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Abstract
The aim of this dissertation is to examine the criticism of the work of Fritz Perls and to place it in a wider personal, social and historical context that explains its important and relevance in the 21st century.
Its premise is that much of the analysis of Perls’ work seeks to either excuse or vilify him for his flaws and that this takes away from his revolutionary influence that brought gestalt to wider prominence. 
By re-examining core critical works, and bringing in new voices, this dissertation aims to illustrate that gestalt would not have developed into a leading modality within the wider field of psychotherapy had it not been for Perls’ complex and contradictory nature. 
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Introduction
Psychotherapist Fritz Perls came to achieve great acclaim in America in the 1960s as the architect of gestalt therapy. But reviews of his life and work are littered with extreme and polarised criticism. He has been described as a genius, a prophet, and a showman. Oral biographer Jack Gaines describes him as both a “kind and compassionate teacher”, and “a devil and a saint” (Gaines, 1979, p.viii). 
Much of the controversy centres on the disparity between his success and that of his wife, Laura Perls. Some argue that her contribution to the development of gestalt therapy, which was rooted in her academic career as a psychologist, was greater than that of Fritz Perls but that she was eclipsed by his showmanship. 
While accounts suggest that Fritz enjoyed his prominence and notoriety, that is not to say that he sought to elevate his career above that of his wife’s. The field of psychotherapy developed within a sexist culture in which female pioneers were routinely overlooked (Serlin, 1992). Attempts to discredit Fritz’s central role in the development of gestalt seem to ignore the social and political context in which he worked. 
Another central plank of the criticism is the negative attention that he brought to gestalt therapy because of his unconventional, often extreme, and sometimes unethical behaviour. 
[bookmark: _Hlk62999118]This paper sets out to examine critiques of Perls’ life and work within its historical context and at the same time to see how this context, as well as Perls’ personal experiences help to explain why he became such a complex and controversial figure. Its premise is that it was Perls’ flaws that made him revolutionary in his approach to therapy and that there would be no gestalt therapy without him. His complexity is what led to his development of the theory and practice of gestalt. His personalised approach, which does not impose a theory on clients but starts with what the client presents in the here and now and views it through their experience, was revolutionary. 
This is not to ignore the critique that Fritz Perls has taken all the credit for the development of gestalt therapy at the expense of Laura Perls, as argued by Clarkson and Mackewn (2012, pp.57-66) and Irene Serlin (1992). Nor does it gloss over his many professional and personal flaws. In fact, this paper highlights some of these flaws in its attempt to rehabilitate his reputation as both an architect of gestalt therapy and as a human being. Some critique was necessary in order to redress the injustice done to Laura Perls and to rescue gestalt therapy from the tarnish of some of Perls’ unethical practices, which included having sexual relationships with clients. 
To help understand why Perls and gestalt therapy have garnered such a huge amount of attention in the world of psychotherapy it is necessary first to recognise the significance of Perls’ break from Freudian psychoanalysis. It was a fundamental shift from Freud’s position that the analyst is a blank sheet of paper whose expertise is paramount to the therapeutic process to one in which the therapist meets the client on equal terms rather than as an “expert”.
While Perls himself did not always adhere to this democratic approach and there is no question that he was a flawed man, he moved the therapeutic goalposts from self-analysis and exploration of the past to the here and now. This radical move away from Freudianism and classical psychoanalysis is illustrated in Perls’ key texts, Gestalt Therapy; Excitement and Growth in the Human Personality (Perls, Hefferline and Goodman, 1977) and In and Out the Garbage Pail (Perls, 1969).
It was a move towards humanism, where the “shouldism” of Freud’s approach, which was about living with repression in order to conform to society’s existing rules and expectations, was replaced with a drive towards living authentically. According to Rosanes-Barrett (1993), Perls’ focus on being authentic leads to self-oriented support and autonomy. In other words, the client and their feelings become the focus of therapy rather that the expertise of the therapist. This shift in therapeutic attention also defined a new era at a time when democracy became the dominant model over totalitarianism (Shepard, 1975, pp.55 -75). 
Biographer Martin Shepard, in Fritz: An Intimate Portrait of Fritz Perls and Gestalt Therapy (1973) sits very much in the Fritz camp yet, despite what some view as a lack of objectivity, gives readers a warts-and-all account that highlights Perls’ humanity. Above all, he shows that Perls can only be understood by looking at his life as a Jew who lived through two World Wars.
By contrast, in Fritz Perls by Petrὔska Clarkson and Jennifer Mackewn (2012), Clarkson feels that Fritz takes too much adulation for the development of gestalt and tries to redress this by highlighting some of his personal and professional flaws and focusing instead on Laura’s major contribution.
In addition to the works of Shepard (1973) and Clarkson and Mackewn (2012), both of which fail to capture Fritz Perls’ complexity, this paper looks at the oral history written by Jack Gaines, for which the author spoke to various people who knew Perls at specific points in his life. His analysis of the myriad reactions of different people explains Perls’ contribution to gestalt therapy in a way that acknowledges how those reactions are as much to do with their own contradictions and underlying fears as they are with the different moods of Fritz Perls. Gaines presents an unadulterated and non-redacted history of Perls that shows how much he connected with those seeking a new way of living authentically with themselves and others. It also locates it within a time of political and social upheaval when there was a mass questioning of authority at both a micro and macro level (Gaines, 1979). 
Following an overview of the historical development of Perls and gestalt therapy, this paper moves to a brief theoretical discussion of gestalt therapy as it is in this arena that critics of Perls have chosen to undermine his credibility and to minimise his contribution to gestalt therapy. This will take aspects of the critique developed by Clarkson and Mackewn (2012) and bring in other voices, such as that of Irvin Yalom who have joined the debate (Clarkson and Mackewn (2012, 127-155). It also reviews the writings of key individuals who worked with Perls, including [name text] by Laura Perls and Gestalt Therapy (Perls, Hefferline and Goodman (1977)), which Fritz co-wrote and which outlines the bedrock of gestalt therapy. Returning to these texts highlights how much revisionism has since taken place. So much theoretical development has occurred since the 1960s that has muddied the discussion of Fritz Perls. 
In their attempt to blame Fritz Perls for the controversy and bad press that gestalt therapy received during the 1960s, many have sought to revise his contribution to its development. Yet, despite his excesses and profoundly unethical behaviour, his work has enabled gestalt therapy and philosophy to flourish. In fact, subsequent developments of gestalt therapy that have responded to the social, political and economic milieu in which it operates are arguably testament to its relevance in the wider field of psychotherapy today.
This paper posits that it is time to see Perls as neither a madman nor prophet, but as a human being full of contradictions, whose combination of flaws and strengths were vital for the development of gestalt therapy. As Martin Shepard asserts, it is difficult to separate Perls’ humanity from his brilliance as a therapist, although no doubt this caused a lot of problems for Perls and his clients (Shepard, 1973, pp.76-93). This complexity is an integral part of the development of gestalt therapy and not a problem that needs to be hidden – or thrown out with the bathwater – as some of his critics have attempted to do.



Chapter 1: Fritz Perls and the birth of gestalt therapy
Fritz Perls was schooled in the classical elements of Freudianism. While he accepted many of its components, he rejected two of its central tenets. The first is the idea that the psychoanalyst must be a blank slate upon which the client projects their neuroses. Instead, Fritz saw the relationship between the client and therapist as central to the therapeutic process. Secondly, he challenged Freud’s concept of the unconscious and developed a fluid sense of the self that is more rooted in the present than the past. This is not to say that our past is not a major influence of the development of the self, but that we are not prisoners of our past (Clarkson and Mackewn, 2012). 
While Clarkson and Mackewn are major critics of Fritz Perls, they also acknowledge his significant contribution to the birth of gestalt therapy through this break with Freudianism. However, they attempt to undermine him by constructing an analysis that stresses his comments on individualism over those that focus on the individual as an integral part of the community in which they live (Clarkson & Mackewn (2012), pp.63-66). This ignores major aspects of his life and work and supports a perspective that their critique is part of an attempt to rewrite history and tarnish Fritz Perls’ reputation as one of gestalt therapy’s architects. 
This attempt to undermine Perls is evidently difficult given his central role and his high profile. Therefore, while Clarkson and Mackewn write loquaciously about his break from Freud and how important this was in bringing psychotherapy into the age of democracy, they make various attacks to bring him and his work into disrepute. This approach is captured in their discussion of the self and self-support. They rightly point out that Perls, Goodman and Hefferline’s understanding of the self (1973) is a welcome break from the rather sterile Freudian concept of self which, in their view, paid far too little attention to the interdependency of adults while stressing the need for individual autonomy and responsibility (Clarkson and Mackewn, 2012). Yet even here while supporting the work, they attempt to diminish Perls’ role by asserting that he took this gestalt concept of self-responsibility to an extreme in the 1960s with his gestalt prayer. 
