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Write a 2000-3000 word book review, with the focus being on presenting and critiquing the map presented in the book’s content, by using the SCORE model:
Naranjo, C. (1993; 2000) Gestalt Therapy: The Attitude and Practice of an Atheoretical Experientialism, Nevada City: Gateways
Introduction
This review presents and critiques the therapeutic map provided by Carlos Naranjo’s book Gestalt Therapy: the Attitude and Practice of an Atheoretical Experientialism. The SCORE model, developed by Dilts and Epstein (Wake, 2010) is used to elucidate and evaluate this map in terms of symptoms, causes, outcomes, resources and ecology.

The figure which is the focus of this review is specifically Naranjo’s Gestalt.  Its ground includes the Esalen Institute which shaped it, contemporaries who questioned it, and unavoidably my own gestalt evaluating it.

The ground of Esalen
Naranjo has been described as “…an emissary of the 1960s” (Katzman, 1992, p1) and this book celebrates the counter-cultural currents that rolled up to the Big Sur headland and shaped the therapeutic culture that emerged from Fritz Perls’s encounter with Esalen.  Alongside western psychotherapies, the early Esalen explored liberal christianity, eastern religions and tantra, native south American shamanism, Timothy Leary’s advocacy of LSD, and (hetero-)sexual freedom.  It represented a communal quest for:

“pure consciousness beyond all perspectives….the wise consciousness of cells and molecules…...religion of no religion...….enlightenment of the body.”  

(Kripal, 2007, p165)  

Perls’s workshops were the “circus” (Perls’s term: Kripal, 2007, p167) that focused the quest for psychic and relational freedom at individual level. On first encountering him, Naranjo felt he had met an “old sea wolf…..a genius, a shaman in another culture” (Kripal, 2007, p174-5). Perls’s potent therapeutic presence exhibited “clairvoyancy” and “extreme intuition”; he was revered “like Zen masters”, and as “a miracle worker” comparable to Milton Erickson (p293-4).

Attracted to a series of such illuminati, including the self-mythologising Castaneda and Ichazo (Kripal, 2007, p163), Naranjo branched out from his psychoanalytic training and began a long struggle with “the spiritual potentials, ethical dangers, and psychological limitations of charismatic leaders” (Kripal, 2007, p178) and with his own messianic temptations (Katzman, 1992; Mishlove, 1996; Stonehill, 1992).  He enthusiastically embraced Esalen’s sensuality, shamanistic interests and psychotropic experimentation (Naranjo, 1973; Harner, 1973).  All of these influences, and the questions that they raise, are evident in Naranjo’s Gestalt.

Readership and purpose
Naranjo’s readership is “those who are interested in therapy in general, including those who are not specialists or even professionals” (pxxi), in particular those of us seeking to integrate eastern spirituality and western therapy (pxxx).

The volume contains two books - one written in 1970 soon after Perls’s death, about the atheoretical theory, strategies and techniques of Naranjo’s Gestalt. This is followed by more recent talks and essays considering Gestalt’s future and relating it to the wider Esalen curriculum, in particular the enneagram, meditation and eastern religions.  The concluding talk “Gestalt after Fritz” defends a version of Gestalt criticised as “intellectual and moral decadence” and “degenerate” (p304), whilst attempting to facilitate its growth beyond the limitations of Gestalt’s most charismatic founder.  
Naranjo thus offers a tribute to, and defence of, his teacher, and seeks to make sense of his own place in the Gestalt family by locating himself within the wider Esalen vision.  

Symptoms and clientele
The symptoms recorded in Naranjo’s book include depression (p14), anxiety (pp15, 28), shame (p26), approval-seeking (p60), dissatisfaction (p62), emptiness (p72), repression (pp81, 91-93), avoidance (p86), resentment of mother (p90), fear of others (p94), restlessness (p95), boredom  (p100), fear of scrutiny (p113), fear of disappointing (p114), sinus trouble (pp121f), life-choice dilemma (pp156ff), unfinished dreams (p176f) and fear of showing weakness (pp230ff). 

Naranjo’s Gestalt thus focuses on familiar human experiences rather then diagnosable illness, having developed to meet the needs of “professional people, most of whom…..were already active in the profession” (Wysong and Rosenfeld, 1988, p16).  Therapy sessions explore their subject’s capacity for expression and integration of feelings, in particular of aggressive and destructive potential (p9).  

Symptoms represent a “phobia of experience, and avoidance of awareness”, a limited life geared to “minimization of discomfort, to the avoidance of inner states we are not ready to accept”, where “most of our actions are an avoidance of experience” (p67).  Life becomes a compulsive sequence of “obsessive conceptualization, of manipulation, and of inauthentic behaviour” (p200).  

