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Abstract

SOCIOLOGICAL ANALYSIS OF PSYCHOTHERAPY

WITH AN APPLICATION TO

GESTALT THERAPY

1980

Miguel A. Rivera
B.A. , University of Puerto Rico, 1971
M. A. , University of Puerto Rico, 1972

Ed . D . , University of Massachusetts, 1980

Directed by Dr. Allen Ivey

The field of psychotherapy has grown quantitative-

ly and qualitatively in the past four decades. Perhaps

this growth has provoked more insight into the field of

counseling or psychotherapy, especially in reference to

its training programs. Two criticisms of the field are:

first, superficial intellectual content and commitment;

and second, alienation from the reality not only of the

counselees, but also of the therapists.

Marx conceived of human individuals as the ensemble

of the social relations. From his teachings, it is learned

that the mode of production shapes the social development

of individuals. The author, therefore, sees counseling

as well as human behavior as, political activities.

vi



The author equally proposes that, to solve

the criticism mentioned in the first paragraph, dialecti-

historical materialism be used as a scientific

frame of reference for the guiding principles of psycho-

therapy. Dialectical and historical materialsm comprise

a scientific and philosophical methodology for knowing

and transforming reality in which there are four

principles: objectivity, universal movement, universal

connection, and historicism; and, also, three laws: the

law of opposites, quantity and quality, and negation of

negation.

A dialectical and historical materialist criticism

of current psychotherapy theories in the U.S. shows

them to adhere to approaches that are lacking in a class

struggle analysis, and denying any ideological content.

They have to depart and end up in a conception of the

human nature as abstracted from the concrete reality.

One example of these therapies is gestalt

therapy. Gestalt therapy has taken elements from several

other approaches; but existentialism, gestalt psychology

and psychoanalysis seem to be the most influential elements

of this approach whose best-known exponent was Frederick

Peris. Gestalt therapy is a counter-culture creature.

Gestalt therapy is not easy to define. Briefly,

it is rhe model for psychology that sees disturbing

vi i



behavior as a signal of painful polarization between

two elements in a psychological process; and its treat-

ment consists in bringing discordant elements into a

mutually self-disclosing confrontation.

Several case examples are presented to illustrate

some of the most important concepts of gestalt therapy.

But there are important components of the approach which

are not studied, such as the theory of dreams and of the

self, due to the fact that the goal is not to write on

gestalt therapy but to use it as an example of the

criticisms introduced to therapy on the basis of a social

matrix.

In conclusion, gestalt therapy is presented as a

product of the irrational existentialism which gave rise

to an intuitive individualism that created important

contradictions. Some of the contradictions gestalt

therapy contains refer to: not being truly dialectical,

placing too much emphasis on phenomenological ahistoricism,

not being truly wholistic, and an over-emphasis on form

in detriment of content. There are several final sug-

gestions to gestalt therapy and one to therapy in

general: accept dialectical and historical materialism as

a scientific frame of reference, not only for the theory

and practice of psychotherapy, but also for its training

programs

.
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INTRODUCTION

For the purposes of this thesis, therapy, psycho-

therapy and counseling will be taken for synonyms of each

other. This field has seen an accelerated development in

the past few years. It has progressed quantitatively and

qualitatively. New approaches have come forth in the

helping professions as well as new programs for the train-

ing of professional and non-professional personnel.

It is of great importance to maintain the highest

standards of quality in the education of those dedicated

to the helping professions. Many and varied are the

criticisms being made against the training programs for

counselors. The following two criticisms are fundamental:

first, training programs for counselors have a very super-

ficial intellectual content and commitment; second, these

programs are alienated from the reality of the counselee

or client, and of the therapist.^ - The theoretical and

practical formation is basically conformed by pragmatic

elements. The activity of counselors is heavily marked

by a lack of solid theoretical foundation. Therapists

have to end up in utilitarianism.

1
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Without the proper theoretical foundation, the

training of therapists leads only to a psychologism of

life with no encompassing frame of reference for ideas

and an anatomistic conception of discipline which prohibits

the necessary integration to face the difficulties of

2normal and pathological behavior.

This dissertation will address those criticisms.

By accepting Marxism as a frame of reference, this work

provides for the intellectual content and commitment

necessary to understand the counselee's situation as a

whole. The integrated social vision permeating dialectical

and historical materialism will be of great help in solving

the second criticism since it demands that all sides of a

problem, including the economic-political factors, be taken

into consideration in the treatment.

The problems of individuals are reflections of

social contradictions. Research, for example, has shown

that "... the class and racial biosis in our culture

may in part be perpetuated and amplified by professional

training .

3 In order to fully understand the situation, a

grasp of the historical condition of the client and the

therapist is needed.

A historical perspective of the problems of people

demands that counseling integrate different disciplines

to obtain a more complete picture of the client's situa-

Economic and political processes such as class
tion

.



struggle and class domination, to give one example, have

to be taken into consideration in counseling. Problems do

n ot happen in a vacuum, but in a very specific socio—

historical setting. Unless counselor and counselee under-

stand the social situation, solutions to any problems will

be at most half-effective. Marxism offers an integrated

explanation of the life of individuals, making it possible

to establish the relation of personal suffering to the

economic conditions which ultimately determine personal

life

.

This dissertation is committed to examining some

fundamentals of bourgeois counseling in general to illus-

trate how they end up alienating clients from historical

conditions. The human psyche, a result of the material

conditions of life, is inadequately conceived in idealisti

individual or social terms because human nature is

materialistically socially determined. Therapy, there-

fore, is a socio-political process in its objectives,

contents and methodology.

Without awareness of the interconnections between

the individual and the social matrix, especially the

political-economic factors, the helping relation becomes

just an adaptative tool. This thesis presents a way to

include the political-economic influence on human be-

havior not as some theories talk about individual environ-

ment interaction, but focusing on the political-economic
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factors as primary influence on behavior. It is proposed

that a Marxist approach with its dialectical and

historical materialism be accepted as a guide to the

treatment of social contradictions in the clients-

therapists situation.

As a special example to make these general points

more concrete, a particular modern therapeutic approach--

Gestalt therapy —will be examined in some detail. It will

also be criticized as an example of idealistic individ-

ualism in counseling which fails to consider the social

matrix and historicity of social inter-relationships.

Marxist theory forms the background for this dissertation

and Gestalt theory serves as the foreground for specific

analysis

.



CHAPTER I

MATERIALISM

Dialectical and Historical Materialism

The term materialism comes from the term "matter,"

one of the categories or general concepts of dialectics.

According to Lenin, matter is a philosophic category

which means: objective physical reality, and this ob-

jective reality comes to the individual through the

senses.'*' Matter exists "outside" of individuals, inde-

pendent of their consciousness, but reflected in it.

"Matter is simply the name of what exists objectively

. . . with one proviso that mind, thought and conscious-

2
ness are its products."

Materialism, then, holds the philosophic view

that matter is real and the mind is a reflection of it.

This should not be understood to mean that the mind is

a mere carbon copy of matter; it is a copy processed

by the human brain and, therefore, a subjective as well as

objective one.

In the Marxist methodology, two distinct and

precise concepts are found: dialectical materialism and

historical materialism. Dialectical materialism is

5
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defined as the conception of the world as a dynamic,

acting, moving, developing pattern of matter which, on the

one hand, controls individuals and society; and, on the

other hand, is affected by individuals and society in a

living relationship .

3

The other materialist component of the Marxist

methodology is historical materialism which is the

application of dialectical materialism to have a complete

picture of an object or phenomena in the general relations

of physical nature, society and human individuals. In

other words, it is the insertion of objects and phenomena

in the proper perspective of time and space, a historical

situation. The Marxist view of the general laws concerning

the development of society and the methodology for partic-

ular sciences is called historical materialism. Moreover,

it is dialectical materialism applied to history.

What is historical materialism? It is no doubt
a scientific method by which to comprehend the
events of the past and to grasp their true
nature. In contrast to the historical methods
of the bourgeoisie, however, it also permits us
to view the present historically and hence
scientifically so that we can penetrate beneath
the surface and perceive the profounder historical
forces which in reality control events.^

In general , historical and dialectical materialism

has been one of the greatest achievements of scientific

thought. Lenin recognized this by saying that the chaos

and arbitrariness that had previously reigned in the views

of history and politics gave way to a strikingly integral
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and harmonious scientific theory .

5
it is easier to

understand materialism if it is contrasted to idealism.

The struggle in philosophy seems to boil down to this

clash between idealism and materialism, and it can be

expressed in terms of what is primary: matter or mind?

Lenin explains it this way:

Whether nature, matter, the physical, the external
world be taken as primary, and mind, spirit,
sensation (experience as the widespread terminology
of our times has it), the physical, etc., be regarded
as secondary —that is the root question which in
fact continues to divide the philosophers into
two great camps .

6

The two great camps are, of course, idealism and

materialism. Idealism states that mind is prior to matter

in time or "in being." There are four important idealist

branches. First, the Greek-Chr istian theory which holds

a physical dualism. Reality is two-sided: physical and

spiritual (body and mind). The main exponents were Plato,

St. Augustine, and Descartes. Second, absolute idealism

which holds that all reality is spiritual as, for example,

Spinoza and Hegel proposed. The third and fourth branches

of idealism place emphasis upon the spiritual basis of

knowledge. The third, subjective idealism, holds that

all experience has a mind or spirit as its source as

opposed to matter. Bishop Berkeley and Hegel are the most

consistent exponents of subjective idealism. Finally,

personalism or solipcism states that reality is made of
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the multiplicity of individual consciences or minds .

^

An example of personalism is Hume.

To these alternatives, Lenin answers in terms of

the qualities of matter itself.

This means that outside us, independently of
us and of our minds, there exists a movement
of matter. . . . This is materialism: matter
acting upon our sense-organs, produces sensations.
Sensation depends on the brain, nerves, retina,
etc., i.e., on matter organized in a definite way.
The existence of matter does not depend on
sensation. Matter is primary. Sensation, thought,
consciousness are the supreme product of matter
organized in a particular way.

8

But in order to be able to come to these conclu-

sions, Marxism needed some other historical developments

upon which to ground its principles. Some of these his-

toric and theoretical premises making possible the formula-

tion of Marxism will be briefly introduced next.

Historic and Theoretical Premises for the
Arising of Marxism

Dialectical and historical materialism were not

invented by Marx. As a whole, they were the product of

the development of science in the universe. For example,

the proletarian class, composed of modern salaried

workers who do not control the means of production and

have to sell their working force to survive, did not

appear in history until the industrial revolution was

underway.
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This new class needed its critical world. The

proletarians had to know where, how, why, and who they

were in order to understand their historic mission. This

relationship between a new mode of production and a new

class provided for more historical evidence to put

together the coherent explanation on dialectical and

historical, materialism as the dynamics of objects and

phenomena in the world.

Other events contributed equally to the discovery

of Marxism. New and highly elaborated socio-economic

theories like those of Adam Smith and David Ricardo; a

tremendous development in philosophy, especially Hegel's

dialectics. There were also great discoveries in the

natural sciences, like Darwin's theory of the evolution

of the species. This theory made possible putting to-

gether a scientific explanation of the development of

life. Such laws as the transformation and conservation

of matter, and discoveries on the cellular structure of

living organisms, provided scientific evidence to uphold

the dialectical conception that nature is a whole.

The scientific nature of such discoveries also

allowed for the formulation of a system to study that

whole: the Marxist dialectics. In the following section

the Marxist dialectical method will be succinctly

presented

.
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The Dialectical Method

This method is the analytical instrument used

by Marx and Lenin in their formulation of the communist

theory. Dialectics as such is a very old methodology.

It has come through different levels of development.

"
• • • dialectics has a history which embraces many

thousands of years ... it has passed through various
9stages of development."

The dialectical method came to Marx at last

instance through Hegel. Hegel was an idealist but

dialectical philosopher. As an idealist philosophy,

Hegel's dialectics was still undeveloped. "In its

Hegelian form this method was unusable."^ Marx

referred to the double error in Hegel in the following

way

:

The first emerges most clearly in the
Phenomenology , the Hegelian philosophy's place
of origin. When, for instance, wealth, state-
power, etc., are understood by Hegel as entities
estranged from the human being, this only
happens in their form as thoughts . . . abstract,
philosophical thinking. . . .

The appropriation of man's essential powers,
which have become objects —indeed alien objects--
is thus in the first place only an appropriation
occurring in consciousness , in pure thought . . .

i.e., in abstraction : it is the appropriation of

these objects as thoughts and as movements of

thought. ... In the second placel the vindica-
tion of the objective world for man--for example,
the realization that sensuous consciousness is not

an abst ractly sensuous consciousness but a humanly
sensuous consciousness — . . • for only mind is



11

the true essence of man, and the true form of mind
is thinking mind, the logical speculative mind .* 1

Marx liberated dialectics from Hegelian idealism and

applied it to materialism.

In Marxism, dialectics is a scientific theory, as

well as a philosophical method for knowing and transform-

ing reality. It is the study of contradictions. Dia-

lectics may be described as a science which studies the

universal laws of motion and development of nature, human

12society and thought. Dialectics is multidimensional

and it involves a profound study of vital relations.

Dialectics may be characterized as the science
which treats of the general relations in nature,
in history, and in thought. The opposite of
dialectics is the isolated consideration of
things, and the consideration of things only in
their fixity. Dialectics, on the contrary, con-
siders all things in their most general relations,
in their mutual relation of dependency, not in
their fixity but in their development. ^

Dialectics, as a historical product of society,

does not only demystify objective and subjective condi-

tions, but it also helps to change them. This is the core

of the eminently revolutionary character of dialectics.

Every historically developed social form is in a state of

fluid movement . ^ This movement is subject to general

laws, principles, and categories, some of which will be

presented in the following section.
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Dialectical Principles and Laws

The fundamental content of scientific dialectics

is that of material objects, their relations and processes.

These objects, relations and processes are reflected in

a dialectical scientific thought in terms of concepts or

categories, principles, and laws. In other words,

thought is a reflection of objective reality. A short

definition and examples of the three fundamental laws and

four main principles will be presented now.

Dialectical principles . Philosophical principles include

the most general premises or guiding ideas used by individ-

uals to define their conception of and attitude towards

the world. The first dialectical materialist principle

is that of objectivity. This principle states that ob-

jects, phenomena, their processes and relations exist

objectively and therefore independently of the subject

that knows them. Lenin puts it in this simple way:

15
"The world in itself is a world that exists without us .

"

This principles provides for the materialist

analysis of experience. It is important because it

obliges us to look at history not simply as a set of

human experiences but as experiences situated in a mater-

ial environment in accordance with the particular mode

of interacting with it —in other words, in accordance
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with the particular mode of production.

The second principle of dialectics is that of

universal movement or development. Nothing is fixed

or static. Everything is in a state of motion and,

therefore, of change. This principle is important be-

cause it emphasizes understanding the destruction of the

old and the advent of the new. It is equally relevant

since it allows for an explanation of the vitality of the

universe without the help of an alien force; a spirit,

a mind or idea, which would be the power that moves the

world

.

Two examples of this principle of universal motion

are, first, Darwin's theory of the evolution of the

species, and, second, the laws of transformation and con-

servation of energy. They both provide evidence that

there is a constant dialectical change in nature as well

as in the internal relations that matter possesses.

The third principle of dialectics is the universal

connection. It states that in the objective world

phenomena and objects are all interrelated. This means

that there is a degree of dependency between them. Nature

and society form an interrelated whole in which all

processes , in one way or another, are related.

This principle is important primarily because it

directs analysis toward the consideration of the relations
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of one thing to other things. it is clear that some

relations are more proper to specific scientific fields.

Dialectical materialism deals primarily with the more

general relations inherent in all processes of the objec-
16tive world.

Some examples of this are the following: the

relation of living beings to their environment. Excluding

the study of the environment of a living being would

hinder full knowledge of it. In social terms, a clear

example would be that of the material productive forces

in relation to the psychotherapeutic process. This

dissertation precisely proposes that psychotherapies

will always be incomplete without an analysis of its

relation to the production process.

The fourth principle establishes the concrete

historical analysis of phenomena. According to this

principle, objects and phenomena acquire new character-

istics and forms while developing. They must be anal-

yzed, then, in their own concrete conditions. Otherwise

they would become abstract and meaningless.

The universal connection and the concrete

historical analysis of phenomena and object allow indi-

viduals to discover what should, at a certain time and

place, be the most important revolutionary and historical

task: the key action in the strive toward the trans-

formation of reality. They also help in defining the
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direction taken by development and its correlation with

class objectives. In that way all revolutionary theory

is enriched by its practical application.