The gestalt prayer captures the essence of Fritz and gestalt therapy with its focus on being authentic and true to ourselves (Perls, 1973, pp140-150), yet Clarkson and Mackewn present his understanding of the self as uncaring and being about selfish individualism that is not connected to the larger community (Clarkson and Mackewn, 2012, p63). 
[bookmark: _Hlk62910465]It is easy to give a negative characterisation of Perls on the notion of self and self-responsibility by taking the gestalt prayer out of context and divorcing it from the trajectory of Perls’ practice and the development of gestalt therapy. As Clarkson and Mackewn acknowledge, the prayer was a symbol of Fritz Perls’ emphasis on authenticity and helping the client to be true to themselves. They go on to cite that Ervin Polster challenged Fritz on his over-attachment to Individualism (Clarkson and Mackewn, 2012, p.63), yet there appears to be little hard evidence of this. Looking at this emphasis of the self through the prism of what was happening at a societal level in terms of extremes of Nazism, Stalinism and the stifling corporatism of 1950s America then, as Martin Shepard makes clear, the mechanistic approach of Freudianism and wider psychoanalysis would have been anathema to Perls. Its philosophy was outdated and no answer to the ideology of conformity that had become dominant in mid-20th century (Shepard, 1975, pp.1-25). Fritz’s emphasis on self-responsibility and his rejection of “shouldism”, which he saw as the foundation of these authoritarian ideologies, could be seen in many ways to presage the questioning of conformity of the late 1960s. That Fritz Perls’ understanding of the self was not simply mechanistic individualism as intimated by Clarkson and Mackewn is made clear by Fritz Perls in The Gestalt Approach. In one of his group sessions, he gets people to work in relation to the gestalt Prayer, and his emphasis is about getting them to connect authentically and not to simply fall into blaming each other (Perls 1973, pp140-149).
It is difficult to view Clarkson and Mackewn’s failure to consider the social and political context in their analysis of Fritz Perls as a simple error because their critique is consistently trying to separate him from Laura Perls and Paul Goodman. They attempt to do this by not only asserting that there were important differences, but also by diminishing Fritz’s role in the development of gestalt therapy. For example, when discussing the gestalt concept of the self they intimate, without any evidence, that it can be assumed that Fritz was influenced by Laura Perls and that it was Paul Goodman who developed Fritz Perl’s disparate ideas into coherent concepts (Clarkson and Mackewn, 2012). The focus of Clarkson and Mackewn’s discussion is on the two major texts which mark the break from Freudianism: Ego, Aggression and Hunger (Perls, 1969) and Gestalt Therapy (Perls, Hefferline and Goodman, 1973). They note that Laura Perls is mentioned in the first text during a discussion around breast feeding but is omitted from the second. Clarkson and Mackewn use this to support their view that Fritz has written Laura out of the history of gestalt therapy. Their mission to reinstate her appears to drive much of their criticism. However, their own views and fervour in redressing the injustice done to Laura Perls prevent them from being objective in their evaluation of the available evidence (Shepard, 1975).
A large part of the controversy is centred on Gestalt Therapy, which Perls worked on with Hefferline and Goodman. This is the seminal text in which all the disparate ideas of gestalt therapy coalesced into a whole. Shepard, a disciple of Fritz Perls, tells us that while all the ideas were those of Fritz Perls, Hefferline wrote the first part of the book on the practical exercises that are central to gestalt Theory and Paul Goodman had the huge task of bringing together Perls’ untidy notes (Gaines, 1979). 
[bookmark: _Hlk62911056]Those in Laura Perls’ camp have seized upon this division of labour as evidence that Fritz has been given far too much credit to the detriment of Laura Perls and Paul Goodman (the consensus is that Hefferline was a minor contributor to the overall development of gestalt therapy and is thus omitted from this debate). Clarkson and Mackewn, Fritz’s two primary critics, seize upon the fact that he did little or no writing in this book and use this as a sign that his role as major architect of gestalt therapy needs to re-evaluated. Again, because they are unable to deny that Fritz developed many of the ideas in Ego, Aggression and Hunger, in which he outlines his theoretical break from Freudianism (Clarkson & Mackewn, 2012, p21), their attack comes in the form of what they see as his lack of academic credentials. They go on to state that it was the work of Paul Goodman that turned what they view as Fritz’s rudimentary ideas into the theoretical foundation of gestalt therapy. They become even more confident with this line of attack later in the book when they focus on the period after Fritz split from Laura on a personal level and on a professional level from both Laura and Goodman (Clarkson & Mackewn, 2012). Again, they back up their claim of a lack of academic rigour by saying that “Fritz felt that they criticised and put him down, while Laura and Paul accused Fritz of being oversensitive to criticism and lacking in intellectual rigour” (Clarkson & Mackewn, 2012, p22). 
Shepard has a sharply different perspective to this one promoted by Clarkson and Mackewn. He views Laura’s rancour towards Fritz as intellectual snobbery as she believed he had diluted the purity of gestalt psychology, which she had formally studied in her academic career, and also that her feelings towards Fritz were fuelled by a sense of abandonment by him (1972, pp67-69). There may be some critics of Shepard who believe that he lacks objectivity due to his admiration of Fritz Perls and his sexist assumptions in portraying Laura as an abandoned wife. To counter this, it is worth noting the comments of Marilyn Rosane Berrett, who was a student of Fritz and worked with him for over 20 years. In response to an article by Irene Serlin, Berrett argues that many of Fritz’s critics had never worked with him and are merely reciting the views of Laura Perls out of personal loyalty to her, and that Laura’s antipathy towards Fritz was borne out of feeling abandoned by him and being cheated out of a conventional marriage (1993, pp106-107). 
Critics of Fritz Perls argue that, in addition to his lack of academic rigour, he also practiced a diluted version of gestalt therapy which undermined its effectiveness and credibility (Clarkson & Mackewn 2012). It is thus also necessary to look in a little more detail at the theory of gestalt therapy in order to assess how much of this theory Fritz utilised in his practice. A basic grasp of Fritz Perls’ theory is also essential to gain an understanding of his practice, and to fully grasp how his critics have attempted to further diminish his contribution to the development of gestalt therapy.
There are several reasons for suggesting that criticism of Fritz for a notion of self that departs from the gestalt holistic model of the self are unfounded. Firstly, the notion of the self is fluid and not a rigid structure, which is a clear break from Freudianism. While Fritz accepted the Freudian notion of neuroses, he tended to identify them as unfinished business. In terms of working with unfinished business, Fritz rejects the Freudian practice of the psychoanalyst being the expert who interprets the neuroses. Instead, he sees the relationship between the therapist and client as a dynamic relationship that is not about interpreting the client but supporting them in working with what is in the foreground of their awareness. This awareness is what Fritz termed the “field of their experience” and encompasses their physical and psychological experiences as well as their external environment (Perls, F, 1973, pp118-125). It is this model that Rosanes-Berrett says Fritz adhered to and advanced during his later years. She goes on to talk about how Fritz does not interpret the client but works to create a safe place that enables them to work in a supportive and compassionate way. This stands in sharp contrast to Irene Serlin’s characterisation of Fritz as being confrontational, which Berrett asserts is false and is done to devalue the work Fritz did in building the profile of gestalt therapy (Gaines, J, 1973). 
In her tribute to Laura Perls, Irene Serlin makes some very salient points about how women have been written out of history. This includes the history of psychotherapy, and specifically the history of gestalt therapy in which Laura Perls has not been given the credit she deserves and has certainly not had the same profile as Fritz Perls (Serlin, I, 1992, pp60-63). However, it is not clear how much Fritz Perls is to blame for this and this is examined in more depth in the next section of this dissertation. But Serlin detracts from her general argument about sexism by making unsubstantiated claims that Fritz was “confrontational” in contrast to Laura’s “supportive” way of working (1992, p61). Serlin reinforces this contrast with a quote from Fritz’s the gestalt Prayer: “You are not in this world to live up to my expectations.”(1992, p61) It continues her theme that Fritz’s philosophy and practice was macho individualism compared to Laura’s focus on building connections, which she sees as a feminine way of working (1992, p61). Serlin provides no evidence to back up her assertions.
The truth is far more complex than Serlin would have us believe as Fritz was a man with a complicated and traumatic past. This is evident from the testimonies from many people who worked with him. Some are very outspoken about his egregious personal behaviour, but most agree that he inspired and helped them. He did this by building relationships that fostered curiosity and trust: he was not simply an aggressive man who wanted to dominate colleagues or clients (Gaines, 1973). In 1959 Paul Frey, a colleague and friend of Fritz, describes how skilled Fritz was at both identifying what the key issues were when working with people and in using their relationship with him as the lynchpin for understanding and change. This demonstrates that Fritz could build genuine connections in his work (Shepard, 1975, pp101-102). 
