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Theory 2 - The New Way  

Gottlieb Guntern 

 

It was inevitable that the epistemological revolution in physics would ultimately begin to influence the 

social sciences and therapeutic theory and practice. Though it took half a century to happen, when 

it finally did, the change – sparked off by creative young people who propagated their cause with 

enormous enthusiasm and energy – was radical. It was a Copernican revolution, a radical break with 

prevailing ideas and views that was bound to result in a radical change in the “practice” derived 

from the “theory.” 

 

In 1543 Copernicus published his groundbreaking work De Revolutionibus Orbium Celestium (On the 

Revolutions of the Heavenly Bodies). In it he proved, much to the displeasure of the Catholic Church, 

that the earth revolved around the sun. This was a clear refutation of the Ptolemaic worldview (that 

the sun revolved around the earth) defended by the Church. The title De Revolutionibus Orbium 

Celestium is, incidentally, one of the reasons the term “revolution” still has such negative 

connotations in certain circles. And yet originally it simply meant circular movement around a central 

point. 

 

A Copernican revolution - a radical break with prevailing ideas and views - took place in the field of 

“psychotherapy” in the 1970s. Gottlieb contributed to this Copernican revolution with a new theory 

about human beings. This theory, which he called eco-anthropology, is based on systems thinking. 

No longer can human beings be seen as self-contained entities: now they must be viewed in close 

relation to their physical and biosocial environment. (Link to structure of ecosystem) His theory of eco-

anthropology forms the basis, the actual paradigm, for the theory and practice of systems therapy. 

This new paradigm clearly sets itself off from Freudian psychoanalysis and numerous speculative 

“psychotherapeutic” approaches derived from it. 

 

The investigative method employed in systems therapy is based on precise observation of individuals 

and their interpersonal relationships with their partners, parents, children and other relevant persons. 

Consequently, instead of treating a single individual, systems therapy involves the whole core system 

(official patient and relevant members of the web of interpersonal relations) in the therapeutic 

process. This is the only sensible, efficient means of therapy and prevention. Video recordings of 

therapy sessions are an important tool in the supervision of systems therapy. This therapeutic aid 

impressively illustrates the radical changes introduced by the Copernican revolution in theory and 

practice. To take a concrete example: in Freudian psychoanalysis the therapist tells his supervisor 

what he thinks happened in the previous therapy session. On the basis of these recollections – which 

must, perforce, be subjective and often confuse intentions with actual events – the supervisor tries to 

understand and begins to speculate about what actually happened during the session. It is on this 
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basis that he then gives the therapist instructions on what to do in the next session. Now the therapist 

– bewildered by the supervisor and his intra-psychic hobgoblins of Ego, Superego and Id – starts 

speculating about what the supervisor has told him. And so the carousel of speculation and meta-

speculation, conjecture and conjecture about conjecture, starts spinning. The result is a spiral of 

speculative interaction, a soap-bubble with no objective basis in fact. 

 

In systems therapy the interaction between therapist and supervisor functions quite differently. The 

two usually watch the videotape of a session together, the supervisor seeing with his own eyes and 

hearing with his own ears what actually happened during the session. He can review the same 

sequences again and again in order to study the verbal, para-verbal and non-verbal patterns of 

communication carefully. Turning off the sound of the tape altogether, he can concentrate fully on 

the nonverbal signals, which frequently say more about interpersonal relationships than people 

communicate verbally. These video recordings and their analysis (known as Microfield Evaluation) 

form a solid basis for factual commentary and professional advice, and thus for effective therapy. 

 

A small group of therapists and thinkers on both sides of the Atlantic contributed to the development 

of systems therapy. With the emergence of the new paradigm, many a time-honoured, pseudo-

scientific concept and method became obsolete. Among the ideas laid to rest were the absurd 

speculations about intrauterine and early childhood trauma; about the mysterious machinations of 

the quasi-religious trinity of Ego, Superego and Id; the completely arbitrary interpretation of dreams 

and other spurious hypotheses. Such constructs are not only trivial, they are utterly irrelevant to 

meaningful, successful therapy. Yet many therapists resist this insight. They evidently prefer the 

scholastic principle of credo quia absurdum est – I believe because it is absurd - to critical thinking. 

As the distinguished philosopher and epistemologist Karl Popper put it, true science demands the 

formulation of hypotheses that are, in principle, falsifiable by observation and experiment. Pseudo-

science, on the other hand, offers dogmas, canons and pseudo-explanations without any evidence 

that can be observed or subjected to experiment. Science teaches us to think critically rather than to 

quote uncritically from the presumed masters and degenerate into sycophants. To paraphrase the 

great mathematician, philosopher and epistemologist Bertrand Russell: human beings should not 

behave like Pavlov’s dogs, salivating the moment they hear the sound of authority’s bell; they should 

trust their senses, sharpen their minds and then offer the results of their critical judgements to others 

for further scrutiny. 

