THE EMPTINESS
OF GESTALT THERAPY

Michael Vincent Miller

The subject of this conference is Otaking Gestalt therapy
into the 21st century.O My talk represents both a lament and a
new departure. The lament is that my beloved, idiosyncratic, and
aging profession of psychotherapy, as | have known it for 25
years, seems to be dying, like a close relative who grows weaker by
the day. For a number of reasons, the era that the sociologist
Philip Reiff in 1966 named OThe Triumph othe TherapeuticO is
coming to a close. At least this is true in the United States N and
perhaps in other countries as well. The therapists themselves,
caught up in survival of the fittest amid conditions of scarcity, may
be helping Kill it off. If so, Gestalt therapists are by no means
exempt from this charge. Itis true that the scarcity is increasingly
real and, in some respects, beyond our control. But our
traditional ways of thinking about theory, practice, and even
professional organization are helping bring about a decline.
Here is the first emptiness that occurs to me, a negative
emptiness, a sense of decline and loss.
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Do the changes — both the large-scale social changes and
the ensuing changes in the status of the profession-that are
taking place at the end of the century represent the potential
death of psychotherapy? (When I say psychotherapy here, I
mean the process of reflective discovery and transformation that
includes Gestalt therapy. I am not talking about the ten or so
sessions of behavioral-cognitive consultation plus a prescription
of anti-depressants that characterizes treatment under the new
insurance bureaucracies.) Orisitrather that these changes imply
the need for a re-invention of psychotherapy as we have known
and cherished it? I mentioned a new departure. The new
departure I have in mind is a way of reinterpreting the meaning
and practice of psychotherapy, particularly Gestalt therapy, that,
I believe, can help renew its soul and may point to some fruitful
possibilities for a new definition of its role in society. And this, as
I'will try to show in the course of this talk, involves the conversion
of negative emptiness into a positive emptiness.

In an atmosphere of scarcity people's conflicts over
differences grow especially bitter and desperate. One can see this
in a troubled marriage, for example, where an artificial scarcity
tends to get created, as though there's only enough to serve one
person's needs — especially the need for self-expression and
recognition. Then a disastrous shift takes place. Given scarce
resources, imagined or real, bids for power and domination
replace the appreciative respect for differences that is a necessary
ingredient of love. The important aspect of this that I want to
bring out here is that each party to the now conflicted
relationship puts forward a view that he or she claims is the whole
truth.

In a bad marriage, each person's claim to truth is an
account of the relationship that aims to prove that the other
person is at fault. In the profession of psychotherapy it's the
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narrowing of theory or technique used to prove that one party
has the frué psychoanalysis or Gestalt therapy or what have you.
Karl Marx, now an almost forgotten figure, taught us more than
psychology has about a group's or subculture's insistence that its
beliefs have a hold on the Truth. Marx argued that all theories
and intellectual systems are ideologies, which means that they are
abstract constructs assembled by intellectuals and professionals to
shore up their position in society with respect to social class or
wealth or authority. I am not trying to reduce all psychology to
mere ideology; the theories and techniques within each
discipline, as well as across them, offer valuable tools for
understanding and guiding one's work. But I am arguing for
tolerance of pluralism and curiosity about other points of view.
The more ways in which one can construct various frames,
perspectives, and narratives for making sense of phenomena the
better.

When theory is used reductively to exclude differences
and to bolster superiority, it becomes ideology. The great virtue
of pluralism, which gives rise to fluidity and development of vision
through cross-fertilization, is lost. At their worst, the quarrels in
our profession turn ad hominem, which shows how much they
are about power, ego, and marketshare. People who have
something to say to one another-and who could build strength
through complimentariness and counterpoint-no longer speak
to each other. Their silence plays a large role in creating a
negative emptiness.