Some examples of the principle of concrete

historical analysis of objects and phenomena are the

works of Marx, such as "The Class Struggle in France, 1848

to 1850" and "Conditions of the Working Class in England."

Marxism itself is in general another example. It would

have been impossible to conceive a revolutionary theory

of the proletariat without the advances in social science,

natural science, and the philosophy of the nineteenth

century incorporated as explanatory elements in the co-

hesive totality of historical conditioning of life.

This section dealt with the four basic principles

of dialectical materialism. Besides these four basic

principles, there are three fundamental laws of dialectics

These will be briefly presented in the following para-

graphs .

Dialectical laws . Philosophical laws express general

relations which are necessary, essential, repeated and

relatively constant. Under specific conditions, these

general relations determine the character and direction

of development.

The first law is that of the permeation of

opposites. This law states the objective source of move-

\S
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ment and development of all phenomena and processes of the

material world. Every object or phenomenon is made up of

parts and their interactions, which become aspects of the

whole —excluding themselves and yet at the same time

mutually presupposing each other. These different aspects

are called opposites. Old forms are destroyed and new

forms emerge as a product of a struggle between opposite

sides or tendencies in an object. This development process

is found not only in nature and social life, but also in

human thought. This law is essential for the dialectical

explanation of development in its most general sense

signifies that at any given moment a thing retains its

identity and at the same time ceases to retain it. This

struggle is the core of a complicated contradiction which

accounts for the movement and development of all phenomena.

This internal movement, inherent in all contradictions,

makes unnecessary the idealistic explanations of an al-

mighty spirit, idea or mind as the creator and master of

the universe.

Kursanov gives three reasons for the relevancy of

this law. First, it helps to discover the essence of all

phenomena of the world; second, it is necessary to know

contradictions in order to be able to develop a (revolu-

tionary) response; and third, it is the most valuable

instrument in knowing the essence and tendencies of the
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17present time.

The following is a clear example of the dialectical

law of opposites, taken from Marx himself.

Proletariat and wealth are opposites; as such,
they form a single whole. They are both creations of
the world of private property ... as wealth is
compelled to maintain itself , and thereby its
opposite, the proletariat, in existence. That is
the positive side of the antithesis, self-satisfied
private property. The proletariat, on the
contrary, is compelled as proletariat to abolish
itself and thereby its opposite, private property,
which determines its existence, and which makes
it proletariat. It is the negative side of the
antithesis, its restlessness within its very self,
dissolved and self-dissolving private property. 18

The second fundamental law of dialectics is that

of transformation of quantity into quality. It seems

convenient to define first what is meant by quality and

by quantity. "The totality of the essential features

that make a particular thing or phenomenon what it is

19
and distinguish it from others is called its quality."

Notice that this definition is not the way in which

people ordinarily define quality. Dialectical quality

is not "good" or "bad." An example might help to clarify

the concept: a quality of capitalism is the presence

of the proletarian class at the service of bourgeosie.

The quality in an object or phenomenon is expressed by

its size, volume, proportions, level of development, sum

of its parts, number of properties, etc.
20 Quantity could

affect quality and vice versa. For example, the number

of teachers in a school could affect the quality of the
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education in that institution.

This law guards against reductive explanations

of objects and phenomena. The law of transformation of

quantity into quality emphasizes that any scientific

study should include not only the qualitative but the

quantitative aspects of an object as well. Quantitative

and qualitative changes exist in a profound reciprocal

unity. One is impssible without the other. This re-

lationship occurs not only in the natural sciences, but

in society as well.

One example of how quantitative changes affect

qualitative ones in economy is the following. In the

early stages of social development, there was a natural

economy with each community producing all it needed for

its own existence. Subsequently, as production increased

exchange of commodities began. The exchange became more

frequent —grew quantitatively and led finally to very

substantive qualitative changes in the economy of society

The third law of dialectics is that of the ne-

gation of negation. This law says that all objects and

phenomena move, change and develop; in other words, they

are in a continual process. "What, therefore, is the

negation of negation? An extremely general, and for this

reason, extremely comprehensive and important law of

..21
development of nature ,

history and thought . .
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The development occurs as opposites clash.

Movement, then, appears as negation represented in the

mind. As movement continues, the negation is itself negat-

ed, becoming, then, the negation of the negation.

But , the law of the negation of negation does not

refer to all changes. It embraces only changes in pro-

gressive development. There are mechanical changes,

like action and reaction, which are repeated cyclically.

Progressive movement does not repeat itself cyclically;

it goes from simple to more complex forms. This distinc-

tion is important since it implies that those objects or

phenomena to which the law of the negation of the negation

is applied contain new peculiarities, as well as something

in common with the old, after the second negation. A new

object comes out of the double negation which is new and

old at the same time.

An example to clarify this law is that of the

human body which destroys cells to build new ones in a

process which ends only in death. Another example is

that of property. The first type of property was

communal. With the development of agriculture, the old

communal property was negated. Private property came

forth. With the development of industrial production, the

negation of private property is demanded. This private

property will become communal property again, but no



20

longer of the same quality as the original.

The study of dialectics also includes a number

of dialectical categories. They will not be covered

here because it is not the task of this dissertation

to present a thorough analysis of dialectics. It is

important to know these categories, however, to have a

fuller grasp of dialectics. The reader is encouraged to

realize this task by him/herself. To study and apply

dialectics is necessary not only to be able to understand

the world, but also to be able to transform it. "The

philosophers have only interpreted the world in various

ways; the point, however, is to change it." Dialecti-

cal laws provide for scientific knowledge to explain the

world's objects and phenomena, their relations and the

revolutionary way to deal with them.

Considering this philosophical background, what

is the Marxist concept concerning human beings? In the

next section, a brief explanation of the Marxist concept

of individuals will be presented.

Marxist Concept of the Human Individual

The Marxist concept of the human individual

is of fundamental importance in Marxism since other con-

cepts like class struggle, productive forces and/or those

in which human beings are either subject or object or

both cannot be conceived without a theory of human concept.
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There are two different points of view concerning the

concept of the human being as perceived by Marx. One

version is based on the Manuscripts of 1844 . a book written

when Marx was twenty-four years old. At this time, Marx

was still heavily influenced by the Feuerbachian Specula-

tive philosophy. Therefore, the concept presented by

on the problem of the human being is a generic,

universal one. It is the product of an abstract analysis.

Man is a "species being," not only because
in practice and in theory he adopts the species
as his object (his own as well as those of
other things) , but--and this is only another way
of expressing it —but also because he treats
himself as a universal and therefore free being.

^

This "species being," abstract individuality

is a conception of Man or Human Nature which Marx did not

maintain throughout his life. He abandoned this phil-

osophical, humanistic position in his next two writings.

Theses on Feuerbach and The German Ideology contain his

proposition for a new definition of "human essence."

The rupture came first in the theses on Feuerbach

written "in the spring of 1845 as he and Engels were

24starting their work, The German Ideology ." So, the

sixth thesis clarifies: "But the human essence is no

abstraction inherent in each individual. In its reality

it is the ensemble of the social relations . "
“ Marx holds

that there is no contradiction between the individual as

such and the individual's social relations. When Marx
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speaks from the point of view of political economy, he

refers to human beings as personifications of economic
2 6categories. The new definition given in the sixth thesis

to the "human essence" is a dialectical and scientific

one

.

In The German Ideology , Marx criticizes the

idealistic content of the typically Feuerbachian concept

of the individual. He says:

But apart from the fact that he only conceives
him as an 'object of the senses,' and not as
sensuous activity, and conceives of men not in
their given social connection, not under their
existing conditions of life, which have made them
what they are; he never arrives at the really
existing active man, but stops at the abstraction
'man' and gets no further than recognizing 'the
true individual, corporeal man' emotionally. . . .

Feuerbach never surpassed the limits imposed by

his own idealism in considering the "human essence." The

most he could say was that the "human essence" resides

2 8in the community, in the unity of men with other men.

But the notion of community is not analyzed by Feuerbach

into its specific historical forms and development.

"Community" like "man" remains an ahistorical abstrac-

tion--identical in all times and places. Marx had to go

farther away. He went on to give a social base to it:

the mutual relations. This revolutionary leap came as

a product of Marx deepening his research on the

character of the productive forces as generators of social
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relations

.

The Marxist discovery of the socio-histor ic

character of human beings signifies that the "humanness"

of individuals is to be found in the economic formation

of society. That human beings are social animals means

they are political and economic beings.

it is the productive activity, work, which provides

the basis of all social relations, a process between human

beings and nature that is realized, regulated and controlled

by people in their interchange .

30 These social relations

become objective historical conditions. They are not only

a product of human beings; they also determine the

individuals. What people are, at a certain historical

period, depends on these relations. And all that is

specifically human, in the social sense of the word, is a

product of history.

Given that counseling is a social human activity,

counseling theories should be based on a historical

approach. In the forthcoming section, a critique of

existing counseling theories in general will be presented

from the point of view of dialectical and historical

materialism.
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Rationale for a Critique of Existing Theories of Counseling

The social matrix. The development of each individual

is related to the development of others. At every his-

torical moment, human beings have had needs to satisfy,

and for this, social relations of production are necessary.

These relations are accompanied by definite modes of

production by which individuals cooperate, voluntarily or

involuntarily, to produce the means of life and the

surplus which supports "unproductive" activities: govern-

ment, education, psychotherapy, etc. As the means of

production change, new needs are created. With the new

needs, new forms and relations of production became

necessary.

The most basic necessities of human beings are

related to survival. This is the production of life

itself since human beings must eat, drink, and shelter

themselves, etc. The satisfaction of these needs creates

other ones.

Additionally, there is the need to reproduce the

species. The family was born. "Thus it is quite obvious

from the start that there exists a materialistic connec-

tion of men with one another, which is determined by their

needs and their mode of production and which is as old

as men themselves. 31
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If the development of every human being is related

to that of others, then the problems of individuals must

be approached with this historic relation in mind. This

is so because society is not merely composed of individuals.

it is the sum of relations and conditions in which

these individuals find themselves face to face with each
32other.

The third principle of dialectics, the universal

connection of objects and phenomena, expresses for the

therapist the need to see the counselees' situation as a

whole. This means that there is a multiplicity of factors

affecting every situation. They must be carefully studied

to discover their interrelations and their relation to

the crisis as a changing whole.

The first law of dialectics, that of the permea-

tion of opposites, should further help the counselor real-

ize that problems are made up of contradictions which are

interrelated aspects of a changing whole. This law will

also help understanding of the internal dynamics of the

situation. As a consequence, the psychotherapist will

develop a better understanding of the problem and its pos-

sible solution.

Counseling as a helping profession nevertheless

has dealt with individuals apart from their reality.

This practice atomizes the counselee and renders impossible



the full understanding of the problem. Furthermore, it

negates the social nature of human beings.

26

As a whole, therapy continues to maintain the
traditional view that emotional problems
are internal to the person, or at best, are a
function of interpersonal relationships, but
that they are hardly ever based on social living.
With such a view, therapy could deal with emotional
problems in a non-social 'therapeutic' situation. 33

Problems such as competition, class struggle,

conspicuous consumerism, struggle for power, individual

yield, sexism, racism, unemployment, poverty, political

repression, poor housing, mediocre education, health

services rip-off, child and elder citizen abuse, and

many others so characteristic of a capitalistic society

affect the emotional and physical stability of individuals.

They are not caused by personal or interpersonal conflicts,

but rather these conflicts are manifestations of the

problems mentioned above. Bourgeois society in effect

• ,
34

facilitates the offspring of diverse sicknesses.

This being the case, we in the field of mental

health have a responsbility to develop a new

theoretical and operational orientation which

places emphasis on the social matrix as a^
determinant of mental health and illness.

The social matrix leads to the conclusion that

society is not only composed of individuals, but it

expresses the sum of the relations and conditions they

face. Therefore, every social science must be based on

and reproduction of human beings.
the historical production



The next section will unveil the ahistorical character

of existing theories of counseling.
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Ahistoricity . None of the modern psychotherapies makes

use of a historical approach in dealing with the problems

of individuals. For this dissertation, a historical

approach is that one in which clients are seen as changing

human beings along a dialectical materialist process of

change

.

While one school might believe that the nature of
psychological processes be interpreted as the
manifestation of the general category of spiritual
life, and another believes that psychological
processes are the natural function of the brain
tissue, an ahistorical conception of the human
nature of psychological processes is commonly
shared. 36

Through ahistoricity, they intend to demonstrate

the universality inherent in said theories. In other

words, they are "scientific" precisely because they can

be applied to anybody, anywhere, anytime. Gestalt therapy

will be presented as a good example of an ahistorical

approach, where the politics of therapy, relations of

production, class struggle —among other historical reali-

ties —are not taken into consideration.

The Marxist theory of history establishes a

scientific study of the succession of different modes of

production. When these modes of production change, the

social relations change also, and so do all human phenomena.
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Verbal thought is not an innate, natural
form of behavior but it is determined by a
historical-cultural process and has specific
properties and laws that cannot be found in
the natural forms of thought and speech. Once
we acknowledge the historical character of verbal
thought, we must consider it subject to all the
premises of historical materialism, which are valid
for any historical phenomenon in human society.
It is only to be expected that on this level the
development of behavior will be governed essentially
by the general laws of the historical development
of human society. 37

In capitalism, these ideas are not accepted. As a con-

sequence, bourgeois thought is not able to cope with the

present of human beings as a historical problem.

The ahistoricity of modern counseling theories

reduces their effectiveness since the individuals' problems

and the individuals themselves are separated from their

context. Clear examples are sexism and racism, which

have become struggles reflected and mediated by the minds

of people. These problems have affected human action over

history, determining the historical forms of those

struggles. Therapy cannot claim general success in deal-

ing with them. For example, in relation to sexism, Brown

has concluded:

In brief, the usefulness of present psychology
(and biology) with regard to women is simply a

special case of the general conclusion: one must

understand the social conditions under which humans

live if one is going to attempt to explain their

behavior and to understand the social conditions

under which women live, one must understand the

social expectations about women.
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Therapy, then, abstracts individuals from their

historical reality. "An 'abstraction' is a part of the

whole whose ties with the rest are not apparent; it is a

part which appears to be a whole in itself. Bourgeois

therapy renders itself incapable of understanding the

dialectical relationship between the counselee and his/her

reality and also therapy's role to the rest of the society.

This incapacity to see the counselee integrated

with and immersed in a historical reality leads modern

psychotherapies to sustain the status quo. Therapies

preach change; and they produce some. But, the direction

of that change goes from "maladjusted" to "adjusted."

Bourgeois counseling perpetuates the system, leaving

substantially unaltered the social conditions which create

neurosis. Joel Kovel points out that conditions of life

under capitalism produce neurosis, that the forms of

neurosis bear a definite relationship to the historically

evolving relations of capitalist production; and, finally,

that the presence of neurotic structures in the population

plays an actual role in the evolution of capitalism

40itself

.
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A lack of class approach in existing theories . Social

classes are antagonistic social groupings in which one

class appropriates the work of the other due to the differ-

ent place they occupy in the economic structure of a

specific mode of production; and this place is fundament-

ally determined by the way they relate to the means of

production. The beginnings of this class division were

explained by Engels as follows: "Out of the first social

division of labour arose the first great social division

4

1

of society, into two classes: exploiters and exploited."

"One class lives by owning; the other class lives

42by working." In capitalism, the means of production

—

land, mines, machines, factories, raw materials, etc.

—

are possessed by a small group of individuals, the

capitalists. Those controlling the means of production

also control the work and the workers, who use the means

of production to create commodities. "The society in which

we live is a class society —capitalists and their techni-

cians rule over the majority of others, who work for them

in various ways ." 43 The relation of production is the

most important element in defining social classes.

Capitalists and proletarians are two antagonistic

classes; but there are also social groups and class factions.

Not all individuals belong in one of the two antagonistic

classes. Class factions are subgroups of one of the two
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antagonistic classes. For example, industrial, commercial

and financial bourgeoisie are three factions of the ruling

class. On the other hand, three examples of social groups

are administrators, lawyers, and professors.

Every class has its own interests. There are two

types of class interests: immediate, spontaneous interests

44and the strategic, long-range ones. The immediate

interests express only economic revindications. This is

the level at which workers operate in a capitalistic

society. Long-range, strategic interests represent the true

class interests. The immediate interests should guide the

strategic ones in a dialectical relation when it comes to

the working class so that they are able to realize their

historical role as a revolutionary class.

