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THE SENSE OF GESTALT THERAPY

Joel Latner

I spent an entire week on the beach at East Hampton with Isaiah Berlin in the early part of the last decade of the last century.  A happy week, one of the happiest of my life.   All week the Atlantic surf beat strong against the long sandy shore, the sea-salted air was warm and soft on our faces and the blue sky seeded with sea spray shone above our heads and down to the sea horizon.  Children played in the water, oblivious to the anxious gaze of their parents and grandparents, over and under the rolling water, and farther out, past the swimmers, small bands of surfers, their legs the color of sycamore juice and their black rubber wet body suits absorbing the sunlight and giving nearly none of it back, looking backwards like cowboys on a roundup, astride the waves, one eye on their turning herds and the other to the next slapdash rodeo ride. 

His was the authoritative and musical voice of a man who has read and grasped the entirety of philosophy since the Greeks, has wonderful stories to tell about what he has found, and was willing to offer to me the lessons he has drawn from these thousands of years of the thinking of the thoughtful to me.  I am two generations younger than Berlin, and I was content to be his attentive student, partaking of the soft winds of the ocean, the lapping and whooshing sounds of the water landing on the sands, the warm press of the sun and the fast-rolling sentences of Berlin, wrought so they drew me along so easily into the rhythms of his thought and the shape of his ideas.

I could see him singing out his heart to me the way singers must, so in love with his ideas and the ideas of the men and women he spoke about.  Not the first blush of love, but more the settled and sustained love of someone for whom one has loved and won, has gained the pleasures and satisfactions of a life time of being requited in love, deep and thorough.  

I didn’t take it personally.  I was happy that he was willing to talk with me for this period, but I knew as well that he was a performer who loved an audience and would seize any opportunity to play his beloved tunes.  So I listened with the satisfaction of the concert goer who knows that if he gives himself to what is being played, he will end up complete and satisfied, not the demeanor of a querying student or the attitudinal skeptic, the one who listens with his doubts unholstered, pushing here at an argument to see whether it will hold where he presses, or whether there or soft spots below the surface of the presentation.  I listened with the eager suspension which comes to the listener in the presence of an artist of genius.  From what I’d heard about him, I don’t suppose anyone who ever heard Berlin escaped the spell of his voice and the way he could put words together, the mustering of sources and the near perfect recapitulation of pertinent paragraphs and pages linked by the confident acuity of his mind.  I had heard that when Harold Macmillan was prime minister of England, in the fifties, he put Berlin’s name on the list of British citizens who deserve to be knighted  which the prime minister sent to Queen Elizabeth in 1957, the so-called Queen’s List.  Macmillan stipulated that Berlin should be knighted “for talking,” and it was easy to see why, even as I sat sitting under a beach umbrella listening to him and the crashing waves of the Atlantic.  

Berlin in fact spoke with a hodge-podge of accents.  He had been born in Riga, in what was called Latvia early in this century—though when my grandmother was born in the same city thirty years earlier it was called Lithuania—and had arrived in England at the age of 10, too late for his masterful English to escape entirely the rhythms and  of his native Russian tongue.  He was about eighty then, and an earlier stroke had paralyzed a vocal cord, which made his consonants occasionally unintelligible, and whole words sometimes hard to understand as well.  None of this slowed him down, and even when we were staring out to sea, watching the bathers and gulls and the occasional trawler on the horizon through our narrowed eyes, with a lecture hall composed of one, he spoke nearly as fast as anyone I’d ever met, the words spilling out of his mouth as the sea gulls cried.  He didn’t consider himself a writer, but a speaker and a conversationalist.  He was at his best, I’d heard, at a dinner table and a university lecture hall, but he wasn’t bad at all across a table or side by side on beach chairs.  Harold Ross, the iconic and exacting editor of the New Yorker met Berlin before his speech became somewhat impaired, and said to him after a brief conversation, “I don’t understand a word you’ve said, but if you have something to publish, I’ll publish it.”

I suppose he got a bit of a tan, as I did, even under our umbrella, but all the time I knew him, he’d had the same dark hue, from his Mediterranean forbearers’ olive color and many hours on the tennis court.  He was a dapper dude in an old fashioned English way, luxuriously folded tie, vest, thick spectacles and a proper Oxford accent added on to his Russian one, the occasional lilt of Yiddish which Jews seem to have even if they’ve never spoken Yiddish.  Or, in the case of our beach habitude, white cotton pants, a beat up canvas hat, canvas tennis shoes and a tennis sweater with a bordered neck of blue and burgundy stripes.   In his many interviews, however, he mentioned that however English he might appear, he knew as a Jew that he was never accepted in England as an equal.

