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The Origins and Practice of Psychodrama

By MARTIN H. DAVIES

'

Summary. Pyychodrama, a method of human relations training and psycho-
therapy, is traced from its creation by Moreno fifty years ago to its present
resurgence with the growth of *humanistic’ psycholagy. The basic (echniques are
drscribed, together with Mareno's concepts of social interaction, e.g. encounter,
spontaneity, the mornent, catharsis and role playing. Its uses and limitations are

discussed Driefly.

Inoraprenon: T thyromecar Prraecrive

oy ltrama’ was the invention of one nan,
Juacab Levy Moreno (Greenberg, 14h74). Born
m Rumania in 18g2, reared and educated from
the dee of four tn Vienna, he emigrated to the
USA in 1oy and afier a full uand active pro-
feesional Lfe as writer, teacher and therapist,
died there ino1g7g when, drondeally, his ideas
and nethods, frequently relegated to the status
of a minar psychiatric cult, were at last being
rediscovered and acclaimed by others who, to
his undicgnised  annovance  often failed  to
arkneawledge any debt to his piencering efforts
in the nincteen twenties and thirtges, Gronp
dynomics, sesterns analysis, rovounser proups,
gestadt thnapy sind fonily therapy adl draw
upon cancepte or techniques fornmlated and
practsed by NMoreno, whose influence on his
contemporanes can be traced from the work of
Kurt Lewin, through the Togroup develnpments
af the National ‘Training Laboratories into the
cnrrent explosion of nierest in sensitvity growps
and other experientinl approaches (o humin
relations,

The history of peycliodrama is in large part
the history of itx creator, a controversial figure,
awan of Umost hvpomanic encrgy, an ebulhent,
pralific, colourful extravert, whose rontribitions
to o nnderstanding of human relations can
prohably oy be dicpasdonately assessed now
that their orivinator and evangelizer has him-
«lf1aken hic leave of us. As a young sievient of

any

philosaphy, and Liter of medicine hetween 1gio
ad gy, Maocena’s fust and persisting intrest
was i the world of ercative thinking and ation,
in philosophy, religion and the arts. e edited
a hiterary journal Darmon, and the importowe of
the "here and now’, of spontaneity and openess
i relationshiny hetween people, were a pro-
mincut feature of his own poetry and philoso-
phical writing.

About the same time he Jed *imprampru
activity groups of children in the pulilic gard us
of Vienna, and fonnd “that when they were
encouraged (o play out aoties iustead of mercly
listring or reading they often displaved un-
expected depths of fechag and wndeeanding.
Follinving on from this, between 1901 and 1025
e experimented with a form of thearre (Das
Stegraif Theater, or ‘Theatre of Sprmniameny’)
m which bhe abandoned vovien texts and re-
hearsed prerformances m favonr of inpros ieead
enactments of current events, 1 wliidl placers
and avdienee were encouraged to draw uyoom
their own inner resources in creating e
dramatic action or ‘living newspiujwer’ -sin-e
many of the scenes were based upon conten-
pPorary newspaper reports.

In both these activities Moreno was anhei-
pating developiments which were ta heciune
hevter known thraugh the wark of others, for
example, the thealogical writing of Martin
Buber, the exivtental philosophers Sartee and
Camus and  the mwovemenm towards extem-