According to Harnecker, in a capitalistic social

formation, the ruling bourgeoisie must: first, reproduce

the original exploitative relation (capitalist/proletarian) ;

second, extend this domination to other classes or sub-

divisions in the class structure (capitalist/small pro-

ducers) ; third, avoid relationship or alliances with the

45
old dominant class ( landlords/capitalists) .

Those relations preserve the dominion of the

ruling class at the ideological, economic and political

leve 1

.
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But in order that these antagonisms , classes
with conflicting economic interests, might not
consume themselves and society in sterile
struggle, a power seemingly standing above society
became necessary for the purpose of moderating
the conflict, of keeping it within the bounds of
'order'; and this power, arisen out of society,
but placing itself above it, and increasingly
alienating itself from it, is the state. 46

The state is the institution that best serves the

interests of the ruling class. In class struggle, which

takes place when one class opposes the other in action,

the state provides the dominant class with the necessary

means to preserve the status quo. Therapy is one of those

means

.

Particularly integral to the Marxist approach to
psychology is class orientation, the ability to
perceive certain institutions, behavior, and problems
as related to social classes. It is clear that
working class people represent the largest group
of people committed to mental hospitals. 47

On the other hand, helping professionals, either

by original class situation, determined by their relation

to the social production forces; or by their class identi-

fication, or by their political and ideological self-

identification and role within the state, are loaded

with the values and viewpoints of the bourgeoisie. Gen-

erally speaking, they play a reactionary role. In the

following section, the relationship between psychotherapy

and politics will be briefly analyzed.
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Psychotherapy and politics . The bourgeois society holds

an atomistic conception of reality. As a consequence, some

sciences as well as human activities are seen as separate

compartments. Politics especially has been considered

some sort of taboo. Consequently, psychotherapy is thought

to be separate from politics —something like an apolitical,

neutral activity.

The position sustained in this dissertation is

precisely the opposite. Therapy is a political activity.

It is used to maintain the material situation the way it

is. The experience of psychotherapists confirms this

belief. Halleck says that in his work in prisons he did

little to change an oppressive status quo; that even when

he helped a number of individuals, his presence as a

non-militant cooperative psychiatrist tended to strengthen

.. .. 48the status quo.

The status quo is a political situation. The

compartmentalization of sciences, especially that of other

sciences from political theory and practice is one of the

ideological mechanisms used by the dominant class for

political control.

If we break a society into tiny 'factors,' naturally,
we shall then need quite a few of them to account
for something and we can never be sure that we have

hold of them at all. A merely formal emphasis upon

the 'organic whole' (i.e., social environmental
conditions) plus a failure to consider the adequate

causes, which are usually structural, plus a

compulsion to examine only one situation at a time.
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structure of the status quo.49
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Dorothea and Benjamin Braginsky have researched

the relationship between psychodiagnosis and political

ideology. Their study sustains the belief expressed in

this dissertation.

We anticipated that patients who express political
attitudes different from those of the mental-health
professions would be judged more disturbed than the
patients who share the mental-health professionals'
political view. Moreover, we expected that
hospitalized patients would, in fact, demonstrate
politically 'deviant' attitudes. . . .

The results show that the more politically
deviant the patient was, the more diagnosticians said
he was mentally disturbed. As our new-left radical
patient's complaints shifted from himself to society,
the diagnosticians saw him as increasingly crazy.
When the patient suggested radical action to correct
what is wrong with society, he was perceived as
still more pathological. . . . Both the new-left
and middle-of-the-road patients dramatically increased
their insanity ratings when they criticized mental-
health prof essionals . 50

It is precisely in the political struggle itself

that we confront fundamental psychological problems.

So, it is impossible to struggle politically without under-

standing the nature of the relationship between psychology

and politics.

Areas such as needs, sensation, perception, asso-

ciation, reasoning, thinking, memory, among others, are

profoundly affected by the political reality of individuals.

Ivey and Weinrach have concluded that the unequal distribu-

tion of wealth is a major determining factor in both
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physical and emotional problems. 52
For example,

poverty is a political as well as an economic problem;

but it cannot fully be understood unless it is studied

in its relation to the concept of needs, so basic for a

theory of personality. 53

Another important political activity is that of

work. The psychopathology of working relations has not

been developed. There are some working conditions that

facilitate the offspring of psychosomatic illnesses, such

as stomach ulcers and hypertension. 54 This idea is nothing

new. Marx accused Adam Smith of knowing about the negative

effects of the division of labor in the capitalist system

and of being complacent about it. Marx quotes Smith

saying

;

"The man whose whole life is spent in performing a
few simple operations . . . has no occasion to
exert his understanding. ... He becomes as stupid
and ignorant as it is possible for a human creature
to become." After describing the stupidity of the
detail labourer he goes on: "The uniformity of his
stationary life naturally corrupts the courage of
his mind. ... It corrupts even the activity of his
body and renders him incapable of exerting with
vigour and perseverance. . . . But in every improved
and civilized society, this is the stage in which the
labouring poor, that is, the great body of the
people, must necessarily fall. "55

Recent textbooks on industrial psychology point

out that the reason for industrial psychology is the

existence of human problems in organizations, and its

objective is to somehow provide the basis for resolving

.... , 56
these problems or more realistically minimizing them.
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But psychotherapy is also used to pacify workers,

to manipulate and control them, to raise the efficiency

of their productive forces. "This control, of course,

can range from forms widely held to be desirable . .

to forms that are at odds with commonly accepted values,
57such as brainwashing."

Therapy as a repressive tool in such settings

as the school, police, corporations, prisons and the

military has been highly criticized by numerous radical

therapists, who have also denounced the use of psycho-

therapy to oppress minorities such as women, blacks,

5 8Mexicans, and Puerto Ricans living in the U.S. mainland.

Psychotherapy as well as psychotherapists are not neutral;

they are value laden.

In terms of the Marxist theory, the whole field of

psychology is not only an essential instrument of the

revolution as a process of general human emancipation, but

it forms an organic component of socialism.

The main political function of therapy is found

in the realm of ideology. To be able to understand its

ideological position in society, it is necessary to

realize how that society is structured. The next section

will present the structural division of society into the

two Marxist categories, infrastructure and superstructure.
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^rcf ras tructure and Superstructure

The relationship between superstructure and infra-

structure remains an understudied problem. This relation-

ship is crucial to the understanding of society. For in

order to be able to transform society, it is necessary to

understand how it is structured and how the different

structural components work in their interrelated functions.

Problems such as the autonomy of ideology from the

economic base and its relationship to the individual must

be clarified before a clear picture of the structural

society can be given.

A very schematic picture of the relationship be-

tween infrastructure and superstructure is given by

Marxism, where this relationship has been compared to a

two-story building. On the first floor, there is an infra-

structure or economic base. On the second floor, a

superstructure with politico-legal-ideological components.

Marx conceived the structure of every society as
constituted by 'levels' or 'instances' articulated
by a specific determination: the infrastructure ,

or economic base (the 'unity' of the productive
forces and the relations of production) and the
superstructure , which itself contains two 'levels'
or ' instances ' : the politico-legal (law and the
State) and ideology (the different ideologies,
religious, ethical, legal, political, etc.).- 5 ^

The emphasis given by Marx and Engels on the infra-

structural aspects of society has produced up until today

criticisms against Marx. Allegedly, it is economism. In
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other words, Marxism has been accused of presenting the

economic factors as the only determining ones in history.

This criticism has been very properly answered by Engels

himself in a letter to Joseph Bloch.

According to the materialist conception of history
the determining element in history is ultimately
the production and reproduction of real life. More
than this neither Marx nor I have ever asserted. . . .

Marx and I are ourselves partly to blame for the
fact that younger writers sometimes lay more stress
on the economic side than is due to it. We had to
emphasize this main principle in opposition to our
adversaries, who denied it, and we had not always
the time, the place or the opportunity to allow the
other elements involved in the interaction to come
into their rights.

^

Marx and Engels did not want to reduce everything

to a mere reflex of economy in society. They had to combat

those who attributed the cause of social phenomena to the

ideals and principles by which people interpret and cover

up their economic interests.

The superstructure and the infrastructure both

for the structure of society. By structure, it is referred

to that whole in which the elements are not in mere

juxtaposition, but are to be found distributed according

to an organizational embodiment .

61 It is that organization-

al form that determines the function of the elements.

Marx gave an example of function determined by organization

in the following lines

:

Hence we see, whether a use value is to be regarded

as raw material, as instrument of labour, or as

product, this is determined entirely by its
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function in the labour-process, by the position
it there occupies: as this varies, so does its
character

.

The most important aspect is not the determination

of the function, but the type of organization of the whole.

This is determined by the net of relations established

in the structural dynamics of the whole.

The structure changes, then, if the internal

relations are changed. A general example of this change

is the industrial revolution: when the machine was intro-

duced in the field of production, the relations between the

different productive elements changed. Consequently, a

new structural totality emerged based on the private

exploitation of the means of production.

If the ultimately determining factors are the

economic ones and, to affect the nature of the social

structure, changes in its internal relations are necessary,

then any attempt at a real change in society would have

to be directed at the economic base. This is not to under-

mine the need for struggles in other fronts like culture,

science and arts. In fact, these must accompany the

economic-political struggle.

Another important front is that of ideology. As

part of the two components of the superstructure, ideology

id defined as "the system of ideas and representations

„6 3
which dominate the mind of a man or a social group.
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Ideology, along with the political-legal aspect

of the superstructure, is directly responsible for the re-

production of the relations of production. There are

different ideological components (Ideological State

Apparatuses) which are relatively autonomous. The unity

among them, even when contradictions are present, is

secured by the control of the dominant ideology —that of

the ruling class. One of these apparatuses, the

school ". . . by an apprenticeship in a variety of know-

how wrapped up in the massive inculcation of the ideology
6 4of the ruling class ..." becomes the ideological

component most responsible for the reproduction of the

relations of productions.

Counseling is to be considered part of that

ideological superstructure which includes the system of

social attitudes and behaviors (like habits, customs, world

outlook, etc.). The ideological function of therapy is

to adapt individuals to the status quo. This problem

will be focused on in the next section.

General Tendency to Individuals' Adaptation

The ideological function of counseling is that

of adaptation. This is obtained in various ways: through

the mystification of therapy in particular and of life in

general, through the mystification also of the relation-

ship between therapist and client. When therapy
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facilitates change, this is mainly within constraints

of the status quo. The adaptation of individuals by the

psychotherapy establishment is aimed at preserving the

dominant class in power. Ideological domination has become

the most important arm in the hands of the owners of the

means of production for preserving their control. 6 '’

The relative autonomy of the ideological super-

structure allows for different approaches to therapy; but

the widely used ones must reflect and adapt to the status

quo. Whether it may be behaviorism (totalitarianism) or

humanistic psychotherapy (liberalism) makes no difference

in terms of final results: clients will end up abstracted,

mystified, and adapted in one way or another. They will

in no way become a threat to the status quo any longer.

By abstracting individuals from their time and

space and making them universal embodyings who carry gen-

eral qualities, behaviorism and liberalism, "... re-

gard men as anti-social and as unable to construct a new

social order ." 66 Ratner considers that behaviorism de-

parts from the social and ignores the individual, while

liberalism starts with isolated, abstract, universalist

individuals, having both approaches to end up with a

universalism that reflects the status quo, a product of

leaving the historical circumstances aside .

6 ‘

In this

process, the internal contradictions denounce that:
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Behaviorism ceases to be strictly social and
objective and becomes a superficial investiga-
tion . . . individualism ceases to be a doctrine
of the free individual and winds up with a
despairing, impotent person who must choose among
socially provided alternatives .

68

Not only is the counselee abstracted, but,

consequently the counselor also, making it possible for

the therapists to project their own self-perception, way

°f thinking, social class, roles, in a way that "we may

find individuals affirming a social order which systemat-

ically exploits, demeans, paternalises
, and oppresses

them . . . the problem of false consciousness. . .

68

This contradiction cannot be solved by working

within the frame of reference other than a historical and

dialectical materialist one. The research done to this

effect so corroborates. Alexander R. Luria and a group

of socialist researchers provide an example.

The idea that the fundamental processes of
psychological life are of a universal, ahistorical
nature and must be viewed either as a category of
the soul or as a natural function of the brain,
independent of social historical conditions turned
out during the course of our investigations to be
incorrect. . . . These processes are social-
historical in their origin, mediated in their
structure, and consciously and wilfully directed
in their functioning .

70

If these processes change, then they must create

changes in the socio-historical life of people with which

therapists must deal.



43

There is no way in which the psychiatrist candeal with behavior that is partly generated by asocial system without either strengthening oraltering that system. Every encounter with apsychiatrist, therefore, has political implications .

71

Counselors, psychologists, social workers, all of

those in the "helping professions" have to realize that

they are working with an ideological apparatus which

serves historical functions. There is a matter of morality

involved in the professions. To go around dealing with the

problems of individuals without pointing to the responsi-

bility of the capitalist system in the creation of these

problems is not only a scientific mistake, but also a lack

of morals in those who know it.

Summary

Even when the field of counseling has been growing

quantitatively and qualitatively both in approaches and in

training programs, it faces criticisms. The two main

criticisms are: first, superficial intellectual content

and commitment; second, alienation from the reality of the

counselee or client and of the therapist.

This dissertation will address both criticisms by

suggesting that dialectical materialism be accepted as a

guiding set frame of reference for the theory, training

and practice of counseling.
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Human behavior is seen as affected by political

and economic forces; therefore, therapy must include both

elements in the analysis of behavior.

Dialectical and historical materialism comprise

a scientific and philosophical methodology for knowing

and transforming reality. There are four dialectical

principles: objectivity, universal movement, universal

connection and historicism. There are three dialectical

laws: the law of opposites, quantity and quality, and

negation of negation.

Marx conceived of human individuals as the ensemble

of the social relations.

The reason why existing theories of counseling may

be criticized from the point of view of a social matrix

are: first, their ahistorici ty , lack of class struggle

approach, and denial of political-ideological content.

This dissertation adheres to the premise that

the infrastructure or economic basis of society in the

last instance, is what determines the superstructure of

counseling theories; therefore, by not dealing with the

concrete historical political-economic factors in the

behavior of human individuals a general tendency to

adaptation to the status quo is acquired.



CHAPTER I I

ORIGINS OF GESTALT THERAPY

This chapter is intended to be a short and

general introduction to the origins of gestalt therapy.

The material presented deals only with ideological sources

or influences. Thd changing social conditions of

monopolistic capitalism which underlie these ideological

factors are not discussed. The purpose is to present

this information divided into three components. The first

part enumerates the most important influential elements

that affected the formation of gestalt therapy. The second

focuses on the philosophy of existentialism as the decisive

element in the characterization of this therapy. Finally,

the third part presents important events in the life of

Dr. Friedrich Peris, the person often referred to as the

founder of gestalt therapy.

Influential Elements

The three strongest influences upon gestalt

therapy are: first, existentialism. "This is why we call

our approach the existential approach . . . The second

contribution came from gestalt psychology. Gestalt

45
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therapy represents an extension of academic gestalt

psychology by adding needs and bodily awareness to the

gestalt-forming process and then utilizing these insights

in therapy to help unlock the need-fulfillment pattern .

2

The third influential element was psychoanalysis. "in the

inevitable movement from the psychoanalytic base, they see

gestalt therapy as a major integrative force in contemporary

social development."

For the purpose of giving a political-ideological

critique of gestalt therapy, existentialism is to be con-

sidered the most important of these elements. Without

underscoring the input of any of the other two, gestalt

psychology or psychoanalysis, existentialism is what confers

gestalt therapy its essential features as a whole. In

other words, the peculiar identity of gestalt therapy is an

existentialist one rather than psychoanalytic or academic-

gestaltist

.

Existentialism affects gestalt therapy mainly in

two ways. First, indirectly, because it is the general

understanding that gestalt psychology grew out of European

existentialism, which assumes that my "self" is different

4
from your "self," that there is a "self" and an "other."

Second, existentialism directly affects gestalt therapy

because it is the philosophy of life that permeates the

approach

.
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There are other contributors to gestalt therapy.

Some of them have been enumerated in Appendix A of Gestalt

Therapy Integrated by Ervin and Miriam Polster .

