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Abstract 

This chapter shows how Gestalt therapy developed against the background and out of a 
specific current of psychoanalysis, whose development was interrupted by National 
Socialism in 1933, but was preserved, lived on, and developed further in Gestalt therapy. 
Precursors and pioneers of relational and field-oriented psychoanalysis are remembered, 
of whom many psychoanalysts and Gestalt therapists seem to have little memory. It is 
about the group of analysts who founded the first Frankfurt Psychoanalytic Institute in 
1929 and about the character analysts and left-wing Freudians at the Berlin Institute, 
before they all emigrated. Within these groups Fritz Perls and the Gestalt psychologist 
Lore Perls (and Erich Fromm) were analytically trained. The almost unknown fact is 
remembered that the Perlses introduced field-theoretical thoughts into psychoanalytic 
debate as early as the late 1930s, apparently in parallel with Sullivan. The article also 
recalls Perls’s collaboration with the White Institute New York in 1947 and the lecture he 
gave at the Institute. Some critical remarks about the question of interpretive power 
within the field approach conclude the article and the enduring importance of individualism 
— as a legacy of the analytic emigrants’ experiences with their threatening life field — is 
emphasized. 

 

 

As a kind of motto, I would like to begin this chapter with a quote from the lecture given 
by Friedrich Salomon (Fritz) Perls, psychoanalyst and central founder of Gestalt therapy, in 
April 1947 at the White Institute in New York, the home of interpersonal psychoanalysis: 

 

“The safeguard against such a danger (of a one-sided approach or eclecticism) is the 
concept and experience of the human personality as being an indivisible whole and as 
always embedded in and related to an environmental, personal, and social field.” (Perls 2012, 
p. 38, my italics) 

 

 



	

I will now briefly trace, with special reference to the psychoanalytic readership, how 
Gestalt therapy developed against the background of psychoanalysis and how it did so out 
of a specific current and tradition of the psychoanalytic movement. A tradition whose 
evolution was interrupted when the National Socialists took power in 1933, but which was 
preserved, kept up, and further developed in Gestalt therapy. In this context, I am also 
concerned with remembrance work, drawing attention to forerunners and pioneers of 
relational and field-oriented psychoanalysis, of whom many interpersonal/relational 
psychoanalysts seem to have little or no memory, although it is part of their own history. 
The same can be said for many Gestalt therapists, who are barely aware of their own 
past. 

Paolo Migone is right when he writes in his foreword to the book by Gestalt therapist 
Margherita Spagnuolo Lobb: 

Listening to these theorizations of Gestalt therapy, how can we fail to think of the developments of 
relational psychoanalysis, for example by someone like Mitchell, or of the intersubjective perspective 
(explicitly phenomenological and “holistic”) of Stolorow and others? There is an evident close 
similarity, but with the difference that certain positions had been taken by the Gestalt therapists 
several decades previously. (Migone, 2013, p. 17) 

 

Accordingly, I am writing my “historical remarks” for a book which appears to document 
an interest and openness to attempting dialogue between approaches that represent 
avant-garde developments within their respective schools. The schools represented in this 
book, including Gestalt therapy, emerged from the psychoanalytic tradition and 
movement. Referring to Donnel Stern and his contribution, I would like to recall that the 
early protagonists of Gestalt therapy and the “interpersonal tradition” (see Hirsch, 2015) 
had already met in the past and their paths crossed more than once. Here I am concerned 
with the memory of two professional networks in which initial attempts were made to 
integrate different theoretical traditions and clinical approaches. Those efforts broke off for 
the psychoanalytic mainstream when Hitler came to power in 1933, but arrived in the 
U.S.A., in New York, via two paths. One was through Erich Fromm, who brought it to the 
White Institute with Frieda Fromm-Reichmann; the other was through Fritz Perls, who, 
after initially cooperating with the early White Institute in 1947, founded his own 
approach, Gestalt Therapy (1951), with his wife Lore Perls and Paul Goodman. The 
attempts at integration we are dealing with here were initiated, on the one hand, by the 
analysts who founded the first Frankfurt Psychoanalytic Institute in 1929, and, on the 
other, by the group of character analysts and left-wing Freudians at the Berlin Institute, 
before they all emigrated. It was within these groups that Fritz and Lore Perls, as well as 
Erich Fromm, were all trained at that time. 

 

With reference to the subject of this book, the generally accepted opinion is that it was 
H.S. Sullivan who first introduced the idea of field theory to psychoanalysis. This is not 
entirely correct. Contact and discussion between psychoanalysis, Gestalt psychology, and 



	

field theory was already happening at the Frankfurt and Berlin Institutes by the end of the 
1920s. Fritz Perls, who was trained as a psychoanalyst in Frankfurt, Vienna, and especially 
Berlin, and his wife Lore Perls, a psychoanalytically-trained Gestalt psychologist, 
introduced field theory concepts into their revision of psychoanalysis as early as the end of 
the 1930s. They did this apparently in parallel with Sullivan, outlining their approaches in 
this regard in their first book published in 1942 in Johannesburg, South Africa, where they 
had fled and would live until the end of the second world war. In that book, entitled Ego, 
Hunger, and Aggression. A Revision of Freud’s Theory and Method (Perls, 1942/1992a), 
we find what would become one of the basic concepts of Gestalt Therapy (1951): “In 
reality there is never such a thing as an individual or an environment. They both form an 
inseparable unit in which, for instance, stimulus and readiness or ability to be stimulated 
cannot be separated” (Perls, 1942/1992a, p. 242). In therapy, change “occurs dialectically 
and simultaneously […] involving the aspects of the environmental–intra-organismic field” 
(p. 291). Together with the conviction brought primarily by Lore Perls, that healing comes 
through the relationship, the interpersonal dialogue, the meeting between I and Thou, 
which she inherited from her Frankfurt teacher Martin Buber at the end of the 1920s, the 
field orientation has remained one of the basic concepts of Gestalt therapy. Perls says in a 
1957 lecture, and we can find similar passages through to his last publications in the late 
1960s:  

Now we come to the basis of our approach. Namely, we consider ourselves, as I consider myself right 
now, a part of the field. If I am with the field and experience myself and my reactions as part of the 
field, then I use myself as a tool of therapy. I get involved. I can get involved with the total field 
situation, which we call “sympathy.” (Perls, 2012, p. 145)  

 

Basing myself on Fritz and Lore Perls’s psychoanalytic training and experience, I will now 
attempt to trace the development of this early relationship- and field-oriented attitude, 
which was preserved and developed in Gestalt therapy. 

 

A Brief Historical Overview 

The majority of the revisions to orthodox analytic positions that Gestalt therapy proposed 
can be traced back to the dissidents of Freud’s school (see Bocian, 2010; Bocian & 
Staemmler, 2013). And since psychoanalysis is “a research project,” as Perls once said 
(Perls, 1977, p. 142), and “as a science of the human being cannot be monopolized” 
(Cremerius, 1992, p. 24), in my view Gestalt therapy remains a figure against the 
background of psychoanalytic history, theory, and practice. The development of Gestalt 
therapy remains part of the emigration history of German-speaking psychoanalysts 
beginning in 1933. It can particularly be characterized by the preservation and 
perpetuation of radical elements in Freud’s approach (see Bocian, 2013, pp. 46ff.).  

 

Before Hitler’s rise to power and the beginning of the great emigration in 1933, Berlin and 



	

Frankfurt, where Fritz and Lore Perls were both trained, were the “think tanks” where 
progressive psychoanalysts became involved with Marxist social scientists, Gestalt 
psychologists, and field theorists, entering into dialogue with them. The importance of 
Frankfurt and Berlin for the development of Gestalt therapy lies in the inter-disciplinary 
and integrative climate at the University of Frankfurt, marked by a strong contingent of 
holistic theorists (the Gestalt psychologists, Kurt Goldstein, etc.) and the early socio-critical 
Frankfurt School, of whom Horkheimer was a central figure (Bocian, 2010, pp. 160ff.), 
while in Berlin, Fritz and Lore Perls assimilated active character analysis and the 
contextual, field-theoretical approach of left-wing Freudians (Bocian, 2010, pp. 204ff. and 
pp. 231ff.).  

 

One of Perls and Goodman’s main concerns in the founding text of 1951 was to 
conceptualize as complementary polarities different currents of psychoanalysis (some of 
which had been pushed into dissidence) that focused on certain parts of human reality 
and differentiated themselves from each other, integrating the insights which they 
considered valuable. Among the approaches mentioned by Perls and Goodman that focus 
on the “structure of the present situation” (Perls et al., 1951/1996, p. 236), we find 
Freud’s concept of transference, Ferenczi’s “active method,” Reich’s character analysis, 
Sullivan’s interpersonal approach, and Otto Rank’s emphasis on the creative act.  

