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Abstract: The 2017 UKAGP Conference theme of our responses to the political field as we 
perceive it is expanded to describe interventions inside and outside the therapy room, by a 
Gestalt and another therapist in different countries. The theme of the first article under this 
heading – including the search for creative experiment in a technologically influenced field 
– is continued. A fanciful look at the political field creating and created by the Conference 
itself concludes.
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Response-ability is the title of the first piece I wrote 
as part of the generous experimental liaison between 
this journal and the UKAGP. It was taken up in the 
wording of the theme the whole Conference was 
asked to consider, after a dizzying round of organised 
conversations titled the World Café. The question we 
were all asked to discuss was: ‘How does our political 
field influence our response-ability in the therapy room 
and beyond?’ Response-ability. The word echoes on for 
me as I write again.

This second article sets out to do two things. 
First it follows up the title theme in terms of my 
preoccupations, as set out before the Conference, 
with the changing responses needed both in therapy 
and in general, as communication methods shift and 
amplify, enhance and distort how humans interact. I 
will describe two interventions, one in Mexico and in 
the therapy room, the other in Australia, at the widest 
social and political level.

Last, it will look back at some aspects of the 
Conference itself, seen as a political microcosm. The 
Conference fulfilled many functions and purposes. 
Inevitably, it also serves as an example of what enhances 
and what constrains our abilities to respond.

Our fast-changing world

There are political implications resulting from the 
many technological changes in communication in 
recent years, just as there is a political field in which 
such changes are allowed to occur. Politics are in the 
cause and in the effect. First, I want to remind myself 
of the speed of change in which we live.

In less than a generation, vast numbers of people 

have begun to use social media, visual communication 
systems like Skype or Facetime, and mobile phones. 
For many, the mobile phone has been a remarkable 
life-enhancing technology, allowing even banking to 
be done safely from a remote village in Africa. The 
change in the sense of mastery, of being more in charge 
of your affairs, must be extraordinary for anyone who 
previously had to walk many miles, perhaps many 
days, to transact even small bits of business. This 
observation may seem to be outside the scope of an 
article about therapy. To me it is a reminder of the novel 
possibility, quite new in the history of the world, of 
contact between developing and developed countries, 
between haves and have-nots, and of the changes that 
come about as a consequence. Change must inevitably 
result from this.

Visual media in therapy

Experiment is often risky, but it is necessary to 
development and adaptation. All therapies that have 
survived must have shown their value by research and 
evidence, though that for long was not recorded. The 
evidence was reported from Granny to grandchild, or 
neighbour, and further experimentation happened. 
Perhaps over thousands of years many people had to 
endure horrible stomach aches from herbal remedies 
that were then discarded in favour of those that had 
better results. This was long-term evidence-gathering 
and clinical trialling.

Now we have apparently more stringent ways 
of measuring efficacy. Our so-called Western 
political field has made research and evidence-based 
intervention the only method allowed respectability. 
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But while physical medicines are amenable to testing 
and measuring, psychotherapeutic interventions are 
subject to so many variables that endorsement of one 
method over another is probably as much to do with 
politics as with clinical proof. As Gestalt practitioners 
we exist in this field, where the measurable often wins 
over the observable but immeasurable.

In the earlier article I spoke of my alarm at the use of 
visual and other media for therapy, from convenience 
rather than necessity. As I write now, I see a headline, 
‘Therapy by app is just as good as the human touch’. 
The ensuing article begins, ‘Many people’s relationship 
with their therapist is one of the most important in 
their life. Yet they might do just as well talking to a 
computer, an overview of research has concluded’ (The 
Times, 22 August 2017, p. 22).

I now shall describe the value that may come 
from experiment, from creative responses to the 
new technologies. One striking example is in use in 
psychotherapy with traumatised children in Mexico. 
It concerns the question: ‘How do you get children 
who’re victims of emotional or physical abuse to open 
up about what’s happened to them?’1 

After talking to the psychotherapist, any child she 
or he considers might benefit from this approach is 
let into a room, alone, to watch an interactive cartoon 
figure, somewhat like an emoji, who is very friendly, 
and is speaking in fact via the therapist in the adjoining 
room. The cartoon figure, called Antennas on account 
of his antennae ears, is an alien from another planet 
who needs the world explained to it (it, not he or she) 
by the child. One very withdrawn little boy began to 
talk to Antennas, who asked where he lived. The boy 
replied that he lived with his parents and their driver. 

‘What is a driver?’ asked Antennas.
‘He is a man who drives the car and when he brings 

you from school he plays a game and you must never 
tell anyone.’

