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What Moreno Did with his Life 
Views from without and views from within 
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Preliminary note: This presentation was given in German on October 31, 2014 at the Symposium of 
the Deutscher Fachverband für Psychodrama (German Professional Association for Psychodrama - 
DFP): “Who shall survive? - Gerechtigkeit und gutes Leben - Psychodrama und Soziometrie als Bei-
trag.  125. Geburtstag Moreno / 20 Jahre DFP” (Who Shall Survive? Justice and good living: Psycho-
drama and sociometry as a contribution. J.L. Moreno’s 125th Birthday / 20 Years of the DFP), at the 
Martin Niemöller Haus in Schmitten/Arnoldshain, Germany. In order to make the presentation more 
interesting, Moreno’s life and work were depicted in parallel to the lives and work of two of his fam-
ous contemporaries: Charles Chaplin and Martin Heidegger. All three of these figures also appeared 
in costume during the presentation. The presentation was interrupted by the character of Moreno 
reading excerpts from his works (included here in bold italics). These passages were original quota-
tions from Moreno’s German-language publications, abridged and polished in a few places. In the 
current translation, the original English texts have been used; original German quotations have been 
translated. At the end of the presentation, Chaplin and Heidegger fell to the ground dead, while Mo-

reno stood up and tossed his flyer into the audience as he exited.    

 
Ladies and gentlemen, dear psychodramatists and guests, 

 

I am very pleased to have the privilege of making the opening presentation at this symposium. “Mo-
reno’s 125th Birthday”: I was present at the celebration of his 100th birthday in Baden, near Vienna, in 
1989. “20 Years of the DFP”: I was one of the co-founders of DFP. Today I am 67 years old, and I ask 
myself: “What have you actually done with your life?” And I can answer: I have devoted myself to 
Moreno and psychodrama for over 40 years. And that was a good thing. In addition, I have recently 
published a number of works on the subject of “Justice and Good Living” – the sub-topic of this con-
ference. Therefore, I have taken advantage of this unique opportunity to reflect once more in detail 
on Moreno’s life and work. In doing so, I have asked Moreno: “What did you actually do with your 

life? Where did you succeed, and where did you not?”  

I will let Moreno himself tell you what he had to say to this. From time to time, he will read some 
illuminating passages from his own works here. In order to make the originality of his life’s journey 
clearly visible, I have invited two other celebrities, both of whom were also born in 1889, to join us 
on stage as contrasting figures: on the right, you can see Charles Chaplin; on the left is Martin Hei-
degger.One of these men, like Moreno, started out as an improvisation artist and later, like Moreno, 
built a career in the USA. The other, like Moreno, concerned himself with human existence and like 
Moreno, wished to free human beings from their own reification. Another person who was born in 
1889 was a man called Adolf Hitler. He, too, played an important role in the lives of these three fig-

ures. However, he will not have a place of his own on our stage today.  

Now about the structure of my presentation:   

Up to now, attempts to systematize the whole of Moreno’s oeuvre in a clear and understandable 
manner – for example, in the writings of Christoph Hutter – have had to pay short shrift to an evolu-
tionary analysis of his work. While the compilation of his ideas according to subject clearly demon-
strates the wealth of his thoughts, it lets us easily overlook the fact that even Moreno continued to 
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learn more throughout the course of his life and work. Today, therefore, I would like to supplement 

the horizontal view with a vertical one. We can then identify three phases in his working life:  

1. Moreno as a prophet in Vienna. This is represented by “Das Testament des Vaters” 
(The Words of the Father), published in 1922.  

2. Moreno as a scientist in America. This is represented by “Who Shall Survive,” pub-
lished in 1934.  

3. Moreno as a psychodrama therapist all over the world. This is represented by “Grup-
penpsychotherapie und Psychodrama” (Group Psychotherapy and Psychodrama),   pub-

lished in 1959.  

To begin with, I will demonstrate the ways in which Moreno’s thoughts and work changed signifi-
cantly from one phase to the next – and thereby reveal where we can still make connections today if 
we wish to continue pursuing Moreno’s vision of the creative restructuring of society in our time. But 

first: 

How did Moreno himself view the results of his work at the end of his life? In 1972, two years before 

his death, he wrote:  

 

I am profoundly aware of having hardly touched on the Father-God concretely. I do not diminish 
and to belittle the efforts which I made during the plastic years of my adolescence when I almost 
lost my life, almost into the beyond, not through sickness but through health. But I have failed so 
utterly in turning the moment in the world’s needs. The hope is gone from the faces of men. It is in 
the last calamities that my failure comes through. I must admit humbly that my megalomania is 

shattered. Nothing is left but the crown and the throne. The body is dead. 