 

Deepening and expanding the discourse of Ego, Hunger, and Aggression (1942/1992a), 
the book Gestalt Therapy (1951) marked the beginning of a paradigm shift that for many 
leading representatives of the “relational turn” in psychoanalysis seems to have begun 
much later. Aron and Harris, for example, write that starting from the White Institute, 
especially through Mitchell, a paradigm shift took place in the 1980s and the “myth of the 
isolated self” (Altmeyer et al., 2006, p. 108) was called into question. At its core is the 
issue of relatedness and the restoration of the “connection between the inner world and 
the outer world that had been lost in ego psychology” (Altmeyer et al., 2006, p. 12). 
Altmeyer points out that, in his work, Mitchell attempted the integration of various 
traditions that had gone “their own ways” and had long since been marginalized, or had 
left voluntarily “because they did not want to accept the identity-creating shibboleth 
demands of the founding era or submit to corresponding confessional pressures” 
(Altmeyer et al., 2006, p. 12). Perls and Goodman tried to do just that, but much earlier.  

 

The Ineffectiveness of “Passive Technique” 

In the middle of the 1920s, when Perls began his training at the Berlin psychoanalytic 
institute, psychoanalytic treatment characteristically consisted of lying on a couch, making 
associations, and being interpretated by the analyst. In his memoirs, Wilhelm Reich, then 
training analyst at the Vienna Institute, described the dominant opinion at that time, 
saying: 



	

that the “passive technique” was the only correct one. Among themselves, colleagues joked about the 
temptation to sleep during analytic hours: if a patient failed to produce associations, they had to smoke a lot 
to keep awake. Some analysts even derived high-sounding theories from this. (Reich, 1942, p. 64) 

 

What Reich describes here is exactly what Erich Fromm and Fritz Perls experienced on the 
couch in Berlin—Fromm with Hans Sachs, and Perls with Eugene Harnik. For both men, it 
was a very personal motivation for them to change their way of working as therapists and 
to continue Ferenczi’s and Reich’s development of an active technique. The “passive 
technique” involved extensive concentration on verbal content and, in particular, on the 
reconstruction of the patient’s childhood, the result of which was a collection of intellectual 
insights that, in Reich’s words, produced “the typical hopeless picture of an analysis rich in 
interpretations and poor in results” (Reich, 1942, p. 63). 

 

In Gestalt Therapy (1951), Perls and Goodman acknowledge that free association can 
disrupt the “frozen relation of figure and ground” (Perls et al., 1951/1996 , p. 329) and let 
unfinished and unconscious material, such as “hidden impulses (the charged background)” 
(p. 60), become foreground. The analyst guesses and concludes something that the 
patient is not aware of and interprets the relation between figure and ground, thereby 
suggesting a closing of the Gestalt.  

 

The “orthodox” setting put the patient in too passive a position—“the problem is that in 
the activity that he was engaged in, he had been verbalizing a stream of meaningless 
words” (Perls et al., 1951/1996, p. 328). It is “the therapist who is concentrating on the 
stream and creating whole figures in it (finding and making them)” (p. 327). The therapist 
is “the grown-up, knows everything; and oneself can never know the secret unless told” 
(p. 330). Instead, rather than just “introjecting the wisdom of an authority” (p. 328), the 
patient can also be involved as “an active experimental partner” (p. 248), who “learns that 
something, not known as his, comes from his darkness and yet is meaningful; thereby 
perhaps he is encouraged to explore, to regard his unawareness as terra incognita but not 
chaos. From this point of view, he must of course be made a partner in the interpreting” 
(pp. 329ff.).  

 

I will return to the importance of this radical dialogical stance (related to interpretation as 
a definition or explanation of someone, their behavior, or the common situation) later, 
when I briefly address some critical points of the field approach towards the end of the 
chapter.  

 

As early as 1924, Ferenczi and Rank made the lack of therapeutic results of analytic 
practice, as described by Reich, the starting point for their efforts to develop analysis and 



	

make it more effective, in the book The Development of Psycho-Analysis. Following on 
from the early cathartic technique of Freud and Breuer, they especially stressed the great 
importance of actual remembering, of experiencing and living through affects in the 
presence of what happens in the current situation between patient and analyst, instead of 
a merely theoretical understanding of the past, advocating for active interventions. From 
that moment on, the step from the method of free association to the focus on the 
relationship in the here and now was, in principle, possible, a development through which 
various traditions have emerged.  

 

The predominant direction that development would take involved increasingly relating the 
patient’s experience to the person of the therapist—a direction already embedded in 
Ferenczi and Rank’s work. On the one hand, this led to attempts at investigating the 
relation between transference and counter-transference more thoroughly; on the other, it 
resulted in practices that relate any impulse of the patient to the analyst, in what at times 
could lead to a sense of persecution for patients. In “orthodox” analysis, for instance, a 
client’s memories and fantasies regularly acquire their meanings in the context of 
unconscious transferences. The “drama” takes place in the psyche and its unconscious 
relational fantasies, which are projected onto the neutral analyst and need only be 
uncovered by the analyst through interpretation. As is the case in any exclusive 
relationship between two people, the only two persons present have to represent 
everything for each other. This can swamp both of them, and the analyst or therapist as a 
positive other can become lost. This is, I believe, called transference neurosis.  

 

Another, alternative line of development leads from Ferenczi’s active experiments in the 
1920s (not his later work on trauma) to the group at the Frankfurt Psychoanalytic Institute 
and to the character analysts around Wilhelm Reich in Berlin, and from there, through 
their student Fritz Perls, to Gestalt therapy. 

 

Pre-Nazi “Think Tanks” 

1. Frankfurt and the Gestalt concept—thinking in terms of context and 
relationships 

After several months of training therapy with Karen Horney, and on Horney’s advice, Perls 
went to Frankfurt in September 1926 where he remained until September 1927. Frankfurt 
University had developed into a center for the social sciences in Germany. As in Berlin, 
there was a Psychological Institute as well, where Gestalt psychology played an important 
role (see Plänkers, 1996). Lore Perls studied and received her doctorate here. The 
professorial staff included Max Wertheimer, Ademar Gelb, Wolfgang Köhler, and Friedrich 
Schumann. Gelb collaborated closely with neurologist Kurt Goldstein, a holistic-organismic 
thinker. At the time, Goldstein directed the Neurological Institute and the university clinic’s 
Institute for Research on the Consequences of Brain Injury, which had developed out of 



	

his work with soldiers suffering from brain injuries. Perls was a member of Goldstein’s 
group of assistants for about a year. In Goldstein’s circle, Perls also came into contact with 
field theorist Kurt Lewin’s early works written in Berlin (see Perls, 1977, p. 62). The grand 
holistic world concept developed by Jan Smuts, considered a recommended read for the 
insiders among Goldstein’s assistants, only became an important source after Perls 
emigrated to South Africa.  

 

Goldstein’s holistic-systemic approach viewed the individual neuron as a node in a network 
where neurons are constantly interacting with each another. Accordingly, he proceeded 
under the assumption that people who have been injured—for example, cases involving 
perceptual disturbances caused by localized brain lesions—always react as a unit, and the 
organism forms a system that functions as a whole. During those years, Goldstein was one 
of the physicians trying to return the focus of medicine to “the whole human being.” He 
strove for a “multidisciplinary, psychosomatic vision of human distress” (Harrington, 1996, 
p. 160) and did not differentiate mechanically between physical and emotional 
disturbances, instead viewing the “problem of the whole organism in relationship to its 
milieu” (p. 161). Goldstein criticized both somatic medicine and psychoanalysis for failing 
to recognize that categories such as mind and body or ego and id were mere symbols or 
abstractions of a single, holistic, organismic reality. This would influence the field-
theoretical “theory of self” that Perls and Goodman developed in New York in 1951, as 
distinct from the ego/self theories of Freud, Anna Freud, and Paul Federn (see Bocian, 
2013, pp. 56ff.; Perls et al., 1951/1996, pp. 385ff.). Perls’s holistic perspective of the 
relationship between mind and body was built on Goldstein’s “organismic theory,” as well 
as on Reich’s ideas on organismic self-regulation.  

 

Let us look at a brief example of the influence that Gestalt psychological thinking had on 
Perls’s psychoanalytic thinking. Fritz Perls met his wife Lore Posner towards the end of 
October 1926 at a seminar held by Goldstein and Gestalt psychologist Ademar Gelb 
entitled “On Consciousness and the So-Called Unconscious” (see Sreckovic, 1999, p. 34). 
What Perls and Goodman in 1951 referred to as the “basic principle of the context” (Perls 
et al., 1951/1996, p. 398) is also described as the process of figure-background formation 
in Gestalt psychology. Figure and background only form a totality, a Gestalt, when taken 
together, and they are related to one another through a process. Therefore, the 
relationship between the conscious and the unconscious is not viewed as an ultimately 
irreconcilable division within the personality, but rather as a dynamic and fluid process 
that includes to a considerable degree the opportunity to expand consciousness into areas 
that have not been previously perceived. Freud—the “usher,” as Perls called him—
constructed a space, the unconscious, from which impulses and spontaneous thinking 
seem to emerge (Perls et al., 1951/1996, pp. 384, 440). For Perls, as a disciple of 
Goldstein’s, this perspective objectified a living, holistic process:  

Freud said (this is not his formulation, but my understanding of what he meant) that in a neurosis a 



	

part of our personality or our potential is not available. But he said this in an odd way; he said, “it is in 
the unconscious,” as if there were such a thing as the unconscious rather than simply behavior or 
emotions that are unknown or not available. Freud also saw the basis of the Gestalt formation in what 
he called the “preconscious.” We call it the “background” out of which the figure emerges. (Perls, 
1970, p. 16)  

 

Perls always kept his sights set on “rebuilding the personality,” in the sense intended by 
Kurt Goldstein. That means attempting to combine analysis with the reorganization of 
behavior, which includes concrete experimenting with new ways of behaving in 
interpersonal contact. Perls and Goodman’s concept of “therapy as Gestalt analysis” (Perls 
et al., 1951/1996, p. 232) has roots in Goldstein’s understanding of “holistic analysis.” In 
holistic analysis, the researcher or therapist seeks to reconstruct “the whole organism 
itself in its Umwelt” by oscillating between the figure and its background in a “dialectic 
movement” (Harrington, 1996,p. 153). 