The energy of inhibited expressions and repressed impulses is “retroflected” (pp103ff) in aggression “turned onto oneself in guilt, self-ridicule, self-hatred etc, and ultimately depression” (p105).  The reality of our inner lives is projected as illusions and judgements about others and our environment (pp112ff).  Parts of us lose the capacity to function altogether:

“Finally this deep split between our biological and social existence leads to more and more conflicts and ‘holes’….the main characteristic of the incomplete personality.  Some of us have no heart or no intuition, some have no legs to stand on, no genitals, no confidence, no eyes or ears.” 

(Perls, et al, 1951, pvi)

Causes and character
The root cause of the holes in our personality is a-void-ance: 

“our awareness is constricted because we have not accepted our suffering.” (p201)

The suffering that we reject is not caused by our environment itself, but by our responses to it:

“Avoidance and manipulation of our more destructive instincts alienates us from what we are, creates unhappiness and leads to the need for further manipulation to avoid more unhappiness.” (p8) 

The resultant damage to our personality coalesces into a “central structure…(the) root of an individual’s psychopathology” (p247) which, following Reich, is identified as “character….a system of obsolete fixed responses that interfere with organismic function” (Reich, 1972, p201) and represents:

“the sum total of conditionings, the sum total of adaptation responses learned in childhood that are not truly ourselves and are not appropriate to life in the present.” (p250)

Thus, in answering the central therapeutic question of “what is it that psychotherapy cures…..the root of the trouble?” (pp249ff), Naranjo adopts Reich’s pathologisation of character.  But he replaces Reich’s typology with  the moral typology of the enneagram1.  Nine “character syndromes” are identified, each with a “ruling passion” echoing Catholicism’s “deadly sins”: anger, pride, vanity, envy, avarice, fear, gluttony, lust, indolence (pp257-9).  The Freudian shift from morality to pathology is reversed.

Goals and outcomes
The goals of Naranjo’s Gestalt are to live in “presence, awareness, responsibility” (p6); to live in the here-and-now and relate spontaneously to ourselves and others; to know ourselves and other people as subjects; to stop manipulating people, and ourselves, as objects; to transform habitual I-It relationships into Buber’s I-Thou relations of mutuality (p279).  

When this goal is reached, we enjoy “a basic trust in the rightness of our own nature” (p8), the neurotic effort of life ceases and the organism regulates itself in a natural uninhibited flow:

“Actions that are life-affirming rather than life-denying, self-revealing rather than concealing, expressive rather than suppressive, are, in a way, like no actions at all….they proceed naturally, with no violence to our tendencies…” (p68) 

The key question for Naranjo’s Gestalt is whether this outcome is achieved by transcending character. Naranjo accepts the radical implications of this goal, and Perls’s sometimes brutal methods for achieving it.  He approves Perls’s opinion “that the ideal person is a person without character” (p250-251), and rejects any weakening of the idea that, in confronting his patients, Perls sought to “destroy them” not just “to destroy their ego” (p299).  

Therapeutic resources
The principal therapeutic resource is the dormant capacity to be happy and wise (p41), via an attitude of “awareness, responsibility and actuality” (p18).  To elicit the right attitude, the therapist employs a carrot-and-stick approach:
 “a programme of positive reinforcement of self-expression, coupled with negative reinforcement of manipulation and inauthenticity” (p79)

Some sticks have the incisiveness of simplicity, as in the rejection of “aboutism”, ie intellectualising rather than experiencing (p53f), and “shouldism”, ie judging rather than awareness and responsibility (p58f). Others have the incisiveness of crudity: “bullshit”, “elephant-shit” (p284) and “mind-fucking” (p302). Familiar psychoanalytic constructs are given colloquial names, in particular “topdog” (comparable to ‘superego’) and “underdog” (comparable to ‘id’) (eg pp206-211).

Symptoms become resources in a ‘psychological judo’ where the patient is to “exaggerate his phoniness”, to “identify with his superego”, “to play-act…inhibit, criticize or sabotage himself” (p137). The therapist’s task is, like a tantrika (p275-276) or shaman (p280-282), to orchestrate a ”transmutation of energies” (p207):


“…(to) use the energy locked up in the form of symptoms or resistances by merely stimulating its expression and/or gently guiding its course, until there typically takes place a transmutation of neurotic into healthy emotionality into the character of an exorcism.” (p138)

Perls’s Gestalt is cathartic therapy:  

“Where Freud put interpretation, Fritz put dramatization, expecting insight to flow spontaneously from it.” (p220 and 222)

Its anti-intellectualism is strategic rather than careless:

“Psychoanalysis is based upon the finding that intellectual insight may lead to emotional insight.  Gestalt therapy rests on the belief that…intellectual insight…becomes a trap…and replaces forever the experience about which it speaks.” (p55)