The entire history of psychotherapy, like the history of
modern marriage, is fraught with factional disputes—perhaps
because, besides economic considerations, like marriage the
profession of psychotherapy entails such fundamental issues of
identity and intimacy. The original Freudian circle, as you know,
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was filled with backstabbing, competition, and

excommunications. Freud rid himself of his disobedient
disciples, and some of his followers worked hard at doing each
other in. Jung was thrown out for dissenting views. Then
Ferenczi and Rank, two of the most inventive minds in the early
psychoanalytic movement, were exiled for straying too far from
the party line. A. A. Brill, who at one point headed the American
psychoanalytic organization and who translated several of Freud's
major works into English, once introduced Otto Rank's speech
to an international congress at Madison Square Garden with the
warning that Rank was psychotic. Later, in France, Jacques Lacan
was tossed out of the chief Freudian organization, whereupon he
founded his own.

Similarly Gestalt therapy was marked by cleavages from its
beginnings. The two figures mainly responsible for the brilliant
definitive early text, Gestalt Therapy: Excitement and Growth in the
Human Personality, Frederick Perls and Paul Goodman, ended
their good will toward each other not long after its publication.
Perls hardly ever referred to this book again, as he went on to
California to develop his own Gestalt approach, a mixture of
psychoanalysis and existentialism, psychodrama and Buddhism.
Goodman remained till his death a New York intellectual, a “man
of letters” as his book jackets always put it. He eventually left
psychotherapy behind and became one of America's greatest
social and culture critics. Yet all his writings continued to be
saturated with the principles of Gestalt therapy, which led to
penetrating insights that are still extremely useful for us to draw
from. With respect to the theory and practice of Gestalt therapy
proper, it remained for Isadore From, along with the steady
contribution of Laura Perls, to carry on from where Goodman
left off. I had the good fortune to study with or know as friends
every one of these people, who are now all dead. I also learned
from some creative teachers who are still very much alive and are
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here tonight-Erving and Miriam Polster and Joseph Zinker —
when they were still together at the Cleveland Institute. Their
wide spectrum of differences enriched me in viewpoint,
sensibility, and skills. Emptiness, for me, in the negative sense is
an ideological state of oppressive reduction, where certain
differences are condemned and ruled out.

Is it that Perls and Goodman had nothing more to say to
each other? Don't you believe it! The tragic thing is that those
people who often might have the most to say to each other are
the ones who stop talking or worse. Freud gave us a valuable
concept for understanding this phenomenon: He called it “the
narcissism of small differences.” The more intimate, the closer in
spirit and outlook two parties might be, Freud pointed out, the
more cruel and barbaric the conflict over their differences can
become, because in competitive circumstances they have to go so
much further to distinguish themselves from each other. What
else could explain why neighbors who use to live and work
together were precisely the ones who inflicted the most barbaric
rape and mutilation upon each other's families in Bosnia? What
else could explain Freud's and Brill's devaluing treatment of Otto
Rank, who Freud once looked upon as his heir apparent? What
else explains our periodic bouts of incivility toward one another,
boycotting each other's Gestalt therapy conferences and journals?

Can you imagine the further development that might
have occurred if Frederick Perls and Paul Goodman had
continued their collaboration, along with Laura and Isadore and
others, throughout the 1960s? Instead we ended up with — and
still have — Perlsians versus Goodmanians, East versus West, the
“hot seat” and psychodrama techniques versus theory, feelings
againstintellect, and now, becaus of personal animosities, AAGT
versus The Gestalt Journal. Not only in America: I've have seen
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similar splits in nearly every country in which I have taught; in
addition there are all ones I have only heard about.

This recurrent balkanization of Gestalt therapy, as far as
I'm concerned, is one of the most boring things aboutit. It tends
to produce stagnation and impasse. It's not that there is a lack of
excellent Gestalt therapists and teachers both here and abroad;
it's not that there is a complete absence of forward motion of
achievement in Gestalt therapy. It's that a great deal of useful
energy gets squandered, leaving Gestalt therapy much more
impoverished than it needs or ought to be — “The expense of
spirit in a waste of shame,” as Shakespeare putit. Let me list just
a couple of the lost opportunities. The important contribution
to Gestalt therapy of the pragmatism of William James and John
Dewey via Paul Goodman, who was much shaped by these
thinkers, has hardly been noted, much less explored (with the
exception of some hints from the late Ernest Becker). Then,
even though the word phenomenology is tossed around often
enough, mostly by people who know little about it, the crucial
relation for Gestalt therapy of phenomenological intentionality
to the concept of gestalt formation is barely understood, except,
so far as I know, by a few Gestalt therapists in Europe who make
it a point to concentrate on such matters. Yet this relationship is
spelled out in great detail in the work of Maurice Merleau-Ponty
and Aron Gurwitsch.