 

Goldstein’s influence on the early Interpersonal Approach and Gestalt therapy was 
important. His thinking on the relativity of the concept of health and his idea of “blocked 
self-realization,” or inhibited personality growth, had theoretical and practical relevance for 
Perls as well as for Goldstein’s former collaborator Frieda Fromm-Reichmann and for Karen 
Horney. All three left the “orthodox” path and had the courage to go their own way. 

 

An integrative atmosphere 

A fertile interdisciplinary exchange of ideas developed at Frankfurt University in the 1920s. 
A key player in the process was the Institute for Social Research (IfS), from which the 
Frankfurt School (the “Critical Theory” of Horkheimer, Adorno, Marcuse, etc.) would later 
emerge. Max Horkheimer was employed by the IfS while holding the position of private 
lecturer at the university as well. Within the IfS, there was a “Kränzchen” (circle or 
discussion group) bringing together various scientists. In addition to the Marxist 
sociologists, Gestalt psychologist Ademar Gelb, Kurt Goldstein, and social philosopher and 
theologian Paul Tillich also participated. All three were important teachers for Lore Perls 
and their influence also extended to Fritz Perls.  

 

In October 1926, the Southwest German Working Group for Psychoanalysis was founded. 
Key members included Karl Landauer, Erich Fromm, Frieda Fromm-Reichmann, Karl Meng, 
and Clara Happel. The group remained in close contact with Georg Groddeck in Baden-
Baden, who also hosted meetings with Karen Horney and Sandor Ferenczi. Perls and Lore 
Posner-Perls attended some of the meetings with Groddeck. While working as an assistant 
for Goldstein, Fritz Perls was undergoing training analysis with Clara Happel, and Lore, 
inspired by Fritz, likewise started analysis with Happel in 1927. When Happel moved to 
Hamburg, Lore switched to Karl Landauer for roughly two and a half years.  



	

 

Though he is largely unknown today, due to his early death from starvation in 1945 at the 
Bergen-Belsen concentration camp, Frankfurt psychoanalyst Karl Landauer was an 
important analyst at that time (see Rothe, 1987; 1996; Bocian, 2015). He had been in 
analysis with Sigmund Freud and was Horkheimer’s analyst and, later, close friend, 
publishing also in the Frankfurt School’s Journal for Social Research. Lore Perls said about 
Landauer: 

I learned a lot in Frankfurt, especially through my own analysis which was a comparatively free one. 
Landauer was a friend of Ferenczi and Groddeck, both of whom were already among the more avant-
garde people at the time. (Perls, L., 1982, p. 8)  

Fritz Perls became well acquainted with Landauer as a supervising analyst, but only after 
he had emigrated to Amsterdam, and likewise thought very highly of him. 

 

Landauer was an independent and creative thinker. Some themes of his work anticipated 
aspects of contemporary psychoanalysis and influenced Gestalt therapy (see Landauer, 
1991), such as his thoughtful and careful use of active psychoanalysis, his emphasis on 
thinking and feeling in an independent way, his close attention to affects and body 
language (in a way that resembles later developments in infant research), and his growing 
interest in social factors. In his last article, in which he approvingly quoted Perls’s lecture 
on “oral resistance” at the Marienbad Congress in 1936, he writes: “To be sure, the centre 
of interest has now shifted from the sexual zone and aim involved to the factor of social 
demands and the reactions to these” (Landauer, 1939, p. 425).. 

 

On February 16th, 1929, the Frankfurt Psychoanalytic Institute (FPI) was founded (see 
Plänkers, 1989). Once again, the founding members included Landauer as director, 
Fromm, Fromm-Reichmann, and Meng. The FPI was housed as a guest organization on 
premises provided at the Institute for Social Research. Erich Fromm was an active member 
of both institutes and played an important part in gaining consideration for psychoanalytic 
perspectives within the interdisciplinary social analytical approach taken by emergent 
critical theory. Beginning in 1930, Siegmund Heinrich Fuchs became another member of 
the institute. Fuchs worked together with Perls as an assistant to Goldstein in Frankfurt in 
1926. After emigrating as S. H. Foulkes, he became a pioneer of analytical group therapy, 
using concepts from Gestalt psychology and field theory, which were particularly relevant 
to his ideas on the “group-matrix” (see Foulkes, 2019). Fritz Perls shuttled back and forth 
between Frankfurt and Berlin and participated together with Lore in lectures and seminars 
at the Institute. Lore Perls, for example, took part in Fromm-Reichmann’s theoretical 
seminars on the “Theory of Drives,” which Perls also occasionally attended. 

 

Buber and the forgotten relational and field-oriented tradition  



	

In the context of the emergence of Gestalt therapy, the development towards an 
increasingly relational orientation was possible from the beginning, through European, 
especially German, dialogical philosophy. A tradition that was represented by Lore Perls, 
having studied under Martin Buber at the “Free Jewish Teaching House” (which Fromm 
also frequented), and under Paul Tillich at the university. Writing about them, she says, “I 
learned more from meeting them than from their writings. I was deeply impressed by their 
way of being, their presence, and their respect for others. They influenced me more than 
any psychologist” (Perls, L., 1989, p. 178). What Buber called Begegnung 
(meeting/encounter), we call “contact,” that is, “the perception of and engagement with 
the other as the other” (Perls, L., 1989, p. 179). 

 

Interestingly, for some time now, American relational and intersubjective analysts have 
been “rediscovering” Martin Buber, phenomenology, Gadamer’s hermeneutics, and Hegel’s 
dialectic. In this context, Bohrleber has pointed to a “tradition of forgetting” (Altmeyer et 
al., 2006, p. 213) within psychoanalysis in the German-speaking world, which has been in 
the process of importing “new” theories from the United States. In doing so, it seems to 
have been forgotten that in the 1950s and 1960s, intersubjectivist theories were already 
having their heyday in Germany. Drawing on Buber’s philosophy of dialogue from the 
1920s, the concept of “meeting” was introduced into the therapeutic discussion at that 
time, especially by Ludwig Binswanger and Victor von Weizsäcker. For the psychoanalyst 
Felix Schottlaender, for example, “meeting” was something that went beyond the 
transference/countertransference dynamic (Altmeyer et al., 2006, p. 211).  

 

That tradition remained alive in Gestalt therapy, as it drew directly from sources in 
Frankfurt from the 1920s. An example of how this tradition was preserved until the 1950s 
is given by Wolfgang Hochheimer, who, like Lore Perls, studied Gestalt psychology in 
Frankfurt from 1928 to 1931 and did his doctorate with Goldstein and Gelb. And like Lore 
Perls at this time, he was a student at both the university’s (Gestalt) Psychological 
Institute and the Frankfurt Psychoanalytic Institute. In 1954, Hochheimer published On 
the Analysis of the Therapeutic Field, in which he considered analytical therapy practice in 
terms of field theory and, in a language reminiscent of Buber, describes the meeting 
between therapist and client and the overlapping of their respective “life fields” as healing 
factors that cannot be rationally planned and understood. For him, the therapist’s 
contribution to the field is not sufficiently taken into account by Freud’s abstinent couch 
arrangement, through which the therapist tries to take himself out of the field. 
Hochheimer instead worked with concepts such as “interpersonal field,” “atmosphere of 
life,” and, referring to Lewin, he discusses the differences between the “analytic situation,” 
the “therapeutic field,” and the “life field” (Hochheimer, 1986, pp. 244ff.). 

 

Intermezzo at the Vienna Institute.  



	

Clara Happel recommended Perls to go to the Vienna Psychoanalytic Institute specifically 
for his supervision. Perls lived in Vienna from September 1927 to March 1928. At the 
Vienna neurological clinic, Perls worked as a staff physician under Professors Wagner von 
Jauregg and Paul Schilder, participating in Schilder’s Saturday “psychoanalytic case 
demonstrations.” Perls also enrolled in the entire theoretical training program of the 
Viennese training institute and additionally attended the Vienna Psychoanalytic 
Association’s bi-weekly lecture evenings, staying on a number of times to take part in the 
discussions that ensued afterwards (see Bocian, 2010, pp. 169ff.). Importantly for Perls, it 
was in Vienna that he first met Wilhelm Reich. From 1924 to 1930, Reich was director of 
the “Seminar on Therapeutic Technique” and at the same time deputy director of the 
outpatient clinic. Perls attended Reich’s lecture series about “Psychoanalytic Character 
Theory and Character Analysis” and presented cases at Reich’s “technical seminars,” which 
were held in the form of group case discussions. Beyond that, he had personal supervision 
with Helene Deutsch and Eduard Hitschmann. Paul Federn also left a lasting impression on 
Perls with his groundbreaking work on psychosis (see Federn, 1952) and his concepts of 
the “ego boundary” and the “ego feeling,” which anticipated certain aspects of Kohut’s 
self-concept. In September 1927, Perls attended the Psychoanalytical Congress in 
Innsbruck, where lectures by Ferenczi, Fenichel, and Reich were certainly important for 
him. 

