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  PREFACE


  It was a great honour to have been asked by Jorge to preface his book, for he knows how I feel about Gestalt Therapy being considered as if it were a big floating attic without the support of its foundations, pillars, walls, etc.


  Gestalt’s totality has been mistaken for some of its techniques, and worse, for some gimmicks. This has led both to an oversimplification of Gestalt Therapy and to an attitude of monkeying about with Perls’ great “discovery”.


  Since “the Devil likes shortcuts” (Laura Perls), we want to learn Gestalt Therapy’s efficient techniques and then believe we can apply them without so much as being aware of the existence of their substantial theoretical foundations. We are also much less aware of the need for each of these foundations to be scrutinized and examined thoroughly.


  So, when someone among us comes forward and shows the will, strength and courage to start to undertake such a great task, we congratulate ourselves and feel very pleased. We realise that all the pioneer work of spreading Gestalt Therapy throughout Brazil over the past decade has been worth doing. The reason I say “to start” is not only because of the vastness of such a task as examining a psychotherapeutic approach, its theoretical background, its approach to man, the theory of being, the phenomenology which is behind or falls short of it and gives it meaning and foundation. It is also a “start”, we repeat, because of Gestalt Therapy’s own nature of being a path, a way of being and reflecting; therefore it can never be a finished product, ready-made, like with any other phenomenological approach to man and his world, his problems and ways of dealing with them.


  Conceived in Nazi Germany, child to a German Jewish couple – Frederick (Fritz) and Laura Perls, Gestalt Therapy’s gestation period took place in racist South Africa. It was finally born, took its first steps and still has its main headquarters in the United States of America, where its creator, Laura, is still alive and influential. In regards to Fritz, we know that he was establishing a Gestalt Community in Canada when he died in 1970.


  The geniuses of the restless Fritz and the cultured Laura were strongly influenced not only by their pilgrimage in search for freedom – which in itself seems to have led them to reflect deeply on the human condition – but also by the main cultural movements of the first half of the century, namely, those of humanistic tendencies. These influences led them to the “discovery” (as they call it) of Gestalt Therapy. The name “Gestalt Therapy” has been questioned and is certainly not a satisfactory name to designate a Philosophy, a Psychological theory and Form of Action.


  The traveller Jorge went back to the origins of this great journey and re-traced Perls’ path. In so doing, he found his own, “aware of the existence of other paths” (p.141). This book is his journey towards understanding, placing and reflecting upon Gestalt Therapy’s foundations; “a long and complex journey” and, therefore, a lengthy, profound and dangerous one.


  We expect Jorge’s example to blossom, and that more and more studies and reflections be done about Gestalt Therapy, so that our edifice can emerge in all its fullness. Then it can stop being considered by the ill-advised – with our consent – as this floating attic, this collection of techniques and gimmicks which are indiscriminately used, for they have not been chewed, digested and assimilated in light of the theory which supports them.


  Walter F. R. Ribeiro

  Brasília – DF, 9th July 1984


  PREFACE TO THE 8TH EDITION


  It is a great honor and pleasure to present the celebration edition of 27 years of Gestalt Therapy: Retracing a Path. I hold this book in high esteem, for in it I found, in the beginning of my Psychology training, Gestalt Therapy, a proposal of psychotherapy founded on the philosophical bases of Phenomenology and Existentialism, which much had charmed me in the beginning of my undergraduate Psychology studies. And then I discovered that Prof. Dr. Jorge Ponciano Ribeiro, who would from then on be my eternal Master, lectured right there, in the old Department of Psychology of the University of Brasília, where I studied. With him, I took most of my steps within Gestalt Therapy. I learned with him, throughout my studies, holding a wooden walking staff he had given me, to hike the trails of the cerrado of the Brazilian Highlands, trekking down paths, listening, smelling, looking, feeling, challenging my fears, integrating myself, making myself present, feeling myself as part of the field and recuperating the sacredness of life in nature’s bosom.


  Because of Professor Jorge’s teachings and due to these experiences, I understood that Gestalt Therapy is a proposal of psychotherapy based on the organism-environment totality, which proposes a kind of ecology of the being. Therefore, the first phrase that came to mind when I began creating this text was: the path is made by walking. The verb in the title of the book is in gerund form, indicating, much in the gestaltic way, an action in course, the act of walking. Jorge places himself in the experience of trying to walk in the constitutive footsteps of Gestalt Therapy, retracing a path, a path in Brazil in the 80’s.