There is no doubt that Fritz could be his own worst enemy and could be both cruel and antagonistic. This is clearly rooted in his traumatic history due to his upbringing and of being a Jew during the rise of Nazism. However, many of his critics have failed to acknowledge in a meaningful way how much this would have impacted on him and instead use his personal tragedy to decry his professional achievements. There is an irony in the fact that these critics are psychotherapists, whose work involves understanding how our past experiences influence our present responses. It is also interesting to note how history has treated Perls’ in comparison with Freud, who is still revered despite his many shortcomings (Shepard, 1975, pp101-103).
 


Chapter 2: Fritz and the 1960s: the political becomes personal 
[bookmark: _Hlk62917231]This chapter focuses on the 1960s and Fritz’s latter years, a period that is impossible to discuss without talking about politics. This decade witnessed the growth of the women’s liberation movement, the civil rights movement, protests against the Vietnam war and the rise of the Black Panthers. It was a decade of questioning old assumptions about roles and positions in society, which was captured in the phrase “The Personal is Political” (attributed to feminist campaigner Carol Hanisch). This is also the decade in which Fritz consolidated his development of gestalt therapy and started to lay down some roots in an alternative and therapeutic community called Esalan, just outside San Francisco. In contrast to some of the critics who claim that this is where he made a clear break from the core principles of gestalt therapy, this is where Fritz and gestalt therapy matured while still holding onto their core values of being holistic, using phenomenological methods and adhering to the values of existentialism (Clarkson and Mackewn, 2012, p151). 
Just as Fritz realised in the 1940s that classical Freudianism needed to be challenged by a new approach to meet the demands of a democratic age, he seemed to be acutely aware that the ideas and practice of gestalt therapy needed to be able to meet the different challenges of the 1960s. As already noted, Clarkson and Mackewn have serious concerns about the new direction in which Fritz seemed to be taking gestalt both in terms of its philosophy and practice. For example, they criticise his emphasis on autonomy, which they interpret as extreme individualism despite again failing to provide compelling evidence to support that assertion. In fact, it is all about context for Fritz, and it is this adaptive approach that makes gestalt relevant and stops it becoming sterile. This is even highlighted in Clarkson and Mackewn’s own research, in which they argue that his intention in writing the gestalt prayer was to shake up the groups he was working with at Esalan. Yet they use his prayer to attack him for being unsupportive and individualistic (2012, p146). This portrayal of Fritz as uncaring denies the adaptive nature of gestalt therapy and the milieu that Fritz was now working in, especially in Esalan. It also contradicts their admission that Fritz, “…. emphasised both extreme individualism and interdependence” (2012, p147). 
Indeed, the change of emphasis between individualism and interdependence was vital in order for Fritz to connect with groups at Esalan: Fritz makes clear many of the visitors to Esalan struggled with autonomy and were replacing one parental authority with another as a psychological crutch. He rejects the notion of the therapist as a parental figure and asks them why they need the authority of their parents and others, saying, ”You’ve got eyes and ears and energy [...] Why not say goodbye to us authorities , throw us in the garbage pail, and do things and solve problems on your own?” (Shepard, M, 1975, p120). It is clear from this quote that, contrary to the views of Masson as cited by Clarkson and Mackewn, Fritz refutes the notion of being a guru and is encouraging each of us to be true to ourselves and to refute blind obedience to any organisation or individual (Clarkson and Mackewn, 2012, p142). 
Of course Fritz was not without flaws as a leader, but to conflate all these personal flaws with his work as a therapist and a founder of gestalt therapy fails to capture the complexity of the man, his ideas and work. Mark Mann, who worked at the Esalan Institute remarked, “That’s Fritz Perls, some people think he’s a genius. I just think he’s a dirty old man” (Shepard, M, 1975, p118).
In addition to his health issues, which are well documented, Fritz had a blind spot when it came to his own needs and this made him difficult to work with at times. Shepard describes how he was very rude to Diane Reifler, a woman he was later to become involved with as her lover. Reifler herself states that Fritz was angry with her because she had not asked him to have sex with her (1975, p120). Fritz’s inability to articulate his own needs could be why he recognised the importance of being authentic. Shepard highlights how this difficulty in his relationships can be traced back to the relations with his parents and the lack of love and understanding he felt after the age of 10 (1975, p15-25). Moreover, as an adult his fear of being rejected meant he found it difficult to express his vulnerability (1975, 120). Yet, despite these shortcomings he worked assiduously to help those looking for answers at Esalan to be authentic and to take responsibility for themselves. He wanted to ensure that gestalt was at the forefront of the social and political revolution taking place. According to Shepard, he felt that the Institute was a symbol of the humanistic revolution that was going on which would, through its diversity of programs, “recatalyze” psychotherapy (Shepard, M, 1975, p131). Fritz describes how the Esalan Institute is similar to the German Bauhaus in bringing together thinkers and artists to explore the relationship between the individual and society, and the group work is where he explores the idea of self and the boundaries between ourselves and our society (1975, pp115-131).
Clarkson and Mackewn accept that Fritz was someone who refused to simply accept the prevailing ideas and that he always pushed at the boundaries of conformity, but for them this brought gestalt therapy into disrepute. The focus for their ire is the group work he organised at Esalan. They claim that his group work, and in particular his “hot seat”, had very little in common with accepted notions of group work in general psychoanalytical practice and gestalt groups (2012, p131). Again, the main criticism is that Perls’ work in these groups was anti-intellectual and was all about clever and slick techniques rather than serious therapy (2012, pp131-132). In contrast, Erving & Miriam Polster talk about how powerful the “hot seat” is, in which an individual works with a professional therapist in a group setting. They discuss how it allows an exploration of the relationship between an individual and the wider community, especially in terms of the person in the hot seat exploring their feelings of acceptance and rejection (1974, pp285-311).
At this juncture it is important to explore the question of power, as Perls was considered a counterculture hero and in approaching the question of whether he was “a madman or prophet”, it is telling to consider how he wielded his growing influence. The focus of his work was always about helping people in the hot seat to get in touch with what they really wanted and to gain the confidence to express these needs. He achieved this by expressing his own vulnerability about not feeling in control, such as with smoking. Immediately this undermined the prevailing notion of the therapist being the expert and created a bond of equality in that all members of the group were struggling with their neuroses (Gaines, 1979, p206). Betty Fuller describes how after years of therapy she still felt unable to cry in front of her therapist and she felt that she should give the appearance of being in control until she was alone. Yet when working with Perls in a group she felt that he was the only one who had worked with her by truly connecting without judgement, allowing her to access the underlying truth of her experiences (Gaines, 1979, pp207-208). 
As Shepard documents, while Perls was great at helping people to be authentic and to live in the present, he was not so good at owning his own projections in his relations with others or in understanding the truth of his own needs (1975, p169). At times this could mean that his need to be the centre of attention and to be accepted could lead to excesses and an abuse of his power. This extreme insecurity meant he could be quite cruel and dismissive of others who he felt took the spotlight away from him. One example of this is during a lecture at Esalan by Abraham Maslow, when Perls crawled around the floor claiming that he was bored by Maslow (1975, p158). He also described Maslow as “a sugar-coated Nazi” (1975, p162). This inability to regulate his emotions and his rudeness to others alienated some of his supporters as they viewed it as an abuse of his power. They were also concerned that his behaviour undermined the credibility of gestalt therapy. 
Jim Simpkin, once a close friend and disciple of Perls, describes how he was embarrassed by his personal behaviour and his lack of integrity. He gives one account of group therapy in which people were discussing how there is one person who always takes over the group, “this person was Fritz” (Shepard, 1975, p157). For Simpkin, Perls’ abuse of power directly interfered with the goal of his work to help individuals and groups to become independent and responsible, because he could never relinquish his power. He considered that this undermined the credibility of gestalt therapy. In fact, Simpkin describes Perls as almost destroying the reputation of gestalt therapy (Gaines, 1979, p184). 
This abuse of power is even more pertinent when considering closely his relationships with women during the 1960s. It is well documented that Fritz had sexual relationships with female clients, which was then, as now, considered profoundly unethical. The question of ethics does not need to be debated here, but what is necessary is to explore whether this undermines Perls’ role as an effective therapist, and whether it undermines gestalt therapy as a whole, since these are two of the main accusations made against him. 