5
They

mention, for example, Jung's polar character of life and

theory of dreams. The Polsters also refer to Adler's

concepts of life styles and creative self. From Rank,

two concepts were taken : that of personal individuation

as the primary goal of life and his interest in personal

identity in the therapist-patient interaction. Reich

is especially mentioned in relation to the character of

the individual and the importance of corporeal behavior

as signs of emotional stress. Finally, Moreno's psycho-

drama is mentioned as a way of using a artistic form to

produce change in people. The philosophy open enough to

allow these factors to come together in one whole is

existentialism.

Fritz Peris ' s Life

Perhaps the life of the man so often credited with

the founding of gestalt therapy will help the reader to

understand the basic principles of this therapy's approach.

For, as Kempler states, "... Fritz Peris, the man, was

g
known as Gestalt therapy in his working clothes."

Fritz Perl was a German of Jewish heritage, brought

up at the time of the Kaiser. His family was achieving a
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middle-class status and raised him with respect for culture,

education, authority, and discipline. 7

Fritz Peris' s family wanted to be considered

German and, at the same time, they tried to maintain some

of their Jewish traditions. Consequently, they ended up

by not being accepted either by the Jewish people or by

the Germans.

Amelia and Nathan Peris, his parents, had a trouble-

some marriage. Nathan was often away from home because of

the nature of his job. When he came home, he had frequent

arguments with Amelia that ended up in one beating the

other. This family crisis affected Peris' s personality

to the point that one writer thinks it made Fritz a rebel.

The origin of his rebelliousness can be traced
to his being conceived by parents who did not
love one another and by a father who was stern,
autocratic and most uncaring, a man who frequently
referred to young Friedrich as a stuck schisse --

"a piece of shit. "8

At the beginning of the First World War, Fritz

joined the German army. There he lost his best friend

which, together with the experience provided by the horror

of human sufferings and military authoritarianism, made

him reassess his life. He also condemned the hypocrisy

of the Jewish religion and became an atheist.

In 1920, Fritz obtained his M.D. in neuropsychia-

try. He and some medical friends became bohemians in

Berlin which brought him to the counterculture that was
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always found in his life.

The time he spent in Berlin gave Fritz an oppor-

to meet anti —establishment people who were seeking

a less authoritarian and more creative society. He met

Sigmund Friedlander, a philosopher who introduced Fritz

to the concepts of polarity and zero point. These concepts

were later included in gestalt therapy.

By 19.25 Fritz was thirty-two years old. That

year he had a love affair that began to turn his life to

therapy.

. . . still living in his mother's home, unsure
of himself physically, sexually, socially,
professionally, he became involved with a woman
who not only stimulated him tremendously but also
challenged his sexual assumptions. The richness,
grief, pain, confusion, and pleasure of this
relationship provided the vehicle that eventually
transported Fritz from his medically oriented
practice into that of psychotherapy .

9

The next year he began to undergo psychoanalytic

treatment and, later on, training with Karen Horney. She

was instrumental in making him a psychoanalyst. Fritz

thought that psychoanalysis was what he needed, in part,

probably because it was a radical approach at that time,

but also because of psychoanalytic concerns with sexual

drives

.

In my youth, I took up Freud as my ready-made
behavior. I was convinced that I had damaged my

memory through masturbation, and Freud's system
centered around both sex and memory. I was also

convinced that psychoanalysis was the only means

of cure.-*- 0



50

Karen Horney
, herself already an innovative

analyst, recommended that he go to Frankfurt, where he met
Kurt Goldstein. Goldstein was already working on gestalt
psychology. Fritz also met some existentialists like Buber

and Tillich, who were teaching in Frankfurt. Fritz was

introduced to Laura Posner, a middle-class graduate student

of gestalt psychology who became his wife. "In Frankfurt

I felt a belonging —not completely, more fringelike —to the

existential. Gestalt group which had a center there.

In changing from one psychoanalyst to another,

Fritz realized that there was always a cold distance be-

tween the analyst and the patient or client. This affected

him, to the point that later in gestalt therapy he would

demand that the therapist, as well as the client, be

him/herself in the therapeutic process.

In 1933, Fritz went to Holland to escape from

Hitler. Next year, he headed to Africa. This traveling

interrupted his training as a psychoanalyst, but Ernest

Jones, a personal friend and biographer of Freud, had a job

for him as a training psychoanalyst in Johannesburg.

Fritz's experience in South Africa would definitely

change his life.

I was caught in the rigidity of the psycho-
analytic taboos: the exact 50 minutes hour,
no physical eye and social contact, no personal
involvement (counter-transference ! ) . I was caught
by all the trimmings of a square, respectable
citizen: family, house, servants, making more
money than I needed . . .

^
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Fritz was not happy. Meantime, in in 1936 he

wrote a paper, "Ego, Hunger and Aggression," which he

presented in the psychoanalytic Congress in Czechoslovakia.

This Congress turned out to be his first break with psycho-

analysis, since his paper found deep disapproval among the

Freudians. Essentially, the paper dealt with oral

resistance; and even when it was written in Freudian terms

the paper was rejected by the psychoanalysts on the basis

that all resistances are anal. This action by the Freudians

"
. . . left me dumbfounded."^

Years later he would criticize Freud in the

following way;

Freud wrote in the same attitude later: "We are
being lived by the forces within ourselves." But,
then he made an unforgivable blunder in order to save
his libido-oriented system. To him the mouth of a
newborn had an energy not yet differentiated into
a libidinal zone and its functions for food intake.
Practically he dropped the second function and took
up a position in opposition to Marx. Marx puts
sustenance down as man's main drive; Freud brought
libido into the foreground. It is not a question
of either/or, but of both.^ 4

Not only was the Congress a disappointment because

of the rejection of "Ego, Hunger and Aggression," but,

additionally, Fritz was not "enthralled" by his meeting

with Freud and the morosity of his rebellious hero, Wilhelm

Reich. Reich had been, aside from rebellious, an exception

to the psychoanalytic cold character. He had been a vital

and alive psychoanalyst, and always discussed politics and

sex with Fritz

.
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After such an experience, Fritz realized that his

break with psychoanalysis was inevitable. He later added

some existential and Reichian concepts to his unwanted paper

le , his criticism of psychoanalysis was directed

toward a Freudian overemphasis upon sexuality in life.

F^itz argued that individual self-preservation

(hunger) takes precedence over species (sex) preserva-

tion. He stressed that present-time should be emphasized

over past. And he also presented the concept of polarity,

which was intended to make the therapist and client aware

of the body and the importance of new experiences. On

the other hand, Fritz denied the relevance of transference

and rejected the anonymity of the therapist. Fritz was,

in other words, on the way to gestalt therapy.

Various incidents in his life as a psychoanalytic

patient and trainee helped Fritz in shaping his future

outlook on therapy. In one of them, Fritz solved the

insecurity concerning the inadequacy of his penis by

showing it to the psychoanalyst. The analyst, upon seeing

Fritz's penis, said it was adequate. This simple incident

moved Fritz to become more concrete in his vision of

psychotherapy. The here and now concept of gestalt therapy

responds, in part, to this need for concreteness.
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Another example of how he integrated events from

as a patient into gestalt therapy comes out of

s relationship to Wilhelm Reich. Reich used to

concentrate on his "body armour" theory, which reduced the

importance of historical factors in the therapeutic process.

When working with this principle of "body armour," Fritz

experienced a sensation of relief from his past while

getting actively involved as a patient with the therapist.

Following this experience, in part, Fritz formulated gestalt

therapy as an openly ahistorical approach. "It seems

to me that one of the most distinctive things about the

Gestalt therapist is that he works almost exclusively in

the present.

The rest of Fritz's time in South Africa after the

Congress was one of reorientation. "The dam-up and unex-

pressed doubts about the Freudian system spread and engulfed

me. I became a skeptic, nearly a nihilist —a negator of

everything . "

^

Under this anguish and despair, "... the

enlightenment came: No more spiritual, moral, financial

support from any source. ... I had to take responsibility

17
for my existence myself." Fritz had jumped to the

camp of existentialism while repeating with Sartre, "...
18

man is responsible for what he is."

The next step was for Fritz to find a perspective

for the Dasein. He decided on gestalt psychology.
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Gestalt ! How can I bring home that gestalt
is not just another man-made concept? How can
^ tell that gestalt is —and not only for psychology

—

something that is inherent in nature?19

F^^-tz Peris had been in some sort of contact with

gestalt psychology since his time in Frankfurt not only

through his wife, but also through scientists like Kurt

Goldstein, Clara Happel, Gelb, Wertheimer and Ktthler.

Fritz had read some papers of, at least, Wertheimer and

KShler

.

There were some problems to solve, since Fritz did

not yet accept all gestaltists' ideas; and he did not

appreciate the logical positivist tendency of gestalt

psychology. However, he was very much impressed with the

concept of incomplete gestalts or unfinished situations.

In 1946, Fritz and Laura came to New York. Once

again, as in Berlin, he found himself among a group of

people in the counter-culture movement. He met Paul Goodman

and other intellectual American bohemians.

This group was engaged in open sexual activities in

an attempt to explore their own limits not only as individ-

uals, but also as sexual human beings. This open-sex

experimentation marks the actual beginning of gestalt

therapy

.

In 1950, Laura Peris, who deserves as much credit

as Fritz for the development of gestalt therapy ,
initiated

the first gestalt therapy group in New York. Fritz went to
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Los Angles, but he found no acceptance there. He was

accused of lack of professionalism. Fritz returned to New
York where he began to write a book together with Paul

Goodman and Ralph Hafferline to "
. . . serve as the basic

tenet of their new therapeutic approach ." 20

The book was written almost entirely by Goodman

and Hafferline. There was even a dispute concerning the

title. Fritz wanted to call the new approach, as well as

the book, Gestalt Therapy, but Laura objected. She found

little relation between what they were doing and the original

academic gestalt psychology. Neither Goodman nor Hefferline

liked the title either. It was finally published as

Gestalt Therapy .

Fritz continued moving around from place to place

giving workshops and incorporating whatever new ideas he

thought convenient to take into the new therapy. A milieu

of ideas related to body awareness, psychodrama, Zen,

Scientology and theories of dreams were considered and

assimilated

.

Meanwhile, the relationship between Fritz and Laura

was becoming more critical. Fritz had never been a good

husband or father. His children saw him as a "
. . .

brilliant, creative, insightful person--a little crazy--

. . . would not want the world to get the feeling that he

2

1

was an ideal person." Laura, on the other hand, was the
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intellectual upper-middle-class woman who protected Fritz

from attacks but who, in some ways, was similar to him. 22

This accidental relationship prevented a more rapid spread

of gestalt therapy by alienating some gestaltists.

Fritz departed for Miami, where in 1957 he met

Marty From and fell in love with her. This new experience

led him, among other things, to excessive use of drugs

which actually turned Fritz psychotic for a while.

In the late 1950's, Fritz moved to California.

He worked in a hospital and traveled through Europe and

Eastern countries. In 1963, he was invited to Esalen, at

Big Sur, California, for the opening of the place. Fritz

referred to it as "an opportunity to teach. The gypsy

2 3found a home and soon a house." Fritz spread his theory

in workshops, seminars, and whatever way he thought was

necessary. Six years had passed and contradictions were too

deep. He wanted Esalen in one direction while encouraging

everybody to "... do your thing . . .

, " "You are not in

this world to live up to me. . .
."

In 1968, he went off to Canada, feeling an American

fascism on the rise. Fritz bought an old motel on Lake

24
Cowichan, Vancouver Island, British Columbia. In late

]_ 969 __ a t the age of seventy-six--along with some of his

followers at Esalen, he founded the Gestalt Institute of

Canada. 25 It was a kind of commune, kibbutz. At last, he
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really had his place. Fritz died the next year, fighting

with Laura until the very last minute. M ' Won't you every

[sic] learn? Stop this self-torture .' and then he lapsed ." 26

The next section briefly exposes how existentialism

has influenced gestalt therapy. Emphasis will be placed on

the bourgeois character of existentialism to allow the reader

realize how gestalt therapy falls into that category also.

Existentialism and Gestalt Therapy

Existentialism is a philosophy generally character-

ized by the following three main traits. First, it is

mainly preoccupied with the human individual, as opposed to

the metaphysical philosophy of the human individual. In

this respect, it is not only opposed to the philosophies

of feudalism with their subordination of the human being

to the will of God, but it also rejects the bourgeois

socially-oriented positivist mentality. The ontology, sub-

ject matter, of the philosophy of existentialism is the

individual human being.

The second characteristic of existentialism is its

epistemological reliance on consciousness. In other words,

it concentrates on the condition and meaning of the individ-

ual life, and this meaning is given in the immediate

consciousness of the individual person. Consequently,

existentialism rejects the scientific or the metaphysical

methods as proper means to know an object.
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The third characteristic of existentialism is the

stress it gives to the freedom of individuals .

27
This means

that the human individual is not the result of anything nor

the creature either of God, or nature, or society. In

other words, the individual does not have a given essence

or nature that results from historical or ontological factors

outside the individual. The individual is essentially self-

determining, a process of activity that reveals itself in

its immediate existence.

These three characteristics of existentialism can

be traced back to the early years of the development of the

bourgeois mode of production. For the end of the feudal mode

of production brought a series of convulsions in all realms

of life. The transformation of the economic infrastructure

on its way to find adequacy with the new bourgeois class.

The Protestant Revolt, the "discovery of the new

world," the Renaissance, in general, signals the beginning

of a new mode of making life possible. It was the decline

of the authoritarian forces of the feudal power: of the

nobility and church, as a ruling stratum.

The unlimited importance which existentialism confers

to the human individual was already present in the attacks

made by Erasmus and Bacon against medieval theocentrism

.

Later, Descartes, with his "Cogito, ergo sum," established

that all philosophical knowledge should begin with the
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analysis of the interiority of the self, the center of

all experience. It was a struggle against authority

as a criterion in the search for truth. Descartes' method

crowned this struggle. The human individual was brought

to the foreground.

The second trait of existentialism, that of

rejecting the "objective" truth of science as well as

metaphysical truth, was in part also present during the

beginning of capitalism. The empiricists, Hobbes, Locke,

and Hume, attempted to reduce all knowledge to the immediate,

subjective data of the senses. While, on the other hand,

the rationalist philosophers, such as Descartes, Leibniz,

Spinoza, and their followers, claimed that all knowledge

must be reducible to innate ideas of reason. It was Kant

who, in pursuit of a compromise between both approaches,

explicitly determined the primacy of the thinking self

as the center of all knowledge. He also drew the conse-

quence of their approach: that the human individual only

knows the phenomena of things as they appear in front of

29
him/her, and never the things themselves.

Kant held that a major contribution of his

"Copernican Revolution" in philosophy was that it "saved"

the freedom of the individual from the determinism of

i

theology and science. In the philosophy of Max Stirner,

existentialism finds deep concentration in individual lj.fe

and its meaning. His philosophy of egoism centers upon the
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existentialist characteristic: freedom of the individual.

The most important message of Stirner was precisely the

proclamation of the absolute freedom of the individual.

These ideas of over-emphasis on individuality,

reliance on the meaning of individual life and the stress

on the freedom of the individual were characteristics of

the bourgeois mercantilistic class. Existentialism, as a

late bourgeois philosophy, carried these trends forward to

gestalt therapy, making this approach another manifestation

of the bourgeois capitalist system.

Laura Peris, for example, says that she is deeply

convinced that the basic problem not only of therapy but of

life is how to make life livable for a being whose dominant

characteristic is awareness of him/herself as a unique

individual on the one hand or of his/her mortality on the

other .

30 In modern thought, this concept of the unique

individual is stressed primarily by the philosophy of

existentialism

.

In relation to the existentialist concentration

on the meaning of life, and the rejection of "objective

truth, it is Fritz Peris who says: "I personally believe

that objectivity does not exist. The objectivity of science

31
is also just a matter of mutual agreement." To this

point, Sartre would add: "In the end it is feeling that

counts • . .
.” 32 In becoming existentialist, gestalt

\

counts; .
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therapy had to adhere to subjectivity and accept that inner

experience must be considered more "objective."

The third main trend of existentialism, that of

freedom of the individual, leads to free choice, "...
that we ourselves decide our being ." 33 The gestalt prayer

alone can testify to this precept, "I do my thing, and you

do your thing .

"

To conclude, existentialism finds its roots in the

first struggles of the bourgeois class against feudalism,

in the ideas of the early bourgeois philosophers. Existen-

tialism, as a modern bourgeois philosophy, has exercised

its influence over gestalt therapy, providing psychotherapy

with a clear statement of the contemporary bourgeois out-

look--of the human condition as reflected in bourgeois

thinking: the isolated individual living in the immediate

present

.