My failure to become concrete has not been without awards and limited success. To demonstrate 
the benefits which people could derive from them, I made trips around the world with my wife Zer-
ka. Every group and psychodrama session was a living encounter. People came with their problems 

to meet us. 

However, all these accomplishments and advances did not deceive me as to the failure of the con-
creteness of establishing the Father-God for all people as a uniting bond between them. Mainly, 
therefore, the world is divided, fragmented, hopelessly wandering into the darkness of an uncer-

tain future (Moreno 1972: 213 f). 

 

Thus, in the end Moreno considered his life to have been a failure. Faced with an ailing society, he 
had hoped that he would be able to set in motion a sociatrically and sociometrically inspired move-
ment that would take over the government of the world. In 1947, two years after the end of the 

Second World War, he wrote: 

 

As human society is ailing we can expect a psychiatric empire to emerge gradually and spread over 
the globe. Politicians and diplomats will move into second status. Social scientists, psychiatrists, 
sociatrists and sociometrically oriented socialists will move into first. The mentor in the White 
House, a future President of the United States may well be a psychiatrist before another century 
has passed. Is not the whole cosmos beginning more and more to look like a huge mental institu-

tion with God as its physician in charge? (Moreno 1951: 167). 

 

A person who has such visions is bound to be disappointed. But how did this come about?  

 

Phase 1: Moreno as a prophet in Vienna  
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Moreno’s European phase was shaped by religion. Before the First World War, he saw himself as a 
prophet in search of God. During the war, he was well occupied as a medical student and physician. 
After the war, he performed in Bad Vöslau as a miracle healer and in Vienna as an expressionist au-

thor and theater director of the avant-garde.  

This phase is exemplified by “Das Testament des Vaters” (The Words of the Father), which he pub-
lished anonymously in two editions, in 1920 and in 1922. Here he proclaimed that no God reveals 
himself except in each individual person’s life – when it is creative and open to personal encounter. 
He later referred to this book as the “Old Testament.” On the one hand, he lived out this message of 
immediate encounter through his direct interactions with marginalized groups. On the other hand, 
he wished to spread his gospel of immediacy through various media, above all as an author. In an 
advertisement in his book about the „Stegreiftheater” (Theater of Spontaneity), published in 1924, 
seventeen texts were listed underneath “Die Schriften des Vaters” (The Writings of the Father). Of 
these, however, more than half remained unwritten. Whereas most of the expressionist authors suf-

fered from a negative father complex, Moreno quite clearly suffered from a positive one.  

Furthermore, he tried his hand as a theater artist. On April 1, 1921, he invited an audience to the 

“Komödienhaus” in Vienna. He remembered:  

 

I stood alone on the stage that night. I was entirely unprepared for an audience of more than 1,000 
people. When the curtain went up, the stage was bare except for a red plush armchair which had a 
gilded frame and a high back, like the throne of a king. There was a gilded crown on the seat of the 
chair. Most of the audience was composed of curiosity seekers, with a few scandal seekers as well. 
As I look back on that night, I am amazed at my boldness. I was trying to cure or purge that au-
dience of a disease, a pathological cultural syndrome which was shared by all who were in the 
theater that night. There was no stable government, no emperor, no king, no leader. The natural 
theme was the search for a new order of things, the testing of anyone in the audience who aspired 
to leadership, and, perhaps, to find a savior. Each according to his role, all were invited by me onto 
the stage, to sit on the throne, and to act like a king. No one was prepared ahead of time. The test 

must have been too difficult. No one passed it. The world remained leaderless (Moreno 1989: 73 f). 

 

At that time, Moreno was clearly still a royalist. In “Der Königsroman” (The King’s Novel), published 
in 1923, he was still in search of a king. Democracy was quite suspicious to him. Even in 1925, he be-
lieved that democracy had “cursed the human race with a terrible blessing”: the “Ichthysaurus” – the 
self as an egomaniac. Thus, his attempts to disseminate his message of direct contact through the 

media were doomed to fail. They were simply paradoxical.  

We must therefore make clear: Moreno failed in Vienna in every respect: in his attempt to be the 
only child to play God, he broke his arm. When he encouraged the children in the Augarten to freely 
choose new parents for themselves, they chose the old ones. As a prophet: his group fell apart dur-
ing the war. As a writer: his quarterly journal, “Daimon”, could no longer be financed. His coopera-
tive publishing house failed. As a reformer in the theater: on June 30, 1924, he was forced to vacate 
his “Stegreiftheater” in the Maysedergasse. The architect Friedrich Kiesler sued him for slander and 

defamation in 1925.  

In addition to all of these factors, Moreno experienced the situation in Vienna as increasingly autho-
ritarian and anti-Semitic. Since he judged the development of the Soviet Union to be tendentially 

repressive as well, his only remaining place of refuge was North- 

America.  