Shepard discusses Perls’ relationships with Teddy Lyons and Marty Fromm: Teddy Lyons had lost her son in an accident and was extremely vulnerable when she signed up for some gestalt workshops run by Fritz Perls. Despite her vulnerability, Perls put his own needs first by taking her as a lover, as well as a cleaner and a secretary. While Shepard mitigates this extremely unethical behaviour by discussing Perls’ vulnerability resulting from his difficult relationships with his mother, this does not go far enough in acknowledging the power that he had as Teddy Lyon’s therapist. This is clearly exploitative and an abuse of his power. Perls also discourages Teddy’s autonomy by getting extremely jealous when she takes another lover while he is away from Esalan. Therefore, any progress that Teddy may have been made in therapy with Perls is undermined by his sexism, some may even say misogyny (Shepard, 1975, pp166-167). 
This exploitation is also evident in Fritz’s relationship with Marty Fromm, who he was seeing as a patient up to 5 times a week because of issues with her six-year-old daughter that were causing her a great deal of distress. Again, Perls became sexually involved with her. This relationship highlighted the extremely possessive and controlling nature of Fritz as he became very jealous and aggressive when Marty took another lover. Shepard, who is keenly supportive of Fritz, writes:
“Fritz was caught in a difficult and ethical and social dilemma. As a therapist and a philosopher he knew that his Gestalt idea of ‘do your own thing’ made sense for those he worked with. As a needy man, his heart demanded that Marty be obedient to him. These oppositional forces were responsible for one of his few lapses as a therapist” (Shepard, M, 1975, p87).
Therefore, any help he may have been to Marty Fromm was destroyed (Shepard, 1976, pp76-93). Again, Shepard attempts to mitigate Fritz’s unethical behaviour by referring to his relationship with his mother and his low self-esteem (1975, p87). However, while this is most certainly true, as a therapist his overriding duty is to his clients and his unethical behaviour, again, undermined his client’s autonomy. While Shepard seeks to explain Fritz’s unethical behaviour and to describe it as one of his few lapses as a therapist, the truth is that Fritz had regular sexual relationships with his clients. 
As Clarkson and Mackewn assert, Fritz was open about his sexual relationships with clients and apparently failed to see that they were unacceptable (2012, p137). This undoubtedly makes Fritz a flawed therapist, but does it make him, as Jim Simpkin believes, a destroyer of gestalt therapy? Clarkson and Mackewn recruit Yalom, an eminent American psychiatrist, to add weight to their critique of him. While Yalom praises Perls for his creativity and his intelligence when working with clients, especially on individual responsibility, he is also explicit about the special responsibility therapists have towards their clients. For Yalom, the way Fritz ran his workshops was unprofessional. Yalom says that Fritz used to tell clients in workshops, “So if you want to go crazy, commit suicide, improve, get ‘turned on,’ or get an experience that will change your life, that’s up to you” (Clarkson & Mackewn, 2012, pp150-151). Again, while it can be seen as reckless of Fritz to begin his workshops in this way, it is important to take note of the context. The point of the workshops was to work with individual responsibility and Fritz is clearly emphasising this in the opening remarks highlighted above. Indeed, Yalom stresses that Fritz’s contribution to the question of responsibility avoidance is entirely in line with the psychotherapeutic tradition and cites other noteworthy psychiatrists who have worked in a similar way to Fritz with responsibility avoidance, such as Victor Frankl and Don Jackson (Clarkson & Mackewn, 2012, pp150-151).
It is clear from this and previous chapters of this dissertation, that Fritz and his work are full of contradictions, and while it is right to be critical of his clearly unethical behaviour, such as sleeping with some of his clients, it is also apparent from this discussion that this unethical behaviour needs to be separated from other aspects of his behaviour and his, at times, experimental way of working. This is vital since it has already been shown that some of his critics, notably Clarkson and Mackewn, try to conflate his personal behaviour with his work then try to purport this has little or anything to do with gestalt. One of the ways they do this is by using the terms “Fritzing” and “Perlism” to separate his way of working from what they view as true gestalt. Yet as they themselves admit, their own investigation found little truth that Perls was anti-intellectual and that many of the criticisms were based on gossip and unjustified. Again, it is easy to be lulled by their appearance of balance and objectivity, but Clarkson and Mackewn’s intention is clear when they state, “Fritz is not gestalt therapy” (2012, p154). 
Perls developed his ideas as a reaction to the sterility of Freudianism. He also understood that gestalt therapy needed to keep itself relevant for the new era in which deference was being abandoned in favour of a questioning of the old order. The core gestalt ideas of authenticity, autonomy and personal responsibility were ideal for those looking for alternative ways of living and relating at Esalan. As Shepard asserts, Perls felt right at home at Esalan with those looking for authenticity and their own voice. It was also fertile ground for expansion. Many of those who went to Esalan were also leaders and Perls realised that by making gestalt flexible and adaptive these leaders would be able to graft gestalt onto their own ideas and practices. This was perfect for Perls because he was interested in new ways of working, such as linking gestalt therapy to dance and drama. For example, he formed a partnership with Anna Halprin, the founder and Director of the San Francisco Dancers’ Workshop. He led the dancers in group work using movement to connect to emotions relating to unfinished business (Shepard, M, p128 ). Far from this being a separation from gestalt, as Clarkson and Mackewn believe, this innovative approach meant that gestalt reached people who would not only rejuvenate it, but “recatalyze” it, in Shepard’s words.
The “humanistic revolution” that Shepard referred to was important for Perls not only in terms of individual change and growth, but also because he believed that the ideas of autonomy, authenticity and taking responsibility for ourselves that are embedded in gestalt therapy were the very epitome of the “personal is political” concept. Moreover, these ideas stood in opposition to ideas of Nazism and to the authoritarianism that he believed was embodied in the nomination of Nixon as the Republican presidential candidate. Again, it can be seen to undercut the argument of Perls’ critics that he discarded the idea of interdependence in favour of brutal individualism (Clarkson & Mackewn, 2012, p147). He believed that the future for gestalt therapy and for humanism was to build safe therapeutic communities that could help protect our future from the authoritarian state. 
This was the intention behind Perls’ next move in 1969 to Lake Cowichan, British Colombia in Canada. The legacy he left behind is crucial when investigating his relevance today and to assess if he really was a prophet, or merely projected his own neuroses onto his clients and the world (Gaines, J, pp 332-338).



Chapter 3: Fritz: the Prophet Outcast

Fritz Perls cannot be understood as either a man or a therapist without knowing about his childhood and his experiences as an adult in the German army during the World War I, or as a Jew during the rise of Hitler and the World War II. All these experiences shaped his relationship with Laura Perls and his personal and professional relationships. The intention of this section of the paper is to explore the writings of both supporters and critics of Fritz Perls, and to demonstrate that some critics have used what they see as his personal flaws to undermine his professional credibility as the main architect of gestalt therapy. The starting point will be a psychoanalytical conference in Czechoslovakia in 1936 where Fritz became ostracised for his break from Freudianism, as this is really when he started to become prominent as a professional. It is also a key stage in his life that writers have focused on to underscore his personal and professional failings 
[bookmark: _Hlk62919773]In 1936, two years after setting up a psychoanalytical institute in Johannesburg with Laura Perls, Fritz Perls went to the international psychoanalytical conference in Czechoslovakia to present his paper Oral Resistances, based on his observation of Laura Perls breastfeeding their youngest child. The conference failed to be the breakthrough that Fritz had hoped for (Clarkson & Mackewn, 2012, p14). In fact, Laura Perls, in the interview An Oral History Of Gestalt Therapy - an Interview with Laura Perls asserts that Fritz got rejected by the mass of delegates at the conference and also suffered a rebuff from Freud (Wysong et al, 2011, p7). This affected Fritz a great deal as he had a need to be accepted and for his work to be acknowledged. Some critics have viewed Fritz’s response to this as his hubris and vanity. However, his personal history suggests that the reality is far more complex than some of his critics portray.
Shepard has described Perls’ need for acceptance and validation and even quotes him saying of his own need for affirmation, that, “most of my showing off is overcompensation […] to hypnotise you into the belief that I am something rather special” (1973, p23). While Shepard rather glibly talks about the possibility that Perls’ feelings of insecurity are rooted in his experiences of being breastfed, he also goes on in more depth to discuss Perls’ aversion to long-term relationships and his preference for short-term connections. He discusses this in context of attachment problems with his mother (he also refers at different points to the lack of his relationship with his father). However, in homage to Perls he refutes a psychoanalytical analysis of his life and goes for a more straightforward and phenomenological approach to understanding him (1973, pp15-25). This includes the barbarity that he witnessed in World War 1 while working for the Red Cross in the German army and witnessing his best friend being killed (1973, p27).