 

2. Berlin: Active technique, the whole field, and the resonating unconscious   

Back in Berlin, Perls spent eighteen months in training analysis with Harnik, where he lay 
down on the couch five times a week “without being analyzed.” (Perls, 1977, p. 48) The 
“catatonic” (pp. 41, 107, 130) sessions with Harnik were supplemented by supervision 
with Otto Fenichel, to whom Lore Perls also went for supervision. Both appreciated 
Fenichel as a theorist, but found the supervisions relatively useless. Perls attended the 
Institute’s lectures and gainfully took part in the character-analytic-oriented case 
discussion group held by Karen Horney. After breaking off analysis with Harnik, Perls 
continued his training (on Horney’s advice) on Reich’s couch and took part in the political 
and anti-fascist activities of the group of analysts around Reich (see Bocian, 2010, pp. 
204ff.).  

 

Character Analysis as the moment of transmission and re-integrating the splits 

A hallmark of Gestalt therapy is its integration and further development of the active and 
experimental analytic tradition (Perls and Goodman agreed on this; see Perls et al., 
1951/1996, p. 236), which gradually expanded the involvement of the analyst, with 
character analysis appearing as a transitional phenomenon at the end of the 1920s. 
Ferenczi and Rank’s (1924/1986) early criticism of an often ineffective analytical practice 
was intended to vitalize and emotionalize the processes between therapist and patient in 
the therapy room by means of an “active psychoanalysis” and to promote holistic 



	

experience. Starting from Breuer’s and Freud’s early attempts to use psycho-dramatic and 
cathartic techniques, Sandór Ferenczi played a prominent role in these efforts with his 
active “stimulation therapy” (Reiztherapie) as early as 1919–1926 (see Bocian, 2009).  

 

Contact with Reich’s character analysis, from 1927 until both escaped Germany in 1933, 
was the moment when this tradition was passed on to Perls. Perls’s training analysis with 
Reich was characterized by an entirely different dynamic than the “catatonic” months 
spent on Harnik’s couch. Reich followed up on Ferenczi’s active technique with the 
inclusion of body language and experiments with “forced fantasies” (1923), which Perls 
also pursued (see Bocian, 2009), and the “neocathartic method” (Ferenczi, 1930). 

 

The kind of analysis Perls experienced with Harnick was interested in words and fantasies, 
but neglected “all the subtler expressions of the body language, the importance of which 
has been pointed out by W. Reich and G. Groddeck” (Perls, 1992, p. 82). In Berlin, Reich 
continued to be interested in “negative transference.” He had no fear of negative reactions 
from his analysands and in some cases actually sought to elicit them through provocation, 
because it often provided a way of reintroducing movement into a stagnated therapeutic 
process. A person like Fritz Perls certainly experienced that as a relief. 

 

Perhaps because of the problems associated with the exclusion of the inconvenient 
communist and anti-fascist Reich from all psychoanalytic organizations in 1933/34 (see 
Nitzschke, 2003), this character analytic phase is, in my opinion, still not sufficiently 
appreciated and understood in all its potential, both by so-called orthodox and more 
relational contemporary analysts. At that time, character analysis, which Perls studied for 
many years, had little to do with Reich’s later theory of muscular blocks and resistances, 
with which it is frequently confused by Gestalt therapists today; instead, it was a current 
within the development of psychoanalytic ego-psychology. It is relevant for the history of 
psychoanalysis and Gestalt therapy that, at that time, the first attempts were made to 
reintegrate the splits that psychoanalytic practice had established, in particular those 
between psyche and body and between individual and society—or, ultimately, between 
inside and outside. 

 

Reich was concerned with extending interest in the past to the present situation, from the 
symptom to the whole person, from the verbalized and fantasized content to the 
experienced and observed phenomena. The emphasis on “how” the patient speaks, how 
he is silent, how he moves and so on, led to a general focus on nonverbal bodily and 
emotional processes in the here and now, in particular on dissociated and ego-syntonic 
body-signals and emotions and on preconscious perceptions. In other words, these 



	

analysts1 began to look at what today Daniel Stern (2004) calls “implicit relational 
knowledge.” They were no longer mere listeners but increasingly began to observe and 
perceive more. The analyst “morphed” from being a more or less invisible and speechless 
listener to being an increasingly present “embodied analyst” (see Sletvold, 2014), who 
also sees and uses all his/her resonating senses. 

Laura Perls gives a good example of Gestalt therapy’s origin in character analysis:  

Description prevails over explanation, experience and experiment over interpretation. Working strictly 
from the surface, e.g., from the actual awareness at any given moment, we avoid the mistake of 
contacting depth material prematurely, that in the first place was and had to be ‘repressed’ because at 
a certain point in the patient’s history it was unsupportable. (Perls, L., 1992, pp. 95ff.) 

 

The embodied Analyst and the horizontal Unconscious 

For some time now, there has been debate about the “phenomenological foundation of 
psychoanalysis” (see Lohmar et al., 2012), in which the topic of embodiment is central. 
The interesting thing is that there seems to be little memory of how these avant-garde 
approaches already existed and were practiced within what I call the active psychoanalytic 
tradition. What has been newly introduced—by analysts (Buchholz, 2012) or in the work of 
phenomenological psychotherapist Thomas Fuchs, “Body Memory and the Unconscious” 
(in Lohmar, 2012)—as not repressed but implicit, as resonating, as horizontal unconscious, 
can already be found in the concrete therapy work of the psychoanalyst Wilhelm Reich 
and, thanks to his student Fritz Perls, has been part of Gestalt therapy theory and practice 
for over seventy years. This unconscious is not somewhere in the “depths,” but shows up 
in the relationship, in actual behavior; it is a “style of existence” (Merleau-Ponty). For 
Fuchs, the unconscious of body memory is “characterized by corporeal and intercorporeal 
presence in the lived space and in the day-to-day life of a person” (Fuchs in Lohmar, 
2012, p. 69). It is about a holistic, embodied view of internalized “object relations” or, 
rather, “schemes of being-with” (D.N. Stern, 2004), early “me-you patterns” (Sullivan, 
1953), or unaware “organizing principles of a person’s subjective world” (Atwood & 
Stolorow, 2014, p. 30). 

 

In the words of Wilhelm Reich from 1933:  

How is the infantile, historical experience preserved in the present ? […] it did not rest as a kind of 
deposit in the unconscious but was absorbed into the character and expressed essentially as formal 
modes of behavior. (Reich, 1988, p. 303)  

 

Accordingly, in Psychopathology of Awareness, Perls makes it clear that he is interested in 

																																																													
1 In the Berlin years, besides Reich, these analysts were above all Otto Fenichel and George Gerö, who, like Perls, was 
Reich’s student, and later, as a training analyst at the New York IPA Institute, still arranged the analytic setting so that 
he could see the patient (see Gerö, 1994, p. 228).	



	

“what of the past is still in the present” (Perls, 2019, p. 20). What is generally understood 
today as countertransference, i.e., personal resonance, or “reverie,” as the post-Bionian 
analysts call it, was already characteristic of Reich’s analytic work at that time. In a letter 
written in 1935, Reich refers to his “ability to sense other’s emotions before they have 
manifested themselves; that is what made me a character analyst” (Reich in Sletvold, 
2014, p. 24). 

 

At the beginning of an analysis, Reich mirrored the patient’s mostly unconscious non-
verbal behavior by pointing it out to the patient or sometimes imitating it in order to bring 
it into the patient’s self-awareness. The following short example shows the extent to 
which what we think is typical of and unique in Gestalt therapy has ultimately been 
inherited from character analysis. Otto Fenichel, discussing this character analytic 
technique, which was sometimes perceived by the patient as too confrontational, 
proposed a more “cautious” intervention in 1934: “Pay attention to what your legs are 
doing now and how it relates to what we have been talking about now or what we 
discussed yesterday” (Fenichel, 1998, p. 204). 

 

In this context, it is important to note that during those years in Berlin, Fenichel and Reich 
received decisive impulses from women with regard to the concrete integration of body 
awareness in their work. The Berlin gymnastics teacher Elsa Gindler is considered a 
pioneer of body therapy. In 1917, she began researching the interplay between external 
movement and breath. In doing so, she discovered the importance and connection of alert 
awareness, organismic self-regulation, and human growth. Fenichel’s wife, Clara Fenichel, 
had been trained by Else Gindler, and Reich’s Berlin girlfriend, dancer Elsa Lindberg, later 
also worked as a Gindler teacher in Oslo (see Sharaf, 1983, p. 330). Under the influence 
of these two women, Reich and Fenichel also participated in Gindler’s seminars. Lore Perls, 
who already had many years of experience with various methods of expressive dance and 
holistic gymnastics, in parallel with her psychoanalysis training in Frankfurt, also attended 
Gindler’s courses in Berlin. Fritz Perls studied the Gindler method intensively for a while, 
after his arrival in New York, with Charlotte Selver (as did Erich Fromm). Selver was a 
Gindler student and called her approach “Sensory-Awareness.”  