Dreams provide a resource only when understanding of the existential message is via direct experience of the dream’s content, “entering” the dream and “experiencing it now…” (p169-70) and completing the dream-story in a way that is therapeutic.
The mood of such a therapy is far from Freudian austerity; it is “…Dionysian and orgiastic…” (p222).  But Gestalt’s mystery rite does not worship the expression of every feeling and action:

“(it) involves a no-less important…element of voluntary inhibition….of the obsessive conceptualization, of manipulation, and of inauthentic behaviour.” (p200)

We must:

“…learn to accept (our suffering) by restricting the indulgence of the compulsive responses which we have developed to avoid this experience, so that their compulsiveness can be experienced and their hidden protégé revealed.” (p201)

We must maintain awareness throughout the dialectic of expression and inhibition, so that the therapist can bring us, via encouragement and confrontation, to and through the point of crisis.  And when we can do that, we are free:

“The awareness continuum is to Gestalt therapy what free association is to psychoanalysis: both the beginning and end of therapy….just as the ability to free associate without resistance may be regarded as a sign of completeness of analysis, the ability to experience fulfilment and depth in every here-and-now is the goal of Gestalt.” (p240)

The therapist is the agent of change – he is a “sculptor” (p10), an “artist” (p 17).  His techniques are “instruments” (p17) like those of a surgeon.  Therapy is a guru-like transmission:

“Gestalt therapy rests on an implicit philosophical posture which is transmitted from therapist to patient or trainee by means of its procedures without need of explication.” (p10)

Therapy is shamanistic “moment-by-moment direction of another’s stream of experience…..(an) energy contagion” (p282).  The agent of change is “…an attitude, a state, a characteristic “state of mind”” (p2).

The key is not the techniques but “the howness of the techniques….a series of actions to be engaged in a certain spirit.” (p3) It is this “howness” or “spirit” which can be transmitted to the client only by one:

“….(who) is able to detect the proper attitude, reinforce it, require it, teach it, because he knows it in himself.” (p3)

Naranjo’s emphasis on the gnosis of the therapist is complemented by his approval of the “unconditional surrender” (p282) of the seeker. 
Effects and ecology
The effects of Naranjo’s Gestalt as recorded in this book are mainly positive – patterns are understood, dilemmas, anxieties, sufferings and minor physical symptoms released.   Some sessions are moving (eg pp230-234), facilitated by subtle and rewarding interventions.

One therapeutically experienced patient, however, who did not arrive with any noticeable symptoms, left her first Esalen Gestalt session experiencing a kundalini psychosis that caused her withdrawal from job and family for three months2 (p153).  This participant was not alone in getting more, or less, than she bargained for.  In Esalen’s Gestalt heyday of the late 1960s and early 1970s, represented by the attitudes and practices of Naranjo’s ‘atheoretical experientialism’, Esalen experienced multiple suicides (Anderson, 1983; Kripal, 2007).

No doubt this phenomenon was not caused by Gestalt sessions alone, though Naranjo makes an uneasy connection between his practice and the potential for suicide (p140). The predispositions of participants, unrealistic expectations, use of drugs, pressures of (hetero-)sexual liberation, an unquestioned patriarchal chauvinism, the impact of powerful charismatic egos on the young, cultural confusion, inexpert teaching and supervision of meditation and tantric practice (Kripal, 2007) – all may have played their part.  

By the mid-1970s, a reaction had set in with recognition of Esalen’s shadow side, its spiritual tyranny, narcissism, ethical nihilism, amateurism and lack of boundaries2 (Kripal, 2007, p286-290).  Naranjo’s map, however, and his reminiscences elsewhere, celebrate this unboundaried experimentation and take refuge in the much misused concept of “‘crazy wisdom’ (code for radical and often abusive teaching techniques)” (Kripal, 2007, pp175, 287; Naranjo op cit, p299).          

The key weakness of Naranjo’s Gestalt and Esalen’s early quest appears to be rooted in a misconception of the goal of eastern non-dual traditions:

“a condition of consciousness without an object …..consciousness without a subject, ‘non-dual awareness’, sunyata, cognition of the ‘ground of being’.” (pp212-3)

Where to start?!  Consciousness is always of something, it has an object, however subtle.  Similarly, consciousness is never without a subject - it is the subject.  Thus, ‘non-dual awareness’ and ‘cognition of the ground of being’ are either contradictions in terms or tautologies. Whilst meaningless, such language lacks the liberating precision and intent of zen paradox (Dogen, 2007; Dunn, 1994). 

Non-duality excludes nothing in subject or object. Consciousness and its objects are undivided:

“Form is emptiness, emptiness form”



(Prajnaparamita Sutra, Seung Sahn, 1997, p130)

Similarly, in Tantric terms, Shiva (the absolute) and Shakti (energy) are indivisible.  The truth is beyond “going beyond”; it is not elsewhere.  There is no nirvana without samsara:

“There is only the ordinary……This is the other world.”  