To Moreno, the United States seemed to be the Promised Land that would provide him with the op-
portunity to give great performances. His image of theUSAwas shaped by Walt Whitman’s poetry 
collection, “Leaves of Grass”. Given that Moreno had some difficulty learning English in the United 
States, it is likely that he read this book in translation in Vienna. One version was translated by Franz 
Blei, who had also published in “Daimon”. Another version was published by Gustav Landauer: the 
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first edition in 1915, the second in 1921. He too, was known to Moreno at least by name. Moreno 

recalled:  

 

I arrived in New York in October 1925. A newspaper reporter who came to the Mauretania looking 
for arriving celebrities to interview asked me what I knew of life in America. I told him about some 
of my ideas on sociometry and psychodrama and that they might find a home there, adding, “The  

foremost American sociologist and Godplayer I can think of is Walt Whitman” (Moreno 1989: 92).  

 

However, the terms and concepts of “sociometry” and “psychodrama” did not even exist yet in 1925. 
As a lyricist, Whitman had written with great enthusiasm about the wonderful American attitude to-

ward life. This was apparently sufficient for Moreno to identify him as a sociologist and Godplayer.  

In any case, in 1925, Moreno followed his brother Wilhelm, and traveled to America along with Franz 
Lörnitzo, the brother of his companion, in order to ready the electromagnetic recording device they 
had invented for production. He was banking on the development of canned sound! But this, too, 

was a failure.  

In the United States, Moreno emerged from his state of anonymity. He wanted to become famous 
and make a fortune. It was exactly the same for Charles Chaplin. He quickly became world famous for 
his silent films; he was able to demand salaries which had previously been unimaginable to him; lat-
er, he moved in elevated social circles along with nobility and high-ranking heads of state. Chaplin 

produced and marketed his films himself – as Moreno would later do with his books and periodicals.  

In Beacon, Moreno established his empire and the institutions in which he could perform. Later he 

also sold training programs. His brother Wilhelm supported him in the development of his empire.  

In the United States, Moreno gave himself the name Jacob L. Moreno. His brother Wilhelm had also 
adopted his father’s first name as his surname. In 1938, his sisters Clara and Rahel immigrated to the 
US, as did his brother Norbert. All of them adopted the surname “Moreno” and dropped the name 
“Levy.” This appears to have been a common practice in those days. They certainly did not intend to 
declare themselves to be “chosen leaders, educated in the Talmud” – as was frequently alleged to be 

Jacob’s motivation in changing his name.  

At this point, Hitler already enters the stage. Moreno had become acquainted with him in Vienna. As 
a Jew, he evaded his influence in 1925. In the same year, 1925, Chaplin shot his film “Gold Rush;” 
Heidegger published his major work, “Sein und Zeit” (Being and Time) in 1927. He joined the National 
Socialist movement, and in 1933, as rector of the University of Freiburg, he hoped to cultivate an an-
ti-modernist elite in the universities. Chaplin, on the other hand, caricatured Hitler in 1940 in “The 

Great Dictator.” Oddly enough, Heidegger, Chaplin and Hitler all wore the same style of mustache.  

Following various experiments with “impromptu theater” and several sociometric experiments in 
schools and prisons, Moreno achieved a breakthrough with the sociometric research and restructur-

ing of a community at the New York Training School for Girls.  

 

Phase 2: Moreno as a scientist in (North-)America  
 

“Who Shall Survive?” was published in 1934, one year after Hitler’s seizure of power. This book is 
characteristic of Moreno’s second phase; he later referred to this work as his “New Testament.” The 
book deals with the sociometry of groups and the “Sociometric Planning of Society.” Many of the 
studies and illustrations originated with Helen Jennings – who, however, is only mentioned in the 
“Supplements” section of the book. The book begins with the legendary sentence: “A true therapeu-
tic procedure cannot have less an objective than the whole of mankind.” However, psychodrama and 
sociodrama are not mentioned in this book at all. They only appeared in the subsequent edition, 

published in 1953, which was translated into German by Gretel Leutz. 
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In 1936, Moreno founded his own sanitarium, which included a psychodrama stage. He established 
his own publishing company, Beacon House. However, sociometry was the project upon which he 
pinned his hopes. He published numerous specialist journals and reference books on sociometry, and 
in 1942, he opened his “Sociometric Institute” in New York City, next to the “Theatre of Psychodra-
ma.” In 1945, he founded the “American Sociometric Association.” He served as a guest lecturer at 
various universities. He discussed his theories with American sociologists and exponents of scientific 

socialism in Moscow and Leningrad in 1959.  