One such act of barbarity was a gassing, during which there were not enough gas masks for everyone. Fritz was forced to share them while he witnessed men drowning as the gas burnt their lungs. He was also seriously wounded himself. As already mentioned, his closest friend, Ferdinand Knopf, was killed. Shepard goes on to describe other acts of barbarity, which clearly shook him to the core. Shepard asserts that the effect was so profound that Perls lost whatever personal growth he had achieved since his childhood (1973, pp28-29). 
Having contended with the brutality of war, Perls returned to a Germany that was in a state of economic collapse and rampant inflation. Of course, this provided fertile ground for the growth of Hitler and his Nazi party, which took advantage of the poverty and mass anxiety by stirring up hatred against Jews. Despite a failed putsch in 1923 to overthrow the Kaiser and being put in prison, Hitler came to power in 1933. Perls worked with others to form a coalition against the Fascists, but life became unbearable and Fritz, Laura and their children were forced to flee to Holland as refugees. At this time both Fritz and Laura were living hand to mouth as they were prevented from working (Gaines, 1979, pp11-14). Even from this cursory tour of the trauma that he experienced, it is not difficult to understand why Fritz had difficulty in maintaining a sense of stability and why his relationships were sometimes difficult. Yet, there seems a distinct lack of understanding by some of those determined to redress what they see as the imbalance against Laura Perls. 
For example, when Clarkson and Mackewn document the experiences of Fritz and Laura from World War 1 they concentrate on their transformation from a bourgeois lifestyle to their status as refugees in Holland and barely having enough to eat (2012, pp13-14). They do not attempt to understand how these extremely traumatic experiences would have impacted on Fritz’s relationships with others or their effect on his self-esteem. 
It is worth spending some time on how Clarkson and Mackewn deal with criticism of Fritz as they are rather sophisticated in their critique. It gives the appearance of a balanced approach as they give short shrift to the more outlandish accusations levelled against Perls, including two allegations made by Jeffrey Masson. First, Clarkson and Mackewn deal with Masson’s claim that Fritz encouraged members of his therapy groups to attack and bully each other and their research fails to find any evidence to support this allegation. In fact, they believe that Perls actively discouraged the participation of the group when he was working with an individual within a group (2012, p140). 
The second allegation of Masson’s they deal with is even more vituperative. Masson claims that Perls believed himself to be a guru and even alluded to Jonestown, referring to the cult of Jim Jones and the mass suicide of 900 people in 1978 (2012, p142). Again, Clarkson and Mackewn deal swiftly with this bizarre reference and illustrate it by saying that during the late 60s lots of hippies dressed in what we would see as the garb of gurus (2012, 141). The reason for what seems like a defence of Perls by Clarkson and Mackewn soon emerges when they criticise Masson for devaluing his own arguments against Perls by making the analogy to Jonestown. This may suggest that the reason why Clarkson and Mackewn come out so strongly against Masson is that they fear other critics, such as themselves, may have their own critique dismissed and not taken seriously because of association with Masson. However, while their arguments may not be as outlandish as Masson’s they are equally unfair in their reliance of hearsay to convey an image of Fritz as a vain and unstable man. Moreover, as already stated, they fail to put their personal and professional critique in the context of his life, unlike other writers such as Shepard and Gaines.
After using Masson as an intellectual Trojan horse, Clarkson and Mackewn line up an array of academics and intellectuals to undermine Perls’ credibility: They quote Philip Reif, The Benjamin Franklin Professor at the University of Pennsylvania, as saying that “Perls is an egomaniac and megalomaniac“ (2012, p142). To underpin their analysis that Perls’ work “has little to do with authentic gestalt therapy”, they discuss the work of James Dublin and adopt his term “Perlism”, which he defines as “biological-hedonistic existentialism” (2012, p142). The essence of Dublin’s assertion is that Fritz Perls is anti-intellectual, and one of the central tenets of his critique is that Perls was not an academic or scholar (2012, p143). However, while Clarkson and Mackewn support this accusation they are clearly aware that this could end up undermining not just the credibility of Fritz Perls but of gestalt therapy as a whole, since Perls is undisputedly one of its founders. Therefore, while holding to the view that Perls was anti-intellectual, Clarkson and Mackewn illustrate that the ideas in Ego, Aggression and Hunger (Fritz Perls, 1942) and in Gestalt Therapy (Perls, Hefferline and Goodman, 1973) were primarily his, and that one of the primary reasons he focused on attacking academic theory was his belief that psychoanalytic theory had become fossilised. They then claim that he went too far with his ideas and that this is what brings gestalt therapy into disrepute (2012, pp127-155). This allows them to retain a view of an unadulterated, academic version of gestalt theory as embodied in the work of Laura, who they view as its intellectual founder, while Fritz took off on his maverick journey. 
They deepen this division by focusing on Fritz’s personal flaws and the differences between him and Laura, highlighting his immaturity and vanity in contrast to the serious, humane and empathic approach of Laura. They say that Laura viewed Fritz as having “adolescent and individualistic” themes as expressed in his gestalt prayer, again citing the line, “I am doing my own thing” (2012, p147). By contrast, they assert that Laura’s gestalt therapy stands for interdependence. They mine this vein further still by describing what they assert is the confrontational and individualistic nature of Fritz with the supportive nature of Laura both as person and therapist. They quote Irene Serlin as saying Laura would encourage her to only reach out when she had the support she needed (2012, p147). 
While they claim to contextualise their critique of Fritz Perls within the history of gestalt therapy there is no discussion of the reasons why he emphasised authenticity and autonomy at that time in history. It was a time when many people were looking for a framework to express their opposition to the increasing control of the state and what was seen as the dehumanising aspects of capitalist society. As both Shepard (1975) and Gaines (1979) show in their discussion of Fritz Perls, he does not abandon the holism of gestalt therapy as Clarkson and Mackewn assert but has a nuanced approach that emphasises certain aspects of the philosophy of gestalt therapy relating to the milieu within which he was working.
As already documented, Fritz Perls lived through turbulent and traumatic times, including two world wars. These were times when the state was revealing its role of coercing individuals and communities with Nazism and Stalinism, which he had experienced as a Jew in Germany, and with the growth of apartheid in South Africa (where he and Laura lived after leaving the Netherlands), which prompted him to give up the bourgeois existence he had created there (Shepard, 1975, p53). Also, during Fritz Perls’ latter years in America, young people, African Americans, women and gays were questioning the coercive nature of the state and demanding equality. Gestalt therapy, with its emphasis on authenticity and autonomy, gave a voice to those questioning a society which denied their experiences of oppression. Given Fritz’s earlier political activism against fascism and his experiences during two world wars it is not hard to see that Fritz would have natural affinity with those questioning the centralisation of power. This stands in stark contrast to Laura Perls and Paul Goodman (both seen as Fritz’s co-founders of gestalt therapy) who had a much more rigid view of gestalt therapy, divorced from political and social influence, that they wanted to remain in the hands of those who they saw as experts. Shepard describes Laura and Goodman as having a mutual admiration society, seeing themselves as intellectual, cultured and refined, whereas they viewed Fritz as coarse and certainly not an intellectual (1975, pp66-71). This antagonism and constant criticism was at the forefront of Perls’ decision to leave the Gestalt Institute in New York that he had formed with Laura in 1952 (1975, pp63-72). 
On the road, Fritz felt he was much better received, and this supported his improvisation and constant innovation with gestalt therapy, whether it be psychodrama or music. This innovation was at the heart of Fritz’s genius and was anathema to Laura Perls and Paul Goodman, who felt their control of the development of gestalt therapy slipping away. Their anger and contempt is caught in a comment Paul Goodman made to Fritz on one of his visits to the New York institute, declaring, “you are not an intellectual and you therefore depend on technique” (Shepard, 1975, p69). Yet surely for Fritz, Laura and Goodman’s fossilised attitude contradicted the essence of gestalt therapy, which they had developed to replace the sterility of Freudianism in the modern age. The danger was that gestalt could become just as irrelevant as Freudianism if it did not keep developing. However, contrary to Clarkson and Mackewn’s assertion, this did not mean that Fritz abandoned the holism of gestalt therapy (2012, pp-127-155).  In fact, Shepard stresses that Perls was always careful to keep the central tenets of gestalt therapy and added ideas and techniques that he felt could enhance it.
The road trips were the perfect opportunity to experience these different techniques and ideas. Shepard characterises Perls during this period as a vacuum cleaner, sucking up an eclectic mix of techniques and adding those he liked to his core philosophy and practice of gestalt. Shepard also demonstrates how this was essential in keeping gestalt therapy alive in a time when psychotherapy was still establishing itself. As an iconoclast, Fritz was at the vanguard of creating a model that was accessible, democratic, intellectually fertile and one that could address the burning questions of power, self, our responsibility to others and autonomy (1975, pp63-72).