I.

The first thing I had learned about him was the modesty of his ambitions and the directness of his purpose.  He said he’d never set out to do anything, but simply did one thing after another, following the opportunities which were offered to him.  He said it wasn’t true that he took pleasure in intellectual life—”I take pleasure in pleasure.”

This modesty was reflected in the modesty of the conclusions he had drawn from his life of study.  He had read history and philosophy from Aristotle and the Skeptics to Heideigger and Sartre, had hung out in his Oxford dorm room talking philosophy with fellow students A.J. Ayer and Stuart Hampshire, had found a place at one of the world’s great universities and had later founded a successful college there, had met a number of world-making men and women in the course of his life— and at the end of this life of thought and action, he urged us all to rein in our hopes for understanding “everything.”   He meant by this that there isn’t any kind of grand theorizing  which is going to be extensive enough or penetrating enough to give us the key to understanding the totality of the ordinary everyday lives we ordinary people live.  It’s too much, too large, too mysterious by its nature, to ever yield itself to social science.   This is the subject of the wonderful, eponymous chapter on the limits of philosophy and the sciences in “The Sense of Reality” (1996).

Berlin knew something about me.  He knew that I was pretty much untutored in philosophy by my own lights, and though I had a graduate degree in political philosophy, I wasn’t anywhere even near to his league.  He also knew that I had read some of his writings
, that  I was a psychotherapist and a Gestalt therapist,  and he knew enough about Gestalt therapy to discuss its relation to the ideas which constituted his own thinking.

For example, he first came to general notice through his 1953 essay, “The Hedgehog and the Fox.”
 The title refers to a quotation from a Greek writer of antiquity, “The fox knows many things, but the hedgehog knows one big thing,” and in the essay Berlin distinguished between those who pursue many, often contradictory, ends, and those who relate all their thought and action to a single overriding organizing principle.  Aristotle, Joyce, and Turgenev were foxes, and Plato, Dante and Proust hedgehogs.   He extended this observation into a essay about the tension between pluralism and monism in individual and public life and the place of the individual in the social and political context.  We were walking back to our places on the sand, next to the contact boundary of the shore and the sea, after taking a refreshing walk westward along the broad white strip of beach, ankle deep in the cooling salt water, when he told me that he could see this playing itself out in the history of Gestalt therapy in the arguments for theory-based Gestalt therapy and, at the same time, the many ways of thinking about Gestalt therapy or of practicing it.

I asked him how this pertained to Gestalt therapy, and he said that the case of Gestalt therapy was singularly more complicated.  He reminded me of his essay on the Romantic interlude in the development of European civilization, and I said I knew it.
  Berlin calls the Romantic period (say, from somewhere in the eighteenth century to the beginning of the first World War) a transformation of outlook and a turning-point, a radical change in the entire conceptual framework within which people at all levels of a society or civilization look at themselves and their world.  He had written that there had been three turning points in western thought.  One, dating to Greek times, occurred when the dominant schools of thought ceased to think of individuals in terms of their social lives and circumstances and began to think of them in terms of their inner experience and personal salvation.  The second overturning occurred with the acceptance of Machiavelli’s assertion that political (or natural) and moral (or ethical) values are not always compatible.  With this, individuals suddenly were cast adrift in a world in which their moral compasses did not suffice to steer them safely through the seas of private and public choices.

The third sea change in western thought, Romanticism, originated in Germany in the course of the eighteenth century.  Romanticism, as Berlin saw it, destroyed the long-standing ideas of truth and validity—not only objective or absolute truth, but subjective and relative truth also.  Where it had been true before Romanticism that there is a single truth to be known, if we are only rational and intelligent enough to see it—virtue is knowledge—the Romantics upended that.  They asserted that being free is the most human condition, and so we must be free to be good.  To be free, we must be able to choose freely, and thus we must choose from what our deepest impulses tell us, because otherwise we choose from external choices, and then we are not free.   Art, for example, is not imitation nor representation, but expression; I am most truly myself when I create, and creative expression—art in action—and not our capacity for reasoning, is the divine spark within us (1996, p. 181).  Individual character, will and activity are everything, because working your will on the world is the epitome of being a free person.  What matters now, the Romantic ideal stated, is our inner state, motive integrity, sincerity, fidelity in principle, purity of heart, and our spontaneity.  We have no nature, for we create ourselves by our actions.  Since values are not discovered but created, they cannot be examined, because they don’t exist until they are created, by actions; and there is no longer any guarantee that the values of different groups, nations or individuals (or even those within a single individual) will harmonize, since there is no harmonious order out of which these came.  This new Romantic model of aesthetics and social relations was translated into the social and political terms which played so fateful a part in the subsequent history of modern Europe.