 

The theoretical scaffolding of eco-anthropology and the systems therapy derived from it is based on 

scientific findings from a wide range of fields: physics, epistemology, biology, behavioral science, the 

theory of evolution, neurobiology, physiology, medicine, psychiatry, stress theory, the social sciences, 

communication theories, cybernetics, general systems theory and specific systems theories. 
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In practice, so comprehensive a theoretical scaffolding necessarily leads to specific modes of 

thought and action. The following paragraphs outline a few of the important characteristics of 

systems therapy. (For simplicity’s sake - both in the above and the following - I have used the 

masculine “he” to refer to the therapist and the patient. Both could, of course, as easily be a “she.”) 

 

• The therapist is no longer allowed to labor under the illusion that he is a neutral observer. He is a 

participant in a highly dynamic process, which he actively influences and which influences him in 

return. This means that the process of observation and therapy is co-determined by everyone 

involved in the therapeutic process, including the therapist. Together they develop the therapeutic 

process and its results. 

 

• From the standpoint of eco-anthropology, the official patient – also known as the index patient – is 

considered to be no more than an indicator of a system comprising dysfunctional interpersonal 

relationships. As what might be called the weakest link in the web of relationships, the index patient 

expresses the pathology of the system – which does not preclude situations in which the index 

patient dominates or even terrorizes the whole system with his symptoms and behavior. It is thus only 

logical that the therapeutic unit must consist of the patient and all the individuals belonging to the 

core system. The core system contains the resources to be mobilized and the handicaps to be 

diminished or eliminated. 

 

• Simplistic victim-versus-victimizer thinking, which defines a person as either victim or villain, no longer 

holds. Except in extreme cases – for instance, acts of violence – the index patient is not viewed as the 

passive victim of unfortunate circumstances  be they genes, early childhood traumas, a violent 

father, an overprotective mother, the wrong friends, illness, a run of bad luck or anything else, as 

traditional theories or therapists would have him. It is more a case of the patient suffering under the 

core system but, at the same time, though usually not deliberately, inflicting harm on the system as 

well. Both patient and core system thereby contribute to the existence of a concrete situation, 

though their individual contributions to the situation may vary considerably, both in quality and 

quantity. 

 

• The index patient and the members of the core system are transactors participating in a game 

transcending person, space and time. 

 

What does this mean? 

 

All of them participate in a dynamic process that transcends them. Here is an example: Since the 

dawn of humankind, human beings have dealt with conflict in similar ways, independent of 

personality, place, time and culture. They make specific sounds such as hissing, screaming, 
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shoutingand produce grimaces, gestures, display behavior, arguments, tricks, attacks and weapons 

in the attempt to defend themselves or obtain what they feel they are entitled to. But the aspect of 

transcendence is even more complex, as we can observe similar strategies being used by our 

phylogenetic ancestors in the animal world. When conflicts arise, dragonflies, lizards, ra  patterns 

surprisingly similar to those of human beings. However, human beings added an important innovation 

to this global repertoire of conflict management behavior. They invented language, which helps 

them conceal the age-old behavioral patterns programmed into the instinct brain whenever it suits 

them. 

 

• To summarize the implications of the Copernican revolution in therapy: 

 

o Our lives are determined by the continuous interplay and exchange of forces in the eco-system, 

which consists of three structural components: the individual organism, the biosocial environment 

(e.g. family, culture) and the physical environment (e.g. climate, weather, mountains, houses, the 

sea). (link eco-system) The exchange of matter-energy and information signals between the three 

components gives rise to a transactional field (link transactional patterns) with specific transactional 

patterns that can make us, weaken us or break us. 

 

o Thus our lives are not determined by our individual actions and intentions alone, but also by the 

interplay of chaos and order, chance and law, freedom and structural necessity in the whole eco-

system in and with which we live. 

 

What does that mean in concrete terms? 

 

Quite a lot. Here are a few examples. What people are and do is not predetermined by heredity 

(genetic programming), as many pharmaco-psychiatrists and socio-biologists believe; it is not 

predetermined by experiences in early childhood, as psychoanalysts maintain; it is not 

predetermined by the situation prevailing in our current social environment, as behaviorists claim; it is 

not predetermined by our current physical environment, for instance constellations, as astrologers 

assert. What people are and do is governed by a highly dynamic process controlled by the 

interaction of two organismic programs: the current state of the organism and the current physical 

and biosocial conditions of the environment. The two organismic programs are the genetic program, 

which affects basic modes of operation (e.g. the tendency to act impulsively under stress), and the 

syngenetic program, which helps control these modes of operation in detail (e.g. the use of physical 

force or barbed comments in conjunction with impulsive actions). 