202

poriiey in the professional theatre. Bur though
the e farets ol his career are less well known
thee hus chiet oflpring, psychodrama, they are
iiportant because ot ther underlying influence
ot s approach to psychotherapy, the approach
that distinguishies it from the nore superficial
tses ot role playing, as in behaviour therapy.
I laer, psychodriana seems to have had its
own orinn 1 the Theatre of Spontaneity. A
voung acress. Barbara, who customarily por-
iraved  gonde naive female roles, married
Gearge, a playwright friend of Moreno, Soon
Grotge conhided in Moreno. At home Barbiara
Wi VETYy anpry  wonian, whose viciousoess
andd hostihiny were playing havoe wich their
vebatioosbip Fleaning rhis, Maoreno gave her
AN GPpertanity to act mere violent sud une
symipeohete chanaciens, prostitutes and  petty
cnnmedswho b she dud wid such convineing
elect that the other p;u'l)vip.m(s were at first
reluctant (o let her continue, But the more she
plaved such parts, the nwore reasonable and
tractable she hecame off-stage. Moreno went
on to brit g George tato the arena so that they
could play out scenes fromn their life together,
and within a lew months a marriage which had
becic findening became a mutnally satisfying
and stable relavonship. It was from this spou-
tanisaas beginning theot e went one to develop
the whole range of action techmques and
he  entitled
knuwn as

whi h
later

Inle v nrnns collernivety

vy bandianad! alsa o be

faction therapy ',

Dirineion: Somre THEORETICAL
C'ONSIDE RATTTONS

Psychudruimi,  then, involves a group of
hulividuals who assenible under the leadership
of the theripint o dircctur and enact events of
cnobional spmifuance in order 1o achieve
resolution of contlicts and release from inhibi-
tony whn ot theire capacity lor spontancous
and creative activity, puarticularly as they affect
personat relinionstnps, ‘The method has been
tuken up precemaeal and on differing theoretical
prounds by a number of therapists, notably
Perls, the originator of ‘gestalt therapy’ an
which the wehniques of monodrara and the
‘ernpty chann' are used exclusively, and Schutz,

THE ORIGINS AND PRACTIUE OF PSYCHODRAMA

the advocate of “encounter’. What is descaibed
in the following paragraphs is the vlasical form
of psychodrana. Bot fisst sunie of Morend's key
concepts, which are central to this approach,
Thes. are encouuter, action, spontancity, the
motnent of sitwition, catharsis and insight, and
I should proLably idd to these reality testing
and role playing i Dletthery, 1y73).

By encounter we understand a direct and
open mecting of two persons in which thoughts
and feelings are mutuatly exchanged 1 depth
and with full ivtensity. A true encounter is an
imimediate expericuce occwrving e the e ot
nure, the real concrere situation in which the
participants  find  dweroselves. Tt implies a
willingness to allow feclings to eneree and be
expenein ed at souree (ot g aoendny, and it
1s thoraugh acton rathee o cechadiv o 1l
this freci the
restricting stereotyped residues of past experi-
cuce, ¢ lead to cathanis and insight. Catharsis
is used in the Aristotelian sense wabapors
tov malyjpardv—'a purging of the emotions’.
Freod and Beeoer are rightly ceredived with
recognizing the potential therapeutic value of
the release of suppressed  fechings,  but too
rapidly subordinated it to the verbal analysis of
assochited  mental eveats, which thercafter
charucwrized much of dynamic psychotherapy.
In psychodrama, insights and changes of atti-
tudes we qaore likely 10 occur, we belicve,
becanse the subject is expericncing the signifi-
cant sittadion i its entirety rattur than a
verbalized and therclore partial and modified
version of it

[t is unfortunate that the term ‘acting out’,
which describes an unpruductive compulsive
repetition  of emotionally determined mal-
adaptive behaviour, has been confused by
some with  the therapeutic ‘acting  through’
which constitates psychodruma. For here the
conditions are carefully structured to encourage
the enmwrgence of undedying emotions and
conflicis—not merely the neurotic defences
which preveat their complete expression and
conscivus recognitiun, resolution or acceplance.
In psychodrama reality can be tested, not in
the usual limited sense in which we use the
term, bur in the fuller meaning of testing out,
in a carcful reconstruction ol a past event or a

spontaicous  meehing, TR
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veliearsal of a future event, the spontancous
reanctions and feelings of ourselves and of those
with whom we interact —in contrast with the
distoried projections which we commonly fost
upun vach other. The enormous range of roles
wlnch we can potentially play in our relation-
ships can be explored in a ‘fail safe’ situation
wlich allows us to increcase both the variety
and the Heability of hehaviour which we
exlubit to others -in ¢flect to become more
spentgncous and ceeative in our life styles.