I do think that things are going to get worse, as we head
toward the year 2000. I mentioned that we are presently in
circumstances of increasing realscarcity. In this country — and
I'll have to let each of you from other countries adjust the
following description to fit your own social conditions — we are
in the midst of what can only be called a second industrial
revolution. It's called “managed care,” one of the most grotesque
Orwellian oxymorons yet to come along. With respect to mental
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health, managed care is supposed to distribute treatment more
broadly and cheaply. What thisreally means is that the same
sources of capital who made the most of factories and mass
production in the nineteenth century are at it again. The first
industrial revolution was about the efficient production of goods;
this one is about services. The bankers, big insurance companies,
and major pharmaceutical corporations know that there are of
billions of dollars in profits to be made from health care.

Just as in the first period of monopoly capitalism, these
forces have to institutionalize and rationalize production N this
time around, the production of health care services N for the
sake of economic efficiency, that is, to cut their costs. So it
becomes necessary to put psychotherapists on the assembly line.
In a very few years, the fate of the solo private practitioner will
resemble the artisans of old who left their home workshops for
the factory assembly line or went broke. Private practice will serve
only a few wealthy people who are willing and able to pay for
therapy as though they are purchasing a beautiful handcrafted
cabinet made from fine wood. The rest will shop for mass
produced bedroom suites in a discount department store: ten
sessions of cognitive therapy or behavior mod and a year's supply
of Prozac. There's going to be less to go around for private
practice and training institutes. Factional disputes and claims to
possess the truth will intensify in virulence.

By the way, you may think | am speaking against
psychopharmacology. I'm not. | think that the debate between
psychotherapy and psychopharmacology is mostly stupid and
pointless N or rather it misses the real point. These are not
substitutes for each other. Arguments about which is better are
irrelevant, and the most thoughtful and informed therapists and
psychopharmacologists know this very well. | participate every
week in an interdisciplinary seminar right here at Cambridge
Hospital. The director of psychopharmacology, the head of
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neuropsychology, several distinguished psychoanalysts and other
therapists, along with a theologin, an accomplished painter, a
writer of biographies, an anthropologist, and a famous
philosopher of science attend this seminar. I am the group's
token Gestalt therapist. Our discussions take place on the cutting
edge of several fields. One thing has emerged clearly. Everything
one can learn about the human brain and everything one can
learn about the human will and imagination is fascinating,
valuable, and has interactive possibilities.

The head of psychopharmacology puts the relationship
between selective serotonin reuptake inhibitors and
psychotherapy this way: Imagine you have a map showing all the
routes for getting to your destination. Imagine you full of
purpose about where you want to go and how to get there. But
the automobile you own has faulty spark plugs and will barely
limp along. How good will the trip be? This is a vastly
oversimplified analogy, of course, butitmakes the essential point.
Prozac and its relatives can tune the biological engine;
psychotherapy fires the curiosity and will, provides the map (and
perhaps the tour guide). In the terms of Gestalt therapy, the one
might be said to relate more to support, the other to contact,
though no doubt each involves matters of both support and
contact. There is nothing in what I am going to discuss next that
precludes the potential usefulness of psychopharmacology.

skkesk

Given the pressures to rationalize and medicalize therapy
— to turn it, in effect, into a prefabricated mass treatment for the
lowest cost relief of symptoms, what else is there for patients and
therapists alike who look to psychotherapy for something more?
Of course, therapy can help relieve symptoms, which is an
crucially important benefit, but that is only one of its functions,
and medication probably does it atleast as well. What, then, of

