal-directed. The presence of an Aufgabe means that the required
cognitive steps are already mobilized and awaiting execution, thereby minimizing the need for
conscious deliberation during the performance phase itself.

2. Etymology and Historical Development

The psychological use of Aufgabe originates in early 20th-century German experimental
psychology, specifically within the research conducted by the Wirzburg School. This schoal,

primarily associated with figures like Oswald Kiilpe, Narzi3 Ach, and Karl Bihler, championed
introspective methods to study higher mental processes, such as thinking and willing, which were
traditionally considered inaccessible to empirical investigation. They employed systematic
experimental introspection, asking subjects to report their mental experiences while performing
complex tasks.

During these introspective experiments, researchers noticed a critical phenomenon: subjects
frequently reported a seemingly effortless, immediate transition from receiving an instruction to
initiating the action, often without experiencing intermediate conscious states such as explicit
reasoning, complex willing, or detailed imagery. The Wirzburg theorists proposed Aufgabe as the
mechanism responsible for this efficient transition. It served as a non-volitional, preparatory
instruction lodged deep within the mind that automatically organized the necessary mental
machinery needed for the required action, bridging the gap between stimulus (the instruction) and
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response (the execution). Its discovery represented a foundational challenge to the prevalent
structuralist psychology of Wilhelm Wundt, which focused only on conscious elements.

3. Key Characteristics and Mechanism

The defining characteristic of Aufgabe is its unconscious, pre-determined nature. While the initial
reception of the instruction is conscious, the resulting mental set operates outside the realm of
active, deliberate thought. Once an instruction is internalized--for example, "add the next two
numbers you see"--the Aufgabe creates a specific functional disposition. This disposition filters
subsequent sensory information, making relevant data salient and irrelevant data peripheral,
thereby streamlining the thought process and guaranteeing a focused response.

A powerful illustration of Aufgabe involves simple arithmetic tasks used in Wirzburg experiments.
If a subject is presented with the numbers 6 and 4, the subsequent cognitive processing of these
numbers is entirely dependent on the pre-existing Aufgabe. If the initial instruction (the clue) was
"adding," the unconscious mental preparation ensures the result is automatically 10, often without
the subject consciously deciding to perform addition. Conversely, if the instruction was
"subtracting," the same numbers instantly yield the result 2. This example demonstrates that the
execution of the mental process is primarily driven by the internalized, controlling set of the
Aufgabe rather than by the sensory input itself or subsequent conscious decisions.

4. Relationship to Determining Tendency (Einstellung)

The concept of Aufgabe is intrinsically and closely linked to the broader Wirzburg School
construct of determining tendency (German: determinierende Tendenzen or Einstellung).

Determining tendency is the general theoretical mechanism postulated to explain the unconscious
influence of intentions, goals, and motivational factors on subsequent cognitive processes.
Aufgabe, in turn, can be understood as the specific, operational outcome or instantiation of this
determining tendency when applied to a defined, explicit task.

While determining tendency refers to the general principle that intentions or goals unconsciously
steer and constrain thinking, Aufgabe specifically denotes the focused, technical mental
preparedness generated by a particular, external assignment. This theoretical framework allowed
the Wurzburg School to move beyond the limitations of classical associationism, which argued that
responses were merely linked by habitual contiguity. Instead, the concept of Aufgabe highlighted
the active, top-down, and goal-directed nature of the mind, positing that cognitive actions are
organized teleologically--that is, toward the successful achievement of the predetermined goal.

5. Significance and Impact
The introduction of Aufgabe was profoundly significant because it provided a concrete, theoretical
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explanation for directed thinking and volition that did not rely solely on conscious imagery or
sensory elements. This theoretical move marked a major historical shift away from the elementarist
and mechanistic psychology prevalent at the time, particularly the structuralism championed by
Wundt, who often dismissed the validity of studying thought processes through introspection. By
demonstrating that non-sensory or non-imaginal processes--such as intentions and task sets--
could effectively govern and organize behavior, the Wirzburg School laid foundational groundwork
for what would eventually become modern cognitive psychology.

The concept helped dismantle the reliance on sensory elements as the exclusive building blocks of
consciousness and forcefully highlighted the importance of goal orientation and unconscious
cognitive control. Research derived from the principles inherent in Aufgabe concerning the
organization of action and thought eventually evolved into contemporary studies concerning mental
set, cognitive control, task switching, and the complex psychology of human intention, thereby
demonstrating its enduring legacy in understanding how the brain prepares for and executes
complex, goal-directed behaviors.

6. Further Reading

Wiirzburg School (Wikipedia)
Determining tendency (Wikipedia)
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