Berlin said that Romanticism had been a great preoccupation of his for a long time.  He said that the Romantics made a greater difference to us than anything since the Renaissance, more than Marx, more than Freud.  Until they came along there was only one answer to any question: Truth was one; errors were many.  The Romantics, though, said the same questions can have more than one answer.  They were the first in western civilization to say that the answers to the questions we asked about how to live moral and principled lives were not something built into the universe.

I asked Berlin if Romanticism had anything special to do with Gestalt therapy, though my sub-vocal recitation of the essentials of the Romantic outlook impressed on me its similarities to Gestalt ideals.  But I was surprised by his answer.  He said that just as our thinking shows that we are the heirs of Plato, we also are the heirs of the Romantic ethos which lies under many of our contemporary attitudes.  And then he added that Gestalt therapy attained its currency  and its popularity because it rode the crest—was a part of the crest—of what has been called “the sixties” but was, in fact, our civilization’s momentary turning back to Romanticism.    He said that the struggle of the sixties and its eventual decline—such a swift up-welling, such a swift disappearance!—was embedded in this struggle within Gestalt therapy to make a place for both the old order and the Romantic one.  Submitting to a theory is not different in principle from submitting to a religion or a political order, he said.  It is this part of the old order, submitting, which any approach requires and which the Romantic expression at the heart of the birth, or re-birth, of Gestalt therapy will not abide.

II.


One morning the sun was slow in appearing.  The sea fog swirled above us and the sea foam took its color and texture from the fog.  The sea water itself rolled,, the color of the flesh of a lime, and reappeared in regular rhythms, turning away the soft, wispy foam, its bubbles breaking as they slid on top of the water.  Earlier in the week we had baked in the strong summer heat, so that our routine had been to arrive early, before nine, and to retreat from the beach by noon to find a cool and quiet place to enjoy a sandwich and salad and a summer drink.  This day, though, we brought a thermos filled with hot tea, a container of fresh milk and a bag of just cooled warm croissants, along with a couple of blankets, and set ourselves along the shaded patio near the snack bar and the beach houses, set atop the grassy dunes and surrounded by planks of wood all sun-bleached grey like the roiling fog. Here we could watch the body of the Atlantic in its endless turnings and give our souls nourishment from the view.

I reminded Berlin that his distinction between foxes and hedgehogs was part of a larger group of observations and conclusions and that, as I read him, he had come to believe that the way of the foxes was the preferable one.  He said that there was much more to it than that.  Utopias, he went on, have their value—nothing so wonderfully expands the imaginative horizons of human potentialities—but as guides to conduct they can prove literally fatal.  So that yes, yes, it was true, when all is said and done, the grand scheme of the hedgehog leads to tragedy and disaster.  “This is the century for the proof of that,” he said, reminding me of his many writings on this question, and the related areas of liberty and tolerance, in the context of his studies of socialism and communism.  Any study of society shows that every solution creates a new situation which breeds its own new needs and problems, and any single solution will not be flexible enough to treat the new situation.

I asked him why this should be so, and he said there are many reasons for it, but should start by looking at the weight of the evidence.  As he spoke, I was reminded that I was talking with someone who had lived through most of the significant political events of the twentieth century—the two revolutions in Russia, the rise and fall of National Socialism and the two world wars—and had been a participant in several of them.  He had known Pasternak and Akhmatova, Churchill and Roosevelt, and had been posted by the British Foreign office to Washington during World War II and to Moscow after it, at the onset of the cold war.









The idea that there is a single solution to the problems of a society—that we have one, or that we should aim to find one—is an illusion, he said, and a very dangerous one.  If one really believes that a single solution, however complexly stated, is possible, then it is only a short step to the conclusion that no cost would be too high to make us just, happy, creative, harmonious, well-adjusted—whatever.  And those who are inclined in this direction—communists, socialists, psychoanalysts—always seem willing to take that step, if they have the power to do so.  And I’m not only thinking here of national socialism.  In your field as well, it used to be a commonplace conviction that the entire society should be analyzed or, later, in the sixties, “everyone should be in therapy; it’s too good for the sick”!  And the world would be a better place for it.  To make such an omelet, there is surely no limit to the number of eggs that should be broken.  That was the fate of Lenin, of Trotsky, of Mao.