The Gestalt Journal, Vol. XX, No. 2
62



MILLER

Gestalt therapy, with its rich aesthetic and phenomenological
basis?

| submit to you that the real power of psychotherapy,
beyond its usefulness for the relief of symptoms, has been its
radical and dramatic insight into the nature of human reality.
Psychotherapy, from its beginnings, has offered us liberation by
showing us that reality is made through our own construction,
even though certain constructs become collectivized or
universalized and treated as a kind of solid thing. Thus it may be
that there are any number of realities potentially available to
human experience. Freedom, from this perspective, means that
life is a theater and one is both playwright and an actor on its
stage, an agent who composes existence like an artist. The idea
of so fluid an existence is sufficiently threatening to most cultures
such that families and social institutions quickly strip it from us
when we are still children. It tends to stay lost, since society
continues to be in charge of the definition of reality. And society
has a huge arsenal of weapons at its disposal to enforce its will.
For example, the great psychiatrist Harry Stack Sullivan pointed
out that every culture socializes us, which entails forcing a
particular reality upon us, by grabbing us where it hurts N that
is, by our most primitive anxieties of being abandoned.

Psychotherapy can help us learn that life is a theater
because therapy itself is a form of theater. It always has been. Let
me begin with Freud, since as you might have guessed from my
comments yesterday, | am out to vindicate at least some of Freud
against his present-day hordeof detractors. Psychoanalysis
supposedly works through interpretation, specifically through
interpreting the patient's present difficulties in terms of
underlying causes in his or her early childhood. Now what
exactly are these interpretations? They do not merely specify the
causes of later effects based on the model of natural science. It
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is true that Freud stressed this aspect of psychoanalytic theory in
his metapsychology, probably for several reasons. Among them:
It was the currency of innovative thought during his age. And
given his position as a Jew in aanti-semetic society, he no doubt
had an understandable desire to couch his revolution in terms of
scientific and medical legitimacy.

When vyou think about them, Freud's actual
interpretations are often drawn from the eternal motifs of high
theater. They are filled with the stuff of melodrama, ritual, and
tragedy. The infant's development, as he depicts it, is no mere
unfolding of neat biological and psychological phases but is
fraught with incestuous wishes, violent pornography, which
Freud called the Oprimal scene,O a secret urge to overthrow God
the Father, fears of castration, a brotherhood of barbarians,
which Freud called the Oprimal horde,O and the like. Where did
Freud learn all this? From the ancient Greeks, from Goethe,
from Shakespeare, not from the enlightenment rationalism of
Newton, Galileo, and Francis Bacon. Perhaps the latter emphasis
served as his cover.

The psychoanalytic unconscious behaves like a playwright
who casts on the little stage of the nuclear family combinations of
Gothic horror tales and Greek tragedies. Then the ego steps in,
along with its guardian at the gdes, the superego, and in accord
with society's dictates, lays on a thick patina of mundane social
reality. Yet the buried subjective reality with its extraordinary
themes and motifs remains the driving force. But all that peeps
through now are residues or hints called neurotic symptoms.

What seems implicitin Freud's view but eventually got lost
through a variety of factors N his own ambivalence, the desire to
make psychoanalysis a respectable science, later commentaries,
and translations of his works N was the notion that
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psychoanalysis explores the creation of meaning, even if such
creation is left too much in the therapist's hands and not enough
in the collaboration of patient and therapist as we would
emphasize in Gestalt therapy. This is something quite different
from the kind of interpretation that tends to narrow the patient's
experience to causality.