Summary

The three most influential elements in the formu-

lation of gestalt theory were: existentialism, gestalt

psychology and psychoanalysis. But gestalt therapy has

taken concepts from many other significant sources.

The life of Frederick Peris, the man considered

to be the founder of gestalt therapy, shows the many

problematic factors that molded his unique personality and

V*



62

how these factors affected the general character of

gestalt therapy. Gestalt therapy, more than anything

else, is a counter-culture creature.

Special emphasis has been given in this discussion

to the existential aspect of gestalt therapy because

existentialism continues affecting most of the new

therapies with its emphasis on individualism so much a

characteristic also of capitalism.



CHAPTER III
GESTALT THERAPY

Introduction

This chapter is divided into four parts. The

first section presents an attempt at defining gestalt

therapy. The second part introduces the goals of this

therapy. The third section discusses some of the most im-

portant concepts of gestalt therapy. The fourth part shows

the relation of gestalt therapy concepts and existentialism.

There is considerable lack of clarity concerning the goals

and the definition of gestalt therapy in the literature

researched, which, to some extent is reflected in this

exposition

.

Definition . As mentioned above, there is not a consistent,

precise, and clear definition of gestalt therapy. Walter

Kempler, conscious of the difficulty involved in theorizing

on gestalt therapy, gives the following statement as its

definition

.

Gestalt therapy is a model for psychotherapy
that sees disturbed or disturbing behavior as a

signal of a painful polarization between two elements
in a psychological process. Such discordances can
be found within one individual or it may manifest
between two or more people. Regardless of location,

63
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treatment consists of bringing discordant elementsinto a mutual self-disclosing confrontation.
This approach is ahistoric, focuses attention onimmediate behavior, and calls for the personal

participation of the therapist.

The word "gestalt" is a German term. There is no

direct equivalent translation for it in English. "A

gestalt is a pattern, a configuration, the particular

form of organization, of the individual parts that go into
2its make up." Applying the concept to the human situation,

it implies that the human nature as well as experience

is organized into patterns or wholes. The individual

lives his/her situation as an organized whole. Therefore,

the self and its circumstance can only be understood as

a function of the patterns or wholes of which it is made.

In other words, Fritz Peris categorized gestalt therapy

as "
. . . one of the rebellious, humanistic, existential

forces in psychology which seeks to stem the avalanche

of self-defeating, self-destructive forces among some

members of our society. Latner describes it as

holistic epistemology, descriptive, integrative, and

structural .

^

Goals. The founder of gestalt therapy once said that

every plant, every animal has only one inborn goal--to

actualize itself as it is. It follows that the goal of

gestalt therapy is to increase human potential, the
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process of growth and maturation, so that the human

individual may experience an optimum development of self-

support. This is opposed to the goal of psychoanalytic

therapy which is to restore mental health through

adaptation to internal and external environments .

^

A key concept in the gestalt therapy goal is

maturation, which Peris defined as "
. . . the trans-

cendence from environmental support to self-support ." 7

Gestaltists contend that maturation can only be accomplished

through the focusing of awareness and learning to dis-
O

criminate what is useful to oneself.

Furthermore, gestalt therapy intends to develop

a continuum of awareness since such a continuum may help

unblock barriers and facilitate that nature take its

course. The individual will, then, function to the

utmost of his/her capacities. In order to develop this

non-interrupted awareness, the individual and the

therapist scrutinize the former's experience looking for

splits in awareness and attention and bringing present

experience to focus.

In Gestalt therapy the patient is taught to
use awareness in the service of himself as a total
functioning organism. By learning to focus
awareness and thus discovering what is rather than
what should be , or what could have been , or the
ideal what may be, the patient learns to trust
himself. This is called in gestalt therapy the
optimum development of self support. Through
awareness, the splits which have been developed
can be reintegrated. The patient can become
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le dS he be ^ ins to deal with his avoidances,which have created holes in her personality .
9

The objective of developing awareness of present

realities is so that the individual may rearrange his/her

figure-background configuration in order that new

experiences be harmoniously and creatively integrated into

the organism. The more integration an individual can

attain , the easier his/her growth and development process

become. Finally, it would be safe to generalize that

what is being looked for in the therapeutic process is to

enlarge awareness so that the natural functioning can

reinstate itself thus increasing the human potential

through integration.

Gestalt Concepts

Unitary view of nature . Gestalt therapy states that

nature is a coherent unified whole. This holistic

conception expresses that "the organic and inorganic

elements of the universe exist together in a continually

changing process of coordinating activity ." 10 Every

component of nature is in itself another whole. All

objects and phenomena are wholes.

In terms of human individuals, they are considered

unified organisms. Individuals are integrated wholes,

parts of nature. This human nature, in turn, is flexible,

given and created. "It is both given in the structures of
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our beings and formed by our interaction with the

environment and in the mutuality of creative adjustments ." 11

Living, then, is striving to realize the possibil-

ities of the natural structure within the limits of

reality. On the other hand, reality is conceived of in

two ways by gestalt therapists. The first dimension to it

is the objective reality. "There is a world that goes

on without us--what is called an objective world ." 11

There is also a subjective reality. "We can even say that

the worlds we create in the course of our living are

subjective or personal worlds that we create out of the

given world ." 11

Subjective reality is based on awareness of

what goes on in the organismic-environment relationship.

For example, important objects or phenomena in the life

of individuals may be their personal or subjective

reality. This subjective reality depends on the needs

of the organism; and it is determined by the degree of

awareness a person has of his/her totality.

A subjective reality of personal concern may be

of a psychological nature. What is not concernful is

not psychologically real.
1 ^ Subjective reality may also

transcend the level of personal concern and become a

pro j ection

.
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Your 'reality' (what to you is the real world)
is playing either of two functions: it is either
the concernful environment of your needs and is
known by sharp, interesting figures against empty
grounds, or it is a screen for your projections. ^

To be or not to be in touch with these two

levels of reality determines who is healthy for gestalt

therapists. "An absolutely healthy person is completely

in touch with himself and with reality. The crazy . . .

is . . . out of touch with both."

In order to deal effectively with these two

dimensions of reality, in other words, to realize them-

selves, human beings are equipped with the abilities

to think and to act. Gestaltists call thinking,

fantasizing. "Fantasy activity, in the broad sense in

which I am using the term, is that activity of the human

being which through the use of symbols tends to

17 . .

reproduce reality on a diminished scale." Fantasizing

is a cumulative generational process. It requires less

energy or expenditure of body substances than the activities

called physical. Fantasizing helps to save energy.

Gestaltists consider that this unitary view of

nature in general, and of human nature, in particular, makes

them different from past approaches. Not only does the

unitary view of nature differentiate gestaltists from

other therapists, but it makes easier and more correct their

understanding of the human behavior . They claim that this
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gestalt conception of nature,

. . . enables us to see the mental and physical
sides of human behavior not as independent entities
which could have their existence apart from human
beings or from one another, which was the
inevitable and logical conclusion to the older
psychologies, but to look at the human being as
he is, as a whole, and to examine his behavior
as it manifests itself on the overt level of physical
activity and the covert level of mental activity.^

Gestaltists proclaim that the dynamics of that

un ifisd nature and of human nature particularly is best

understood in terms of polarities. The next section

introduces the concept of polarities as referred to by

gestalt therapy.

Concept of polarity . One of the most attractive concepts

of gestalt therapy is that of polarities; the claim that

human behavior is structured in opposites. Kempler has

given an intersting explanation of the logical development

19
of the concept of polarities in gestalt therapy. He

states that in order to understand the universe, human

beings have broken it into pieces and then tried to look

for new ways of putting them back together again. When

individuals find a relationship between one piece and

another, they call it a process, or, " . . . two points

and a happening ." 2 ^ 1

Those two points in a process come into a very

definite relationship in which they attract and reject

each other simultaneously in a constant flux towards an

end

.
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Processes end when the two points come togetherand join, turning a new single point that becomes
a partner in another process; or, when the distancebetween the two points becomes so great that they
are no longer in definable constellation, in which
case each point separately becomes a point in
another process. 21

When the climax moment arrives the two points

lose individuality. In the midst of innumerable changes,

"all the issues of separatedness versus union disappear

along with the disappearance of movement . . . All that

remains is the dawn of new processes in an aimless
22reverie of calm."

The concept of polarities gives the basis for

an explanation of neurosis and psychosis. It also shows

the way to solving problems; integration.

Polarities are two sides to your coin. If you
are aware of beating yourself and you identify
with the beater part, that's your side of the coin.
Or, you may be aware of beating, but not in touch
with the part of you that is being beaten. If you
are aware of a part of you which feels put down, there
is also a part of you which is doing the putting down.
If you are a weak, humble guy, the other side is
usually the arrogant, omnipotent guy. By getting
in touch with both sides of the polarity especially
the side that you don't ordinarily identify with,
there is the possibility of integration, of putting
yourself together. 2 3

The polarized discordant elements may be described

within one individual or between two persons or, "
. . . one

element may be projected abroad to the infinity of

n 2 4
nameable and unnameable objects from time to eternity."

In the following paragraphs some of the most important
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polarization-related concepts in gestalt will be presented.

Gestalt formation and destruction . The concept of gestalt

formation and destruction is considered in gestalt therapy

^-he most important characteristic of the functioning

of the organism. Gestalt formation and destruction is

also said to be the nature itself of the being of an
25 This concept is also used in gestalt therapy

as the counterpart to the Freudian unconscious activities

created by psychoanalysis. Gestalt therapy claims that the

focusing on the unconscious takes away therapy from what is

immediate. If there is no unconscious to dig into,

gestaltists affirm that therapy has to be brought back to

the surface of human behavior.

This formation and destruction of gestalts is the

product of the dialectical relationship between the needs

of the organism and the means of the environment to satisfy

these needs. Both, formation and destruction, are aggres-

sive processes, where aggression is understood as

"... everything that an organism does to initiate con-

2 6
tact with its environment."

Gestalt therapy recognizes that it may be problem-

atic to refer to the daily activity of the organism in

terms of aggression and destruction because "... we are

taught to condemn in others and ourselves not only wanton

destruction and unprovoked aggression, but also forms of
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destructiveness end aggressiveness which are necessary to

the health of the organism .
"' L

' Aggression is a healthy

function of the organism unless it is repressed and kept
• • .primitive and incapable of discharge.

Destruction is equally valuable and necessary for

the health of the organism. Gestalt therapy understands

for destroying "... (de-structuring) is the demolition

of a whole into fragments in order to assimilate them as

29parts in a new whole." Every organism grows and develops

by incorporating, digesting and assimilating new matter.

To obtain this, the existing must be destroyed, so that

whatever needs to be assimilated from it, goes ahead. In

that way, a new relationship between figure and background

is formed, the organism has met its needs from the environ-

ment and a new cohesive whole appears: a gestalt.

How is that whole structured? The whole gestalt

is composed of figure and background. Background or simply

ground, is the undifferentiated field, the unity of

organism and environment; figure is the emerging focus of

^ _ 30
attention and activity.

Figure and background form a totality with a

dialectical relationship between both components. These

parts are together in a structure such that one may not

vary without changing the other, and, therefore, altering

the totality.
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. . . the pattern of the gestalt is indivisible,the relationship between the parts cannot changewithout destroying the particular gestalt. Eventhough the parts themselves may change, if therelationships are the same, the gestalt will
remain intact .

31

When a figure is emerging in a field through the

process of gestalt formation and destruction, the reality

is being structured in a meaningful way, dominant needs

become figure and less dominant ones recede into the

background. For example, a person feels hungry. He/she

must eat. At this point, the dominant figure is the hunger

feeling. Once the individual has eaten, the need is

digestion. A new dominant figure appears in the field.

The organism demands that the digestive process be ful-

filled. If anything interferes with this demand and the

natural flow of the process is disrupted, the gestalt

will not close and the homeostasis of the person is broken.

Definite symptoms in the figure-ground relationship will

signal the situation: stomach-ache, paleness, a general

state of discomfort. Something must be done to bring

the gestalt to closure. Once the crisis is surpassed, by

letting the digestive process come to its end, homeostasis

is reestablished and the free-flow of the dialectical

relationship organism-environment continues.
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S^lit: gestalt and predifferentiated awareness . Suppose

that the person had to return to work while the digestive

process was still disruptive. Returning to work becomes

a dominant need also. Two dominant figures have come to

the foreground. Gestalt theraoy calls this totality a

split-gestalt. The energy is divided because both concerns

or figures are equally strong. If prolonged, the situation

may turn into neurosis as in positive-positive or negative-

negative conflicts.

Inversely proportional to this situation is the

predifferentiated awareness. There is no strong dominant

figure. It is like a state of total balance called by

gestaltists the zero point or creative indifference. More

precisely, it is that movement after a gestalt has been

completed but the other has not begun yet, like that feeling

immediately after some strong satisfaction.

Organism-environment . One of the most evident polarized

relations in the life of individuals is that of the relation

between the organism and its environment. Human beings

in this relation to the environment are defined by the ego-

boundary. "The boundary between organism and environment

is more or less experienced by us as what is inside the

skin and what is outside the skin, but this is very, very

32
loosely defined."
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In this simplistic definition, what is inside the

skin and what is outside the skin affect each other

dialectically. it is not a question of which has

precedence over the other. As a matter of fact, gestalt

therapy considers that the environment does not create

the individuals, nor does the individual create the

®^^i^onment ; each is what it is because of the relation-

ship to the other and to the whole .

33

order to be able to conceive of an organism,

an environment must accompany it. Goldstein stated that

"Whenever we speak of the nature of the organism, of the

idea, the picture, or the concept of the organism, we

have in mind the essentials for the occurrence of an

adequate relationship between the organism and the

34environment .

"

In reality, what gestalt therapy is looking for

by emphasizing the importance of the dialectical unity

between organism and environment is to depart from the

traditional split over what is more important the organism

or the environment. It is part of a general attitude in

gestalt therapy to end splits. "True enough, I can divide

the sentence 'I see a tree' into subject, verb and object.

But in experience, the process cannot be split up in this

.
3 5

way. There is no sight without something to be seen."
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Organismic self —regulation . Organismic self-regulation is

one of the basic concepts in the gestalt therapy theory.

What is an organism for gestaltists? "We call an organism

any living being, any living being that has organs, has an

organization, that is self-regulating within itself ." 36

The organism has needs that must be met in order for the

organism to survive. Gestalt therapy believes that the

process by which the dominant needs come to the forefront

of awareness as they arise is of a self-regulated nature.

"So we come to the most important, interesting

phenomenon in all pathology: self regulation versus external

37regulation." Organismic self-regulation works in the

following way. First, the configuration is formed, the or-

ganismic dominant need comes to figure. "Once the system

of orientation has done its job, the organism has to

manipulate the object it needs in such a way that the

organismic balance will be restored, the gestalt will be

closed ." 38 "... a state of satiation or no-need is

O Q .

achieved." An equilibrium has been reached in the

organism

.

This balance or equilibrium is called homeostasis.

Xt is the process by which organism interacts with the

environment .

40 Homeostasis is the cornerstone for health.

A]_l life strives to be in this state of balance. When the

need of the organism comes to be a figure, to be a pressing
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need, the balance is broken until that need is satisfied.

If the equilibrium stays broken for a long time, sickness

arises

.

The following example is given by Fritz Peris

to illustrate homeostasis, the adaptative mechanism of the

organisms

.

For the organism to be in good health, the water
content of the blood must also be kept at a certain
level. When it drops below that level, sweating,
salivation and the excretion of urine are all
diminished, and the body tissues pass some of their
water during such an emergency period. This is the
physiological side of the process. But when the
water content of the blood drops too low, the individual
feels thirst. He then does what he can to maintain
balance. He takes a drink of water. When the water
content of the blood is excessive, all these activities
are reversed, just as they are in the case of the
blood sugar. Even more simply we could say this:
The physiological term for loss of water in the blood
is dehydration; chemically it can be expressed
as the loss of a certain number of units of ^0;
sensorially it is felt as thirst, with its
symptoms of mouth dryness and restlessness; and
psychologically it is felt as the wish to drink.