Allowing myself to be catch up with him for the moment, I said, “This has been a century of bright ideas of human betterment, from the Gulag to the death camps, from Hiroshima and the Japanese internment camps to the genocides of Africa and the Balkans, the lynchings in the south, the Irish problem and the Jewish solution, of interstates through the center of cities, and yellow spray paint on fur coats destroying the hunter cultures of Inuit tribes?”  He nodded.

When one considers how many habits, belief, attitudes, uncriticised assumptions, unanalyzed beliefs, personal convictions, ethical ideas, go into the making of the outlook of a single person, however simple and unreflective, and how impossibly complicated it is to describe the framework of all of these in terms that both accurately reflect the person we are looking at and also relate that person to the immediate and larger world in which that person lives, we begin to realize how very small a part of the total of possibilities our sciences—the natural sciences and the humane “impressionistic” studies such as history, psychology, the methods of novelists and all the studies by all the students of human affairs, from every angle—are able to take in.  And this does not even begin to consider the worlds of symbols, words, which we would use in attempting to do this, which themselves embody and express certain attitudes which are encapsulated in them and not easily described by them.  There isn’t any point outside ourselves where we can stand in order to take up our critical viewpoint so that we can observe and analyze all that we think or believe by simply looking at it, inspecting all that we can be said to take for granted because we behave as though we accept it.  It’s a whirlpool of absurdity.    

I recognize this, he said, because my profession, philosophy, consists in just this, in penetrating to one or another of these great assumptions embedded in some widespread attitude and causing it to enter the light of day and become subject to questioning.  Nothing can compare with the experience of being made aware of the characteristics of the intimate instruments, suppositions, assumptions — the habits of thought which language itself embodies, these basic frameworks in terms in which we think, and act—those innermost terms, the most deeply ingrained categories with which, and also about which, one thinks; or, the kinds o f ways in which one’s experiences occur; or, the nature of the experiences themselves.  However remarkable, however instructive an analysis of these may be, we ultimately learn by this activity that there must be great numbers of other untold structures, braces and fastenings, to this framework, similarly unknown or obscured.

I told him that I understand what he was talking about, because of my own therapy and because of the times in my own psychotherapeutic work when what he was describing happened, and he muttered, “Of course,” and then went on to note that some portion of what he has been describing is similar to the Gestalt therapy concept “background,” and that a good deal of it could be said to be the same as “the unconscious,” and said, offhandedly but pointedly, that it was a pity we couldn’t shake ourselves from our fixation with that term, and recognize that it was no more difficult than the psychoanalytic terms we had held onto (he mentioned “ego” and “id”) and that acknowledging and developing and making a place for the unconscious in whatever way we could would bestow upon our approach a measure of the depth and acuity which we desire for it. 

That said, he returned to his topic, which he characterized then as the overwhelming strata of complications which attend attempting to construct any thorough and comprehensive theory of human behavior, much less finding a way to make the knowledge we had acquired and created so that it could be utilized by us in a practical manner to assist us in our day by day activities, doing psychotherapy or governing, for instance.  These generalizations, he went on, lie too close to us to be brought to light except occasionally by exceptional men of genius, he said, mentioning Pascal, Dostoyevsky, St. Augustine, Proust.  Provided the small differences between groups and individuals are ignored and what is treated is a large number of people, we can formulate laws which apply literally only to idealized entities whose relationship to actual objects or persons is always a matter of doubt of intuitive skill on the part of the specialist.  We could say there are two levels to any age and any person, an upper, public and clearly describable surface from which similarities are capable of being profitably abstracted and condensed into law, and a level below this which is really a path into less and less obvious, yet more and more intimate and pervasive characteristics, so closely mixed with feelings and activities as to be barely distinguished from them.  Novelists take this path more easily and with greater facility than do social scientists, and some, Shakespeare, Kafka, Nietzsche, have trod it further than others. 

He said that in his special area of study, history, its practitioners, who are given the task of telling us what actually happened, have always stayed away from the kind of rigid theoretical patterns into which the facts may sometimes have to be fitted with a good deal of awkwardness and artificiality, because historians have found that the more generalized and idealized the system of thought is—the more overreaching and extensive the theory, the more logically satisfactory and general the system—the less useful it is in describing the specific course of the behavior of a particular entity in the universe.  The greater the number of entities, the more accurate the power of the systematic perspective, but the smaller the number of instances we look at, say, an historical figure or one historical event, the greater the margin of error, of deviation from the norms of the analytical system. 