 

Gestalt Therapy is an embodied therapy, and Gindler’s work with breathing and body 
awareness was concretely integrated into training and clinical practice from the beginning 
(Gregory, 2001), forming the basis for the bodily sensitivity, resonance, and cognition that 
are particularly important in relational and field theory approaches. 

 

Wilhelm Reich, the subjectivity of the analyst and the talking dummy  

At about this time, Reich was already discussing critical aspects of psychoanalysis that 



	

were taken up by psychoanalysts with a Freudian background only generations later. 
Then, as today, it was a question of interpretation as an exercise of power and of the 
“psychoanalyst as a talking dummy” (Moser, 1987). For Reich, the analyst’s subjectivity 
and influence on the therapy process was never in question. In 1933 he wrote in the 
chapter on counter-transference: 

It is easy to understand that the temperament of any given analyst constitutes a decisive factor in the 
treatment of every case. […] The analyst has the tasks of using his own unconscious as a kind of 
receiving apparatus to “tune” the unconscious of the analysand and of dealing with each individual 
patient in keeping with the patient’s temperament. (Reich, 1988, p. 145)  

 

He criticizes the “setting of sensory and interactive deprivation” (Moser, 1987, p. 113) that 
Perls and Fromm experienced in their training analyses with Harnik and Sachs, referring 
also to the personal and uncontrolled sadism of the analyst that easily lapses into “the 
well-known analytic silence” (Reich, 1988, p. 149). When he writes, “It is a mistake to 
interpret the general analytic rule (the analyst must be a ‘blank sheet of paper’ on which 
the patient writes his transference) to mean that one must always [...] adopt a ‘mummy-
like attitude’” (p. 149) which prevents many analysands from “coming out of their shell,” 
he anticipates relational views. For Reich it is also clear “that the analyst changes his 
attitude toward one and the same patient depending upon the situation” (p.149).  

 

Here is an example of how Reich began relationship-oriented analytical work. Spurgeon-
English, an American training candidate, was once annoyed that Reich wanted to 
reschedule an analytical session but reacted strongly when Spurgeon-English refused 
because he had an important private appointment of his own. When the candidate 
complained to Reich in the next session that he himself had kept all of his appointments 
until then and that it was Reich who was over-scheduled, Reich quietly listened to him and 
then responded, “You’re perfectly right” (in Sharaf, 1983, p. 176). Here, the training 
analyst used neither silence nor interpretation as an instrument of power or defense. 
Spurgeon-English recalled: “I had the first and perhaps greatest lesson in my life of the 
fact that a human being may be self-assertive and be given the right to an opinion and 
not be criticised for it or have acknowledgment given grudgingly” (in Sharaf, 1983, p. 
176). 

 

During this time, the Berlin Institute served as a development ground both for the 
abstinent standard technique, which Perls later encountered in American ego-psychology 
as the “normative ideal technique” (Mertens, 1990, p. 199), and for the active or 
interactive tradition, which is about a holistic perspective in understanding the “inner 
world” in its inseparable connection with the body, concrete behavior, and the 
interpersonal, social, political, and ecological world.  

 



	

Political Freudians and the whole field 

During their Berlin years, Fritz and Lore Perls were trained in the left-wing Freudian circle.2 
The political Freudians had launched an attempt to address the integration and analysis of 
the whole life field—in which biology, psychology, and sociology were to be kept 
together—which was also the declared intent of Perls and Goodman. As Marxists, they 
were among the first to flee the country in 1933, and their social network increasingly fell 
apart. Their efforts to combine Marxist sociology and Freudian psychology make them 
pioneers of a contextual perspective. With their attempt to describe the reciprocal inter-
penetration of the individual and society, they laid the foundation for a psychoanalytical 
social psychology (see Brunner et. al., 2013). It was Reich, Fenichel (1928/1987), and 
Gerö, in particular, who also increasingly incorporated body awareness into their thinking 
and work.  

 

A kind of love for the early Freud and his culturally critical writings was typical for them. 
On the question of social and cultural change, Freud must be viewed essentially as a 
pessimist. The most radical position he took against the sickening, culturally prevalent 
sexual morality can be found in his 1908 monograph “‘Civilized’ Sexual Morality and 
Modern Nervousness” (Freud, 1959a). The paper became a cult text for left-wing analysts, 
as in it Freud describes personal suffering as caused by external, social circumstances, and 
not by inner-psychic conflicts. Young analysts like Reich and Fenichel read this as a call for 
radical sexual reforms and revolutionary social change.  

 

The fact that Perls was trained in this analytical context later interested Paul Goodman 
when collaborating with him. Among New York’s post-war left-wing intellectuals, 
Goodman, a “communitarian and anarchist, was a pioneering figure in the rediscovery of 
Freud’s radical potentialities” (Zaretsky, 2004, p. 302). Freud was one of his heroes,3 and 
he held in high esteem the early character-analytical and politically active Reich of the 
Berlin years (Goodman, 1945/1977). 

 

Siegfried Bernfeld, Lewin, and the “Social Place” 

Siegfried Bernfeld had already begun to take a serious interest in Gestalt psychology and 
Lewin’s Field Theory before emigrating to become one of the founding members of the 
San Francisco Psychoanalytical Institute. In 1934, he published a lengthy article on 

																																																													
2  Which included, among others, Wilhelm Reich, Otto Fenichel, Erich Fromm, Siegfried Bernfeld, Edith Jacobson, 
Ernst Simmel, and Georg Gerö, as well as Karen Horney, with her early feminist critique of patriarchal culture.	

3  Goodman included “‘Civilized’ Sexual Morality and Modern Nervousness” in a collection of works by Freud, Freud: 
On War, Sex, and Neurosis, published in 1947 by Sander Katz. Paul Goodman, who was already in touch with Perls at 
that time, wrote a preface for the book and compiled a glossary of psychoanalytic terms (see Stoehr, 1994, pp. 60ff.). 	



	

“Gestalt Theory” which hinted at areas where psychoanalysis and Gestalt theory might 
overlap or complement each another (see Bernfeld, 1934).  

 

In Berlin, where Lewin taught at the university, there was concrete cooperation in a 
“Working Group of Psychoanalysts and Gestalt Psychologists” from March to June 1932 
(see Bernfeld, 2020, pp. 725ff.). In addition to Lewin, Karl Dunker, and other Gestalt 
psychologists, the psychoanalytic participants were Bernfeld, Georg Gerö (like Perls, 
Reich’s analysand and later a teaching analyst at the “official” New York IPA Institute), 
Rene Spitz, Hans Sachs, Gustav Bally, Eva Rosenfeld (later analysand of Melanie Klein in 
London), and Felix Schottlaender. 

 

Bernfeld was a leftist Freudian. Accordingly, his 1929 article “Social Place and its 
Importance for Neurosis, Neglect, and Pedagogy” was an attempt to underline again the 
importance of the client’s social reality for psychoanalytic thinking, which was becoming 
increasingly medically-oriented, limiting the context more and more to the intrapsychic 
world. He emphasizes that the concrete reality of a milieu shapes the emotional processes, 
and it is above all an individual’s social place that determines what he or she will suffer 
from. An individual’s way of thinking and feeling will depend on the person’s respective 
place in society, for example, the middle class or the blue-collar milieu, and it will also 
determine his or her chances for the future. Referring to Bernfeld and his knowledge of 
Lewin’s work, Lore Perls remarked: “His social place is unequivocally a field concept” (in 
Sreckovic, 1999, p. 54; see also Bernfeld 2020, p. 882).  

 

Psychoanalyst Ernst Federn, son of Viennese psychoanalyst Paul Federn, wrote the 
following to me in a letter addressing the development of Gestalt therapy out of 
psychoanalysis: “Perls and Goodman write, ‘The definition of an animal involves its 
environment.’ Much earlier, Bernfeld stated that the ‘social place’ is part of the individual. 
The difference lies only in words.”4 

 

The approaches that the two Perlses had brought with them and combined with 
Goodman’s position flowed into an integrative concept when Gestalt therapy was 
developed in New York. In their concept of “creative adjustment” based on “organismic 
self-regulation,” life is understood as growth that is realized in a specific environmental 
field and encompasses mutual adaptation as well as conflict and de-structuring 
aggression. Herein lies the difference with the conservative and “conflict-free” view and 
practice of adaptation in American ego psychology at that time.  