Evidently, he saw his sociometry as a “third way”: it aimed to connect revolutionary change through 
the people themselves with objectively measurable social research. The poetic-religious terminology 
of his first phase was now rigorously transformed into scientific terminology – that is, free of ideolo-
gy. “Begegnung” became “tele”; “Stegreif” became “spontaneity”; the “Gottheit” became “creativi-
ty”. With this change toward empirical social research, Moreno apparently wished to ground his em-

phatic impetus: he wanted to demonstrate that his view of the world was a realistic one.  

His later attempt to systematize sociometry under the umbrella of socionomy, along with sociody-
namics and sociatry, remained incomplete. In any case, such an ambition would contradict his fun-
damental rejection of “perfect” theoretical systems. During this phase, he believed in the possibility 
of reorganizing global society from the bottom to the top with the help of his sociometric technolo-
gy. At the end of his life, however, he had to admit:  

 

When the Institute opened its doors in March of 1942 our aim was to train about 50,000 men and 
women as sociometrists to be sent into every area of life in the United States and abroad to help 
bring about a new form of democracy. Alas, we have not been able to accomplish this aim, even 

today, more than thirty years later! (Moreno 1989: 120). 

 

The intention was, in this way, to reach as many people as possible through sociometry. Moreno as-
sumed that such a thing as a “sociometric proletariat” existed: marginalized individuals who were 
striving to improve their positions within their networks. In order to make this possible, however, all 
the other people who held better positions within these same networks needed to be willing to en-
sure a balance. This idea, in turn, relied on the existence of a sense of justice or even charity. Howev-
er, this cannot always be found everywhere and at a moment’s notice. Here, Moreno systematically 

underestimated the power of social exclusion mechanisms.  

Nevertheless, with the concentration on networks and groups of people who wished to become con-
nected, the perspective of the encounter was shifted from an “I-You” relationship to an “I-We” con-
nection: the human being is a social atom, and he needs to find his appropriate place in his atoms 

and networks.   

A similar development can be observed in the work of Martin Buber: the perspective on dialogue 
developed in “Ich und Du” (I and Thou) (1923) was expanded into a federalist viewpoint in his 1947 
work, “Pfade in Utopia” (Paths in Utopia). In this way, a basic concept of democracy emerges in Mo-
reno’s work. His search for a king had thus finally become obsolete. The goal of becoming an abso-

lute leader was reserved for Hitler.  

After the Second World War, sociometry was also received and acknowledged in Europe – even as 
far as the German Democratic Republic and the Soviet Union. Here, however, it was classified as a 
special category of research in psychology or sociology. Yet it was soon subject to a peculiar fate: 
when no longer connected with a restructuring project, the identification of differences in status 
within members of a naturally-occurring group was so wrought with fear and anxiety that the re-
search was soon forbidden – at least in East Germany. Rainer Dollase would have a tale or two to tell 

on this subject.  

Thus, Moreno was neither successful in combining empirical social research with social revolution, 
nor was he able to raise a significant amount of money for sociometric action research projects. In-
stead, ever since the 1950s, psychodrama has moved increasingly to the forefront as a technique in 
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group psychotherapy. Along the way in his career, Moreno had continued to practice and further 

develop both of these areas of work.  

 

Phase 3: Moreno as a psychodrama therapist all over the world 

 

In psychodramatic group psychotherapy, all of the participants make an effort to help the protagon-
ist, just as each of them will later be helped by the respective protagonists. It is this very balance be-
tween give and take which allows group psychotherapy to function – in contrast to sociometric re-
grouping. In addition, in psychodrama, the participants go through a warm-up which prepares them 
to support one another. Such a warm-up for mutual support is not usually included in sociometric 
studies. Furthermore, psychotherapy has become increasingly recognized in the context of the heal-
ing arts, and is therefore lucrative and economically viable. Thus, psychotherapy became an inde-
pendent profession from which one could make a living. However, up until this time, Moreno had 
preferred to regard himself as an artist, who was supported by patrons and for whom his followers 
would gladly work as volunteers. He had never seen himself as a workhorse or a Laborant (laboratory 
technician). He always thought of himself as a creator. When, at one point, he was encouraged to 

take a vacation from work, he supposedly replied:  

 

Vacation – what should I do then? Do you want me to sit on a rocking horse every morning? I have 

been on vacation all my life! (Leutz/Buer 1992: 190). 

 

But even Moreno had to acknowledge that psychodramatists need to earn an income. He needed to 

find a place for his psychodrama in paid psychotherapy.  