In science, the aim is to seek out the recurring patterns and to construct propositions of the greatest degree of generality, but in history—and, I would say, in your Gestalt therapy—the reverse is the case.  When we wish to describe a particular event, what actually took place, the last thing we wish to do is to concentrate solely upon those characteristics of it which it has in common with the other similar events we know, ignoring the differences.  What a historian wants to do is to bring out what is specific, and unique, so the reader should be able to grasp the situation in what is called its concreteness—what you Gestalt therapists would call its actuality.  We aren’t looking for probability, with its suggestion of predictability and statistical certainty.  We cherish what is unique, what stands outside the expected, and we are looking for plausibility and above all persuasiveness in our descriptions.  We want to offer scrupulous observation and accurate knowledge of facts and something else, something more, but not general laws.  A medical chart or a psychological test is not the equivalent of a portrait such as a gifted novelist or a human being endowed with adequate insight could form.  The first is confined to recordable facts and generalizations and must necessarily leave out the vast number of small, evanescent events half guessed at, suspected, barely noticed at all, the half unconsciously absorbed minutiae of behavior and thought and feelings which are too fine and complex to be really identified, much less set down in neutral, straightforward scientific language.


If a historian does this thoroughly and extensively about an epoch, we will think of it as bringing a past age to life.  It is an act which balances a disciplined confluence of imagination and the consideration of careful observation and detail.
   While this method is certainly subject to the subjective and petty biases to which no one is immune, its great advantage is that, by invoking the force of imaginative activity of which the mind is capable, with its subtlety of intuitive resources and its pre-verbal evocation of the deepest recesses of cultural and social attitudes, it heightens to the greatest extent the ability of the historian to create the sense of reality in this way by bringing more of what exists to bear on any human subject.  In some ways, I would say that it is quite close to the kind of activity which your founder, an imaginative man though not always a conscientiously diligent one, described as the phenomenological activity of explanation by sufficient description.   But it is surely only a somewhat more scrupulous and more contemporary version of the brilliant and novelistic case studies which were written by Freud and were an important part of his establishing his claims for the understanding of psychic life.


He went on, warming to this topic, shifting in his beach chair as he occasionally did, fixing the sunglasses he had posed on his nose and squinting back out at the Long Island ocean water, oblivious to us.  The early adherence by your founder and his partisans to the principles of self determination in Gestalt therapy interfered with its development, both in theory and in practice.  If we take into account the preceeding discussion, it becomes questionable to say the least and even risible to proceed in psychotherapy from a vantage point of allowing the patient—called the client, for the same reasons—to have the last say over what is true for and about him.  Even to bring up the question of what is true in is to twist and distort the issue at hand from one of serious mutual inquiry into the conditions of a person’s life to which person has the right to determine what is true about another person.  This emphasis was one of the subtle ways in which the actuality of the relation between therapist and patient was avoided persistently in those years.  It was, in fact, another seminal figure in Gestalt therapy, Paul Goodman, who made the important distinction between the structure of a relationship which is created by the interplay of the individuals who are participating in it, the idea which he had from the anarchists, and the structure of a relationship which is made by adherence to principles.  When this last structuring by adherence to principles is by reference to the rights of the parties who are in relation, this relation cannot have the opportunity to find the form it would take if only the interplay were taken into account.  This private and personal relation requires a subtlety of affecton and respect which two people who are devoted to each other can supply, be they parent and child, man and wife, or therapist and patient.  He, Goodman, called this last private and personal and sometimes organic, distinguishing it from relations formed to reference to principles or rights, which he called public.


But in this case, we can see the ways in which adherence to the principle of granting the patient the right to determine what happens to him in psychotherapy, including how he is viewed and what he knows, wholly admirable in itself, falls away from the larger aspiration in psychotherapy, to find for the patient and the therapist the truth of the matter, the actuality of the situation.  For if we characterize the activity of the historian as we have today, and also note the impediments which are extant to a thorough and true description from any vantage point, the patient’s perspective gives him a unique vantage point, one which both reveals and also obscures important aspects of the situation of his life.   We could better suggest that the patient is, in many ways, in an inferior position even to know his own situation, because of the restrictions on his knowledge of himself and his experience.   

Whether or not he has the authority to determine how he sees himself or how others, the therapist in this particular, see him is of course an important matter in other venues, but in psychotherapy it is yet another of the many subjects which occur and which are to be determined by the participants according to the way they work together, in their search for the actuality of the situation, the sense of reality which they are able to and will, in the best of circumstances, determine together.

III.