  In 1985, when this book was published, Brazilian Gestalt Therapy was about 15 years old and already wished to walk its own paths. At the time, it was going through a crisis of sorts and was trying to build references that would lend it an identity, a place in the field of psychotherapies and in academia. As the author himself stated to this respect, “there was no unified thought that could represent Gestalt Therapy, which was misunderstood and miscomprehended in its beginnings as a serious and epistemologically based theory, especially because of its here-and-now centered quality”.


  In writing this book, Jorge offers a fundamental reference that creates the unity of thought which Gestalt Therapy lacked back then, consolidating a theoretical-philosophical structure, a configuration of its epistemological bases. Founded in experimentation, Gestalt-therapist that he is, he does not seek to retrace the path, but dives into the experience of retracing a path, an attitude which warns us, within a Merleau-Ponty’s point of view, of the dangers of philosophical work which grounds itself merely upon reflection and that tries to comprehend our native bond with the world by means of a constitutive analysis alone, pursuing a genesis.


  The philosopher intends to seek the secret of the world in contact with the world, in it. It is from this experience of inhabiting the world of Gestalt Therapy that Jorge retraces a path. Jorge walks down and creates paths, looking back and from side to side, but above all, looking ahead and above, as the hiker that he is. At the same time he guides us and invites us to walk at his side. Just like the route of Santiago of Compostela, which crosses fields, dissolving borders and drawing lines, almost invisible at times, connecting French, Spanish and Portuguese routes – which Jorge has travelled down three times – the Master, pilgrim that he is, crosses gestaltic fields. And there he discovers landmarks, which he indicates with arrows and stones, mapping out Gestalt Therapy, since Jorge seeks to map the forces that are present more than the historical routes, in a creative exercise based on the processes in progress.


  Setting out from his own experiences with the first gestaltic activities in Brazil, Jorge shows us six main landmarks that he sets to dialogue with Gestalt Therapy’s theories and practice. For each one, a color, a stone placed over another, that like the countless sculptures he found along the way, make up totems. On the route of Santiago of Compostela, totems are signs, and Ponciano builds them here, piling up stones and becoming the first author to systemize Gestalt Therapy’s base theories and philosophies – Gestalt Psychology, Field Theory, Organismic and Holistic Theory, Humanism, Existentialism and Phenomenology – in this book that maps out and discusses the elements that support Gestalt Therapy’s theory and practice. It is a map that has become mandatory reading and the basis for a great part of Gestalt Therapy courses in Brazil.


  By discussing philosophical tenets, he takes on the project of building a psychotherapeutic proposal from a existential-phenomenological point of view and, pioneer, launches himself in the challenge of seeking an initial approximation of Gestalt Therapy with Sartre’s, Heidegger’s and Husserl’s ideas, in a complex form and, at the same time, in a language accessible to the reader. In this manner, he lights the first sparks of a fire that has not gone out since, and that keeps the dialogue between Gestalt Therapy and Phenomenology alive. This dialogue has contributed to giving Brazilian Gestalt Therapy visibility and theoretical quality.


  And since the path is made by walking, Jorge presents us with one more edition – the eighth – which celebrates 25 years of this book’s first edition and also marks Jorge’s silver anniversary as a Gestalt Therapy book author. Having published 8 books in the field, supervised countless master thesis and doctoral dissertations over the course of more than 30 years at the University of Brasília, founded institutes and taught gestalt-therapists all over Brazil, Jorge has built a very important legacy for Brazilian Gestalt Therapy as well as for the international gestaltic community. This first work is a guide for the pilgrim’s route, for those who travel, who are seekers, willing to undertake a journey among the paths of Gestalt Therapy. Like every good guide, it provides indications, describes the most important places, the possibilities. Like a good book, it shows more than it narrates, instigating and inviting the traveler-reader to explore each place, to live new experiences – a way of being in the world typical of this writer and teacher who gives the utmost importance to incentivizing authorship and freedom to create.