Viewed in this way, psychoanalysis becomes a method to
help loosen and shift the patient's neurotic determinism into the
blend of distance and identification that theater has always
provided. It places the patient in the position of audience or
observer of his or her experience as well as author of it, to a
substantial degree at least, which holds out the promise that he
or she can change it. Grantedthat Freud had an authoritarian
side that tended to force the issue; granted that his own
projections, which ranged from Greek tragedy to sexual soap
opera, probably became too involved. When he tried to cure
Dora's hysterical symptoms by confronting her with this stuff, she
would have none of it and fled. But something very radical and
intriguing was going on in all this. You can find further
developments of it in certain subsequent psychoanalytic thinkers.
Herbert Fingarette, a British philosopher, argued several decades
ago in a book called The &f in Transformation that psychoanalytic
interpretations had little or nothing to do with recovering
anyone's actual infantile history, which could never be truly
known. What they offered instead was the possibility of nudging
patients toward new frames of meaning that enabled them to
make more sense of and take more control over their present
productions. More recently, Donald Spence, a well-known
psychoanalyst, wrote a book in which he put forward much the
same viewpoint with respect to dreams, suggesting that one never
interprets the actual dream but rather makes a new aesthetic
creation based on the dream as reported in the present situation
of the therapy session.
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When you add to such outlooks the growing number of
modern psychoanalysts who insist on making their therapy a task
of collaborative reconstruction with the patient, we are not very
far away from Gestalt therapy.

Here, it seems to me, is where we need to go to resurrect
the radical soul of psychotherapy. We have to look into the heart
of Freud's work N and into Ferenczi's, Rank's, Wilhelm Reich's,
Winnicott's, Michael Balint's, Milton Erickson's, Jay Haley's and
R.D. Laing's, as well as into the work of Friederich Perls, who was
nothing if not a dramatist, that of the anarchist Paul Goodman,
and that of Isadore From, the phenomenological philosopher of
Gestalt therapy. All of these psychotherapists and thinkers held
out the dream of freedom among fluid and pluralistic realities, in
which one could influence the shape of one's existence. All of
them taught modes of transcending one's blind and apparently
fixed circumstances through a kind of non-attachment. Such
psychotherapy is truly the Buddhism of the West. But to follow
in its path we need now to empty psychotherapy of a great deal
of paraphernalia it has saddled itself with: aspirations to theory
that, like natural science, has sweeping explanatory and
predictive power, techniques or technologies for Ocure,O notions
of normality as health, and especially the ideological tendency to
believe that some one outlook has a hold on the truth. Maybe we
could think of this as the beginnings of a positive emptiness.

Let me make a case for why | think that Gestalt therapy
may be uniquely positioned for this restorative work to bring out
the soul of psychotherapy. First, it has a basis in existential
phenomenology. Among other things, this means that it
emphasizes the relational intersubjectivity of our power to meet
with and engage otherness in a democratic collaboration, called
contact, which constructs and gives form to our experience of
reality. Gestalt therapy thus collapses the distinction between
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inner and outer, surface and depth, appearance and reality,
following Jean-Paul Sartre whenhe says, “The appearances which

manifest the existent are neither interior nor exterior; they are all
equal, they all refer to other appearances, and none of them is
privileged....No action indicates anything which isbehind itself; it

indicates only itself and the total series.” There is no qualitative
distinction between the theatrical and the real. Or as the poet W.
B. Yeats put it, “Seeming that lasts a lifetime is no different from
reality.” It is important to point out that although this is a
dramaturgical perspective, itis a theater of the ordinary, one that
finds sufficient mystery and richness in the continuum of
everyday experience. Nothing is hidden, all is revealed, as both
Sartre and Yeats tell us, yet everything is inexhaustibly mysterious,
because it is so full of multiplicity and horizon, as Husserl
proclaimed. Thus it keeps changing and becoming unknown.
I take it that this what Perls meant when he said that Gestalt
therapy is the philosophy of the obvious and then added that the
obvious is the most difficult thing for us to grasp.

Secondly, the concept of Gestalt formation tells us how
experience is made and how in the process it becomes impressed
with the idiosyncratic stamp of a particular person's longings,
interests, hungers, curiosities, tendencies, rhythms, temperament.
And as these change and as circumstances change, so does the
creation of reality. Isadore Fromused to say “A hungry rat sees
food. A horny rat sees prospective sexual partners.” The two rats
have different realities. Given this respect for each person's
different productions, we replace the normal as a criterion for
health, which is a statistical concept, with the aesthetic, which
preserves singularity but also says, let's see if you can create more
graceful, more satisfying compositions from the materials of your
life. Health, as Joseph Zinker putitin the title of his recent book,
always involves a “search for good form.” To paraphrase Isadore

The Gestalt Journal, Vol. XX, No. 2

67



THE EMPTINESS OF GESTALT THERAPY

From again, the task of Gestalt therapy is to help a person make
of his walking his dancing, of his talking his poetry.