The cartoon figure replied that it was not anybody, it 
had come from space, so could be told anything. A story 
then unfolded of the child being sexually abused by this 
driver, who threatened to kill the child’s mother if he 
reported to anyone what had happened. Thinking on 
her feet, the therapist caused Antennas to suggest that 
it could tell the therapist about this if the child agreed, 
as in this way it would not be the child who was telling 
stories against the driver. The child agreed eagerly, the 
parents were alerted, the driver waiting outside was 
sent away, and therapy continued successfully.

The success of the method in the therapy room 
spread to the courts in Mexico, where Antennas is used 
to talk to some child witnesses, rather than having 
children brought into court. The recording, unedited, 
is then submitted to the judge.

One court case involved a child who was almost silent 

after being present one night when his brother was 
killed. Some way into a halting conversation, Antennas 
asked if the child had ‘a secret that was heavy on his 
heart’. The boy then told that it was his father who had 
come in and found that the now dead boy had wetted 
the bed. He had thrown him against the wall, then on 
the floor where he kicked him, while the witness lay 
quiet and terrified under the sheets. Until then the 
father had denied doing anything other than find the 
child dead. But the forensic evidence tallied precisely 
with the child’s story and the father was convicted. 

Different thinking in the use of this technique could 
be a high road to misinformation, disinformation or 
abuse. But here are instances of a benign use of the sort 
of friendly cartoon figure that litters the lives of many 
young children in our times. So far it is only in use 
in Mexico, where the psychotherapist who originated 
it wishes to amass more evidence before letting 
the technique move abroad. The current politics of 
psychotherapy suggest that it will be a long time until 
this method is in use in Britain. 

Outside the therapy room
In my first article I sought news of interventions outside 
the therapy room, at a group as well as a personal level. 
Since then in Ireland I have met a modest Australian 
woman who, on the other side of the world, has done 
what I was seeking to hear about.

This is the story of remarkable enlightened 
persistence, of clear figure formation and creative 
action. It also has enormous social and political 
significance, as it concerns migration. Migration, 
whether resulting from climate change or political 
and economic drivers, looks set to become perhaps the 
greatest disrupter of the next fifty years, however much 
legislation and xenophobia attempt to stop the flood, 
the avalanche of hundreds of millions of displaced 
people who will be seeking shelter, probably in the 
temperate and developed zones of the world. Brexit 
threatens to limit immigration, while climate change, 
famine and repression drive ever more people to flee 
their homelands. I hope this story is an inspiration, 
and one we may well need in the future.

Lou Dingle is a magnificent example of this theme I 
first proposed, of intervention outside as well as in the 
therapy room. Lou’s awareness was already at a higher 
level than many people’s at the beginning of this story. 
She was not yet a Gestalt therapist, but she had been 
a Civil Aviation Safety Authority endorsed trainer of 
pilots and crew in air-sea emergency. She had also been 
an airline manager, and was trained in ocean survival.

The story begins in 2001, when she heard a lecture 
about the sinking of a boatload of asylum seekers, 
mostly women with their children, babies and toddlers, 
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coming from Sumatra towards Christmas Island. The 
background is that it is not illegal to seek asylum in 
Australia. But the then Government was strongly 
opposed to receiving immigrants. 

This boatload was there because the Australian 
government had introduced a law preventing relatives 
of immigrants holding TPVs, Temporary Protection 
Visas, from flying to Australia to see them. Thus, illegal 
entry was their only alternative.

One hundred and forty-two women, one hundred 
and forty-six children and sixty-five men slowly 
drowned that day, separated from each other by thick 
diesel, and drowning in a mixture of that and sea water. 
This was a profoundly disturbing awareness-raising 
for Lou.

That same night she met a nun who invited her to 
visit sick refugee children where they were being treated 
while in transit, at a bleak compound encircled with 
razor wire. There she met and talked to many, among 
them a fourteen-year-old Afghani boy, Ali, suffering 
from affective blindness, in his words ‘from seeing too 
much pain’. As a nine-year-old he had been forced to 
hold a rifle and shoot both his parents. 

With Lou he put his hands, one on her seven-year-
old son Davis’s head, one on Lou’s shoulder, and with 
tears streaming from his eyes, kept repeating ‘Mother, 
son, mother, son’. She kept in contact with Ali, and 
quotes a letter from him written six months later from 
Nauru, in a tongue foreign to Ali, and somehow the 
more eloquent for that:

… you are the one who gives me everything in the 
hell, and you are the one who gives me significant 
courage to be positive and strong, this is the courage 
which cheer me up from this disappointed way of life, 
optimistically one day everything will be broke down, 
then every single human being could move freely.