His 1959 work, “Gruppenpsychotherapie und Psychodrama”, can be seen as representative of this 
phase. With this text, Moreno returned to the German-speaking world of his first phase. He dedicat-
ed the book “to my first teacher of psychiatry, Professor OTTO PÖTZL, M.D., Chairman Emeritus of 
the Psychiatric and Neurological Clinic of the University of Vienna” and to his “colleagues at the 
Vienna Clinic (Chairman: Professor Hans Hoff, M.D.) and the supporters of the growing movement for 
group psychotherapy.” He himself appeared as “Prof. M.D. Jacob L. Moreno, ‘World Center of Psy-
chodrama, Sociometry and Group Psychotherapy, Beacon’ and ‘Director of the Moreno Academy, 
International Section, Beacon, N.Y., USA.’” Little Jakob Levi had now finally become the great J.L. Mo-
reno.  

This book is one of Moreno’s few thoroughly composed monographs. Here, he presents the triadic 
system as the foundation for the synthesis of his work. In the second chapter, Moreno introduces 
sociometry as a method of diagnosis for group pathology. However, it is rarely necessary for group 
therapy in a stranger group. The therapy group “must be therapeutically more beneficial than reali-

ty,” Moreno states. To me, sociometry appears to be more of a foreign object here.  

In the fourth chapter of the book, Moreno presents psychodrama as a particularly effective tech-
nique within psychotherapy. Here, he refers back to prehistoric rituals, writing in 1959:  

 

Even in prehistoric times, in primitive civilizations, mental and physical ailments were treated using 
techniques resembling psychodrama – for example, in the practices of medicine men (Moreno 

1973: 314). 

 

However, this ritual is not committed to the traditional rules and interpretations of the world found 
in a certain community. Rather, it is intended to enable each participant to follow his or her unique 
and genuine path in free self-determination. In this way, the protagonist is the champion for a self-
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determined restructuring of the networks in which she lives. Therefore, Moreno can certainly be 

seen as a fighter for freedom.   

This spontaneous, free experimentation with new possibilities on the part of the protagonists was a 
completely foreign concept to Charles Chaplin. He did not permit his actors to engage in any sort of 
independent creation in front of the camera: he invented every style of playing; he demonstrated the 
actions and demanded precise imitations. Consequently, with well-known actors such as Marlon 

Brando, who came from the Actors’ Studio, heated conflicts erupted.   

Moreno did not have any doctrine to offer – no religious confession, no theology, no dogma, no ide-
ology – nor did he belong to any church, religious community or party. Thus, Moreno was not a “Re-
ligionskomponist” (religious composer), as Christoph Hutter suggested. From the beginning, to use 
Peter Sloterdijk’s terminology, he rejected the usual “Rhetorik” (rhetoric) and “Administrativik” (ad-
ministrativism) of religions and let himself be inspired by “Ritualistik” (ritualism). He replaced reli-
gion-specific “Akrobatik” (acrobatics) for coping with “Vertikalspannung” (vertical stress) with efforts 
to make connections in order to decrease the “Horizontalspannungen” (horizontal stresses) between 

people.  

With the ritual of psychodrama, Moreno hearkened back to a prehistoric ritual act whose magical 
effect is made possible by the fact that the initiated members of the community create a protected 
space in which individuals can generate spontaneous, “transpersonal” experiences. The concept of 

“surplus reality” draws on this transcendental experience.  

Psychodrama, however, is not a sacrificial ritual in which an offering is brought to a higher being in 
exchange for the healing of the community. Rather, it is a ritual of rebirth. The protagonist should 
enter “in statu nascendi,” by reviving the connection he had with the cosmos in his early childhood. 
This is what Moreno meant by the childlike state of “megalomania normalis”. This allows the creativi-
ty inherent in the cosmos to once again flow through the protagonist. In this state of connectedness, 
he seeks to transform his social bonds into alliances of solidarity. It is only these bonds which make a 
creative life – that is, a successful, thoughtful life – possible. The aim, therefore, is not death and re-

surrection, but genesis: in psychodrama, every individual has the chance to make a new start.   

Nevertheless, this ritual is actually an “anti-ritual,” since it breaks apart or makes permeable the so-
cial rituals which have evolved in our daily lives and which hinder our vital development. 

With the establishment of psychodrama as a ritual, Moreno also freed himself from theater as a 
modern art form. However, it is not just all play, as some people believe – because the ritual of psy-
chodrama cannot simply be broken off when one of the players loses his or her enthusiasm. It is not 
only fun; it can also become deadly serious. Without a ritual and a master of ceremonies to provide 
security, it would not be possible to overcome the fear of accidentally hurting oneself in the course 

of this spontaneous play.  

The act of committing oneself is crucial to the psychodrama ritual; and the leader is responsible for 

maintaining compliance with the rules. Moreno wrote in 1969:  

 

“The director must trust the psychodrama method as the final arbiter and guide in the therapeutic 
process. This imperative is so universal that it finds confirmation among psychodramatic director-

therapists (Moreno 1969: 238).  