(Jones, 1973, p269, 271)

Perls’s poignant admission “I have not made it to the final enlightenment grade, if it exists” (p293) signifies a lingering reification of subtle experience, of self, an unnecessary limitation of freedom and completeness and, here’s the rub, ordinariness.  Perls’s non-duality appears to have remained, ironically, an introjected and semi-digested idea.  

It is, precisely, when we are no longer reifying and seeking metaphysical subtleties, whether of subject (in traditions of self-realisation) or object (in theistic traditions), in the service of desire or avoidance, that we find our freedom, and discover that we have never been without it:


“And the end of all our exploring 


Will be to arrive where we started


And know the place for the first time”





Little Gidding (TSEliot, 2002, p209)

This is not a merely theoretical difficulty, though a properly developed theory of non-duality and consciousness, or a rigorously philosophical theology, could have avoided it. Combined with the problematisation of character4 as the cause of all symptoms, it presents an insuperable therapeutic challenge, and therefore for some an invitation to despair.  Since Naranjo published this book in 1993, perhaps we are all clearer that paths which attempt to transcend or eliminate an aspect of humanity, whether character, sexual expression or alternative points of view, invite tragedy.  

Naranjo’s ‘atheoretical’ stance is not in itself problematic, as Bodhidharma’s ‘special transmission outside the scriptures’, and the other non-dual traditions, have demonstrated. But without their rigorous intellectual discrimination and experiential clarity, Naranjo’s lack of explicit theoretical foundation leaves both teacher and seeker prone to the seductions of charisma and mystification.

Perls’s original Gestalt co-creators were aware of these weaknesses, which also represented a misunderstanding of the western non-duality of phenomenology and existentialism that underpinned mainstream Gestalt.  Esalen’s Gestalt was criticised as “encounter therapy”, a “simplified and falsified and distorted and misrepresented” approach, with a “fixed method of confronting…..not really Gestalt”, a “hot-seat method” which was no longer “a comprehensive, organismic approach” and was “doing a lot of harm” (Wysong and Rosenfeld, 1988, p16-17).  

Naranjo reveres Milton Erickson, although his focus is, tellingly, on yet another charismatic male’s special powers (p294). But Erickson also offers an alternative model of atheoretical attitude and practice.  Focusing on the patient’s goals, her/his uniqueness and the utilisation of all her/his available resources (Zeig and Munion, 1999), Erickson seeks to mobilise the therapeutic potential of every aspect of the patient’s ‘character’, including the most apparently self-limiting or damaged (Rosen, 1982). His therapeutic map supports the patient’s own reorganisation of their unconscious and its relation to the conscious mind, rather than the therapist’s transmission of his own attitudes, or attempted elimination of aspects of the patient’s character:

“The essence….is not to put something into patients but rather to evoke something without the bias of their own conscious frames of reference and learned limitations.”  (Erickson & Rossi, 2009, p15)

Effective therapy develops character rather than seeks to void it. In the final (psycho)analysis, the problem with the therapeutic map of Naranjo’s Gestalt may be found, ironically, in its death drive (Freud, 2001), its  dissatisfaction with character, the inescapable moral condition of organ(ism)ic human life.

Conclusion 
Gestalt Therapy has made a major contribution to the liberation of therapy from psychoanalytic rigidities, in particular the myths of Oedipus and of the analyst’s neutrality, and to the establishment of holistic existential approaches. California’s Gestalt offers a characteristically optimistic therapy, pointing towards ecstatic emotional freedom, with simple and incisive tools that encourage self-help.  Beyond this, Naranjo builds on apparent weaknesses in the foundations of Perls’s practice and of the spiritual quest of early Esalen, to create a therapeutic map which did not provide an enduring basis for training (p304), and which may need to come with a health warning, particularly for those unfamiliar with eastern thought and practice.

Perhaps the final word should be left to a woman, and one whose non-dual clarity was matched by her humility:

“The Infinite a sudden guest

Has been assumed to be,

But how can that stupendous come

Which never went away?”




(Emily Dickinson, p569)













        Notes:
1 The origins of the enneagram are lost in the mythologisations of Gurdjieff, Ichazo and Naranjo, all of whom have claimed, or been claimed, to have discovered or invented it. 
2 In the classic autobiography of unsought kundalini awakening (Krishna, 1993), a similarly destabilising process lasted 12 years. 

3 The Spiritual Emergency Network was founded in 1980 at Esalen by psychiatrist Stan Grof and his wife Christina, to support those experiencing kundalini crises. 

4 The problematisation of character is proposed by Reich, Perls and Naranjo, three men of definite and forceful character.  
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