The epitome of Perls’ new approach was groupwork, and his idea was to work with other professionals who were interested in gestalt philosophy. Barry Stevens states that Perls wanted card-carrying psychiatrists in these groups as a way of spreading the credibility of gestalt therapy (Gaines, 1979, p127). However, he was also very keen to get non-licensed individuals in these groups (in the United States you must be licensed to be a therapist). This was what made his model democratic because it made gestalt accessible to a much wider audience. His method was to give these professionals the basic concepts and tools, and then it was up to them how they integrated the knowledge and skills into their work (1979, p127). 
There was huge disagreement over this approach, with those opposed to allowing non-professionals into the therapy groups believing it undermined the professional credibility of gestalt therapy. Jim Simpkin, a disciple of Perls, was one of those opposed to the democratic model and he refused to allow non-licensed therapist into groups he led (1979, p124). Seymour Carter, interviewed by Gaines, says that Perls though it was not degrees that made someone a good therapist, but an understanding that gestalt was an art. Perls wanted people who were willing to learn this art and it did not matter to him if they were an eminent psychiatrist or a cook. It is plausible that this is the central reason why so many critics, including his most important critic, Laura Perls, have condemned his practice as it takes the power out of their hands (1979, pp125-136).
The problem for the critics of Fritz who are supporters of Laura Perls is how they can avoid throwing the baby out with the bath water. The baby in this instance is gestalt therapy. Clarkson and Mackewn attempt to separate the older Fritz from his early work with Laura Perls and Paul Goodman. They contrast what they view as his confrontational approach of the 1960s with what they call his more considered side of the 1940s (2012, pp139-142). The scant evidence they provide for this are papers he delivered in the late 1940s, which they assert demonstrated his ability to be humble and open to criticism (2012, p139). They cite a particular case study he delivered to the William Alanson Institute in 1946-47 to reinforce their argument. Again, the evidence is noticeably underwhelming as the lynchpin of their analysis is that he admitted making a mistake and he welcomed criticism from his peers (2012, p.139).
Despite distancing themselves from the more extreme critics, as discussed earlier, Clarkson and Mackewn still endeavour to portray the older Fritz as confrontational and vain, and position themselves with those in the Laura Perls camp by arguing that the practice developed by Fritz in the 1960s was very limited and that it had little in common with classical gestalt therapy. They assert that the class model is based more on dialogue and support rather than what they saw as Fritz’s one dimensional “hot seat” technique (the hot seat consisted of Fritz working with one person within a group format). They capture this difference in what Virginia Satir, a colleague of Fritz, termed “fritzing” (2012, p140). “Fritzing” was used to describe Fritz when he was being confrontational and hurtful and this could be contrasted with the times when he was thoughtful and supportive in his work, which Satir termed “Gestalting” (2012, p140).
Clarkson and Mackewn constantly vie between very personal attacks of Fritz and a more theoretical critique. This two-pronged approach comes together in their discussion of James Dublin, whose analysis of Fritz is introduced earlier in this chapter. Clarkson and Mackewn rely heavily on Dublin’s work as he made a clear line of demarcation between gestalt therapy and what he termed “Perlism.” As stated in the earlier reference to Dublin, his analysis points to what he believes are the core aspects of “Perlism” that are not part of the philosophy or practice of gestalt therapy: his anti-intellectualism, his hedonistic individualism and his confrontational approach as a therapist. Clarkson and Mackewn assert that Dublin’s work is important because he is the only one of Fritz’s critics who outlines how his ideas and work have moved away from the core precepts of gestalt therapy. Indeed, their view is that gestalt therapy itself has evolved and that it has little in common with “Perlism.” (2012, pp139-146).
The irony is that it was Fritz Perls’ work in growing gestalt therapy and reaching a much wider audience that has provided the fertile ground in which it has grown and that has kept it relevant in a changing world. Moreover, as mentioned above, this was a world that was questioning the authority of the state and where the youth of 1960s America was throwing off the deference of previous decades. Far from his later work being a break from his early work on gestalt therapy and the political and philosophical ideas of his younger years, it is a logical and natural development that remains faithful to the core beliefs that are outlined in Gestalt Therapy (Perls, Hefferline and Goodman, 1977).


Chapter 4: The Relevance of Fritz Perls Today
Thus far this dissertation has explored the critiques of Fritz Perls in relation to three main areas:  his lack of academic rigour, his alleged adulteration of the purity of gestalt therapy, and his personal flaws. It has attempted to do this by creating a debate between Clarkson, Mackewn and Shepard that highlights the two extreme sides of the argument, while taking a balanced perspective of Fritz’s strengths and weaknesses and incorporating other voices.
This chapter discusses whether Perls’ contribution to gestalt therapy has made it a modality that is more or less relevant in the 21st century, starting with an overview of the recent developments and current trends in psychotherapy. 
First, there has been a drive towards what is termed “integrative therapy”. As its name implies, this is a modality that attempts to blend the best elements of the different schools of thought within the field of psychotherapy since the middle of the 20th century. As Fleuridas and Krafcik discuss in their article Beyond Four Forces, psychotherapy has moved beyond the simple development from psychodynamic therapist-led interpretations to humanistic and client-centred therapy, and towards an approach that locates the relationship between therapist and client within a complex nexus of the personal, political, cultural and social. Fleuridas and Krafcik argue that this has led to an explicit focus on what they term “client advocacy and social and ecological justice” (Fleuridas & Krafcik, 2019, p10). This explicit political approach of integrative therapy is centred around the notion that, without an understanding of oppression and discrimination, therapists can actually collude with the very society that undermines the mental health and wellbeing of clients. In the context of the therapy room this means that successful treatment is based on the therapist being client-focused in a broad sense that takes account of all their influences, and in building an effective therapeutic alliance (Fleuridas & Krafcik, 2019).
This evolution of psychotherapy towards a model that locates the client within a wider social and political context is one that fits well with the work that Fritz Perls was doing in the 1960s. Moreover, this paper suggests that his work within the counterculture during the late 60s, and his flexibility and enthusiasm for connecting with those using dance and drama, not only fits with the integrative therapy model by incorporating a diversity of different approaches but is also prescient when viewed in relation to current developments in neuroscience, particularly Bessel Van der Kolk’s work with trauma (Van der Kolk, B, 2014). 
Van der Kolk developed his approach to trauma by working with Vietnam veterans suffering with Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD). In The Body Keeps the Score, Van der Kolk outlines how traditional talking therapy was unable to help a lot of these veterans and his research showed that the emotional response to trauma is locked within the victim’s body. He explains how developments in neuroscience, such as Magnetic Resonance Imaging (MRI) allow us to see how the brain works in a traumatised person (Van der Kolk, 2014, pp39-47). For Van der Kolk, this demonstrates that the mind and the body are not just interconnected, but parts of a whole system. What fascinated him the most was that the MRI scans of trauma victims highlighted how the left hemisphere of the brain (the Broca region of the brain) lights up in a similar way to that in stroke victims who have lost the use of language. This explained to Van der Kolk why traditional talking therapy had such a low success rate when working with trauma victims and led him to work in a much more somatic way, focusing on symptoms in the body. His later work with trauma clients has used yoga and breathing techniques to work directly with the body (Van Der Kolk, 2014, 39-47).
These most recent developments, locating the key to working with trauma in the limbic system, are not unlike the revolutionary techniques Fritz developed while at the Esalan institute. While his methods were sometimes provocative, such as getting a woman to strangle him, these techniques were designed to help clients engage with their emotions rather than their intellect, to free them from the conditioning of society’s mores and customs (Shepard, 1975, p131). Shepard describes this as Fritz Perls working at his most creative, not unlike the Bauhaus days of dissident German artists who revolutionised the art world. This is how Fritz envisaged that his cutting-edge work was reinvigorating psychotherapy (Shepard, 1975, p131).  
Of course it is easy to be critical of these somewhat provocative methods, but Perls did not have the advantage of MRI scans and was working at an instinctive level to unlock the emotions of those who had lost their voice. This is not to countenance such dangerous methods, but to understand the reasoning behind them, and to put Perls’ work in a meaningful political, social and historical context. Despite Clarkson and Mackewn’s many criticisms of Fritz Perls, which can be summarised as his so-called anti-intellectualism, his general behaviour and mistreatment of clients, and his popularisation of gestalt techniques that they claim diluted the essence and effectiveness of gestalt therapy (Clarkson and Mackewn, 2012), even they agree that Perls was right to viewing the biggest failures of Freudianism and later psychotherapy as their inability to keep up with an ever-changing world. They acknowledge that the antidote to becoming irrelevant and fossilized like psychoanalysis was to link up with other forward-thinking individuals working in the arenas of mental health and psychiatry. It was the gestalt centres that Fritz Perls set up all over America and Europe that were at the cutting edge of the integration of psychotherapy which, as outlined above, was about bringing the best elements of the profession together. This is what has allowed gestalt to remain relevant (Clarkson & Mackewn, 2012, pp156-176).