One fresh bright morning, the last of our visit to the Hamptons, with the promise of another hot, sunny day in the offing but nothing as yet to fill the slanting blue skies with a film of evaporation or the misty water vapor of a humid, sticky day, I asked him if there was anything new on the horizon of his thinking, either in terms of the world as he continued to study it, or in the little pond in which I was paddling my canoe.  He took a breath in response to the pun I had not intended, looking out to the horizon where two fishing boats were following the schools of blue fish along the Bridgehampton reef, the Baymen’s ketches jogging on the soft slow rhythm of the blue green waves, and he suggested we walk, again, eastward this time, in the face of the rising sun, toward the wall of rocks put up years ago to stop the beach’s erosion.  The rocks, when we reached them, were nearly black and wet, glistening from the morning surf sweeping across them and worn smooth by their exposure to the sea.  We sat on them, our backs to the sun.


Berlin said the new development in modern thought was, in his mind, yet another influence of the Romantics, though the form it had taken in the past century and this one was a unique one in our civilization.  Gestalt therapy itself is a repository of this contemporary attitude and frame of mind, a perspective he called “Holding All.”  He said it could be illustrated by thinking about holism.


Holism, he went on,  had come to be an important part of the make up of Gestalt therapy for historical and intellectual reasons.  Gestalt psychology, as it was conceived, had an holistic perspective, and the Perls’ stay in South Africa brought them in contact with other holistic ideas through the writings of the writer Smuts.  He then listed the many ways in which Gestalt thinkers use this perspective, including the somatic unity of mind  and body, the field perspective of Gestalt theory, and the therapeutic manifestations of holism, the way voice and gesture, breathing and movement are considered to manifest the single individual in the same way that heat and light, and mass and velocity are manifestations of the sun.


Berlin paused in his recounting and dipped into his beach bag, past the candy striped towel and the clip-on sunglasses and the tattered copy of Akhmatova’s Collected Poems to the plastic container of sun block 15 and, doffing the cap that afforded his pate the protection his thinning hair could not, silently smeared the lotion carefully on his face and head and the exposed portions of his arms and legs.  He had rolled up the sleeves of his shirt and the legs of his pants.   From the look of them, paler than his face, his legs and arms were usually kept under cover.  Then he replaced his floppy hat, rounding the brim just so, settled himself into his beach chair again, took a sip of the mint tea in his glass, and continued.

The Romantic contribution, that truth is not given in the world, had so infiltrated our outlooks that by the dawning of the last century it was possible for thinkers and scientists to emerge from their researches with answers that could never have been conceived of before.  Relativistic and then quantum thinking were of this kind, from the recognition that what was discerned depended on where we were placed to the elegant supposition that light could be known as waves and also as particles.  It wasn’t necessary for one understanding to drive out all the others.  They could exist together in a kind of suspension of our usual inclination to clarity and to finding the one true answer, a mental pressure made overwhelming by the multifold ways that it had become part of the fabric not only of our thought but of our lives, our very actions and social relations and the unseen but omnipresent web of culture, attitudes, beliefs and assumptions.  

       



In the quantum case, both the idea of light as waves, continuous and undulating, and the idea of light as particles, discrete bits of light following one after the other could exist at the same time in the conceptual apparatus of the scientists who considered such things.  Each view could be held in two ways.  In one way, they could be considered as alternate ways of understanding the nature of light, as waves and as particles.  In this way, we could consider first the one and then the other, waves replacing particles and then particles replacing waves according to the circumstances.  In the other way, they could be held at the same time, their distinct and contradictory qualities allowed to exist in the mind together, at a different level, beyond contradiction, as, we could say, a new gestalt.  I suppose, he said, glancing at me, that this is not unlike the feat of mind which you achieve In psychotherapy and which you urge on your patients-collaborators.

I nodded slightly, pushing my heels into the warm sand and stretching out my legs.  I had been thinking the same thing.

The two kinds of ways, he went on, in which we can hold those ideas are in fact radically different from each other.  One truly belongs to all the ages which proceeded Romanticism, all the ages in which all of the known and educated European world was were ordered so that there was truth and there was falsity — ages in which truth was singular, that is, monistic.  And, this other way, holding things alternately, which imbues much of our contemporary lives of thought and action with its special outlook.   This last is,  of course, the way in which the wave and particle theories are alternating ways of describing light.  This means of course that either one is true, or the other is.  In truth it amounts to not holding both, because the two, waves and particles in this case, are held in the mind alternately, first one and then the other, in the way that figure and background are thought of, in theory if not experientially.  The second kind of holding is a true holding of both, because the mind is utilized differently, to keep both within awareness in a way that is hard to describe exactly, but it is a good example of that inclusive frame of mind, the mental attitude that as a logical form is called both/and, where both are held to be true—that light can be conceived of as waves and it can be conceived of as particles.  So, a different way of thinking pertains.  We hold both, and we do not think that because they appear to be in contradiction, we must press forward with our investigations so that we can find the true one and reject the false one.   As our mental processes work in this way of either/or or holding both, we actually suspend the contradiction of these ideas, recognizing something deep and pertinent, that the perceived contradiction is not important or even true at the level at which we are attempting to know both, the new gestalt which organizes them into a new, both/and whole.