Do we then require a theory of Gestalt therapy? We
certainly have a number of uniqueand valuable concepts. Those
of you who are familiar with my writings know that I have for
many years called for and even tried to sketch out more solid
theoretical elaboration of human development, personality,
psychopathology, and so forth in the terms that are distinctive to
Gestalt therapy. I don't repudiate this work by any means, but my
ideas of what a theory is and what it is good for have changed
considerably, especially since I have been reading not only some
phenomenology philosophy but also the works of Wittgenstein.
At this point I'm not so sure that we or any other psychotherapy
work from what is best thought of as a theory. What does it mean
to have a “theory” of psychotherapy anyway?

In physics and the other natural sciences, one endeavors
to build models of varying degrees of abstraction that set forth
particular relationships between variables. These relationships
tell you that if certain things occur, other things are likely to
happen. Such models involve definitions, which often have to be
sharpened and resharpened, that specify the entities one is
concerned with, and premises, often derived from hypotheses
that have been empirically verified according to statistical or
other criteria. One makes inferences, obeying the laws of logic,
from the premises, leading to results that predict something. In
part, the predictive power resides in getting the right level of
abstraction. The assumption isthat everyone or everything does
it pretty much in the same way. There's not much room here for
personal style.

I'm not sure we want a theory like this. The value in the
concepts of Gestalt therapy is not in what they predict to this or
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that degree of statistical significance. Itis that they are filled with
our subjectivity, our possibilities of personal style, and a common
sense view of what it can be like to be in the world. The
occupational hazard of theories, as Wittgenstein knew very well,
is that they require abstraction, which can lead readily to
reification. Of course, abstraction is useful; the trouble comes
when abstract entities are treated as though they are what really
exists, as “things” that actually make up the world. With respect
to psychotherapy, we have seen plenty of this in the reification of
the unconscious and of object relations, as well as of the
operational variables of behaviolsm. Behaviorism comes closest
to meeting the criteria of science, because operationalizing
variables turns them into something that can be measured
physically. But where does it leave us? With an empty shell.

Wittgenstein's critique of abstract entities treated as reality
went very far, extending even to the natural sciences. He said,
and I quote, “what a Copernicus or a Darwin really achieved was
not the discovery of a true theory, but of a fertile new point of
view.” By point of view, Wittgenstein intends, as he puts it,
“means of representation” or even “a manner of speaking” in a
language game in which everybody understands the rules. I
think that the concepts we employ in Gestalt therapy, such as
“contact boundary,” “present moment,” “awareness,”
“projection,” and “introjection,” are best understood in the spirit
of what Wittgenstein meant when he said that for the most part
theories are little more than “points of view.” I would put an
accent on both “point” and “view.” The concepts that make up
Gestalt therapy point us in certain directions, enabling us to view
something, that is, to attend to certain possibilities that we are
able to experience in a useful way.

But we have to maintain a certain vigilance. The danger
of reification always looms where there is conceptual language,
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so that the longer terms hang around, the more they tend to
harden and take on an appearanceof solid existence. That's why
psychological language keeps dying on the vine. It's why I tend
to prefer an ordinary language psychology, which uses words like
love, hate, curiosity, innocence, play, disappointment. Already
ideas like “contact boundary,” present moment,” and “awareness”
are too often plunked down automatically in teaching and
writing about Gestalt therapy and the results can be deadening,
though conferences like this one are sometimes preventive
medicine.