In Trauma Therapy and Clinical Practice, Miriam Taylor acknowledges the work of Fritz Perls in helping to move psychotherapy away from a rigid approach that relies on an expert therapist to one that views therapy as a dynamic process between the client and therapist. He also viewed the self as an ever-changing concept that is not fixed in childhood, unlike Freudianism. Again, the science backs him up in his relational view of the self that is always engaged in a dialectical process. As Taylor notes, “Neuroscience has changed the ‘rules’ as to how we make choices, change and grow as human beings“ (Taylor, M, 2014, p27). Of course, she also points out that gestalt therapy has developed a great deal since 1970. Nonetheless, without the foundational work of Fritz Perls these latest developments would not have been possible. His understanding of the self as fluid and dynamic and the need for a flexible therapeutic model is at the cutting edge of modern clinical practice and is at the heart of 21st century gestalt therapy (Taylor, M, 2014, pp 27-37).
Rather than diluting the central tenets of gestalt as Clarkson and Mackewn claim, the discussions presented here suggest that Perls’ development of its practice has ensured that it has remained accessible and relevant (Clarkson & Mackewn, 2012, p158). The present-day drive towards the integration of different practices and diverse schools of thought was something embraced by him at Esalan. In some ways his ideas and his methods of working could be seen as a precursor of the work by Bessel Van Der Kolk in that he focused on working somatically and with emotions rather than simply relying on a narrative and his innovation extended to working with drama and dance. 
[bookmark: _Hlk62754224]Particularly noteworthy in developing his work with the body and emotions was Perls’ relationship with Ann Halprin, the founder and director of the San Francisco Dancers’ Workshop. He worked with the dancers using movement to connect with unfinished emotional business. This was also connected to his love of theatre, which he brought into his empty chair work when running workshops. In what became known as the ‘hot seat’ a member of the group would sit in the chair and Fritz Perls would demonstrate gestalt to the rest of the group. (Shepard, 1975, pp 128-129). It cannot be stressed enough how revolutionary this was at the time. Even with today’s understanding of the brain and the body, it is still far from mainstream in western psychotherapy. In The Body Keeps the Score, Van der Kolk discusses the work of Paul Griffin whose work with foster children uses theatre skills to help them explore and understand their emotions. These are young people who routinely fall foul of a system that has failed them and then locks them up or leaves them living on benefits and without purposes: 60% of the youth Griffin works with will be convicted of a crime and only 6% have completed further education (Van Der Kolk, 2014, p340). 
Van Der Kolk’s ground-breaking work and research also illustrate how Perls was part of the vanguard of therapy in his work with non-verbal techniques, such as with the San Francisco Dancers mentioned above. Van Der Kolk cites the research of James Pennebaker and Anne Krantz, whose study showed that students who expressed trauma through movement and dance for at least ten minutes a day and then wrote about their experiences showed significant improvements in their physical health and intellectual abilities. Van Der Kolk is careful to point out that this study did not examine specific PTSD symptoms, but it yet again highlights how far ahead of his time Perls was in his critique of mainstream psychotherapy, its emphasis on the therapist as the expert, and its reliance on the dialogic approach to working with clients (Van Der Kolk, 2014, p243).
Another aspect of Fritz Perl’s innovative approach was his pluralistic and diverse philosophy when it came to working with people from different professions. Again, this fits with the drive towards integration that has characterised psychotherapy for the last 20 years (Fleuridas & Krafcik, 2019). His enthusiasm for breaking down boundaries between people and professionals seems to contradict Clarkson and Mackewn’s simplistic characterisation of Perls as antagonistic and competitive. In fact, their critique seems not only simplistic and contradictory, but even perverse. As already noted, Clarkson and Mackewn are very critical of Fritz Perls’ pluralism and accuse him of over-simplifying Gestalt, undermining its complexity and purism by turning it into an act with his ‘hot seat’ (Clarkson & Mackewn, 2012, pp 156-188). 
Having attempted to distance Fritz Perls from the development of Gestalt therapy by defining his work and ideas since his break from Laura Perls and Paul Goodman as “Perlism”, a term adopted by Dublin in his 1977 research (Clarkson & Mackewn, 2012, p127), they go on to describe their own work in Gestalt as an “integrative, theoretical and methodological system, encompassing physiology, emotionality, behaviour, intellectual nourishment, social connection and spirituality” (Clarkson & Mackewn, 2012, p158). Yet this diverse, integrative approach is the very model that Fritz Perls was striving to attain, albeit that at times he went about it in a problematic way. As Fleuridas and Krafcik assert, integration in psychotherapy is about moving away from a single modality and towards plurality of ideas and methods. It is also about a rejection of polarisation when debating and more about collaboration within the profession (Fleuridas & Krafcik, 2019 p10). In this context, and from the discussion thus far, it can be seen that Fritz Perls’ pluralistic model of gestalt therapy that focuses on the client, that is open to adapting methods and ideas to an ever changing-society, and open to working with other professionals, is far more relevant than the classic gestalt model that Clarkson and Mackewn present, which makes a fetish of theory and is a “closed shop“ in terms of their refusal to blend Gestalt with other modalities (Clarkson & Mackewn, 2012, pp156-189).
Fleuridas and Krafcik argue that is the wider political and social issues that truly define integrative psychotherapy. Until recently, psychotherapy modalities have been preoccupied with viewing the client as the source of psychological distress, but with the rise of progressive political perspectives within western psychotherapy it is now well documented that oppression, discrimination and inequality are sources of distress and mental health issues (Fleuridas & Krafcik, 2019, pp9-10).
This is another crucial factor that explains both Perls’ practice and his unacceptable behaviour and is the reason why his gestalt remains relevant today, because Perls’ experiences in Nazi Germany shaped his ideas. His stress on the individual was not about individualism to the detriment of the community, but about the rights and dignity of human beings in the face of an oppressive state (Shepard, 1975, pp126-142). This can be clearly seen by drilling down into the core of his ideas. For example, by examining his focus on the here and now and his use of the “hot seat” in group settings, he was attempting to locate the power within the individual and to look at what they needed rather than focusing on the expectations of an overbearing or abusive parent, or an oppressive system built on discrimination an inequality (Perls, 1973, pp162-172). It is this idea of self–support that made Perls so excited about the counterculture of the 1960s. in which the youth were looking to throw off the shackles of an older generation they believed to be deferential to a corrupt an oppressive system, who fought an imperialist war in Vietnam, and used the violence of the state against the civil rights movement, while women were still fighting for basic equality (Gaines, J, 1979, pp136-346).
It was in the quixotic community of Esalan that Fritz Perls felt he was home. He met a myriad of people who were looking for solutions to the alienation they felt towards a society they felt was failing them and whose relationships were unsatisfying. It was also while he was here that honed his skills in adapting gestalt to a wider audience. He met people from many professions, including those who practised traditional psychology, yoga instructors, massage therapists and even those who practised nude therapy. As Shepard describes in his book Fritz, “Esalan was the better mousetrap that brought the world to Fritz’s doorstep”. (Shepard, M, 1975, p116). 
What was important for Fritz at this late stage in his life was that Gestalt did not go the way of psychoanalysis and become irrelevant or, worse, become part of the problem for those looking for a different way of living in late capitalist America. It seemed to many at Esalan and in wider America that democracy only worked if you made the right choice, whether this was having a career in corporate America or refusing to fight a war in Vietnam. For psychotherapy, this meant not sticking to rigid theory but working in an open and informal way and allowing the relationship between the therapist and client to be the cornerstone of the work and not the expertise of the therapist. Central to this was also working with the client to find their own voice, and not to defer to the expectations of their parents or the government. 
Just as Perls faced down power when he took on the dominance of Freud and the Nazis in the 1930s and then teaching a new generation about gestalt and power in the 1960s, so are we now facing the issue of power in the 21st century both in the therapy room and in society. This was brought into sharp relief when George Floyd was killed by the police in America on 25th May 2020. The rise of the Black Lives Matter movement that was sparked by his death generated discussions about white power and privilege in wider society, and similar conversations were happening within psychotherapy (BBC News, 16th July 2020). However, as Catherine Jackson argues in Listening to Learn (Therapy Today), discussion simply is not enough as we have to tackle the issue of power in relation to racism. In respect of psychotherapy, this cannot be looking at white power/privilege on an individual basis but must engage the collective struggle. This is because racism is rooted at a systemic level in the oppressive structures of society. Therefore, simply changing individual behaviour in the therapy room does not do anything about the racism that is faced by all people of colour in every aspect of their life. To be explicit, treatment in therapy has to be intrinsically linked to oppression and discrimination that leads to trauma, depression and all the other mental health issues caused by use and abuse of power in a racist society (Jackson, C, 2020, pp20-23).