Troensigue: A Tyeical Session

Now to a Uriel wrcount of the method. The
clements which muhe up the psvehodrama are
the duecior, the protagonist, the auxiliary epos,
the avdicnce apd the stage. The protagenist
18 the gronp teember who beconnes the fncus of
thie sessinn and whose life provides the situation
or ateations which are plaved out. Auxiliary
cposs or austhuries for short, e other groap
mermbors ar Gaonned assistants 1o the divector
who pleov roles o the pabrabiane Fhe
andhenee. prefoaldy numbering ax to twelve,
mayv Le pactents or o professional workers in
truning or oven o natural groop such as a
el he vovee can be anvaelere, sometimes
the vatral Jocns af 1the evenrt, bt vwwe come-
monhe anarnhond space around which the
Poaticgpants seat theneelves, Some insiinmions
love stoges consisting of a0 cpreular platform
abont te g fertm domn o a foor to cahieen

e bes hoee e oo and surrennded by
[ RS ["\\’l :(\'[* SN ||”II|'~ "l !"\\. "ll"n 'l'll"ll
are e i e e yaeaned o Heass A Tow
snple reperne Lae s ble o the e oo
arra, s analb able Jdoovs cudoons, ete -
nethone clebnrate, for s the protagotet who
rreates the wene om Los oven mental pactare,
and the sunpler the materiads the more readily
he coan propet Licirmer reality upon them. In
Morrad™s envp desieen annd in those swlue b bave
cogacd it there as e o omadl padbors - and the
hehng can be saned an mensain and celour
to sutt the moaod af the scene.

The session nonlly Tass 14 1o 2 hours and
iy divided into three phases The tirst of these
v called the “sarm-up®, Thic varies o Iepeth
depersdine cnnander of Lcters, partie olarly
Lo tong the nambers of the group have had

to gel to know eachi athier. The warm-up ju-riod
is caentind 1o psychodrama because it is in this
ghase that the appropriate conditions nre
aclieved in which spontancous Lehaviour can
occur, particularly niutnal trust and (olerance
ol expression of unpleasant as well as pleasant
emaotions. This requires that the director should
first warm himsell up and provide a mndel of
authenticity, warninth and spuntancity, together
with a reassuring confirmation that it is safe to
express feelings openly, that the group members
can be thenselves but are not going to be
coerced, vvertly or covertly into exposing more
than their trust in the dircclor and proup
permits them at this point. In the carly «ages
of a group, the wanm-up may lead to httle or
no action because not enough spontaneity and
mutuality have developed. Even in an esta-
blished group thiere may be occasiens on wiich
the dircotar senses the group™s need to discuss
and chrify whod has gone before, However, an

A Gy pical session the wari-upoas OHowed by the
action phoers A gronp momber vonenges aea
suttable pnotgonict, and the dicetor, ac e
inqunes hivther into the sitnastion which he
presentse walks with hive vound the Tower devel
of the stape.

When w cpecific noident paezente iwll for
re-cuactinent. the pratwowmst as ded on in the
top level and whed (o desernibe in vivid detail
the phvaiedd circumstances in which it teok
place  Tle s enconraged by e directar’s
evople 1o descibe bin the there and now’,
T e e as Bove the seapeloav s bores s alwa
sontcloch an thie cfiery e D e e ah ke o
prine ftnerire, cohims, ete e the scone o
represent ity princrpai fedures. The emplioets
on Jdetaded desonpaien the nse ol the present
trnse and the phasieal setting of the sweene are
deliberate, the am heing to bring it 1o hife and

0 aid a fuhier receliccurm of the events and’

cmntions of the occasion.