For example, there is no such thing as the “present
moment,” because it is not an entity that we can fix on with
ontological precision, which would be the prerequisite for saying
that it exists. William James once pointed out that “the literally
present momentis a purely verbal supposition, not a position; the
only present ever realized concretely being the “passing moment”
in which the dying rearward of time and its dawning future
forever mix their lights.” There is no “contact boundary” that
anyone can see or measure. Show me a contact boundary. You
can't. It's part of what Petruska Clarkson, speaking here, called
“the Heraclitean flux.” And awareness of what exactly? Of
reality? Of ourselves in the process of experiencing? Can anyone
describe it to me precisely and show me the mechanism by which
it works?

None of these things exist, or perhaps one should say that
they are a rough approximation to something we call existence.
We must be very careful about claiming that they compose a
theory, except in a loose and metaphorical sense. They cannot
be either proved or disproved,anymore than the existence of an
unconscious could be in psychoanalysis. But that does not imply
that we cannot use these concepts fruitfully. Indeed we do so
everyday in our teaching and in informing our work with
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patients. When we say awareness or contact, we might think of
these as interpretations of human experience in the sense of what
Wittgenstein means by a Olanguage game.O In that respect, they
do something extremely useful, pointing to concrete identifiable
human experiences, directing our attention to certain
possibilities and framing them. For instance, no one worked with
these concepts more exactingly than Isadore From. But how did
he use them? Let me give you an example: Isadore would ask a
training group, Who do you trust more N someone saying Ol love
youO or someone saying Ol really love you?O The answer is
generally clear enough N the one who says, Ol love you.O But
why? Isadore would explain it this way: Ol love youO might be a
simple expression of a conviction, direct, authentic, and thus
making contact in the sense of touching or moving you. Then,

of course, you can reply OgoodO or Otoo badO or perhaps a great
deal more. But the OreallyO protests too much. It is superfluous
language, a sign of retroflection, which is a disturbance of
contact. The lack of conviction is conveyed because the
retroflection frequently hides a projection, which is Oyou won't
believe me, so | had better intensify it, 0 meaning Ol don't believe
myself.O | have put this in terms of our so-called theory.
But now tell me what theory could possibly predict Isadore's
analysis? Perhaps the idea that superfluous language indicates
retroflection and that retroflection may cover a projection might

alert you about where to concentrate and explore. But beyond
this formulation Isadore was delivering some provocative and
ingenious literary or drama criticism here. It is the kind of acute

if small insight that can make something new happen in the
therapy session and move things forward.

The point is that this is an instance of Isadore'ractice
grounded in the intersection of his personal style with a great
deal of experience. | can't bring out enough the idea of a
practice and of practicing, in all senses of the words. You can see
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from this example that you cannot get from theory to what it is
Gestalt therapists do, except after the fact, although learning the
concepts thoroughly before the fact N which is part of training
N directs your sensibility and alertness. Our theory ought to be
thought of more like theories of harmony and counterpoint in
music. They are codifications abstracted from the practice of
great composers, and they help inform and guide you. But you
can't get directly from reading books on harmony and
counterpoint to composing a string quartet. A lot of disciplined
experience has to go on in between.

Finally, let me return for a moment to my psychotherapy
theater. Transference is certainly a theatrical or even cinematic
concept, invented by psychoanalysis to show how the creation of
meaning and thus feelings in a present relationship was
profoundly influenced by the past. Gestalt therapy, through Paul
Goodman N | have written about this in an introduction to a
collection of Goodman's essays N borrowed it rather directly
without naming it as such and made it even more actively focused
in the present situation. Goodman shows us not only how the
patient is still constructing the present relationship to reflect what
failed in the past one but also how the therapy session offers a
chance to try out discovering a new solution with this new person,
the therapist. However, | am less interested in the theater of
transference these days than | am in what | will call the theater of
transport, which not only suggests moving freely from one place
to another, let's say, among multiple realities, but also implies
absorption, accompanied by strong and often intensely
pleasurable emotion, as the dictionary defines absorption. |
don't know that transference is usually all that much fun, but |
think transport is. The arts have often been thought of as
entertainment that instructs. That would not be such a bad
program for the future of psychotherapy. I'd like to think that
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psychotherapy in the 21st century could be less like taking your
medicine and more like going to the movies.
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