Looked at through the prism of collective action, Jackson goes on to argue that this is not about those who have power being benevolent by sharing or giving up power, but the oppressed, (black people, in this case) having to seize power for themselves, take control and find their own voice. This is the only way that psychotherapy and society can become truly diverse. Jackson quotes Mark Williams, a senior lecturer at Leeds Beckett University, on this issue of power: 
The conversations are all about white people giving up some of their power to black people and people of colour. […] But that misses out the whole issue of personal agency. Personal agency for me is all about black people taking power or control for themselves, which is a different thing. (Jackson, 2020, p23).
This issues of personal agency, authenticity and power were at the centre of Perls’ ideas and were captured in his Gestalt Prayer. The question is how they relate to power in the therapy room. 
Addressing this in relation to racism, Foluke Taylor argues that therapists must no longer collude with the invisibility of race and that each therapist must understand how the history of racism – including slavery and the ill treatment of the Windrush generation from the 1940s to the 1970s – imbues every aspect of black people’s lives in the United Kingdom. She says that therapists have a responsibility to bear witness to this in the therapy room. This means that therapists take sides and rather than asking questions that seek “evidence”, such as, “How do you know your colleague is being racist?”, bring the question of who has power into the therapy room and look at how therapists can support clients in tackling racism and power (Taylor, F, 2020, pp32-35). This means first working with clients to help them recognise that feelings of powerless and helplessness are a result of oppression and inequality. 
In her article Working with Racial Trauma in Psychotherapy, Guilaine Kinouani looks at how traditional definitions of trauma focus on big traumatic events such as acts of war, childhood abuse, rape and sexual assault, but ignore how being subjected to daily racism, or micro-communications can add up to extensive trauma. Kinouani gives examples of how therapists have colluded with a racist society by denying the experiences of racism suffered by black people. To have an ethical trauma-informed psychotherapeutic practice, she asserts that therapists need to start by locating the problem of trauma in the oppressive and exploitative power and not in the response of the oppressed and powerless. By adopting this approach, the profession of psychotherapy is taking the first step in supporting their clients find their voice (Kinounai, G, 2019, pp36-39).
Fritz Perls’ work in using psychotherapy to address issues of power and powerlessness, and to help clients to find their voice, laid the foundations for this approach. Emotion Focused Therapy (EFT) has brought this aspect of gestalt therapy into the 21st century with its use of empty chair work and two-chair work at its heart. In empty chair work, an EFT therapist will work with a client on unresolved business with a significant person in their life, with the empty chair representing the significant person. In two-chair work the therapist will work with a client on a critical split, such as a critical voice or other aspects of themselves, such as their younger self (Greenberg, L, 2011, pp65-115). 
In Emotion-Focused Therapy for Complex Trauma, EFT therapists Sandra Paivio and Antonio Pascual-Leone have developed what they term an integrative approach to working with complex trauma that fits with Fleuridas and Krafcik’s view that the future of trauma work draws on the best of all modalities. They use this paradigm under the aegis of EFT. What is pertinent here is the relevance of Fritz Perls’ ideas of helping people find their authentic selves and how he used the “hot seat” to achieve this, and how this relates to Paivio and Pascual-Leone’s research. 
Specifically, Paivio and Pascual-Leone talk about working with clients to find their voice, to support them in changing their maladaptive sadness and self-hatred to adaptive anger towards their abusers. This is done through working with the emotions somatically and in empty chair work through an imagined confrontation with their abusers. By doing this in a safe therapeutic space, the client is able connect with their own power to stand up for themselves and to shed the powerlessness and shame that trauma can impose on the victims of childhood sexual abuse, those fleeing wartorn countries, or who have been subjected to violence because of their gender, race or sexuality (Paivio & Pascual-Leone, 2010, pp33-55).



Chapter 5: Conclusion
This paper set out to explore the life and work of Fritz Perls as seen through the writings of his critics to decide whether he should be viewed as “a madman or a prophet” and to consider his influence on the development of gestalt therapy. Its premise was that Perls was neither, but a human being full of contradictions and that it was his frailties, which were rooted in his own trauma that allowed him to develop gestalt therapy in a way that remains relevant today. 
While this paper has clearly taken sides in the discussion of Perls’ role in the development of gestalt therapy it has aimed to substantiate its position by examining all the evidence, starting with the somewhat polarised views of Petrὔska Clarkson and Jennifer Mackewn on one side and Mike Shepard on the other. The decision to focus the discussion through the prism of these extremes was to engage in the debate through the widest possible lens. 
Because of the extreme positions these critics have taken, it considers that both ignore important aspects of Perls’ experience that shaped his work and affected his relationships and need to be understood to appreciate the direction that he took gestalt.
Shepard has an idealised view of Fritz Perls in opposition to Laura Perls’ view of him as deficient in both character and his lack of academic credentials, a view that Shepard says was rooted in her inability to come to terms with Fritz’s abandonment of her, and her own superiority. According to Shepard, the adulation that Laura did not get from Fritz led her to form an alliance with Paul Goodman against Fritz (Shephard, 1975, pp 55-75) which was the epitome of a bourgeois education and elitism (despite their opposition to these in their work). By contrast, he saw Fritz as rebelling against convention and tradition. Nevertheless, , while Shepard acknowledges that Fritz also played his role by talking about Laura negatively, he frames him in the role of victim. While it is true, as Shepard says, that his flaws and negative behaviour can be explained because of the lack of warmth of love in his childhood that leave him unable at times to form close adult relationships, Shepard seems to sidestep the issue of responsibility for Fritz’s abusive behaviour:
He had missed the love of his father, had played second or third fiddle for his mother’s love, had had few friends as an adolescent, had lost his closest pal in the war, and had always experienced himself as an ugly toad. As he grew older, he learned to live without feeling close to his peers, his wife or his children. He endured this deprivation by preaching ‘I do my thing, you do yours…. If we meet it’s beautiful. If not it can’t be helped’. (Shepard, 1975, p87).
Clarkson and Mackewn, on the other hand, simply condemn Fritz for undermining gestalt therapy with his populist approach and his irresponsible abusive behaviour and fail to account for his attachment and abandonment issues. The irony of this is that the lack of compassion they criticise Fritz for in relation to his clients is lacking in their own evaluation of him, not only in relation to his childhood, but also the trauma he suffered in World War 1 and his experience of antisemitism. Another contradiction in their critique of his emphasis on personal responsibility in relation to his clients, which they view as individualism. They even go on to hold him responsible for the behaviour of some of his followers, including one who sexually abused his clients, who they say was mimicking Fritz Perls. While Clarkson and Mackewn state that Perls cannot be held responsible for his followers’ unethical practices, this is precisely what they go on to do, saying: 
Although Perls cannot be held responsible for therapeutic work, either good or bad, done by other Gestaltists, both the beneficial and the damaging influence of his personal style upon the practice of Gestalt therapy in the 1970s is evident from these two examples. (Clarkson and Mackewn, 2012, p159).
The truth about Fritz Perls lies somewhere in the middle between Shepard and Clarkson and Mackewn. That he was a flawed man is beyond doubt, as illustrated by his relationship with Marty Fromm. That Fritz Perls was aware of his flaws is also clearly documented. He had struggled to find his own voice having not been loved enough as a child and had struggled to find his place after he was forced to leave Germany as a Jew because of the rise of the Nazis. These experiences meant that he could relate to the pain and powerlessness of others, and this was a strength that he was able to use to help them find their authentic voice. Shepard records how Fritz Perls described succinctly how these oppositional forces shaped him as a man and a therapist: “He once described himself as a cross between a prophet and bum”, he wrote (Shepard (1975) p97). 
To answer the question, “Is Fritz Perls a Prophet or a Madman?”, the answer remains, “Neither”. He was a therapist whose development of gestalt helped to sustain psychotherapy into the 21st century. Many of his ideas are at the forefront of psychotherapy today, especially in relation to developments in trauma work. As a man, he needs to be viewed with compassion because as a child he did not get what he needed from his parents to feel secure in himself, and he was rejected by a society because he was a Jew which prevented him feeling secure and safe in the wider world. Despite this painful and traumatic history Fritz Perls committed himself to helping others heal and this is how he should be remembered, along with his flaws and mistakes.
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