 

																																																													
4  Ernst Federn in a letter to the author dated March 13th, 1997.	



	

Flight and problems with the IPA 

After Hitler’s rise to power, Fritz and Lore Perls fled to Amsterdam. Fritz Perls was 
supervised by Karl Landauer (who had also fled) and became a member of a new, second 
Dutch analytical association, founded by German emigrants and recognized by the 
International Psychoanalytical Association (IPA). At the end of 1933, with the help of Ernst 
Jones, the two Perlses emigrated again, this time to Johannesburg, South Africa, where 
they remained until the end of the war. In 1936, Perls gave a lecture on “Oral Resistance” 
at the International Congress in Marienbad. Although the lecture was not well received 
and the rejection of his requests to see Freud in Vienna was a great blow to him, Perls 
nevertheless became a full member of the IPA. Perls was regarded as a disciple of Reich, 
and therefore a representative of a politically-involved current of psychoanalysis. After 
Reich was silently struck off the IPA membership list for political reasons in 1933, this, in 
addition to his “difficult” character, was a source of trouble for Perls, as we can see from 
the correspondence between the members of the IPA’s Central Executive Committee. On 
May 29th, 1933, Max Eitingon wrote to Johan van Ophuijsen:  

Perls was in Berlin, Frankfurt and Vienna. Wherever he was he gave the impression of being a 
problematic, impulsive person. Quite intelligent, probably also gifted for therapy, but also endangered 
by his enormous impulsivity. He doesn’t seem to have been tamed or disciplined by any of the people 
he was in analysis with and he saw several of them. (in Bocian, 2019, p. 126, my italics)  

 

By 1937, it had become clear that Perls would not be granted teaching status and the 
training institute that the two Perlses had founded in 1934 was not recognized. He retired 
from organized psychoanalysis and began working with his wife on his first book. 

 

Perls At The White Institute 1947: Field And Challenging Directness 

In 1946, Fritz Perls arrived in New York and found a completely changed situation 
compared to pre-war Europe. After the exodus of psychoanalysts from Germany and 
Austria, analytical ego psychology developed increasingly after 1945 into a medically-
oriented, rigid, and abstinent treatment procedure. Makari writes that the Viennese and 
Berlin “‘I psychology, with its connection to lived experience, mutated into an abstract, 
impersonal ego psychology” (Makari, 2008, p. 483). With the help of numerous Berlin and 
Viennese immigrants, a “new Freudian orthodoxy” (p. 483) developed that hardly 
resembled “the pluralistic field of the inter-war years” (p. 484). It can be said that so-
called “classical analysis” is actually a post-World War II invention (see Wachtel, 2008, p. 
5). The hegemony of this version of ego psychology, which increasingly spread 
internationally, led “psychoanalysis” to be defined by high frequency hours, the absence of 
the analyst as a subject, and interpretation as the only real “classical” intervention. 

 

In contrast, after they emigrated, Perls and Fromm preserved and further developed the 
more radical and avant-garde political and clinical developments that had begun especially 



	

in Berlin and Frankfurt, in their respective ways. It is not surprising that Perls briefly toyed 
with the idea of becoming a member of the White Institute. He already knew Fromm and 
Fromm-Reichmann. Perls remembered Fromm-Reichman still in 1968 as “an excellent 
therapist who came from the same Frankfurt School as me” (Perls, 1980, p. 172), and 
Lore Perls called her “my first teacher” (Perls, 1980, p. 141). Moreover, he saw enormous 
parallels with his own ideas, referring to the two “defining characteristics” (Stern, 2017, p. 
19) of interpersonal psychoanalysis—Sullivan’s Interpersonal Field Theory (which had been 
influenced by Lewin’s work)5 and Erich Fromm’s existential humanistic approach, with its 
often extreme emphasis on authenticity and a challenging directness of the therapist (see 
Stern, 2017, pp. 14ff.) 

 

Lore Perls remembers the first contact with the White Institute and Clara Thompson in 
particular: 

He [Fritz] went to New York and he saw Erich Fromm. And Fromm said: “I guarantee within three 
months you have a practice in New York.” So he came to New York. Within three weeks he had a 
practice. He took over a practice from Dr. Saperstein. He took on four or five patients from him, and 
then he made friends with Clara Thompson and she sent a lot. They wanted him actually as a training 
analyst in the White Institute at the time, but they had wanted him to take his medical degree here 
again, and that would have meant going to school. At that point, Fritz was already in his fifties and he 
said: “If I go to school, then I go as a teacher and not as a student.” But still they sent patients, and 
mostly they sent people they had given up on, people who wanted to become members, but they 
didn’t feel they had gotten through with their analysis. (In Amendt-Lyon, 2016, p. 177) 

 

The good professional, and apparently personal, relationship between Fritz Perls and Clara 
Thompson can possibly also be related to Thompson’s interest in Reich’s character 
analysis, with its active defense analysis, focus on nonverbal communication or behavior, 
and strong attention to negative transference. Around 1934, she was running a “Reich 
Study group” in which Reich’s character analysis was translated and read (see Meigs, 
2017; Levenson, 2018).6 In Perls she met someone who had already taken Reich’s 
seminar in Vienna in 1927 and who had been in training analysis with Reich from around 
1930 until both emigrated in 1933, and who also had belonged to Reich’s circle and taken 
part in his political and anti-fascist activities. Perls was a trained character analyst in 
theory and practice (see Bocian, 2010, pp. 208ff.).  

																																																													
5 Some passages of Gestalt Therapy (1951) that refer to interactions within the mother-infant field (Perls et al., 
1951/1996, p. 270) and anticipate the findings of modern infant research are almost identical to what Sullivan, referring 
also to Lewin, thought and wrote about the “need for contact” (Sullivan, 1953, p. 40) and the dynamic “organism-
environment complex” (Perls et al., 1951/1996, p. 78).	

6  Edgar Levenson, an important personality in the history of the White Institute, remembers: “That was about the time 
that Wilhelm Reich’s book Character Analysis (1933) was popular and everybody was very stimulated because it was 
the first move away from Freudian dynamics to something that had to do with character structure. Fromm was very 
much interested in character structure too” (Levenson, 2018, p. 307). 	



	

 

In early April 1947, Perls held a conference at the Institute “before a dozen people, the 
inner circle of the group” (Perls in Sreckovic, 1999, p. 113). We can hear his hope for a 
new belonging in this touching passage: 

Then a miracle happened to me. A few month ago I met some members of your group, and I was 
deeply moved as I had been seldom in my life. After all, there where people on this globe who saw 
the world as I saw it, who spoke a language similar to mine. It was like a dream, nearly too good to 
be true. I felt like a sailor who knew he was steering the right course, but became weary that he 
would never see land again, and suddenly, unexpectedly, there it was. (Perls, 2012, p. 39) 

 

In his lecture, he talked about concepts that would remain central to him throughout his 
life. For example, he stressed how some patients “require the prolonged spadework of 
intense character analysis before one can attempt the phenomenological analysis” (Perls, 
2012, p. 33). The “basic rule” of Perls’s phenomenological analysis was “the concept of 
the now” (p. 28). Perls would ask “the patient to start every sentence with the word ‘now’ 
or even with the words ‘here and now’” (p. 26). Ultimately, it is about broadening the 
patient’s “horizons of awareness” (Atwood & Stolorow, 2014),7 of what he or she feels, 
fantasizes, and does in the interpersonal contact in and beyond the analytical situation. 
Or, “the neurotic (and I shall confine myself to him) is a split and dissociated personality 
and the cure has to be effected by a reintegration of the personality and its intrapersonal 
relations” (Perls, 2012, p. 18). And of course there is the view, of particular importance 
here, that the safeguard against the problems that could be created by a one-sided 
approach or eclecticism “is the concept and experience of the human personality as being 
an indivisible whole and as always embedded in and related to an environmental, 
personal, and social field” (p. 38). 

 

His lecture was apparently not given the importance he had expected or hoped for (see 
Screckovic, 1999, p. 115). Moreover, he was not willing to adapt and meet the 
requirements for his license to practice in the U.S.A. In the end, Fritz and Lore decided  

to take a path independent of all analytic schools; there was also no longer any contact with Reich, so 
that we were once again on our own. Then, when I lived in New York for a while, we worked with 
Paul Goodman on our own approach. (Perls, L., 2016, p. 190) 

 

On March 3rd, 1947, still with hope, Fritz wrote to Lore: “He [Fromm] is very interested in 
our special approach. I have the feeling that one day he and we will form the newest 
group” (in Sreckovic, 1999, p. 114). What makes Perls’s and Fromm’s approaches similar 
(which I cannot go into here due to a lack of space) is their common psychoanalytic and 
																																																													
7  Eagle writes: “Similar to Atwood and Stolorow in the context of Gestalt Therapy, a primary marker for 
psychopathology is restriction of experience and a primary goal of treatment is increasing the range and depth of 
experience, particularly emotional experience” (Eagle, 2018a, p. 48).	



	

political socialization in Frankfurt and Berlin, as well as their experience as émigré German 
Jews. Both were interested, for example, in focusing on emotional experiencing in the 
here-and-now, attending to body language and expanding awareness, integrating 
Buddhist and Taoist approaches, and there was a focus on the personal and social fields 
and the influence of Martin Buber. 