This is a small extract from a long letter of appreciation 
of Lou’s presence in his blind and sleepless, painful life.

A later letter deserves even longer quotation than 
I give it here. Remember, it is from a traumatised 
fourteen-year-old on what was in effect a prison island, 
Nauru:

During the pain knocking with sharp nail at my body, 
I think slowly it restrain the circulating blood from 
my body. Definitely these torture could vanished me 
at when, if still I bleed to be alive, this tuff critical state, 
I thank of those who is really lighted on my darkness 
and kept the blood circulating in my body.
 Even I haven’t expected like you sympathetic 
person is also appearing among thousand selfish in 
this modern busy time. I am really appreciating your 
considerate thought… .
 When ever I receive your delight full letter. Letter 
is like tablet for the whole of my restless; you are the 
one who cheer me up from every negative thought, you 

are the one who hindered the agony to be not increase. 
Thankyou from warmest and regard. Ali.

Nauru is a tiny island in Micronesia, north of 
Australia. Guano was once its major export. Now the 
place is referred to as a dumping ground for refugees 
to Australia, and the area where they are held is still 
plagued with the dust of dried bird droppings, which 
makes their eyes water and sting and become diseased. 
Refugee advocates have broken down telling senators 
about the experiences of people held on Manus Island 
and Nauru, citing suicide attempts, children banging 
their heads against walls, and detainees being called by 
number.2

As well as writing to Ali and others when they had 
been returned to the island, Lou visited mainland 
detention centres, and saw the way these migrants 
(who are, remember, not illegal entrants to Australia) 
were being treated. Her second visit to one centre, 
Marybyrnong, was just after the Prime Minister had 
been there. Boxes of yellow flowers that had been 
used to dress the set for this media liaison trip were 
being loaded into a truck. A small child put her hands 
through the wires and a truck driver snapped off some 
blooms and gave them to her, then took a whole box 
back to the entrance and indicated to the guard to let 
the child have them. A week later Lou was back and saw 
that the box of now wilted flowers lay where the driver 
had put it. She saw that as emblematic of the detention 
centre attitude to the refugees.

Another example among many: a Vietnamese lady 
visitor tried with the help of a translator to stop an 
aggressive female security officer from pouring soup 
into a container of spring rolls the lady had made as a 
treat for a refugee she was visiting. The officer told her 
that if she wanted to visit, she must pour the soup in. 
The attitude was punitive, in a way perhaps explicable 
in terms of group culture, where the government was 
against immigration, but it was acutely painful for Lou 
to witness all round her.

Her response was life-changing for herself as well as 
others. The clear figure was that she knew she wanted to 
represent the plight of asylum seekers. So she packed up 
her home, applied for leave without pay from her work, 
and took young Davis out of school to go with her. He 
was her great support. They moved interstate for her to 
attend Gestalt therapy training with Zish and Claudia 
Ziembinski in Perth, as she was sure that she needed 
the Gestalt skills they could teach to let her contact 
specially the refugee children at an emotional level.  

She had also observed that many asylum seekers 
had very limited English, and pointed to their hearts 
and other parts of their bodies to show their distress. 
She was convinced that the Gestalt emphasis on 
mind–body process was what she needed as she visited 
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different detention centres and spent time with people 
detained there. Attachment Theory had taught her the 
distress of separation between children and parents, 
husbands and wives.

So far this is an account of Lou’s immediate action 
in the world in response to new awareness. It is huge. 
But she did not rest. Alongside this concern with direct 
contact with refugees, she wrote and agitated to make 
public the many abuses she saw happening at official or 
semi-official level.

From her training she knew how maritime law was 
being evaded in her government’s response to boat 
people. The law is that in maritime distress, you rescue 
first, and question second. This seemed often to be the 
reverse of what happened.  

Lou went to the press and began to publicise this 
fact, along with others of high significance in rescue.

In the maritime code, every vessel must carry a 
beacon which self-activates as it hits the water, and sends 
out a signal. Since 2009 the beacon has been updated to 
406 megahertz, and can have GPS or not. Before this 
time a much weaker beacon was standard. The new 
beacon with GPS has a 120-metre range accuracy, as 
opposed to the 5km accuracy of a beacon without GPS. 
That first horrific mass drowning was only located 22 
hours after it began, and occurred in the era of the 
weaker beacon. However, Lou researched, and found 
that many people-smuggling vessels continued to carry 
the old beacon after 2009.