In other words, what gestaltists are saying is

that once, out of the foreground, a need comes to surface

to become a dominant fiture, it has to be met. The organism

itself, without external control can take care of the

situation. The organism is to be left alone because its

wisdom to deal with the need is reliable. "Intuition is the

intelligence of the organism." ^ There is, therefore, no

need for external interference.
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Spontaneity . The idea of leaving the regulation of the

se lf to its own capacities and internal preferences brings

up spontaneity as a characteristic of the organismic self-

regulation. it seems that the alpha waves are identical

with organismic self -regulation , the organism taking over

and acting spontaneously instead of acting on control ." 43

Gestalt therapy makes a distinction between true

spontaneity and pseudospontaneity.

It is important to distinguish spontaneous
healthy functioning from mere physical spontaneity.
The latter, usually referred to in psychology as
'acting out,' is the expression of one of the
poles of our internal conflicts. It is not health
. . . it is ... an expression of one of the places
where we have gotten stuck .

44

Spontaneity may be developed through concentration

on experience. Concentration has a very specific meaning

in Gestalt therapy. Once again a distinction is made

between what is commonly called concentration and what is

genuinely healthy, organic concentration.

In our society concentration is regarded as a

deliberate, strenuous, compulsive effort--
something you make yourself do. This is to be
expected where people are forever neurotically
commanding, conquering and compelling themselves

. . . healthy organic concentration usually is not
called concentration at all, but, on those compara-
tively rare occasions when it does occur, is named
attraction, interest, fascination or absorption .

45

The idea is that the individual puts all of him/herself

in every activity of the organism. When an individual

attends to what of itself is not attractive to him/her,

struggle arises. The person has to fight other objects
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or phenomena which become distractions. in reality, these

distractions are individuals' real attractions. The

problem obviously arose when the attention was driven

away from the organismic attraction. This misfocusing is

the product of external control over the organismic need.

If the individual continues suppressing the real attraction,

boredom will overtake him/her. The result will be

"fatigue, flight, and, to make up for it, staring .
1,46

What Gestalt therapy is advocating is an end to

authoritarianism. As Dr. Peris puts it, "I am returning

to the human split: the animal versus the social, the

spontaneous versus the deliberate ." 47 Another gestalt

writer expresses the idea in this manner: "Gestalt

affirmation is always of life free of external control . . .

4 8remember, the principle in Gestalt is: control nothing."

Consequently, Gestalt therapy winds up in Anarchism.

Anarchism . As a condition of the gestalt plight for inter-

nal, spontaneous control, anarchism becomes the necessary

model of social order. This is not only a logical conclu-

sion drawn out of the principle "control nothing"; but, also

a statement of a political adherence.

As a political philosophy, this is Anarchism
. . . Anarchy is free functioning in society, people
left to structure their lives and interactions to
meet the needs of the field. From the anarchist
perspective, anything but anarchy is chaos. Order--
the imposition of structure on an event from outside
it--is chaos since it impedes free functioning. The
result of order must be chaos since only the
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unhindered attempts of men can produce adequate
solutions. 49

The gestaltists are aware of the scarifying effects

of the term 'anarchism.' They have introduced and addressed

the situation by saying that anarchy which is usually

feared by the controllers is not an anarchy without meaning.

It means that the organism is left alone to take care of

itself. 50 "There is only one thing that should control:

the situation .
" ^

Anarchy, for the gestaltists, constitutes the politi-
l/

cal answer to the need of a free functioning social back-

ground. This is so, they claim, because the alert, ongoing,

ever-changing give and take of the social situation results

in justice, on one hand; also because it includes all

the elements of nature in the interplay; and, third, because

there is an exchange of give and take between individuals,

52individuals and the ecological network. Anarchism then

facilitates naturally the equilibrium needed to be in harmony

with nature.

Awareness . Fritz Peris said that each individual has two

systems with which to reach and communicate with the world.

One of then is the sensoric system. The means for dis-

coveries, a system that exists for the purpose of orienta-

tion, is awareness.
53 Gestaltists regard awareness as their

theoretical and therapeutic core. They realize that the

goal of psychotherapy is the patients ' awareness of them-
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selves. In terms of Gestalt therapy, the goal consists

of specifically the reintegration of attention and awareness.

It is not easy to define awareness. Fagan and

Shepard try to define awareness in the following terms:

In this oversimplified account, awareness is a
state of consciousness that develops spontaneously
when organismic attention becomes focused on some
particular region of the organism-environment
contact boundary at which an especially important
and complex transaction is. 55

Awareness does not only include the perception of

what is going on at a physical level. It also includes

thinking and feeling. The basis of it remains, though,

the current perception of the current situation. 56

The most important characteristic of awareness

refers back to spontaneity. "Awareness is the spontaneous

• 57sensing of what arises in you ..." It is not to be

taken for introspection. Awareness is spontaneous, while

introspection, in contrast, is deliberate, "... in an

evaluating, correcting, controlling, interfering way, which

5 8often, . . . modifies or prevents . . . awareness."

The function of awareness seems to be related to efficiency.

It facilitates maximizing efficiency by concentrating

the organisms' abilities in those situations where choosing

is difficult due to the complexity in the possibility-loaded

situation

.

The goal of awareness is to make itself non-inter-

rupted. In that way, awareness becomes useful as a
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therapeutic tool because it helps to discover what intends

to interrupt its flow. These interruptors are resistances

which negate the possibility of reorganizing behavior.

They refer to incompleted wholes. Resistances become needs

of the organisms. They have to be dealt with. The dynamics

of the process goes like this:

First, there is an awareness within the system
that an alienated fragment exists; next, that
fragment is accepted as a legitimate out growth of
a functional need that is then explicitly and
deliberately mobilized and given power to operate
as an explicit force. This, in turn, leads to
communication with other subsystems and facilitates
an integrated, harmonious development of the whole
system . ^9

A consequence of the goal of awareness is the need

for the development of an awareness continuum. This

continuum keeps the individuals in contact with what is

happening at every minute of their lives in the presentness

of their behavior.

The task, then, is to unblock awareness where it

is blocked. Awareness can be blocked in four different

ways: retrof lection ,
desensitization, introjection and

projection

.

Gestalt therapy refers to retrof lection as that

behavior an individual does to him/herself which was

60
originally done or tried with other persons or objects.

The behavior is directed inward, splitting the personality

into "doer" and "done to," as a product of having met

insuperable opposition in a situation.
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Latner says that there is a healthy side to

re trof lection . It is the self in the mode of ego ordering

and regimenting behavior according to the demands of the

6

1

situation: self-control. Enright describes retrof lection

in more technical terms:

An impulse or idea is rooted in organismic
sensorimotor tension, shaped partly by inner drives
and focused on environmental events or objects.
Retrof lection describes the general process of
negating, holding back, or balancing the impulse
tension. The concept includes most of what is
often referred to as repression and inhibition

„

and emphasizes the how of the process involved.

Desensitization, on the other hand, is another

obvious safety function: psychic flight or, "Faced with

a situation where closure is not possible, blotting out the

6 3
contact by a process of motoric retrof lection .

"

When the pain or stress of a particular crisis is too

hard, the individual desensitizes its context. Blind spots

64
are developed which have been called "scotomata."

The third mechanism is intro jection . It is "a way

of acting, feeling, evaluating, which you have taken into

your system of behavior, but which you have not assimilated

in such fashion as to make it a genuine part of your or-

ganism ." 65 What the person is doing is taking on behavior

without finishing the Gestalt formation.

The last of these four mechanisms is projection.

It is the tendency to make the environment responsible for

what originates in the self .

66 In projection, the individual
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attributes to objects or persons in his/her environment

behavior which actually belongs to him/her self. The be-

havior is then experienced as if it were directed back

towards the individual. in other words, "the individual

attributes disowned aspects of himself to others, becoming

hypersensitive or critical of minor manifestations ."^ 7

It is important to recognize that, while these

mechanisms point to different types of neurotic behavior,

they might exercise healthy functions. Most of the time,

though, they become evident when blocking awareness. By

unblocking awareness, the sensitivity is restored, intro-

jects assimilated and projection is changed into direct

68expression

.

Gestalt therapy emphasizes self-awareness. By

concentrating on immediate awareness and involvement.

Gestalt therapy develops in individuals a self-continuing

creative method for adjustment. The now awareness is

promoted. A language of present tense is used. The

mentally healthy person is, then, one in whom awareness

can develop without blocking wherever his organismic

attention is drawn. ^ But, if awareness is blocked, then

the part whose awareness is blocked is said to have been

alienated

.
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Excitement . When Gestaltists talk about excitement, they

refer to the energy created in action. it is a free flow

of force which makes possible the completion of an experience.

Other theorists have described it in different ways. Ex-

citement is Bergson's elan vital , Reich's orgone or sexual

vegetative energy, Freud's libido or death instinct, Shaw's

life force.

Fritz Peris called it excitement "because the word

exc itement coincides with the physiological aspect, ex-
71citation. Excitement is a manifestation of energy or an

animation of the organism. The term "excitement" is used to

cover the heightened energy mobilization which occurs when-

ever there is a strong concern and strong contact, whether

72erotic, aggressive, creative or whatever.

When the force is coming from the ground to form

a figure, it is experienced as an emotion. "Emotions are

the experiential correlates of organismic energy organized

around the emerging gestalt. It is specific, focused

73 ...
excitement." Excitement changes according to situations,

since we relate differently towards different figure-

background formations, experiencing, therefore, diverse

emotions

.

Excitement energizes the organism. It permeates

the whole in such a way that it is impossible to visualize

this energy separated from the organism-environment situation.
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Excitement is a function of the figure, of the situation
"7 A

and its upholding." As all situations, it is in a constant

state of flux. An attempt to suppress or block excitement

would produce anxiety, phenomenologically experienced

as breathing difficulty. An example is anxiety, whose

excitement is suppressed. To eradicate anxiety, it is

necessary, then, to find out first what excitements cannot

be accepted.

In that way, excitement comes to be a feeling of

the forming of the figure-background in contact situations,

7 6as the unfinished situation tends to its completion.

Excitement grows as the creative adjustments mount towards

a final contact.

Contradictory excitements bring alternative figures

into dominance. This creates a conflict. A conflict is

a disturbance of the homegeneity of the ground which

77
prevents the emergence of a sharp and lively next figure.

To solve conflicts, it is better not to deal with the

alternatives, but with the conflict itself because it will

yield a more exciting and energetic figure.

Excitement is seen by Gestalt therapists as a

very personal experience, having nothing to do with society.

In that line they affirm that "It is how we regulate our

lives ." 78 The general idea, consequently, is that the

individual unblock excitement.
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3.nd now ^historicity . Gestalt therapy is an ahistorical

approach which emphasizes the concept of here and now as time

and space frameworks. "The idea of the now, of the immediate

moment, of the content and structure of present experience

is one of the most potent, most pregnant, and most elusive
7 Qprinciples of Gestalt therapy."

This reliance on the here and now, gestaltists claim,

does not mean that they deny the importance of the past or

the future in the therapeutic process, but that the issue

remains as one of concentration in the presentness of life

to avoid dwelling either in the past or in the future.

In Gestalt therapy, the past and future (memory

and planning) are seen as functions of the present. If

anything of the past is affecting the homeostasis of an

individual, it is doing it in the present . This attitude

is opposed to the Freudian tendency to disregard the quality

of the immediate experience while concentrating on the

80
meaning of experience.

Moreover, the gestaltists invoke the immediacy of

experience to avoid authoritarianism. As opposed to the

Freudians, they claim that depending upon the interpret

tion of experience rather than in the phenomenology of it,

what is obtained is the acceptance of the authority of

one person who supposedly knows more than another. Besides,

emphasis on the here and now makes it easier for gestalt
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therapy to avoid the freudian tendency to see reality in a

cause and effect relationship linear perspective.

What gestaltists are looking for is to allow the

individual to take responsibility for his/her life. They

say that a linear perspective sees the present behavior

as originated by the past; and this diminishes the respon-

sibility of the individual over his/her life because the

origin of the situation is outside his/her reach in the past

Gestalt therapists criticize psychoanalysis because is

"
. . . fosters the infantile state by considering that the

8 1

past is responsible for the illness."

Gestalt therapy concludes that all neurotic living

is basically anachronistic, and that any return to present

82experience is by itself an antidote to neurosis. In

words of gestaltists, the task is not fall in "aboutism"

or to avoid talking about the past so as to be able to give

to the content of experience its immediacy.

In the therapeutic praxis the here and now is

reinforced by staying in the present in grammatical

expression. It is accepted, though, that to impose such

technique as a general principle should come to harm human

communication. Therefore, some gestaltists recommend that

stressing a presentist vocabulary be used only with indiiid

. , . 83
uals who need this kind of discipline.
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In conclusion, gestalt therapy concentrates in the

here and now, considering past and future as parts of the

present. Even when talk about something is allowed,

gestalt therapy does not dwell on "aboutism." The past is

uncovered through unfinished situations. The task therefore,

is to finish these situations.

Gestalt Therapy Concepts and Existentialism

All gestalt concepts presented in this chapter are

highly related to, if not directly taken from, existential-

ism. Existentialist thinkers believe that there is a

natural unity in the universe, to begin with. In other

words, a totality with which individuals must try to

identify themselves. The holistic conception of gestalt

therapy equally expresses the unity of organic and inorganic

elements in nature with human beings as integrated wholes

of the bigger totality of nature.

Spontaneity and organismic self-regulation are

closely related. They seem to refer to the individualist

approach of existentialism. Sartre insists that the only

foundation for values is in human freedom and that there can

be no external or objective justification for the values

anyone chooses to adopt. It means that there are no oughts

to follow, no objectivity, and human individuals are left

to their own spontaneous decisions. Organismic self-

regulation becomes like a biological naturalistic correlate
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to such beliefs.

The concept of awareness is a primary one in

existentialism.

All the existentialist thinkers bring awareness
into a close relationship with human practice.
Some, like Sartre, assert an ultimate identity
between the two. To choose and to be aware are
one and the same.

°

Dialectical polarities is another gestalt concept

found also in existentialism. Words like encounter and

dialogue are existentialist terms that express the

impossibility of splitting subject and world. "The unity

of subject and world is the unity of a dialogue, a dia-

lectical unity.

The concept of I-Thou was used by Martin Buber, a

renowned Jewish existentialist in his approach to personal

interrelationships. I-Thou suggests a microcosmic approach

which is also typical of existentialism, since its objective

seems to be the following.

To achieve absolute knowledge we must therefore
renounce comprehensiveness and choose those inner
experiences which, with the help of the subjective
method, promise to yield relevant results. °

Here is an example of an existentialist who used

gestalt psychology to explain his concepts, and who finally

becomes the source of one of the most important concepts of

gestalt therapy.
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Lastly, the concept of here and now has been

specifically treated by Heidegger quite similarly to

gestalt therapy. He saw the human being as stretched

out into a future, past, and present called ecstasies of

time. It means that from the very beginning future is

seen as possibilities ahead, "... and a past which he

must take over if he is to be with things at a factual

present . . . the three ecstasies of time are integrated

in the unity of his being ." 87

The now or present is that unity which gives the
8 8moment for choice. As for historicity, the existential-

ists criticize history when it is seen as a mere succession

of events in the past and not as "... the way man (i.e.

,

social man) exists in the world." Gestalt therapy

ahistoricity seems to be stranger probably as a result of

its criticism of the "historical" approach of traditional

f reudians

.

This chapter attempted to give a definition of

gestalt therapy. It also presented the goals of this

approach. Then, the most important concepts were intro-

duced. Finally, evidence was given as to their correlation

with existentialism. The next chapter will present a

critical analysis of gestalt as an existentialist therapy.
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Summary

It has been hard to find an accurate definition

of gestalt therapy. Walter Kempler's definition has been

accepted as a rather clear one. It is said that the goal

of gestalt therapy is to increase human potential through

awareness to develop self-support.

Eleven of the most important concepts of gestalt

therapy are exposed in this chapter: unitary view of nature,

polarities, formation and destruction, split gestalt and pre-

differentiated awareness, organism-environment relationship,

organismic self -regulation , spontaneity, anarchism, aware-

ness, excitement and ahistoricity or here and now.

These concepts are then correlated with existential-

ist ideas and concepts.



CHAPTER I V

A CASE EXAMPLE

Introduction

This chapter presents a case example in gestalt

therapy. The objective is to allow the reader to examine

how a gestalt therapist puts into practice this technique.

However , it must be realized that every gestalt therapist

has his/her own style.