 

Perls and Fromm believed that if therapists attend too much to the “regressive” or 
“infantile” aspects of their patients, they “might communicate to them that they were not 
responsible for difficult life choices and possibly interfere with their progressive goals of 
separation and autonomy” (Hirsch, 2015, p. 144). In contrast to the British “Middle Group” 
(especially Balint and Winnicott), the early interpersonal approach, and I include Perls 
here, was adult-centric and “firmly prods patients toward the future” (Hirsch, 2015, p. 
131). Hirsch gives a concise summary of a problem inherent in the practice of active 
analysis, which ranged from Reich’s Berlin techniques of character analysis to the 
approach of the first Interpersonal Analysts, to Perls’s personal style of Gestalt therapy, 
taking Fromm as an example: “Analysts of Fromm’s heritage could be […] too certain 
about observation, excessively present and confrontational” (Hirsch, 2015, p. 144). The 
confronting way in which Perls would sometimes work in his demonstration sessions is 
directly descended from Ferenczi’s “active technique” and “Reiztherapie” (stimulation 
therapy). Similar approaches can be found in the work of Reich, Gerö, Horney, and 
Fromm. For instance, Fromm would still respond forcefully, in 1974, if a patient turned 
“free association […] into free chatter” (Fromm, 1994, p. 117); he held that “then it is in 
my opinion the task of the analyst to cut him off and to say, ‘Now, all you’re telling me is 
only to fill out the time, and it has no purpose; I’m too bored, I’m not going to listen to 
this’” (Fromm, 1994, p.117). If I had not indicated here that it was Erich Fromm (“the 
apostle of love”) who said that, it could also be an example of the often criticized way in 
which Perls (“the dirty old man”) practiced and demonstrated Gestalt therapy. What we 
have here is simply the character-analytic style practiced sometimes too confrontationally, 
as Perls had become familiar with it in Berlin, and as developed as an active response to 
the largely useless passive years they had spent lying on the couch.  

 

Donnell Stern writes that the set of Fromm’s  

existential-humanistic clinical values […] led a broader group of interpersonalists to work in the here-
and-now, to emphasize the patient’s agency, and to acknowledge their own personal and unconscious 
involvement in the clinical process, long before that emphasis was as widely recognized as it is today. 
(Stern, 2017, pp. 19ff).  

 

It is interesting that in the lecture that he gave at the White Institute in 1947, Perls 
presented a clinical example of his own personal involvement, which anticipated the more 
relational and dialogical form of Gestalt therapy that was developed later on:  



	

As I am not in the habit of blaming a patient and making her responsible for her resistance, I had to 
look for my own deficiency, and I found the following fact: I was personally involved in her case. She 
had to be a feather in my cap. (Perls, 2012, p. 30)  

 

In Gestalt therapy, the late 1980s saw the emergence of an explicit dialogical approach, 
strongly influenced by the revaluation of Buber (reinforced by the influences of the 
intersubjective theory of Orange, Atwood, & Stolorow (2009)), which largely corrected the 
problematic aspects of the confrontational approach (see Yontef, 1993; Jacobs & Hycner, 
2009; Staemmler, 2011). Here it was also possible to draw on the more cautious and 
supportive style of Lore Perls, who was directly influenced by Buber. Of course, we should 
see the confrontation and challenging directness of Perls and the more patient and 
supportive work of Lore Perls as dialectical complements. This is in the integrative spirit of 
the Gestalt therapeutic model. 

 

What was introduced in 1951 as Gestalt therapy was an attempt at, and a further step in, 
the development of an integrative approach in theory and practice which sees the 
interconnectedness between inside and outside and includes both the body and the 
environment. It was about “a unitary method” that included all levels as far as possible, to 
concentrate on “orientation in the environment (analysis of the present situation)” (Perls 
et al., 1951/1996, p. 99), on “the world of ‘objects’—interpersonal relations, fantasy,8 
memory, etc. and on releasing bodily mobility and appetite, and also on the structure of 
the third thing, the emotion of the self” (p. 409). “Only if the outer and the inner can be 
harmonized and integrated can the patient ever be discharged as ‘cured.’” (p. 99) This 
corresponds with the later attempt at integration by Greenberg & Mitchell (1983), and 
with Lewis Aron’s emphasis that the term “relational” takes into account the dialectical 
entanglement between real interpersonal relations and their intrapsychic representations 
or personifications (Aron, 1996, p. 17). The three schools presented in this book are 
currently trying, based on the existing potential within their respective approaches, to 
broaden the perspective once again and to explore the field aspect of human experience 
and behavior more deeply, to make it usable in clinical practice. 

 

Perls, object relations and the “external stage” 

Seemingly different from early interpersonal psychoanalysis (see Greenberg & Mitchell, 
1983, p. 104), right from the start, Perls integrated insights about internalized self-other 
(object) relations into his thinking and working. Karl Abraham’s introduction of an oral 
sadistic phase with the assumed desire for annihilation in the child and an aggressive and 
destructive intention to bite and hurt (see May, 2018, pp. 117ff.), later taken up and 
																																																													
8  Goodman (1945) was, like Otto Fenichel, Marcuse and Adorno, always very critical of Fromm’s and Horney’s Freud 
revisions, and we hear his voice in Gestalt Therapy (1951): “It is characteristic for the interpersonal theorists that they 
have little to say of organic functioning, sexuality and obscure fantasy.” (Perls et al., 1951/1996, p. 160)	



	

continued by Melanie Klein, was criticized by Perls. Influenced by Lore Perls’s experience 
with her first child (a private “infant research”), he presented an alternative that was rich 
in consequences (Perls, 1942/1992a, pp. 153ff.). For Perls, it is about the de-structuring 
aggression that is now possible through the teeth, which serves one’s own growth. Both 
physical and “mental food” (Perls, 1942/1992a, pp. 144ff.) can and must be “chewed 
through” and assimilated independently, made into something truly one’s own and not 
“swallowed” as an introject coming from an external authority. Perls also refers here to 
psychoanalytic theory and Nazi propaganda (Perls, 1942/1992a). His discussion of 
Abraham’s contribution is based on Freud’s paper “Mourning and Melancholia” 
(1915/1959b) (the beginning of object relational thinking), and his distinction between 
introjection and assimilation has strong parallels with Fairbairn’s thought and coincides 
almost word for word with Guntrip’s views more than twenty years later (Perls, 
1942/1992a, pp. 153ff.; Ludwig-Körner, 1992, p. 248; Eagle, 1984, pp. 75ff.; Eagle, 2011, 
p. 152). Like Fairbairn, Perls saw introjects as internalized “rejecting objects” or “internal 
saboteurs,” and both sometimes used metaphorical terms like demon or dybbuk: 

If you are poisonous, that means that […] you have got a dybbuk, a demon, in you, somebody who 
poisons you, whom you have swallowed whole. The Freudian idea that we introject the person we 
love is wrong. You always introject people who are in control.” (Perls, 1992b, p. 163–164)  

I do not have the space here to go into this topic in more detail.9 

When Gestalt therapy became an independent approach, Fritz Perls, the most experienced 
clinical practitioner of the founding trio, developed his well-known psycho-dramatic and 
dialogical two-chairs or “shuttle technique” (Perls, 2019, p. 23), with which the splits and 
“dichotomies of a personality can be integrated” (p. 23). It must be said that for Perls, 
“integration” is a process without an end and a unified self is an illusion.10  

 

The idea is that the inner representation of the interaction with a parent that had turned 
into an introject, a negative self state, an “internal I-position” (Staemmler, 2018), can be 
externalized, transposed from the inner relational world to the therapy room, whereby 
“the parent” becomes a third person who is virtually present and with whom a dialogue 
begins, while the protecting therapeutic relationship remains intact. Perls built on the early 
experiments of Breuer and Freud (1895/1957) in a similar style to the entire tradition of 
active psychoanalysis. He would dramatize psychic conflicts on an “external stage” and 
would have the patient emotionally re-live and “act through” (Perls & Clements, 1968) 
																																																													
9 Perls’s important contribution to this discussion can only be appreciated with an understanding of the psychoanalytic 
context of the time. This is made all the more difficult by the fact that Perls hardly ever quotes and only occasionally 
mentions other authors and apparently assumes that his readership has such knowledge. The parallels with Fairbairn and 
his student Guntrip are interesting and manifold. To name just one more, Perls, like Fairbairn, sees the parts and figures 
of a dream as projected parts of the dreamer (Delisle, 2013, pp. 48ff.).	

10  It is about getting to know and dealing with different representations of ourselves. His experience of the 
impossibility of having a single identity as a German Jew and the need for critical outsiders to deal with their multiple 
identities plays a role here (see Bocian, 2010, p. 262). 	



	

unfinished situations. In this way, a scenic unity of content, action, affect, and language 
was achieved, as was also characteristic of Freud and Breuer’s cathartic method (see 
Lorenzer, 1993, pp. 168ff.), and as was picked up again later by Ferenczi in his 
“neocatharsis” and by Wilhelm Reich.  

 

Psychoanalysts such as Tilmann Moser, who have experienced Gestalt therapy themselves, 
acknowledge the value of this procedure, especially in work with intra-psychic splits. A 
psychoanalytic setting that focuses only on generating a transference: 

makes it difficult to reintegrate the denied parts that were split off under great danger; the exiled 
parts of the self […] show themselves only very shyly, because the ego is afraid of being 
excommunicated, depreciated, and mutilated once again. This is without any doubt a simplified way of 
putting it. In any case, only when I experienced and reflected on Gestalt therapy did it occur to me for 
the first time that there are therapeutic approaches that offer different possibilities of making 
diagnostically visible and enacting divergent parts of the self. Under the threat of an accumulating 
negative transference, there [in Gestalt therapy] the therapist does not disappear in the swirl of 
negative experience, but stays available as an accessible auxiliary ego which can also establish contact 
with the split-off parts. (Moser, 1990, p. 11, my translation) 

 

The field approach and the old interpretative power. 

