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Notes on Gestalt Process

In Gestalt, personality is seen as a process of continuously evolving
wholes--as a continuous movement of figure-ground f'ormations.t Gestalt counsel—
ling/therapy is directed toward emergence, transcendence, and movement in
behavior/cognitive/affective processes. Gestalt disavows the dichotomy between
behavior and experience. Rather, behavior and experience are:seen as simultan-.
eous occurrences--two sides of the same coin, so to speak.

In Gestalt the counsellor is an observer--a describer bf ongoing expér-
iences. He is not concerned with what should be happenlng-—he is concerned with
what is going on. He uses his eyes and ears to find out what is nappenlng.; By';'
malntalnlng a constant awareness through looking and listening, - , he is-able to
see the movement, the emergent, the changingness of behavior/experience.

Through highly developed use of his eyes and his ears he is able to advance '

beyond conditioning-oriented therapists or feeling-oriented ﬂherapisfs or § )
diagnosis-oriented therapists, espec1ally with clients show;ng compulslve/ i Q
avoidance behaviors and those with "control-madness". His main galns are: . )

1. He works in the here and now, !

2. He sees that awareness is the source of movement in
learning,growth and therapy, :

3. He deals with actuality, rather than theory,

4. He notices the obvious.

By practicing awareness, by investigating awareness and the av01dance of
awareness in every detail of his own and his client's behavior he is. able to
bring into awareness those parts of his client's personality which have been
overlooked, denied or alienated. Missing behaviors are discovered, more asﬁects
of the self are owned as belonging to one's self. Often a client has. the 1n51ght
into his problem--he has a certain awareness of what he is doing or what he ‘isn® tﬁ
However, he then usually expends his energy into trying to find out "why" this '
should be. This is a foolish waste which doesn't solve the difficulty. Unfortun-
ately, many therapeutic approaches encourage this futile search for the "whys"
of behavior. Gestalt, on the other hand, intensifies awareness of the behavior '
itself, including its consequences and its experiential component;and moves the
client forward out of his irrationality.

As a child matures into adulthood, environmental support and support by -
others is transformed into self-support. However, the typical adult develops only
a limited range of self-support behaviors from his total potential. - In many ways::
he simply strikes a point between frustration and self-support. This balance
point (character formation) is mainly a set of behaviors for controlling or
manipulating the environment and others in it. To strike a balance between:
frustration and self-expression, the individual learns such strategies as
bullying, playing stupid, flattering, playing helpless, playing sick, etc.

While such behaviors "work" at a minimal level and enable the user to combat
overwhelming frustration, they are actually self-defeating for they block

creative, healthy self-expression. Any counsellor or therapist who gets sucked

into these manipulative traps deprives the person of an opportunity for discover- .
ing his own strengths, resources and potentials.
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When a person has frozen his energies around a balance point between
self~determination and coping with frustration he is, in fact, in an impasse.
This shows itself in compulsive, repetitive behaviors, in panic at the thought
of departing from the habitual, in physical tiredness and complaining. The
client holds ontco the status quo for dear life. He often seems to be possessed
by a control-madness. He is obsessive about expectations and fights any devia-
tion from his own expectations.

Supportive groﬁp therapy is incapable of growing such an individual out

of his "sick point". He is too wily and skillful a manipulator and sucks "help-

ful" others into his games. Individual therapy is likewise frequently not
successful for the client can easily disown or change therapists. Gestalt
workshop therapy seems to provide a context for working with persons who show
manipulative and self-defeating behaviors.

In a workshop the therapist can point out the obvious--including that it
is bbvious to the whole group that the client does not see the obvious. A

- recognition-oh the part of the client that "What I am doing now is what I

usuallyt do. and how I am deing it is how I usually do it" will often bring a

breakthrough that has been successfully avoided for years. A skillful therapist

can’bring’ out expectaticns with all their power for keeping a person trapped
into irrational behaviors and incapable of risking or expressing himself in
other than habltual forms.
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Part of the work in a Gestalt workshop is dyadic--between the therapist
and another person. At these times the other group members do not participate

Uinethe exthariges. ' They function as an audience and are encouraged to do some

silént self-therapy. By watching an intense exchange between the therapist
and client, other members' own recognitions can be stimulated. This is therapy
1n front of a group.
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At other times the therapist leads group exercises in awareness--sensory,

motoric, imaginative and meditative. The counsellor/therapist is accessible,

he is not pushy. In encounters with a group member he is usually highly confront-

ive: and directive--his directiveness is derived from on-going observations,
not theoretical suppositions.

‘The supportive element. in Gestalt is low--group members are prompted to
see the fallacy cof "being helpful" at least with manipulative, control-mad
clients. It is helpful to remember that in Gestalt such behaviors as wnining,
wailing, complaining, explaining, playing sick, stupid, weak, helpless or
acting seductively, manly, or acting with superiority are all regarded as mani-
pulative and self-defeating. In Gestalt groups, the therapist carries the load
either in dyadic confrontation or by carrying on whole-group experiments and
exercises in awareness and seldom takes a supportive stance.
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