  Mônica Botelho Alvim

  Gestalt-Therapist

  Doctor of Psychology

  Professor at Universidade Federal do Rio de Janeiro


  PRESENTATION


  This book is the result of an academic concern that for several years has been calling for my response.


  Gestalt Therapy, science and life, technique and art, philosophy and attitude, had been demanding a reflection directed more towards its principles and fundamentals.


  It was not easy to write this book, whose discussion is just a re-flection of something that was thought of and produced through a creative act of the author, and is subject to the limitations and imperfections of those who create through thinking, inducing, deducing and making analogies.


  This book proposes an understanding, it is not a Bible; it is a direction, not a destination; it is but a moment of creation, awaiting a new artist to come and correct, improve, and beautify the work that has been started.


  It is a reflection, not a presentation of methods and techniques.


  It is a pleasure to have finished it and it is yet a greater pleasure to see it in your hands, expecting to find out what this journey has to do with your own, so that we can, together, take further steps and create new pathways and directions for Gestalt Therapy in Brazil.


  CHAPTER I


  THE SEARCH FOR MEANING


  Each and every form of psychotherapy conceals and reveals, at the same time, a theory of man. It aims, through the study of human thoughts and actions, to induce a system of behaviour. It forms a picture, creates a system, a structure, which indicate to us the framework of each theory’s existential model. However, that which is definitely characteristic of one man can, with due allowance, be applied to other men. In this sense, the individual is also universal.


  Science and behaviour have co-existed since the dawn of mankind. Science never claimed to analyse and understand all men before setting out to talk about them. However, through patient, constant and objective analysis of some moments of man’s life, it can induce laws, which help us to understand all other men. In this sense, long before formal science existed, man was already performing tasks by relying on what his own senses and thoughts informed him.


  We can say that things reveal themselves. They have an inner appeal for self-revelation and self-realization: “water says: drink me”; “fruit says: eat me”; “a woman says: love me”. Things do not complicate themselves; they simply show themselves, crystal clear.


  However, nature is far more complex than what simple direct and sensory information provide as information. Therefore man, following his natural rhythm, developed a more sophisticated form of activity: thinking. Man began to doubt the immediate certainty offered by things. “The thinking process destroyed the unity of the primitive world” and thus, formal science began to establish itself. Science begins to discipline perception, to discipline desires, to demand greater accuracy in the establishment and understanding of facts. It is no longer possible to do whatever one wants, but rather what the facts, or reality, demand. By prescribing technical and scientific access to the reality of things, man was placed far away from or even at the margin of reality. Direct contact has been conditioned.


  Now, every branch of human knowledge wants to talk and to express an opinion about the same reality. Man has become the “property” of physics, chemistry, philosophy and psychology. He creates the sciences that will speak about and act upon him.


  From then on, a great discussion presents itself within the field of psychology as a science which studies the behaviour of living beings, that is, a science which studies the relationship between animate and inanimate nature and between nature, life and mind. Man is entirely a being in relationship with. Immersed in the universe, everything concerns him and he is consciously or unconsciously in relationship with everything.


  The traditional approaches of materialism as well as vitalism and spiritualism have proven themselves insufficient to clarify and define this basic problem of man in relationship, at all levels, with everything in the universe that surrounds him. This happened particularly because these philosophical approaches “are not only scientific convictions, but creeds and desires”.


  It is not sufficient to state, as materialism does, that everything consists of matter, which through complex atomic combinations has formed all existent species. Neither is it enough to affirm the existence of separate realms, placing on one hand inanimate life and nature, and on the other hand spirit, such as Descartes wanted, or life and spirit on one hand and inorganic nature on the other, as vitalists would have it. These approaches are not enough to describe the relationship man-universe.


  Such approaches keep the explanation of man within a division which can be considered essential. It is a division wherein human nature itself is not considered within the context of a unified universe. Such an approach would demand a multiplicity of discourses in order to make man actually intelligible.


  Since man is an existential totality within his inter-relational and intra-relational system, it became necessary to look for a unified discourse towards the understanding of the totality called “human being”.


  The Gestalt approach emerges as an attempt to respond to this demand and suggests the integration of quantity, order and meaning as corresponding to the totality that defines and characterizes the relationship between man-universe.