Finally, there is a critical aspect I would like to address. An aspect that concerns the 
therapist’s power to define what is happening. In the new analytic and Gestalt 
approaches, it sometimes seems that the therapist is the “expert” who “feels” or “dreams” 
what is going on in the field, in the “between”, and ultimately in the other. As humans, we 
have a capacity for resonance, and Gestalt therapists and psychoanalysts have certainly 
refined this capacity through their training. Nevertheless, I find it is a kind of power if the 
therapist, without clarifying this dialogically with the patient, simply assumes that what he 
or she is feeling at the moment is what is happening. 

 

Morris Eagle has critically discussed Heinrich Racker’s attitude towards 
countertransference. For Racker, “thoughts and feelings which emerge in [the analyst] will 
be, precisely, those which did not emerge in the patient” (Racker, quoted in Eagle, 2018a, 
p. 92). We have to be careful that we do not end up adopting the same attitude, just 
describing it in different words. Some examples from the three schools presented here, 
which struck me when I read them, include: therapists can seem to “enter” the inner 
world of the patient and claim to “know” what the patient feels, thinking they are a “part” 
of the same world as the patient; some seem to decide, unilaterally on their own, the 
meaning of what the patient answers; and dissociated states of the patient’s self can be 
“known” by therapists through their enactment in the relationship. If I really assume that 
what is going on in me is also going on in the patient, then we have the same old “the 
therapist knows what is really going on” attitude, even if it sounds more profound, poetic, 
or mystic today and less technical than in the past. 



	

 

Of course, through resonance or reverie we can perceive and grasp something that is 
more than “me.” Many of us are good at it too. Nevertheless, it is simply a hypothesis that 
we can work with, a proposal that is there to be rejected by the patient. What remains is 
the fundamental Kantian insight, confirmed by Gestalt psychologists among others, that 
the senses are not neutral receptors. Rather, they are active filters, as are our minds, 
through which we experience the world and read, see, and evaluate ourselves and others. 
Our perceptions are interpretations.  

 

I see another critical point that Eagle also makes in his discussion of Mitchell’s statement 
that “the basic unit of study is not the individual as a separate entity (…) but an 
interactional field” (in Eagle, 2011, pp. 134ff.). Bohleber (2010) sees here the problem 
that in some intersubjective theories, the subject seems to dissolve in the field: “To take 
this to an extreme, the subject is reduced to the contingent effect of contexts. […] The 
self disappears in its independent function as author and active agent” (Bohleber, 2010, p. 
9). It is about the subject, the ego or I, which “is dependent on unconscious forces but 
has nevertheless acquired a certain degree of autonomy” (p. 9.). A person is both, a “field 
phenomenon” and an “autonomous subject,” living in his “private world” (Perls, 2019, p. 
47) with “ego boundaries” that define what is me and what is not me, as an author with 
personal responsibility. Beyond that, it seems important to me not to promote, with our 
language, a kind of estrangement or reification of human communication and human pain. 
Human pain is not the pain of some field, it is individual, “of” a person, and I experience it 
as my pain.  

 

Günther Bittner (1998), a psychoanalyst from the above-mentioned and largely forgotten 
southwest German tradition, which is strongly influenced by Buber, puts it well when 
writes: “The talk of the ‘third’ may sound […] seductive: I just have to be careful that 
above this third I do not lose the ‘first’: myself, the analyst subject situated and 
experiencing the situation with the analysand” (Bittner, 1998, p. 286, my translation). I 
appreciate that my relational and field-oriented colleagues try not to “lose” exactly this, 
but Bittner finds the right words for the crux of the matter. He pleads for considering “the 
analyst’s own” as the “foundation of a bridge of understanding” (p. 60). Referring to 
projective identification he writes: “There is no valid criterion for distinguishing whether a 
mood […] ‘comes from me’ or is ‘put into me’ by the patient” (p. 61)—or, I would add, 
whether it comes from or is in the “field” or in “the between” (see also Eagle, 2011, pp. 
219ff.). To nevertheless assume this and simply assert it on the basis of one’s own feeling 
or mental production is a powerful interpretation that our patients will not always resist, 
and for me it is something different from the radically dialogical attitude that includes the 
patient as an “active experimental partner” (Perls et al., 1951/1996, p. 248) that has 
become central to Gestalt therapy.  



	

 

Buber’s “meeting,” which for Lore Perls (1989, p. 179) is synonymous with contact, is a 
central concept of Gestalt therapy. “Contact is the recognition of ‘otherness’, the 
awareness of difference, the boundary experience of ‘I and the other’” (Perls, L., 1992, p. 
94), “where we touch and at the same time experience separateness” (p. 152). Gestalt 
therapy is an integrative approach and as such we see the dialectic between the intra-
personal and the inter-personal and of course it is useful and important when field-
oriented therapists and analysts try to describe further levels of perception and experience 
and make them clinically practicable. It is about expansion, not replacement. Accordingly, 
Francesetti, Gecele, and Roubal write that they see “the three paradigms of change 
(mono-personal, bi-personal, field-theory based) […] as equally important and in figure in 
different moments of the therapeutic process” (Francesetti et al., 2022, p. 54).11 

 

Both Perlses were representatives of an early field approach and at the same time 
emphasized the importance of one’s own delimited individuality and the personal “ego 
boundary” (Federn, 1952; Perls, 1942/1992a). This is a theme that brings us into contact 
with history and the past as part of the field. 

 

Autonomy instead of Auschwitz. The importance of individualism 

Perls clearly perceived the reality of the situation in 1933 and fled the murderous field in 
time. Like many of his fellow émigrés, Perls has left us a legacy that is part of our current 
field. Against the backdrop of two world wars and his experience of National Socialism and 
the German tradition of obedience, Fritz Perls’s (and maybe Fromm’s)12 sometimes 
unbalanced inclination toward individuality and autonomy and his fundamentally anti-
confluent posture cannot simply be dismissed as a personal problem.  

 

Gestalt therapy has to do with the experience of totalitarianism and the experience with 
the “great we.” Nazi ideology was an ideology of anti-individualism that demanded 
confluence, submission, and abandonment of the ego boundary. In response, a small 
group of outsiders, intellectuals, and artists of the Weimar Republic became advocates of 
the individual and demanded self-responsibility. Gestalt therapy carries within itself 
experiences that contain a utopia of wholeness as well as traumatic experiences in dealing 
																																																													
11  Bowman & Bowman (2022), for example, give a nice clinical example of how the “classical,” more monopersonal 
style and the contemporary, more relational style intertwine, which corresponds to the integrative and not one-sided 
approach of Gestalt therapy from the very beginning.	

	
12  In Fromm’s Escape from Freedom (1941), as in Perls, we find an emphasis on individualism, anti-conformism and 
spontaneity, in the face of Nazi efforts to eradicate individuality and demand “surrender to authority” (see Kuriloff 
2014, p. 19) and self-sacrifice for the whole. 	



	

with uprooting, flight, and threats to identity and life (see Bocian, 2010, pp. 249ff.). As a 
leftist German Jew, Perls knew the importance of focusing attentively on the boundary 
between the individual and the environment. He realized that for a person such as himself, 
merging with a greater whole was not an option, and that a lack of alertness, a failure to 
abandon “the whole” in a timely fashion, was potentially life-threatening. He knew that 
confluence can kill and that projections can cost lives. He knew that the ability to 
“individualize” oneself, to trust in one’s own strength and self-support, can save one’s life. 

 

There is a historical lesson to be learned from the survival experiences of the 
“Expressionist generation” to which Fritz and Lore Perls belonged. With reference to 
Theodor Adorno, I have summarized this stance as “Autonomy instead of Auschwitz” (see 
Bocian, 2010, pp. 255ff.). I believe that as a therapist, Perls wanted to pass on something 
precious, a kind of summary of his life experience, of a “survival” experience in the true 
sense of the word. “Many could have been saved 

if they would have mobilized their own resources instead of waiting for someone to rescue 
them” (Perls, 1977, p. 127). Although we fully realize that Gestalt therapy was conceived 
as a relational and field approach from the outset, keeping these experiences alive is part 
of our European legacy.  

 

Andrea Castiello d’Antonio writes:  

So when we look at the years of analytic experience that Perls gained as a patient-candidate, we can 
see that ‘the system’ of institutionalized psychoanalysis was not able to destroy his creativity (despite 
its having implemented various of the famous ‘thirty methods to destroy the creativity of candidates in 
psychoanalysis’ described by Otto Kernberg). But ‘the system’ was nevertheless able to exclude an 
original mind and a free spirit permanently from psychoanalysis. (Castiello d’Antonio, 2012, p. 285, my 
translation) 

 

For some years now, there have been various contacts and dialogues, made possible, 
perhaps, because we all come from the psychoanalytic “stream”—a stream which has 
become again very broad and plural. I hope that my contribution can help us all 
understand this common past and ground and that it may be possible to really meet and 
perhaps learn from each other, without losing our contours and our specific Gestalt. 
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