Publicity is a modern awareness-raiser that she once 
again engaged. In her words in an impassioned article a 
journalist asked her to submit to a national newspaper, 
she wrote:

We cannot stop the boats from coming. Migration 
is the DNA of mankind. It has occurred constantly 
throughout millennia. If asylum seekers, triggered 
with the attachment response, can survive their ocean 
voyage intact by using a 406 GPS, they will be much 
better placed to handle the process of detention, and 
therefore integrate into Australian society more 
smoothly when finally released. This will in turn assist 
in reducing the [present] massive, long-term strain 
financially on our mental health system.3

The result was positive and the nation started talking 
about rescue equipment and response times. There was 
even a cartoon about beacons in a national newspaper. 

Lou is not a journalist. But she knew she wanted 
action. She has spread awareness of maritime law back 
to Indonesia through the Refugee Action Collective. 
She is campaigning for the introduction of life jackets 
with built-in GPS. And on. Helping refugees has been 
her clear figure, relentlessly pursued, yet with such 
humanity, and, it turns out, with international political 
impact. This is a short extract from a letter she sent in 
2012 to the cartoonist who had helped her:

Bill, the boats have tripled in the last 8 weeks and 
after refugees sent the first distress call our PM was in 
Indonesia talking resolution. It is always the paradox 
of a situation that makes change. In this case making 
the seas safer created such change that now Indonesian 
troops for the first time have been invited to our 
military exercises. We are forging better bi-lateral 
relations on land from negotiating first on the water.

An Australian government report admits the obvious: 
‘… issues arising from the movement of displaced 
people are unlikely to wane any time soon’.4

Perls spoke of there being two forms of self: self as 
image, and self as function (Perls et al., 1951, p. 377; 
and Houston, 2013, p. 38). Self as image stays with the 
impact of environment on the self and takes care of 
the self. At worst, it is a preoccupation with the self, an 
excess of narcissism, a sense of entitlement, of me-first.

Self as function is more like a fusion of what I need 
or want to do, with the actual doing. I imagine that as 
she sat and wrote her article, Lou had little sense of how 
she looked, of whether it was teatime, of whether her 
friends would approve of what she was doing. Self as 
function is, paradoxically, an ephemeral loss of much 
of the sense of self. It seems that this way of being has 
continued over years for Lou, as she has continued to 
fight on different battlefronts in the same cause. She 
has shown that someone with no network of political 
connections and no experience of agitating at national 
level can achieve a whole shift of public perception and 
of treatment of displaced people.

I sent this writing to Lou for her comment or 
emendation, and immediately had back a short 
message, including the sentence, ‘I am in tears. After 
many years awareness is happening. Thankyou from 
my heart.’

Our political field and our Conference

It is the nature of conferences to be under the hegemony 
of the organisers. Many of us make a willing sacrifice 
of our anarchic aspirations to achieve two or three days 
of organised education and entertainment. Within this 
overarching ethos, there is generally room for some 
autonomy in the choice we make of what to attend and 
how to behave. Alongside this, I guess at a satisfaction 
in the Gestalt community in our various innovations, 
Home Groups being an example. 

Years ago, Richard Tillett and Malcolm Parlett ran 
the first Gestalt conferences in the UK, beginning 
a tradition of innovative design and warm, even 
inspirational gatherings, and inventing those very 
Home or Process groups we still incorporate. 

While politics are in the foreground, I thought it 
might be useful to look at ourselves in action, at us 
in our most recent meeting, from this perspective. 
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There has to be a background to the foreground of any 
conference. Here, it might tentatively be described as 
having other schools of therapy in it, as well as a claim 
to respectability, and alliances and competition within 
the Gestalt community itself.

The Conference which was the centre of these two 
issues of the British Gestalt Journal was hosted or 
shared by UKAGP to celebrate twenty-five years of the 
BGJ. This represents an intelligent alliance between 
two organisations which certainly need each other. 
The organisers made a bold decision to do away with 
the conventional format of a series of lectures plus 
questions taking up much of the time. Everyone 
attending was instead asked to read the articles five of 
us had been invited to contribute to one issue of the 
BGJ, before we arrived. Having three contributors from 
abroad was a great bonus, connected to the fact we now 
have a British head of the AAGT. This much we knew, 
whether or not we did as we were asked, and studied 
the pieces of writing.  

After we arrived, something called the World Café 
was introduced, to let us discuss the articles in small 
groups. A designated host at each table of the café 
would note the thrust of our argument, and leave it to 
be used by unknown persons, who would later report 
to us our main interests and conclusions. 