Berlin continued, idly spreading the now-moist sun lotion on his forearm.  We have reason to hold both, on two grounds.  The first is that we have come to know empirically, from the measured facts, that only when light is measured carefully will we be able to ascertain whether it is in the form of waves or in the form of particles, and we have found that when this is done, sometimes it will be the one and sometimes it will be the other.  And if we count the occasions when light is measured as waves and the occasions when it is measured as particles, we find that the distribution of these occasions is a random one.

Now, holding both in the case of the waves and particles of light he said, can be thought of as a particular and restricted instance of that ability which I described earlier as part of the historian’s method, or I might just as well term it the fox’s, the one I called “Holding All,” of suspending our conscious abilities to sort and sift our knowledge according to some overriding principle in order to allow this other, greater innate  intellectual capacity of which we are possessed  to assert itself, so that we can know that which exists at the deepest levels of human existence.  This is truly knowing many things, he said, smiling a little at his joke.

As you must know, Berlin went on, the holistic perspective has been a stimulating addition to many approaches, especially those which have before lacked such an inclusive and outward looking point of view.  It is another characteristic of our age, at least in the European countries, to seek to extend the range of our disciplines of specialization beyond the restrictions which had heretofore been placed on them, for example how we now take account of continents and cultures which in the past we would hardly have thought of.   It is most likely obvious to anyone whose range of learning goes beyond my own modest familiarity with the history and cultures of the civilizations of the Indian subcontinent and the Far East: the extent to which a holistic vision has been part of the elaboration of the systems of thought and world views indigenous to them, nearly as far back as is recorded history.  Indeed, he said, this is true not only of a holistic perspective itself, but of the particular kind of exercise of the mind’s capacity with which I earlier characterized that part of quantum mechanics concerning the theories of light, which I termed Holding All.

Holism exists in Gestalt therapy in the same way that particle theory exists in quantum mechanics, as an intrinsic, essential and proven idea within your field.   And as a partial one.  Perhaps this is not sufficiently recognized or appreciated but if it is considered thoroughly, then we must ask ourselves,  where is the rest of the proposition?  If particle theory is one of the ways we can describe the motion of light waves, holism is one of the ways we can describe the motion of humans, or social groups or therapy groups or communities, or individuals in therapy.  And if holism is one of the ways, what is the other, what is the parallel to the wave theory of light, which already existed in the minds of theorists before it was seen to be wedded to particle theory.  We can further speculate about this question, since we know that if the expansive, inclusive holist perspective is one perspective, then the other way must also be essential, but an exclusive and partial way.  

We don’t have very to go to look, in the case of Gestalt therapy, though the term we might use to describe it is not obvious.  The reason is that we are looking for the ordinary, as a fish looks to see the water it swims in and cannot—it takes it for granted.  “Part-ism” would express the sense of it, of “atomism,” or even but perhaps “Figure-ism” — though I think we should try to find some way to characterize this alternate to holism that doesn’t make us feel we are being both ruinous to language and beauty as well as ignorant of Gestalt ideas, something closer to figure or focus or focal or fragment.  The very reason that a conceptual vision such as holism emerged from the intellectual ferment of the early twentieth century was that it was exceptional.  And the exception holism took was to the enlightenment’s cutting the world up into discrete, discernable and manageable fragments.   Isn’t that another of your founding words, fragmentation, a term used in one of the original books to describe the stunted vision and incapacitated functioning of those who are not possessed of Gestalt therapy’s “original, undistorted, natural” perspective?

But even if the Gestalt approach includes this visionary attitude of seeing things as wholes, and even if it understands that the parts of the world as we find it are fundamentally related to each other, this vision which holism as a intellectual regor imposes on Gestaltists is not often present to them immediately.  One of the wonders of your Gestalt practice is the way that you can concentrate your attention upon a seemingly innocuous aspect of a situation or individual and in the course of allowing this concentration find that it fills the entirety of your awareness.  That is the nature of gestalten, that they are wholes which occupy the central and dominant portion of our view and at the same time they are, in terms of the whole of possibilities, only a small portion.  The holistic  contribution is thus countered by the figural one —the basic one in what is called Gestalt therapy, the therapy about the figure —the cognizance of the figure balanced by the awareness of the field.  We can now return to the quantum situation of which I reminded you earlier, because the solutions which it offers helps us illuminate holism and the part holism plays in Gestalt therapy.  