The author of this dissertation has also taken the

opportunity to make critical commentaries on some of the

points he believes to be of relative importance. These

commentaries will mark an application of some of the issues

raised in the first chapter. Not all important points are

criticized either positively or negatively. This should

not be interpreted as a tacit acceptance or denial of the

validity of said issues on the part of the author of this

dissertation

.

A short commentary follows the presentation of the

case. Ahis toricity , lack of class approach, and adjust-

ment to existing social conditions are revisted now within

the frame of reference of the family in the case example.

93



94

This case was selected primarily because the

total process from the first interview to the follow-up

is more or less clear in the source book. Only the first

session with the family is included here verbatim; the

other sessions have to be taken as summarized by the

therapist in Current Psychotherapies .*

This example was also selected on the basis that

it is coherently exposed and it claims to have achieved

some success. Aside from that, the fact that it deals

with a family setting was also taken into consideration,

since this seems to be more in tune with Fritz Peris'

s

latest recommendation.

*Current Psychotherapies, edited by Raymond Corsini

(Itasca, 111.: F. E. Publishers, Inc., 1973).
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"Nothing

works.

He

just

doesn't

care.

He

won't

by

accepting

her

responsibility;

do

anything

he

is

told."

And

then

to

his

wife,

but

she

ends

up

blaming

the

father.

"You

know

we've

tried

everything."

father,

in

turn,

does

not

defend
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•^historicity in the Example Presented

This case example is one more piece of evidence

that, in spite of the claim that gestalt therapy arms the

client with a liberating process to be applied to life

situations, its ahistorical approach allows for the reproduc-

tion of the social and individual conditions that serve

as background for the same problems it attempts to solve.

In the case example, the gestalt therapist achieved this by

abstracting the family from its conditions in a more en-

compassing here and now.

The microscopic setting developed by the gestalt

therapist hindered any possibility for understanding the

socio-economic-political situation of this family. All the

therapist could have done with such an approach was what he

precisely did. He alienated the family in a process that

ended by adjusting it to the unquestioned social conditions

of its background.

This family, presented to the reader as coming from

nowhere, existing by itself, a Robinson Crusoe elevated to

the size of a family, with no social life outside the scope

of the interrelationship among the immediate members, became

more functional in the status quo after therapy. They had

changed to fit the stereotypes and daily routine like any

other capitalist family.
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Lack of class approach. This ahistoricity makes it impos-

sible for the therapist to take a class perspective to

problems. It is the conviction of the author of this

dissertation that in a society where there is a dominant

class and a dominated one, all social relations are permeated

with a sense of oppression, which resembles that exercised by

the ruling class over the controlled one. A deep study

of the dialectical relationship between classes is needed

to understand fully this oppression.

In the case example presented, the therapist

clarified that:

Further background information is not sought.
Parents' employment, ages or family members (provided
here since the reader cannot see the family members) ,

family income, marital status, and whatever else
amuses data collectors, has no meaning by itself.

^

With a touch of cynicism, the gestalt therapist

does away with two very important issues: facts and class.

The gathering of information on a group or individual client

does not make by itself a "data collector" out of a

therapist. If he/she does not know what to do with it, then

probably it does.

The crucial problem is what may be accomplished

with the information. It is the contention of the author

that if this information is used according to the principles

and laws of dialectics summarized in chapter 2, the result

would be en enlarging and making clearer the view of a

figure/ground relationship that even a gestalt therapist
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should have. it follows that, well used, historical inform-

ation is not only desirable but necessary in the process of

therapy

.

Quantitative and qualitative information on the

family would have helped the therapist in having a more

total view of this family. It would have made possible also

a class approach to the situation.

The objective validity of a class perspective has

found backers among non-dialectical researchers. Investiga-

tion done on class differences in family behavior is exten-

sive. The following research addresses itself to some of

these differences.

Class differences in family behavior in the United

States include such issues as sexual gratification, marital

roles, structure of the family, consumerism patterns,

integration and continuity, mate selection, child rearing,

2and others. To know about these experiences in their

class context, with the concomitant class struggle, is in

the interest of a better understanding of figure/ground

relationships

.

A short reading of the above-mentioned study by

Leslie, with all its shortcomings and limitations, would

give a lot of information applicable to the family case

presented. Moreover, to say that this information will come

up in the process of therapy if it is needed in the here and
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now constitutes a simplistic way of looking at the therapy

process. The therapist controls a great part of this

process. Therefore, previous knowledge on a situation and

the possibility of using it in therapy are not only

desirable, but necessary.

The following example will help to clarify this

point. In the case presented, the father said to David:

I guess I was disappointed for you, I knew how
important it was for you to have finished . . .

maybe, like you say, it was important for me that
you finish . (Author's emphasis.)

In the article quoted, Leslie finds out that:

For, although his parents are consciously committed
to love their children regardless, they too have
success needs that must be met partly through the
child .

*

(Author's emphasis.)

Would the awareness and inclusion of discussion

of these issues in the therapeutic process help to deviate

attention or to focus it a little more?

In his analysis of the middle-class family model,

Leslie finds out that middle-class children find themselves

in conflicts whose later effects are of a definite kind of

neurosis

.

The boy is torn by conflict between the need to be
submissive and the need to be aggressive. Whatever
he does, he is likely to be torn by indecision,
anxiety, and guilt in a distinctively middle-class
form of neurosis.^



125

The question would then be, can an ahistorical

approach that has no class conception of individuals

address class issues effectively? The author's answer

is a negative. A lack of class approach would allow for

the absence of relevant information in forming the new

totality: the solution. In other words, if there is a

neurosis typical of the middle class, a complete analysis

this class is needed to fully understand this neurosis.

In dealing with a middle-class individual, this awareness

of the class situation will help the therapeutic process

through facilitating the understanding of the socio-

historical polarities.

No wonder Kempler cannot be sure that his gestalt

therapy sessions were determining factors in the outcome

of this family case. Abstracted as the family (figure)

was from its total reality (background) , there is no way

to interpret the results.

In other words, the therapist did not deal with

some of the "powerful intervening life circumstances"

which continue to bombard a family or an individual in the

period between the end of formal therapeutic interviews

and the follow up contact. The author believes some of

these variables to have been there affecting the family

before the initial interview, during interviews, after

the interviews , during the follow ups and after the follow
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ups. They were just not dealt with because of a lack of

class approach and an ahistorical here and now conception

of therapy.

The alienating therapy leaves the client with a

conviction that there is no imminent need for change in

the external society. The client believes that these

personal changes experienced in the therapy are enough.

The client is further convinced that they will serve as a

base for provoking further social change. Meanwhile,

reintegrated to "normalcy functioning" that client adapts

to the current social order and feels "completely" happy.

Adaptation tendency and political function . Walter

Kempler's family therapy case model is a good example of

the adaptive political tendency of therapy in general, and

in gestalt therapy in particular. After the therapeutic

process, the members of the family showed a different

behavior, or changed; but there is no mention of any step

taken either by the family or the therapist to question

those social circumstances that served as background for

their crisis. The fmaily was just functioning better in

the system. The system was untouched.

And this adaptation to the socio-political status

quo was there to stay. "Because of the work that was done

I also felt confident that the gains made were not flights

u7
into health or other casual changes ..."



127

Politically
, another male-controlled family was

put to good capitalist production. Kempler takes care to

remind the reader that the woman still had a chance to dis-

agree, "... not without differences with her husband,

was meeting him with direct comments instead of her

martyred posture seen in the initial visits . .
." 8

But her leadership has been taken away, and now the entire

family functions as an integrated unit of the system.

Summary

This case example is construed to show precisely

how gestalt therapy is worked out. It is not a typical

gestalt therapy setting. Gestalt therapy's classical

approach would have been of a more individualistic nature.

But most of the gestalt therapy concepts are applied in

good manner.

The essence of the case is the story of a child

who has been setting fires of worse consequences each

time. The mother takes the case to the gestalt therapist

who decides to see the entire family. The therapist deals

with the polarities in the family and finds out that what

the child was doing was sending smoke signals of complaint

for a deadlock in this parent relationship. Therefore,

the task of the therapist was to break the deadlock so

that the entire family could enjoy life.
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The process is criticized as an example of all

the main criticisms presented under the social matrix.

This is done in two ways; first, by line by line criticism,

and second, by a special, separate section on ahistoricity

,

lack of class approach and adaptation tendency of the poli-

tical function.



CHAPTER V

CONCLUSIONS

This final chapter is intended to work as a

double conclusion. First, it is a conclusion to the

critique of gestalt therapy in particular. Second, it

is likewise a conclusion to the critique of therapy in

general

.

The first section is addressed to gestalt therapy.

It begins by posing the problem of irrationalism in gestalt

therapy. This is followed by an exposition of some of the

contradictions of this therapeutic theory. Next, three

small parts are devoted to the dialectics of essence and

phenomenon, part and whole, and content and form. This

first section ends with final suggestions to gestalt

therapists

.

The second and last section of the chapter com-

prises the application of this dissertation to the field of

counseling. It is divided into two parts, which address

the main two criticisms presented in the introduction to

the dissertation. In each of these two parts, there are

some final suggestions to correct these criticisms.

129
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Irrationalis m in gestalt therapy . The historical con-

^iti° ns which served as background for the creation of

gestalt therapy are of vital importance in the under-

standing of this liberal-bourgeois therapeutic outlook.

It was a period of world convulsions. The publication of

"Ego, Hunger, and Aggression," marking a beginning of the

departure from Freudianism, occurred precisely between two

world wars. The crisis had its effects on everybody and

everywhere

.

The exacerbation of social contradictions in the
United States in the thirties and forties, the
depression, growing unemployment, and the general
instability of life could not fail to leave their
mark on the inner lives of the men of that time .

1

Some bourgeois thinkers reacted to this period of

social instability by losing faith in the traditional

modes of apprehending reality. The impossibility of these

thinkers following the path of the only methodology

capable of grasping reality in its essential as well as

its phenomenological character, dialectical and historical

materialism, drove them rather towards irrationalism not

2
only in philosophy, but also in psychology.

As a consequence of this irrationalism, there

was a rebirth of an intuitive individualism, with a view

of reality through phenomenological immediacy. It was a

retreat from a society in crisis, and a call for spontaneous

individuality as an antidote against a dehumanized life
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condition. This trend found its most pessimistic ex-

pression in existentialism, which, as it was pointed out

in chapter 2, became one of the most important influential

elements in the formation of gestalt therapy.

What these thinkers were not able to assess

properly was the fact that with irrationalism, the status

quo would remain the same. All the repulsion for the

situation could now be channeled in such a way that it would

not become a matter of concern to the ruling class.

In other words, instead of a revolutionary ques-

tioning of the economic basis of the crisis, an irrational

protest was aroused, which in terms of content, was a

criticism of capitalism, and, aside from being romantic,

. 3it was also marketable.

Gestalt therapy must be understood within such

historical frame of reference. Its conception of the

crisis of the individual is actually a projection of the

crisis of the capitalist society onto the rest of humanity.

It is a deceitful process where particular forms of the

capitalist world, seen in their ahistorical immediacy, are

taken for eternal conditions of human individuals every-

where. For example, the alienation of human individuals

under capitalism with its split between human beings and

nature, is presented as a universal ahistoric phenomenon.

Such irrationalism provides for internal contradictions in
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movements influenced by said romantic criticism.

Gestalt therapy contradictions . The author would like

to clarify that this dissertation has not dealt with all

aspects of gestalt therapy. There are important components

of this approach that have not been included; among them,

gestaltists' works on dreams, and the theory of the self.

This is so because gestalt therapy is being used only as

an illustration of the criticisms applicable to most

bourgeois therapies as ideological tools of the capitalist

system. In other words, the goal was not to present an

integrated totality of gestalt therapy, but, rather, to

use it for clarifying the main contentions of this

dissertation. It is recommended that they may be studied

to grasp a more complete view of gestalt therapy.

Aside from the limitations and cautions enumerated

4by Irma Lee Shepherd , the author found other contradic-

tions to be significant. Some of them will be exposed in

the following paragraphs.

Dialectics in gestalt therapy . Gestalt therapy claims to

be dialectical in its approach as a psychotherapeutic

methodology. Its main assertion is that the theory of

opposites or polarities establishes it as dialectical. It

is, however, not enough just to accept the presence and

interaction of polarities in order to be dialectical.
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Gestalt therapy has not clearly explained how

the movement of polarities is to be understood. It

expresses that the individual is an infinite sequence of

polarities , that the antithesis of an aspect of the

individual already recognized by him rests as background

,

and that, if supported, the polarity can emerge clearly

in order to obtain integration.

^

This conception of dialectics is very different

from the Marxist methodology where the triad is actually

not part of dialectical materialism. Opposites are inter-

dependent —both are antitheses in relation to each

other, and in the evolution of contradictions there is

not necessarily a synthesis, except in the sense that the

resulting opposites are developed out of the earlier ones.

In the gestalt concept of polarity, the contra-

diction residing in the background is simply brought to the

foreground through awareness. Once in the foreground, the

individual is supposed to be able to choose either of the

two contradictory poles in behavior according to circum-

. 6stances

.

The author questions that moment when the second

pole is brought to the foreground and resides there in

equal condition, at least in terms of awareness, with the

opposing polarity, waiting for a decision from the individ-

ual to use it. Gestalt therapists must clarify the
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mechanics of the motion which takes place between these

two polarities. Furthermore, gestalt therapists must

show how this motion is expressed in terms of the behavior

of individuals.

The conflict of opposites , the opposites them-

selves, are objective forces or inclinations to act.

Individuals do not simply choose between opposites. The

basis for resolving a conflict is found in a third force

which has a determining strength in relation to the

other two. For example, a woman has a conflict between

her desire to work and her desire to please her husband

by living as a traditional housewife. If these desires

are unequal in strength, she will follow the stronger.

If they are relatively equal in strength, she will be

immobilized, or inconsistent, unless she can find the

relationship of these desires to others that will, in

effect, weaken and strengthen the other.

For example, she may attempt to change her husband's

attitude, and if successful, integrate her two desires.

Or, looking at herself, she may find that in relation to

her more general, long-range desires, to work (or, possibly,

not to work) is the more desirable, the stronger desire.

It is important to realize that people do not

simply choose between conflicting desires; they try to

change things or achieve an integration in themselves which
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subordinates one desire to its opposite.

It is recognized that even the idea of conceiving

two contradictory poles at a same level of strength in an

encounter runs into opposition. For Politzer, both poles

cannot be at the same level or be equivalent, even in terms

of awareness, because an indefinite equilibrium would have

been created that would in turn destroy any possibility

for movement.

7

What gestalt therapy has done is to admit the

dialectical character of reality and that the individual

is indefinitely polarized; but, by placing some polarities

in the foreground and their opposites in the background,

waiting for the later ones to be brought to foreground

through awareness, gestalt therapy has to conclude that to

solve problems it suffices to bring the polarity in the

background back to foreground and allow the individual to

make an existential choice for one of the two poles.

Such dialectics is incorrect not only in terms of

its implied structure and dynamics, but also because it is

ahistoric . To eliminate such ahistoricism, dialectical

and historical materialism must serve as a guide since

thought and its relationship to the external world is a

dialectical one. Marxist dialectics, considered as a

science of the general laws of motion, is applicable then

to the external world and to human thought.
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When human beings are seen in a dialectical way,

it is found that individuals living in conditions of dif-

ferent historical circumstances are distinguishable not

only according to different forms of practical activity

and different content to their consciousness, but also to

different structures of their fundamental psychological
9processes

.

The concept of polarities in gestalt therapy must,

then, be expanded to include essential aspects and

tendencies of the behavior of a client. These essential

aspects and tendencies exclude and presuppose each other

at the same time. In other words, they affirm and negate

each other simultaneously. This means that the behavior

of clients is a unity of opposite forces. A behavior

contains within itself the affirmations and negations which

will produce the synthesis, negation of negation.

This process should not be seen as a mechanical one.

In the study of a phenomenon, object or event, there is a

possibility that the process may be found in one of its

phases: affirmation, negation, or negation of negation.

The object may take a dialectical motion to become not only

another thing but maybe its contrary aspect. In the last

instance, the importance of redefining polarities accord-

ing to dialectical and historical materialism rests on the

fact it necessitates taking into consideration all aspects
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possible. In terms of gestalt conception of figure and

background, it means that an individual (figure) in the

process of therapy cannot be alienated from any pole or

opposite to be found in his/her historical-social environ-

ment (background)

.