The provagnpist s nest ashed Lo et
anxiliariexs to plav the atlier peaple in e
pevchadrama. Again the protagonist wartns up
the auxiliavies and binrell by a detailed arconnt
of their appearance. hackgronnd and atninedes.
When dey have been carefully placed e rode.
the director inaructs the protigonist 10 Legin
the action, A this peint an impsesriant psycho-
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dramatic techuique is brought inta play. This
o ‘role reversal’. The protagonist is asked to
change places with the auxihary to demonstrate
exactly what he said and how he behaved.
With repeated reversals, the auxiliary begins to
get the feel of the exchunge and can soon hegin
w improvise accuratelv. Buu the director con-
stantly checks with the protgganist that the
auntliary bowruly representing the other person
sees him. As the scene develops, the
direetor may e other techniques, for example,
the ‘double’. The double is a sccond person
who stands with the protagonist and speaks or
acts for hien. He may sp-'\k possible uns’pokcn
(flt)ughl\ tle may emphasize what s present
in the protagouist’s utterances bur expressed
an o an mhibited  fushion. If the protagoaist
tinds his feclings becomng too much for him,
the  donble, by his provide
support and enable him o0 continue with the

as he

closenes, may
psyclidiang.

As the procigonist’s conllicts hecome appa-
rent, they may be externalized by auxiliaries
whao represent the polarities of the unreconciled
feetines and aetiondes, The protygonist can then
lumself double or reverse roles with the two
parts of hinself. The director may also remove
the protagonist from the scene and put an
auxiliury in his plice 0 imitate his behaviour
so that he can see how it appears to others, This
technique is called ‘mirroring’. Eventually the
scene or series of scenes reaches a suitable point
lor clusure and the third phase or ‘fecd back®
and discussion follows. First the auxiliary egos
are asked to share what they felt in their roles
with the protagonist, and then the other
meinbers of the group. The emphasis is on
shared feelings, and interpretation or theoxizing
are discouraged undil all have had a sufficient
oppurtunity 10 express what they have ex-
perienced at an emotional level. This is most
important, because often the other members of
the group, not involved in the scene, have
becorne aroused by similar emotionally charged
aspects of their own lives, but have not had the
opportunity to express them in action as have
the protagonist and auxiliaries. Finally, after
further discussion the director ascertains the
feclings of the protagonist and brings the session
to a close.

THE ORIGINS AND PRACTICE OF PSYCHODRAMA

DiscusstoN: THe PLACE oF PsycHODRAMA
-AMONG PSYCHOYHERAPIES

What is the relationship of psychodrama to
the verbal methods of psychotlxcmpy’ It is not
so much an alternative psychodynamic therapy
as an expansion of techuique to include action
as well as words. Why has it not previously
been moure widely accepted? One reason that
has been suggested is that it is too potent a
medium. Lt is clear that without careful direc-
tion it is possible to release feelings which the
participants are unable to work through ade-
quately in the time available. Moreover, one
cannot learn psychodrama out of a book, and
training has not been available in this country
until recently.

Psychodrama is a directive treatment in the
scnse that the cherapist exerecises control by
structuring of the therapy situation; but it is
undirective in that the emotional content is
not contealled but arises spontanconsty from
the protagonist and other group members as
they becoine involved in the concrete reality of
the situations they enact. Tt is a method that
has a patural appeal to the extraverted; and
when counter-transference is ignored it may be
exploited for the gratification of the therapist
at the expense of the patient. For this reason it
is advisable that those who practises action
technicues should be trained in psychotherapy
both with the individual and with the group.
Although some therapists are not (because of
their own character defences) comfortable in
action, they should not therefore feel that they
are necessarily less eltective for lacking this
additional skill. However, 1o those who arc it
offers a powcerful catalyst which may resolve
a therapeutic . stalemate and accelerate the
growth of setfawareness. I am impressed by
its elfectiveness in less sophisticated patients
who are considered unsuitable for individual
or group analysis but who in psychodrama
can show a remarkable capacity for empathic
understanding. The immediacy of everyday
colloquia! speech makes the doubling and role
playing of these patients a more direct and
powerful form of communication than some
of the cleverer subjects’ verbalizations in which
the strength of feeling is diluted by rationaliza-
tion and intellectualizing phraseology.