 

In this way, great leaders are stripped of their power. Formulated in religious terms, the following 

holds true in psychodrama:  

 

It is no longer the master, the great priest or the great therapist who embodies God. The image of 
God can take form and embodiment through every man. God is always within and among us, as he 
is for children. Instead of coming down from the skies, he comes in by way of the stage door. God is 

not dead, he is alive, in psychodrama! (Moreno 1966: 155). 
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Or expressed in more profane language:  

 

Through man’s faith in the infinite creativity of the cosmos, that which he embodies in a psycho-
dramatic world may one day actually become true. He has the future reality hic et nunc (Moreno 

1966: 155 f). 

 

Moreno described this effect of the psychodrama ritual as magical:  

 

Psychodrama itself is a form of primitive psycho-animism. This implies the return of the magical 
techniques of the earliest times into a scientific age, with a view toward new objectives (Moreno 

1973: 198). 

 

Thus, Moreno relied on the power of “imagination”, intuition and inspiration through spontaneous 
action in a mutually supportive group. In addition to rational reflection, he employed a second 

source of insight: the “surplus” experience which arises from creative action.  

Here, Moreno drew not only on Hassidic mysticism, but also on certain philosophical movements – 
for example, on Lebensphilosophie or pragmatism, but above all on existentialism. He wrote in his 

autobiography:  

 

The Nazis proposed to conquer the world for the Germans so they could rule it. The communists 
wanted to conquer the world for the working class. The early existentialists emphasized, in con-
trast, existence itself as something sacred. They already had the world. They did not conquer it. 
Whenever they saw existence threatened, they tried to restore it in its native form against the in-
vasion of the robot. The first principle of this group was the “all-inclusiveness” of being and the 
constant effort to maintain from moment to moment the natural, spontaneous, uninterrupted flow 
of existence. Their second principle was goodness, the natural blessedness of all existing things. 
There were the idea of the “moment” (Augenblick) as a category in itself; the idea of the “situa-
tion” (Lage) and the challenges emerging from it; the ideas of spontaneity and creativity as univer-
sal processes of conduct, countering the clichés of the ethical and cultural conserves; and above all 

the idea of urgency, the urgency of their immediate experience (Moreno 1989: 47 f.). 

 

Moreno developed this existential philosophy primarily in his early writings. In his later works as well, 
however, he repeatedly made reference to existential philosophers such as Sören Kierkegaard; later 
he also followed the new publications by Jean-Paul Sartre and Martin Heidegger. In Psychodrama 
Vol. III (1969), he even quoted from “Sein und Zeit” (Being and Time). Nevertheless, he still accused 

Heidegger, like so many others, of considering human existence only from the outside.   

These philosophers remain theoreticians: they do not think from a perspective of their own expe-
riences of “In-der-Welt-Sein” (Being-in-the-World). With this separation from the world, fear must 
become a central theme for them. However, the experience of connection with “Sein” makes an op-
timistic attitude toward life possible: whereas Heidegger said, “Remember that you must die!” Mo-
reno said, “Remember, that you can start anew at any time!” Hannah Arendt, who was influenced by 
Heidegger throughout her life, later spoke – in contrast to Heidegger – of “natality,” the human con-

dition of being born, a condition which Moreno had referred to as “status nascendi.”  

Moreno referred to Heidegger’s “Sein” as creativity.  
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We dare say if there is a supreme creative nuclear structure of the universe, no matter we call it 
“x”, “God” or any other symbol, it is nothing else but pure creativity – the mysterium auternum et 

illuminosum (Moreno 1957: 10). 

 

The experience that – as Heidegger would say – we as “Seiende” (beings) all have a share in“Sein” 
(Being); that – in Moreno’s words – we as creative human beings all have a share in a “cosmic crea-
tivity”; that we as people filled with the joy of life have a share in the eternal current of life – as Al-
bert Schweitzer would express it according to his “Lebensphilosophie” – remains a mystery. An indi-
vidual who lives from the perspective of this mystical participation leads a “spiritual” life. If Moreno 
had been familiar with the term “spirituality,” he would certainly have been satisfied with this word 

and avoided the misleading religious term.  