Some people were familiar with this method, 
particularly if they had been to the conference in Sicily 
in 2016. I had not, and was slightly bewildered by a rapid 
description of what was to happen, along with a sudden 
request that, first of all, each of us article-writers was 
to speak for fifteen minutes or less to convey the gist of 
what we had written. Five fifteen-minute explanations 
in an hour-and-a-half. I was reminded of a Monty 
Python sketch, a competition in seeing who could tell 
the whole of Proust’s A La Recherche Du Temps Perdu 
in the shortest possible time. The political system we 
were in began to feel autocratic – a benevolent but 
somewhat exigeant dictatorship. 

Perhaps because I had been asked to take in so much 
new information and act on it in a very short time, I 
found myself somewhat overwhelmed as we sat in a 
group for a time and engaged in intensive commentary, 
predominantly with strangers, then found ourselves 
in a totally new group trying to do the same, and so 
on again.

In this maelstrom of wisdom I tried to jot some 
notes as I went along, and they read fresh and puzzling 
now, as if written by someone else. This is a short 
unedited extract:

Ethical stance always there. Support sense of agency. 
Therapist has a hidden agenda. How to move to different 
client population?
Brexit. Staying with your prejudice. 

A cacophony of voices and too many megaphones. 
(Eddie)
Debate and dialogue – explosions that drive a 
combustion engine or volcano.
How to get the courage to act in some way in society?

It sounds fascinating, inspiring, confusing. The willing 
citizens seemed to be working their socks, or rather 
their hats, off, to produce their best thinking on 
prescribed topics. Goodman’s anarchic promptings 
were nowhere. We were the feudal peasants, producing 
a crop of thoughts for our liege lords.

However, when we were asked to form one large 
group, it is arguable that anarchy was invited, as 
no hierarchy was imposed. My sense was of being 
catapulted from system to system, and staying 
compliant, trusting that there must be a master plan 
in the organisers’ minds, as indeed there must have 
been. As I remember, that large group was subdued, 
whether from tiredness or other causes amenable to 
everyone’s interpretation.

Overnight the notes from the World Café had been 
examined, and a sybilline statement had emerged, 
that our main interest was the sentence I quoted at the 
beginning of this article: ‘How does our political field 
influence our response-ability in the therapy room and 
beyond?’ Three of the articles that formed the basis of 
the Conference were about aspects of Gestalt theory or 
training. There was no hint of these topics in our one 
emerged question. Only two writers had grounds to feel 
recognised. Yet there was something, whether the speed 
of the Conference, agreement with the conclusion, or 
indifference, or other, that meant there was no overt 
protest at this excision of three-fifths of the Conference 
basis.  It is arguable that we were behaving as if in a 
totalitarian state.

The next system into which we plunged was more 
overtly, though arguably an imposed, anarchy. We 
were told to form Interest Groups ready for the 
afternoon, by finding like-minded people. Chaos and 
self-responsibility were suddenly among us, along with 
a great deal of shouting, sticking paper on the wall and 
searching for pens. From this some groups emerged 
with the sober intention of furthering the theme 
proposed. Many other people invented themselves 
into Fun or other activity groups, and later reported, I 
judged somewhat defiantly, as having had a very good 
time. They had in several cases returned themselves to 
the pattern of many former conferences, which made 
Saturday afternoon a free space.

Much of Sunday morning was taken up with the 
bureaucratic aspects of democracy, in the AGM of the 
UKAGP, as well as various workshops. The last session 
on Sunday afternoon was seen by many as extremely 
successful. The four speakers remaining (I had been 
called away) sat in four corners of a large room, and 
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everyone else was left free to question or talk to them. 
Plato’s Republic had arrived.

This Conference was an experiment, in the best 
traditions of Gestalt therapy. And I saw it as a success. 
If the World Café device is used again, I hope more of 
us will be familiar with it, and in a better position if 
necessary to question the conclusions that unknown 
powers make about what we want to go on discussing. 
And I hope that we shall notice the political system 
we inhabit at any moment, and speculate about the 
behaviours therefore being evoked in us, or even 
intervene to modify them.

The theme of the Conference and of this article has 
been our responses to the political system we perceive 
about us. Loss of face-to-face contact is a glaring 
and troubling aspect of the political system of our 
developed world. In my Interest Group I undertook 
to ask the South Bank Centre to introduce circular or 
horseshoe shape benches along the beach area next 
summer, to promote conversation and eye contact. 
A tiny innovation. A possibility of warmth and 
friendship. So far I have written, phoned, visited and 

emailed, but have had no response. Perhaps I need to 
follow the example of Lou Dingle, and persist.
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