 

The syngenetic program comprises values that give rise to rules. A single value - for example: 

“Wisdom is better than domination” - can give rise to a host of rules: Control yourself when you’re 
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angry! Listen before you talk! Beware of making apodictic statements, etc. Human beings are value-

governed creatures: they create the values that govern them, and they are more likely to create 

values unconsciously than consciously. 

 

The human brain, which is responsible for the generation, preservation, development and elimination 

of values and rules, is continually tinkering with this syngenetic program as it faces and deals with the 

world. We develop new values and rules. We preserve the ones that prove successful. We modify 

what has proven successful but has room for improvement. And we reject what has proven 

unsuitable in helping us live a healthy, satisfied life and make valuable contributions to society. It is 

this ongoing process that brings forth the miracle of the syngenetic program, which is responsible for 

the goal-oriented microcontrol of the following activities: what and how we perceive, what and how 

we think, what and how we feel, how our basic physiological mechanisms operate (for instance 

relaxation, fight stress, helplessness stress, sleep) and how we behave – which includes verbal, para-

verbal and non-verbal communication. The hierarchic pyramid of complementary values and rules 

of the syngenetic program are governed by the Principle of Strategic Advantage. It posits that 

organisms always do what their epistemological process tells them is the best possible thing to do. This 

principle – which strangely enough appears to have no complementary principle – controls both our 

noblest and our most despicable deeds. Why? Because our knowledge is always limited. What we 

consider best on the basis of the information we process – for instance, shooting up three times a day 

– may easily be the most destructive thing we could do in the concrete situation. (See p.... 

Querencia Principle) 

 

Effective prevention and therapy consist in discovering, mobilizing and enhancing resources lying 

dormant in the transactional field. At the same time the handicaps also existing in this transactional 

field must be discovered, diminished and, where possible, eliminated. This work leads to the 

development, preservation, modification and dismantling of values and rules in the syngenetic 

program of all the people taking part in an effective therapeutic process. 

 

o Science establishes hypotheses capable, in principle, of being falsified by observation and 

experiment. The existence of intra-psychic hobgoblins – such as drives, Superego, Ego and Id, 

unconscious desires, repressed emotions, etc. – can be neither corroborated nor falsified by 

observation or experiment, because they are constructs of the imagination and elude observation. 

They belong to the realm of pseudo-science or pre-scientific speculation. These imaginative 

constructs also include the psychoanalytic assumption that effective therapy consists in making a 

patient conscious of his neurotic behavior and its presumed origins. Thus, a Freudian therapist can 

make me conscious of the fact that I am bashful and that this bashfulness is responsible for my 

blushing whenever I am addressed by my boss or anyone who is in authority. Or a notorious sex 

offender can be shown, in empathy-laden session, why he has this fatal urge to rape a child – 
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because he was brutally abused by his father and inexcusably neglected by his mother – and in 

what situations he cannot resist the temptation to commit rape. But in all probability, this conscious-

making process will do nothing to stop the bashful person from blushing or the sex offender from 

reoffending as soon as a specific constellation of factors occurs. 

 

o Meaningful therapy demands effective structural and functional changes. These changes bring 

about better adaptation to the world in which we live and to the web of relationships in which we 

live. The better we fit in with our immediate surroundings, the higher our own quality of life and that of 

the people with whom we live and work. Optimal adaptation helps us to develop our finest talents 

and potential and to choose meaningful goals that are worth living for and fighting for. 

 

To avoid any misunderstandings, let me emphasize that I am using the term “adaptation” as it is 

defined in the context of evolutionary theory: existential adaptation is by no means a passive 

process, let alone submission to existing conditions. A marmot adapting to the environment of the 

Swiss Alps, so as to be able to survive and flourish there, builds subterranean tunnels; when standing 

guard, it whistles to warn its fellow marmots of approaching danger. So active is the marmot’s 

adaptation process that it visibly and audibly modifies the environment in which it lives. o As strange 

as it may sound, life is not meaningful in itself. It simply exists. That is why happiness and unhappiness 

depend on our ability to give meaning to our lives. Spending years and a fortune on a 

psychoanalyst’s couch excavating old grievances and secret fantasies of vengeance, bemoaning 

past failures, dredging up unhappy childhood experiences, wounds suffered and opportunities 

missed: all this is mainly a sterile exercise in self-absorption, but not really an activity that gives 

meaning to our lives or motivates us to develop our personality, social relationships and creative 

potential. At best it will see to it that, with every repetition, negative memories are imprinted ever 

deeper in our memory. 

 