  However, we cannot ignore the problems concerning the relationship between mind-body, life-nature, neither can we accept the idea that there is an unbridgeable abyss between these two complex realities. We are therefore proposing a unitary discourse which formalizes the existent relationship between these parts making them intelligible in light of the concept of totality, of wholeness in the universe.


  Nature, life and mind all form concepts which naturally result from them and characterize them in their particularities: nature is responsible for quantity, life is responsible for order and mind is responsible for meaning. These three elements, however, are in an intimate relationship with another reality inherent to all of them: quality. There is no antithesis, but rather, the three elements and quality are complementary. It is through quality that one is able to attain the intimacy of quantity, order and meaning. Nature, life and mind all have quantum, order and meaning, and it is quality which makes this fact clear and intelligible. From their quality, which gives them specific and differentiated shapes, the holistic discourse becomes clear and evident as well. Thus, things make sense when they are seen equally under the triple prism of quantity, order and meaning. The dichotomy ceases and everything is now seen as a whole, for these three elements are considered as part of reality, the natural result of their own way of existing in the world.


  In order to better understand this proposal for a single unitary discourse, we must discuss each of these three elements.


  Quantification, which characterizes the natural sciences, has also invaded the science of psychology. Nowadays everything is measured: sensations, emotions and intelligence.


  However, one may ask: What is the relationship between what was measured and what remains to be measured, i.e. how much of the quantity was really measured?


  The mathematical formula establishes a definite relationship between abstract numbers. Such a relationship is no longer purely quantitative in the sense of being just a concrete number and, in this case, quantity no longer opposes quality. One intellectual quotient is as much quantitative as it is qualitative. It measured one quantum, which necessarily has a quality inherent to it. It measured what it had been programmed to measure, it tested the validity of an equation of a process which it intended to describe. The measurable element of intelligence (its total quality) is yet to be attained. In this sense, far from opposing quality, quantity is nothing but a particularly precise way of measuring quality. The more correct the qualitative descriptions, the easier they can be translated into quantitative terms, because the qualitas, which is a property of beings, characterizes and individualizes the essence. With this we mean that, internally, every being is a reality which functions with sub-totalities and presents itself openly to the world, to people. The relationship people establish with the internal and external phenomenon is intimately dependent on the perceived quantity and quality of things. Such a fact leads us to a phenomenological approach to reality. In other words, it leads us to detect reality not only from a rational viewpoint, but also from the perspective of an in-out-in relationship. Thus, we are looking for reality as a whole, and not purely causal linkages.


  The simple perception of the phenomenon does not put me in direct contact with reality. The phenomenon must unveil itself and the process of revelation must be noticed by me.


  At this point, Gestalt Therapy’s proposal for prioritising what and how becomes clearer. Whereas what reveals the phenomenon, how describes it. This allows the psychotherapist to deal with the quality of the real phenomenon. The more the what (quantum) reveals itself, the more the therapist will be able to have a unitary view of the process as a whole, or to perceive its quality. Emotion, for instance, has a quantum. However, the perception of its intensity shows me the quality of what is happening in the here and now.


  Therefore, while quality is not exactly an invisible property of quantity, it shows itself as possessing infinite shades which vary from almost none to infinity. Quantum is; qualitas can always be and grow more and more. Note, however, that both concepts always walk hand in hand and are in a dynamic and intimate relationship.


  The second element of our analysis is order, which derives from the sciences of life. Order is also not an objective category, but is spread along a scale and can be considered from the point of view of the subjective reality of whoever sees and judges it. We can speak of order as opposed to disorder. Order may be a mechanic matter of taste, of feelings.


  A table with heaps of paper on it, for instance, may express the best “order” for its user. If someone reorganizes the paper and places it in a different position, this new order can make the job of whoever uses the table very difficult. An impressionist painting with its confusing shapes reflects the order that the artist discovered and created, whereas for an observer this painting may not mean anything, for the images are not in order.


  Is order made of mechanical laws, or is it also the result of personal feelings? Is order the product of an ordered process which can be measured or is it the result of accidental sequences? It is said that in inorganic nature, blind mechanical forces are pulled by an internal force of their own – a kind of internal reorganization force which gives these impulses finality and direction, which creates order. However, we can ask ourselves: does this internal organization force really exist? How can we accept the order of the universe and not accept this internal force which creates order? Do things have an internal energy of self-regulation?