Throughout his life, Moreno regarded himself as a genius, like the other heroes he so often enume-
rated, who spoke through their actions. But just like so many other geniuses, he nourished his bril-
liance through a deep relationship to a muse. In Moreno’s case, as in so many others, these women 
were always much younger than himself. The Catholic teacher, Marianne Lörnitzo, with whom he 
lived together in Bad Vöslau, was 13 years younger than Moreno. In the US, he married the practi-
tioner Florence Bridge, who was 23 years younger than himself; later, he was married to his secre-
tary, Zerka Toeman, 28 years his junior. The two latter partners immersed themselves in his world 
and became his closest collaborators. At the age of 63, he still hoped to quickly found a new “dynas-
ty” together with his son Jonathan. However, this did not come about: Jonathan did not become a 
psychodramatist. In fact, as an ethicist, he even regarded some of Moreno’s public psychodrama per-
formances as highly problematic. – Incidentally, Moreno’s mother, Paulina, was 17 years younger 

than his father Nissim.  

Charles Chaplin was constantly looking for an actress who could portray the beauty that his “Little 
Tramp” character adored. He even married some of them as well – for example, Mildred Harris, 12 
years younger than himself; then Lillita McMurray (aka Lita Grey), who was 19 years his junior;  or 
Paulette Goddard, 22 years younger. All of them had to perfectly embody the roles that he had writ-
ten expressly for them. Only when his career was nearing its end, and the Tramp no longer needed a 
beautiful lady love, did he marry an actress who no longer performed – Oona O’Neill, 33 years his 

junior, with whom he then had seven children; the youngest son was born when Chaplin was 73.  

Martin Heidegger, on the other hand, was a Catholic. His marriage to the teacher Elfride Petri lasted 
a lifetime. She did not interfere with his work; however, she brought anti-Semitism into their home. 
Heidegger had one son with her; the second son, Hermann, was the result of an affair of Elfride’s. 
Heidegger’s own affair with the 18-year-old Hannah Arendt in Marburg in 1924 remained a brief epi-
sode. Arendt was 17 years younger than Heidegger at the time. – Incidentally, Eva Braun was 23 

years younger than Hitler.  

 

Let us sum up: 

Unlike his five siblings, Moreno regarded himself as the chosen one from the very beginning. He 
sensed divine strength within himself, and thus empowered, he constantly dared to transcend boun-
daries. In doing so, he often neglected to examine those boundaries: he simply wanted to overrun 
them. But he also believed in other people’s ability to push through boundaries and demanded that 
they do so; of some, however, he demanded too much. In doing so, he frequently failed himself and 

frustrated others in the process.  

Moreno’s fundamental conviction was this: anyone who wishes to fight against evil must first streng-

then what is good. Only those who feel strong enough can put evil in its place.  

Moreno was certainly a charismatic person. He developed countless innovative ideas which we can 
still draw on today. He constantly initiated and tried out innovative social experiments. He attracted 
many people to himself and made them happy. He was also a great womanizer. At the same time, 
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however, he alienated many people – particularly men. He polarized people; then he sometimes 

played the fool. Certainly, he was also a provocateur.  

Very few people have personally faced the dilemmas of life as radically as Moreno did. He wanted to 
be the greatest and the smallest at the same time: he wanted to be a prophet, and yet he wanted to 
remain anonymous. He wanted to stand at the forefront of his movement, and at the same time to 
withdraw behind it. He emphasized immediacy, yet he composed countless poetic texts – and later 
scientific texts as well. He admired great creative people of action; at the same time, he saw a genius 
in every ordinary individual. He wanted to be the great healer; however, he believed in the crucial 
power of a helper group. He wanted to restructure the entire society of the world; yet in the end, he 
limited himself to working with the mentally ill. He first searched for a king; then he wanted democ-

racy after all. Thus, many aspects of his solutions had to remain “imperfect.”   

But what remains? Was Moreno correct in 1972, when he despaired with respect to the state of the 

world? Is there not something in his work on which we can still draw today? Of course there is! 

 

1. Particularly in our time, creativity is the key resource. Given that today the interac-

tion of widely varying social processes is almost impossible to anticipate, we need 
the skill and the courage to take the next step that will lead us forward in a given 
concrete situation. Creativity allows us to do exactly this. Moreno advises us to take 
a risk and to draw the right conclusions from these experiences.  

 

2. In contact with this creativity, every person can live up to his or her individual po-
tential. It gives us the ability to fulfill all of the demands that are placed on us by 
the different circumstances of live. And in contact with our fellow human beings, 
we can then succeed in living a life which we can call good.  

 

3. Moreno goes beyond a criticism of our working conditions. He wished to promote 
the creative resources of every individual through “Übungen” (exercises), as Sloter-

dijk called them and a network of solidarity between these creative people. He be-
lieved that this is possible for everyone. In doing so, he propagated optimism and 
the affirmation of life. He viewed the individual not as a “Laborant” (laboratory 

technician), but as a “virtuoso performer” – or to use an older term, as an “arti-
fex.”   

 

4. With psychodrama, Moreno bequeathed us a birth ritual which can unlock this crea-
tive potential. Here, the focus is not on real encounters, as he demanded in his first 

phase, but rather on encounters in the “As-If”. Psychodrama is the medium which 

makes immediacy possible.  