The following case example will illustrate the

dialectical concept of polarities in therapy. A client,

of foreign origin, complains about a series of symptoms

like restlessness, headaches, stomach aches. She says she

is having problems writing because one of her fingers is

progressively paralyzing. She has gone to several

physicians, but they have not been able to find any medical

explanation for her problem.

A typical gestalt therapist could begin treating

this person in therapy by taking her where she is at the

moment of the initial interview. Probably something said

or observed will lead the therapist to try to raise the

client's awareness of the here and now. Close attention

to her remarks and body expressions may provide the

therapist with cues as to what questions to ask and commen-

taries to make. Some personal polarities may be brought out

like top-dog/under-dog or she may be asked to play the part

of the paralyzed finger. A whole set of gimmicks, all

limiting both the client and the therapist to the micro-

cosmic approach, would be used until they both agree that
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the process is no longer needed.

It is the contention of this thesis that the

ahistoric microcosmic approach, with all its dialectical

limitations, may be overcome when dialectical materialist

therapy allows for the emergence also of socio-political

and economic polarities. Without such possibilities, the

picture is not complete; the figure will never be clear, and

the grasp of the background will remain a nebulous one.

It makes no sense having this client resolve every

aspect of her situation around an individualistic self-

centered approach. The human individual is actually the

human world; her/his capacities, opportunities and develop-

ment are in great part socially determined. Therefore, no

individual may be abstracted from his/her total situation.

In the example presented, she solves no problem by convinc-

ing herself that if she cannot write home it is O.K., and

that she does not have to penalize herself (gestalt retro-

flection?) by paralyzing her finger. Neither will she gain

anything by playing the part of her finger to dramatize

the situation and conquer the feeling of castration. She

is not the problem; she is part of it.

A true dialectical therapy makes her aware of the

essential as well as phenomenological aspects of the

situation: her political reality and its consequences.

Only in such a way may a therapist and client be able to
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work on the negation and new synthetic reality of a problem.

This means, in relation to the example presented, that a

true historical conception of her total situation is needed,

one in which the contradictory elements of her social

condition are perceived undoubtedly related to: first, her

individuality, her country and cultural reality, and the

country and culture where she is at the moment of her

crisis. Above all, her socio-economic class, which deter-

mines many of her outlooks on life, must be integrated in

a net of interrelations in which all parts are fragments

of a totality. In said totality lies the problem and the

solution in a materialist dialectical battle of opposites.

Once her total situation has been dialectically

dealt with, the direction of action must be towards change,

and there should be no element of her reality that may

escape the possibility of being consciously changed until

new reality or true gestalt, a new figure-ground relation-

ship, is established. This new combination of opposites

needs to conform to a reality where "mental health" may be

defined as the awareness of her own opportunities for

growth and development as they result from the contradic-

tions between the need for the actualization of these

opportunities and the given mode of production.
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—? *- cs e ssence/phenomenon . Another contradiction in

gestalt therapy is its claim to be dialectical in its

treatment while using a phenomenological approach, which

concentrates on the surface of the problem, the immediacy

of the here and now. There is not a deep investigation as

to the essence of the situation; on the contrary, almost

every problem or situation is seen in terms of the psychol-

ogism of the self.

The relationship between essence and phenomenon is

a dialectical one itself. The essence is the determining

characteristic or set of characteristics of an object,

the thing without which the object just cannot be. To

understand the essence means understanding the objective

social reality in which individuals live and are formed:

the social reality _is their essence. The phenomenon, on

the other hand, is the external manifestation of the

essence. The external manifestation of the object, the

phenomenological aspect, does not have to correspond to

the essence of it. In other words, the essential aspect

could be hidden under the phenomenon.

The phenomenologica 1 aspect of an object may lead

to the essence of it; but there is a possibility that the

essence of the phenomenon may not be grasped, perceiving

only its appearnace. The grasping of the appearance is

necessary, though it does not have to be sufficient for
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knowing the object. Moreover, it is impossible to under-

stand entirely the superficial aspects of anything when its

essence remains unknown. Therefore, the point is not to

despise the externality or phenomenological aspects, nor

the essential ones if an object is to be understood as a

totality.

These clarifications applied to behavior mean that

any therapeutic approach cannot rely on one aspect alone,

essentiality or phenomenology, for the treatment of

patients

.

Dialectics part/whole . Another important contradiction is

found in the gestalt adherence to the concept of total-

ity, part and whole relationship, while accepting a micro-

cosmic ahistoricism. The dialectics of part and whole

constitutes a central issue in the formulation of a theory

of totalities.

In dealing with behavior as a totality, the

reference is to an organic integrity of a type superior to

many other organized totalities. And more so when the be-

havior is that of human individuals in crisis; human beings,

in turn, are parts of another organism also with a superior

form of organic integrity: society.

The development and reproduction of society and

of its organs respond to general rules. It was Marx who

discovered the general rules of the development of
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society. The method he used, the dialectical and historical

mater ialism, allowed him to expose the relationship among

society's parts. He found that this relationship among

parts characterizes the structure of the whole in accord-

ance with the functions of the parts. The nature of an

organism, then, along with its internal structure, deter-

mine the mode of action.

The application of this clarification to the

specific criticism of gestalt therapy's concept of totality

comes as a result of its reluctance to see clients in their

specific historical circumstances. It is impossible to

claim totality when some parts are missing. Furthermore,

failing to take important elements, such as class struggle

or working conditions, for example, into consideration in

the therapeutic process hinders the possibility for a total

understanding of both the individual as figure and of the

society as background.

The knowledge of the polarities of society becomes

a necessary condition for the clarification of f igure/ground

relationship in the client. The author points out that

society and history compose the essence of people, and that

the human individual and the environment cannot be separated

in any clear-cut manner; but departing from a configuration

of figure/ground, it is accepted that demystifying the

background so that the figure be brighter and there be more

possibilities for alternative solutions demands a method-
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oiogy which would allow for the contradictory relationships

of parts and whole to be better understood and resolved.

To illustrate the importance of understanding the

relationship between parts and whole in a total way as

applied to a specific circumstance, the following case

example is presented. A sixteen-year-old mentally retarded

boy with a mental age of nine years is brought to a thera-

pist after having stabbed his mother with a knife. Besides

special psychiatric attention to the boy, thereapeutic work

is recommended for the entire family. The parents are

divorced. The boy lives with his mother. The father, now

in jail, never held a steady job while being at home. He

was an alcoholic and had killed two of his best friends

after a dispute over a cigarette pack while being drunk.

The long history of socio-economic deprivation

in the family may help to understand most of the so-called

anti-social behavior of the members or parts of this

family unit. In order to understand the father, the child,

or the mother, it is necessary to realize their inter-

relationship in the social environment in which they have

developed. No ahistoric approach would be encompassing

enough to be able to help them correctly.

Unless the family in said example is seen as a

specific part of a more general social whole with structural

predispositions for such circumstances to happen, the
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therapeutic treatment may end up holding the family and

each one of its members responsible for the situation

and, therefore, the most likely target of change towards

adjustment. The social structure, of which this family

is just one part, will continue to remain relatively the

same. A serious therapeutic treatment for this family would

have to approach the different parts of the problem with

a dialectical materialist unitary view of nature to produce

the awareness necessary for progress towards a comprehen-

sive change in the entire situation.

Dialectics content/form . Still another contradiction

arises in gestalt therapy from the relationship between

content and form. The emphasis that gestalt therapy places

on the form of behavior obliges us to question the role

granted to content. Fritz Peris considered content as

lies.^ In true dialectics, content is defined as the unity

of all elements integrating an object, while form is the

way this content is organized and not merely a verbal

facade for reality.

There cannot be form without content or content

without form. There is, though, a degree of autonomy

between them. It seems that gestalt therapy overemphasizes

form in the therapeutic relationship which provides for one

more split in the conception of health. For gestaltists,

the obvious is primary; and form is more obvious than
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content, for a therapist who is emphasizing physical re-

actions as cues to the problem. The second class position

of content vis ^ vis form once again limits the therapist

and the client to working with the phenomenological aspects

of the behavior without having to touch upon the social

,

economic and political aspects.

Phenomology permits gestalt therapy to talk about

growth and development as based on an idealist subjectivist

wilfullness. This individualism fits perfectly with the

subjectivist ideas of private enterprise, rather, capital-

ism and, mixed with the current fashion of eastern

philosophies, results in some kind of " . . . American

form of Eastern religion.

It is impossible to deny that changes in the form

of behavior may produce alterations in its content. On the

other hand, in the dialectical relation of content and

form, it is the content that becomes the principal

aspect. Therefore, the least gestalt therapy or any other

psychotherapy can do is to deal with both content and form

of human behavior, as interrelated, contradictory wholeness

That means not only dealing with the phenomenology but also

with the essence of human life. It also means that a pro-

found change in the content of the experiences of neurotic

and pyschotic individuals, such as a political and economic

ally different way of organizing their lives, may show a
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different phenomenological behavior. Meanwhile, a change

in the phenomenology of the behavior of a person may take

longer to effect any change in the political and economic

way said person ordains life.

Having seen these major contradictions, the next

section will present final suggestions; first, to therapy

in general; second, to gestalt therapy in particular.

Final suggestions on therapy . In this final suggestions

section, it seems convenient to begin by addressing the

two general criticisms presented in the first chapter.

The first general criticism to be answered refers to

the superficial intellectual content and commitment of

therapy training programs. The author suggests that the

only way to study human beings , nature and society in their

interconnectedness is through dialectical and historical

materialism. It is proposed therefore that dialectical and

historical materialism be incorporated into therapy as

guiding principles of methodology.

Such an encompassing methodology is necessary since

the human psyche depends on, and varies with, its physical

nature and environmental influences, particularly social

* ^ 12factors

.

A second criticism introduced in the first chapter

of this dissertation referred to the alienation of training

programs. The author believes that the study of human
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individuals from the perspective of dialectical and

historical materialism is the only way out of the present

alienated conditions of existing counseling programs. These

programs are not in touch with essential problems of individ-

uals, such as: working conditions and relations, social

class struggle, and alienation in the productive activities

of people.

Dialectical and historical materialism leave no

place for abstract, ahistorical approaches neither in the

theoretical formation of therapists nor in the practice of

counseling. A counseling training program guided by

dialectical and historical materialism will begin to form

a therapist in a truly wholistic manner, taking into con-

sideration even those issues which, up until now, in our

capitalist system have become taboo in psychotherapy. For

example, it would place emphasis on understanding and how

therapy is a political activity and why and how the politi-

cal system affects the life of people. Dialectical and

historical materialism, as guidelines, will see human

beings, individually as well as socially, composing a true

dialectical totality with physical nature.

Final suggestion to gestalt therapists . The final sug-

gestions to gestalt therapists may be reduced to one: take

up historical and dialectical materialism instead of

existential phenomenology as the frame of reference for a
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^-^ era Peu tic methodology. Such a change will require re-

definitions of all concepts in gestalt therapy. Two

examples will be given to illustrate a possible way of

reformulating concepts along a dialectical materialist line.

Formation and destruction . The first example will

be that of formation and destruction. A dialectical concep-

tion of polarities understands the process of thesis,

an tithesis and synthesis as a formation destruction one.

The gestalt concept of formation and destruction is con-

servative mainly because it refers to a mere recombination

of the old elements of the formation.

. . . that for any kind of creative reconstruction
to occur there must first to some degree be a
'de-structuring' of what already exists. The
present parts of a given object, activity or
situation must be recombined in a fashion more
adequate to the requirements of the here and now
actuality. This does not necessarily involve a
'devaluation' of any of the present parts, but
rather a 're-evaluation' of how they need to go
together . 1-3 (Author's emphasis.)

A dialectical concept of formation and destruction,

on the other hand, would be a product of the law of the

negation of the negation. The synthesis of the clash

between opposing forces, the new situation or formation,

cannot be a mere recombination of old elements. It has to

be a new entity with new contradictions and characteristics.

There must be a devaluation of old forms, contrary to

gestalt therapy claims.
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It could be questioned whether a mere recombination

of old elements would not end up in a circular conception

of the development of history. it would equally seem

questionable whether a recombination of old elements would

only affect the structure of a situation without negating

anything but an ineffective structure. In that way, the

components remain the same. They would be constant or

fixed. The dialectical process of formation and destruc-

tion encompasses, on the other hand, a progressive develop-

ment in which old forms tend to disappear.

Moreover, a redefinition of the gestalt concept of

formation and destruction along a dialectical line will

oblige gestaltists to go beyond seeing the concept working

only in relation to the behavior of the client with respect

to an object. On the contrary, the law of negation of the

negation refers to every object or phenomenon. Therefore,

neither objectivity nor subjectivity alone suffices for a

definition of formation and destruction.

Organism/environment relationship . Another example

of possible redefinition along a dialectical materialist

line is the concept of organism/environment relationship.

A new definition would have to stress that the unity between

organism and environment is such that one negates and

affirms the other at the same time that each one is inter-

nally negated and affirmed also. Even when gestaltists
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have declared that it is pointless to attempt to deal with

any psychological behavior out of its socio-cultural

,

biological, and physical context .

14
in reality, little

attention has been given to the polarities that reflect

the relationship between the client and his/her political

and economic reality so much part of the cultural , biologi-

cal and physical context.

There is a contradiction in the gestalt claim that

the individual as an organism has to be seen in his/her

relation to the environment and the subjectivism of

phenomenology. There is no room for the environment, unless

it is the immediacy of the here and now.

These reformulations are intended to be only

examples of approximation. There is no intention of pre-

senting them as the way formation and destruction or or-

ganism/environment relationship must be redefined. It is

the task of gestalt therapists to redefine the whole of

gestalt therapy. This dissertation has just pointed to the

fact that gestalt therapy is one example of bourgeois

therapy

.

Conclusion

The greatest advantage of taking up dialectics as

a guideline for the development lies in the fact that

dialectics destroys all contents and forms which are so

commonly taken for fixed formations not only at a material
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level , but also at a spiritual one. Dialectics understands

these formations to be historical and, therefore, products

of the human condition.

The destruction of such mystifications is facilitated

through the exposition of the contradictory nature of ob-

jects, phenomena and their relations. Instead of hiding

these contradictions or evading them, it brings them up for

analysis.

Dialectics is also the expression of the only

holistic approach possible because it contains the movement

of all human life components and their interconnectedness.

A dialectical and historical methodology, by understanding

therapy to be a political process, by realizing the class

nature of human problems, by understanding the relationship

between infrastructure and superstructure and how it affects

human beings, provides for the only true holistic approach

to mental health problems, where the end product may not

necessarily be a person adjusted or indifferent to the

status quo, but one in critical disposition to change his/her

conditions

.

A dialectical materialist therapy takes seriously

into consideration such relevant issues as the dynamics

of labor relations and conditions, alienation in the

productive activities of workers. These issues have been

overlooked by most bourgeois therapies.
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Di a l- ec tic a l materialism, by stressing that con-

sciousness and ideological orientation depend on the way

life is organized and lived and on the way human needs are

met, requires from therapists that they study and understand

without mystification the different conditions of the life

of individuals, their labor and social activities. To-

gether with the knowledge of the brain, the organ through

which the connection with the external world is realized,

the socio-political knowledge of individuals must be basic

to any curriculum for training programs.

Summary

Gestalt therapy was born in a period of irrational-

ism, which produced an intuitive individualism when people

lost their confidence in the status quo of the time. It was

a protest period. Existentialism fit perfectly for the time.

Since irrationalism was not enough to explain the

crisis or to construct alternatives, movements under its

influence experienced severe contradictions. Some of the

gestalt therapy contradictions have already been analyzed

by gestaltists themselves. This dissertation includes

contradictions related to the concept of dialectics in

gestalt therapy. It is claimed that gestalt therapy is not

really dialectical according to dialectical and historical

materialism.



152

Another contradiction refers to the dialectics

essence/phenomenon. It is claimed that gestalt therapy

places too much attention on phenomenological ahistoricism

in detriment of the essence of problems. Equally important

is the contradiction of dialectics part/whole. Gestalt says

to be wholistic while deliberately putting aside important

aspects of behavior under the banner of ahistoricism. The

last set of contradictions refers to dialectics content

forms. It refers to the overemphasis given by gestalt

therapy to form in detriment of content.

It is suggested that counseling accept dialectical

and historical materialism as a guiding principle. Such

methodology is the only one capable of alienating and for

eliminating the alienation of current training programs and

their superficial intellectual content. Consequently, the

same suggestion applies to gestalt therapy in particular.

Examples were given as to how some gestalt therapy concepts

could be reconstrued and defined.
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