  We can answer these questions by affirming that the unitary discourse which explains the relationships between man-world must be holistic. Things are present in their entirety. The real limit of things is their own reality, which may be incomplete if considered as a project, but will be complete if updated in the here and now. From this point of view, Gestalt philosophy offers, as mentioned above, an integrative approach which unites nature and life. It states that they do not oppose each other but are integrated. Order is not only a property of life, but also of nature.


  Should it be possible to demonstrate order as a characteristic of natural events and therefore within the domain of physics, then we could accept it in the science of life without introducing a special vital force responsible for the creation of order... Materialism accomplished the integration by robbing life of its order and thereby making us look down on life as just a curious combination of orderless events; if life is as blind as inorganic nature we must have as little respect for the one as for the other. But if inanimate nature shares with life the aspect of order, then the respect which we feel directly and unreflectively for life will spread over inanimate nature also.1


  At this point, it is clear that order and quantity are not stagnant concepts, but that there is order in quantity and vice versa. We begin to introduce the idea that in totality we have everything we need in order to understand reality. To some extent, the concepts of order and quantity become clearer within the context of relationship, and not as something that can be defined per se. So, in terms of human behaviour, it is sometimes said that when someone is well he is in order or that his life is in order. The question is: order in relation to what? A person considered “correct” is in order; however, a free, easy and spontaneous person might well be considered as someone who is “not in order”. If both are happy and pleased with themselves, can we say that they are in order? Perhaps we can say that someone is in order when he is in internal coherence with himself and with the world, no matter the order seen from the outside. The relationship between quantity and order finds its own homoeostatic process in each one.


  The psychotherapeutic process aims to reach this order, this harmony, no matter the quantity with which it presents itself. If order exists, so does the desired quantity and quality.


  Belonging to the sciences of mind, the third and perhaps most fundamental of these concepts is meaning and value. According to Koffka, it is one of the deepest roots of Gestalt theory.


  Here we find ourselves before an old struggle between philosophy and application, and between experimental and speculative psychology.


  However, we must defend the point of view that psychology should make room for meaning and value, for all forms of psychology are developed within a culture. Empirical science looks for cause and effect. Philosophy goes beyond that and looks for motives and values. It is not possible to speak of culture without speaking of meaning and life. Experimental psychologists cannot exclude meaning and value, and neither can speculative psychology exclude cause and effect relations. Any psychology, which, on behalf of its scientific postulates, attempts to simply ignore these relations, cannot consider itself a complete psychology.


  Wertheimer, the founder of Gestalt psychology, attempted to introduce an approach which would not sacrifice the principles of science and meaning. He says:


  To explain and to understand are not different forms of dealing with knowledge but fundamentally identical. And that means: A causal connection is not a mere factual sequence to be memorized like the connection between a name and a telephone number, but is intelligible.2


  He uses an analogy which I quote as much for its beauty as for its usefulness:


  Suppose we entered Heaven with all our scientific curiosity and found myriads of angels engaged in making music, each playing on its own instrument. Our scientific training would tempt us to discover some law in this colourful celestial arrangement. We might then set out to look for regularities of such a kind that, when angel A played Do, angel C would play Re, then angel M Fa, and so on. If we were persistent enough and had sufficient time at our disposal, we might discover a formula which would make it possible for us to determine the note played by each angel at each moment in time. Many philosophers and scientists would say that then we had explained the music of the heavens, that we had discovered its law. This law, however, would be nothing more than a factual statement; it would be practical, making prediction possible, but it would mean nothing. On the other hand, we might try to hear the music as one great symphony; then if we had mastered one part, we would know a great deal about the whole, even if the part which we had mastered never recurred again in the symphony; and if, finally, we knew all of it, we should also be able to solve the problem which was resolved by our first attempt. But then it would be of minor significance. Well then, if the angels were really playing a symphony, our second mode of approach would be the more adequate one; not only would it tell us what each angel was doing at any particular moment but why he did it. The whole performance would be meaningful and so would our knowledge of it. Substitute the universe for Heaven and the occurrences in the universe for the playing of the angels, and you have the application to our problem.3
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