 

5. Even though Moreno repeatedly presented himself as a brilliant psychodrama the-
rapist, at the same time, he made it clear that the protagonist must be the author 
of his or her own performance and that the group members as “Hilfs-Ichs” (auxilia-

ries) are the important “therapists.” Thus, he made a claim for democracy and re-
jected autocratic demands.  

 

6. By differentiating psychotherapy from psychodrama, Moreno made a distinction 
which can be expanded today through the fundamental differentiation between 
format and treatment. As a side effect of making this distinction, he also solved a 
problem which had troubled him greatly in his early years: the problem of payment. 
Psychotherapy – that is, a format – is paid for; psychodrama, a treatment, is added 
free of charge: it is simply priceless!    
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7. Formats make up the basis of professions with professional ethics and quality stan-
dards. They allow for the combination of art, science and free enterprise. This pro-
vides for relative freedom as far as paid professional practice is concerned, and for 
a certain degree of autonomy in relation to the demands of customers and clients. 
Whereas Moreno still had to fall back on premodern roles such as “healer,” “proph-
et” and “artist” in order to work as freely as possible, today we can select the so-
cial role of a professional. Within the structural parameters that this role provides, 
psychodrama can flourish wonderfully.  

 

8. Moreno could not predict the propagation in today’s developed societies of new 
formats such as self-realization, couples’ counseling, mediation, career counseling, 
supervision, coaching, organizational consulting, training, team building, life coach-
ing, advanced training – or their infiltration into old formats such as teaching or spi-
ritual retreats. The implementation of psychodrama in these formats addresses not 
only a specialized group, as it does in the context of psychotherapy. In principle, 
rather, it is aimed at all people who wish to find fulfillment in their lives and work. 
The effects of psychodrama in all of their variations can infect all people with crea-
tivity. This will empower them to restructure their social networks – or to seek out 
or build new networks – which provide them with a more suitable space for a better 
and more just life.  

 

9. Today, these formats are the gateways through which the creativity that is awa-
kened through psychodrama can be fed into social networks. In this way, we ad-
vance the goal which Moreno once hoped to achieve through sociometry: a creative 

restructuring of society from below.  

 

Moreno could not have foreseen this possibility. Nevertheless, he left us with a canned, 
preserved legacy which constantly emits creative juices, even after his death. This 
contribution to social regeneration is certainly a modest one. However, it is realistic, 
and it has its allies: from humanistic psychology and psychotherapy to the many grass-
roots democratic movements. Even “Generation Y” gives us reason to hope.  

At the end of his life, in exile in his mansion in Switzerland, far removed from the 
world, Charles Chaplinsat on his film reels, guarding them within the safety of his fami-
ly. His films are “conserves”, which today might still be able to generate laughter 
through Schadenfreude.  At any rate, they do not empower us to enrich the world 

through the joy of life. Chaplin was buried in Vevey on December 27, 1977.  

In his later years, Martin Heideggerfrequently sat like a hermit in his hut on Todtnau-
berg and occasionally sent his extremely dense, scarcely comprehensible insights out 
into the world. He had turned his back on Catholic theology; yet he remained faithful 
to the Catholic rituals: he was baptized as a Catholic in Meßkirch; on May 28, 1976, he 
was buried in Meßkirch in a Catholic ceremony.  

On his deathbed, Moreno abstained from food and water and allowed nature to take its 
course. He died in his home in Beacon on May 14, 1974, during the anniversary of the 
“American Society of Group Psychotherapy and Psychodrama” in New York City. He was 

initially cremated in Beacon. In 1993, the city of Vienna presented him with a grave of 
honor in its Central Cemetery.  

Moreno saw his work as part of the universal process of creation. Thus, it is part of a 
“Wärmestrom” (current of heat) that flows through the history of humankind. Psycho-

drama is intended to warm up people – to be understood as a wave within this current – 
right in the midst of life. Here, Moreno embodied an approach which Heidegger only 
observed. In contrast to Heidegger, Moreno established a ritual for everyone who wants 
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to prepare himself to assume a “life-affirming and world-affirming” attitude. With this 
work we can still bring joy to many people today.  

 

 

Flyer 2014 

“In my life, I always did what I wanted to do. In 1914, at the age of 25, I summed up 
my life’s philosophy in words:  

  Wer zuerst lacht, lacht am besten. 

Erst wags, dann wägs. 

  (He who laughs first, laughs best.  

  First take a chance, then consider it.)  

      Now it is your turn. Do what you really want to do with your lives.  

      Psychodrama will help you to do so.”  

          (Moreno 1914: 17)  
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