The sun was now high in the sky and the day, which had started dry and clear had become humid and hazy.  He seemed not to notice the change, but I unfolded the umbrella I had brought with me and sank it into the warming sand, tilting it for greatest .We are concerned now with the way in which holism is related to the figure phenomenon, how the  sensitivity to the interconnectedness of the whole, which is holism, is related to the engagement with the part or parts, the whole(s) of experience in the foreground.  We can start by recognizing that these two concepts are very different, in that one, holism, is a sophisticated conceptualization and the other, the part or figure, is sophisticated in another way, not so much as an abstraction but as a way of characterizing a form of awareness, a way in which the nature of our elementary phenomenology, indeed our natures as humans, is constructed.  In recognizing this, we also can see that the difference between a wave and a particle was, though on another plane entirely, similarly disparate.   We can hold holism and our focus on figures as alternatives, in the way that we are obliged to take one as true and reject the other as false.  But if we do this, placing them on the same plane or giving them the same logical standing, then we place ourselves in an untenable position.  Either we must reject the single most fundamental posture of Gestalt therapy, the concern for figures, their creation and destruction and the relation of figures to the background, or we must reject the holistic outlook which allows the gestalt approach to continue to be a sophisticated and contemporary psychological outlook.

Natively, Gestalt therapists have de facto done no such thing, but have intuitively found the mental condition which our age and culture offers them and held both holism and a figural focus together,  at the same time, a resolution which creates a new circumstance of understanding and application at a higher level of sophisticated.   Practically, this is the solution of the fox, an eminently practical animal who lives by his wits.  He knows many things and among them he knows when it is important to know one thing and when it is important to know another.  His wit and cunning require nothing that we would term cogitation, but simply that he is able to continue to exist within the exigencies of the present moment and allow it, the entirety of here and now situation, to determine what is required of him and which of the many things that he knows are salient, important and required at the present time and in the present, ongoing event.

IV. 

I recalled that his biographer, Michael Ignatieff, had written that Berlin’s work had won international acclaim because he was a humanist and a champion of civil and individual rights.  His best known essay, “Two Kinds of Liberty,” for instance, distinguished two kinds of liberty, “negative liberty which the individual must be allowed to enjoy without interference, and “positive liberty,” that which any nation must mandate and which must, by necessity, limit some freedoms in order to allow greater freedom for all.  And Berlin reminded his audience on many occasions that the kind of work he did, ivory tower philosophy, was important and influential.  In “Two Concepts of Liberty,” he wrote that ideas nourished in “the stillness of a professor’s study can destroy a civilization” and that when such ideas are neglected by those who are trained to think critically about them, they often acquire a unchecked momentum and an irresistible power over the multitudes of humanity who have become too disaffected and too violent to be affected by any kind of rationality
. 


Ignatieff also said that Berlin gave to others “the unforgettable feeling of what it is like to be well in one’s own skin”
  and also the sense of health Berlin had derived from the intellectual life.  A friend of his said that no one had “…invested ideas with such personality, given them a corporeal shape and breathed life into them more than Isaiah Berlin…because ideas for him are not mere abstractions.  They live…in the minds of men and women, inspiring them, shaping their lives, influencing their actions and changing the course of history.”   I suppose that this intellectual life was, for him, living with these close and dear friends, both the men and women of ideas in history  and their ideas.  He wrote several books that were as much biography as the philosophy of ideas, including ones on Marx and on ¨Russian Thinkers”).  As a friend of his said,  “Sir Isaiah radiated well being and equanimity,”  making it a pleasure to be with him, capturing the experience I had with him.   An interview quoted in his obituary mentioned this last quality of Berlin, his equanimity.   “I don’t mind death, I’m not afraid of death…,” went the quote, “but I object to it.  I’d rather it didn’t happen…I’m terribly curious.  I’d like to live forever.” 

I remember that after this week, I spoke of this time in his company with enormous pleasure.  I am reminded that the headline of his obituary in the New York Times began, “Isaiah Berlin, Joyous Philosopher….” He was certainly no philosopher of joy.  He said often that the choices we have to make in our political and personal lives were difficult and the consequences often terrible, especially  the choices of “negative liberty,“ the restrictions we place on ourselves.  Surely, though, the headline writer had Berlin himself in mind, this enormously curious man made happy by a life of pursuing his lively interests.  Perhaps the headline writer knew Berlin.  Perhaps she had heard him lecture or spent time with him over tea, or even had wiped and shaken the grains of sand from her legs after sharing a time with Berlin in the summer sun and had herself been overcome with joy.
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