MARTIN H. DAVIES

I bave also found it helpfisl to model doubling
and sometimes role reversing in the earlier
mectings of a new group. Anxious patients may
be slow to warm up to playing themselves in a
psychodrama, or may become too tense when
faced with a real person, the auxiliary ego,
representing an cmotionaily significant indi-
vidual in their life. Several techniques are
available to overcome this difficulty (Blatner,
1973). One is the ‘substituts. role' in which the
protagonist plays not himself but somecone
else. This other person whom the patient
chooses to play wsually ‘represents someone
" close to him, possibly a parent, who is associated
with one of his core conflicts. Once the action
has begun to move, the problems which this
person presents to him will exhibit themselves
in relationship to one of the other characters in
the psychodrama with whom he identifies and
whose feelings he will now be able to present
by role reversal. Another approach is that of
‘symbolic distance’. Here the protagonist initially
takes on a role very different from his own
position but ‘which provides a possibility of
moving into situations which are similar to
that in which he finds himself. When the
protagonist cannot face a live auxiliary, a
useful alternative 18 an ‘empty chair’ in which he
may picture an antagonist whose behaviour
is completely under his own control --unlike
the live auxiliary whose spontaneity he finds
ton threatening. Indeed, it is possible to play
a whole psychodrama with empty chairs, the
protagonist moving from one to another to
portray the various characters.

Commonly however, these techniques are
not nceded because the first scenes which the
.protagonistic plays are selected for their com-
monplace nature and lack of obvious sym-
hoalism. As in analytical therapy, the emerging
repetition of specific emotional responses and
patterns of interaction leads gradually to events
which when portrayed have a greater signifi-
cance. But this js a slow and gentle process in
which the patient is allowed to make his own
pace.

Coxcrrsion: WIDER Uses oF PsycHODRAMA
Finally a word or two about the use of

20§

psychodrama outside the clinical situation. It
‘has long been popular in education and in the
training of various professional groups, especially
in the fields of mental health and counselling.
It is an approach that can help with the
heavy burden of personal (rustration and
ambiguity which is the lot of those who counse}
the emotionally disturbed. The ventilation of
negative feelings and experience by role reversal
of how we appear to others is a source both of
cathartic relief and of personal growth and
understanding. It can also lead to increasing

.insight and tolerance in workers who deal with

the socially underprivileged and whose own
unresolved conflicts and tensions may interfere
with their effectiveness by entering un-
consciously into their relationships with clients.
The use of psychodrama in existing work
groups, such as the staff ol a Dusinvss or institu-
tion, carries some risks. The reliance of stafl
members on roles formally or traditionally
incorporated into the social matrix of the
system is often greater than they can admit
or even recognize, and those who after a psycho-
drama must revert to their normal roles find
it particularly difficult ta tolerate the symme-
trical sclf-disclosures ol disappointments, doubts,
jealousies, rivalries and other ‘taboo’ feellngs
from which the system of accepted roles defends
the sacial organism, in the same way that ego
defences defend the individual organism from
its inner contradictions and conflicts. Néverthe-
less, if the method s modified so that social
roles are focused upon rather than individual
personalities (the sociodramatic as opposed tn
the psychodramatic approach) it can be used
to catalyse a social systern without excessive
disturbances of its equilibrium.

I believe that psychodrama is becoming an
increasing force in therapy, mental health
training, education and management consulta-
tion. The emphasis on the individual's responsi-
bility for himself, the optimistic expectation of
his unfulfilled potential for positive constructive
living, which it embraces, afford a more digni-

“fied, and helpful picture of human personality

than the mechanistic model of the behaviourist
or the fatalistic evolutionary determinism of
Freud. Man is not anly acted upon; he is also
the acior.





