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The Hero’s Journey is a pattern of narrative identified by the American scholar Joseph Campbell that 
appears in drama, storytelling, myth, religious ritual, and psychological development.  It describes the 
typical adventure of the archetype known as The Hero, the person who goes out and achieves great 
deeds on behalf of the group, tribe, or civilization. 
 
Its stages are: 
 

1.        THE ORDINARY WORLD.  The hero, uneasy, uncomfortable or unaware, is introduced 
sympathetically so the audience can identify with the situation or dilemma.  The hero is shown 
against a background of environment, heredity, and personal history.  Some kind of polarity in 
the hero’s life is pulling in different directions and causing stress. 

 
2.        THE CALL TO ADVENTURE.  Something shakes up the situation, either from external 

pressures or from something rising up from deep within, so the hero must face the beginnings 
of change.  

  
3.        REFUSAL OF THE CALL.  The hero feels the fear of the unknown and tries to turn away 

from the adventure, however briefly.  Alternately, another character may express the 
uncertainty and danger ahead. 

 
4.        MEETING WITH THE MENTOR.  The hero comes across a seasoned traveler of the worlds 

who gives him or her training, equipment, or advice that will help on the journey.  Or the hero 
reaches within to a source of courage and wisdom. 

 
5.        CROSSING THE THRESHOLD.  At the end of Act One, the hero commits to leaving the 

Ordinary World and entering a new region or condition with unfamiliar rules and values.  
  
6.        TESTS, ALLIES AND ENEMIES.  The hero is tested and sorts out allegiances in the Special 

World. 
 
7.        APPROACH.  The hero and newfound allies prepare for the major challenge in the Special 

world. 
 
8.        THE ORDEAL.  Near the middle of the story, the hero enters a central space in the Special 

World and confronts death or faces his or her greatest fear.  Out of the moment of death 
comes a new life. 

  
9.        THE REWARD.  The hero takes possession of the treasure won by facing death.  There may 

be celebration, but there is also danger of losing the treasure again. 
 
10.      THE ROAD BACK.  About three-fourths of the way through the story, the hero is driven to 

complete the adventure, leaving the Special World to be sure the treasure is brought home.  
Often a chase scene signals the urgency and danger of the mission. 

 
11.     THE RESURRECTION.  At the climax, the hero is severely tested once more on the 

threshold of home.  He or she is purified by a last sacrifice, another moment of death and 
rebirth, but on a higher and more complete level.  By the hero’s action, the polarities that were 
in conflict at the beginning are finally resolved. 

 
12.       RETURN WITH THE ELIXIR.  The hero returns home or continues the journey, bearing 

some element of the treasure that has the power to transform the world as the hero has been 
transformed. 
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The Heroine's Journey  (adapted from Maureen Murdock) 
STAGE 
1.         SEPARATION FROM THE FEMININE 
2.         IDENTIFICATION WITH THE MASCULINE & GATHERING OF ALLIES 
3.         ROAD OF TRIALS, MEETING OGRES & DRAGONS 
4.         FINDING THE BOON OF SUCCESS 
5.         AWAKENING TO FEELINGS OF SPIRITUAL ARIDITY: DEATH 
6.         INITIATION & DESCENT TO THE GODDESS 
7.         URGENT YEARNING TO RECONNECT WITH THE FEMININE  
8.         HEALING THE MOTHER/DAUGHTER SPLIT 
9.         HEALING THE WOUNDED MASCULINE 
10.       INTEGRATION OF MASCULINE & FEMININE  
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THE ARCHETYPE 

 
ARCHETYPES are recurring patterns of human behaviour, symbolized by standard types of 
characters in movies and stories. 
HEROES 
Central figures in stories.  Everyone is the hero of his or her own myth. 
SHADOWS 
Villains and enemies, perhaps the enemy within.  The dark side of the Force, the repressed 
possibilities of the hero, his or her potential for evil.  Can be other kinds of repression, such as 
repressed grief, anger, frustration or creativity that is dangerous if it doesn’t have an outlet. 
MENTORS 
The hero’s guide or guiding principles.  Yoda, Merlin, a great coach or teacher. 
HERALD 
One who brings the Call to Adventure.  Could be a person or an event. 
THRESHOLD GUARDIANS 
The forces that stand in the way at important turning points, including jealous enemies, professional 
gatekeepers, or your own fears and doubts. 
SHAPESHIFTERS 
In stories, creatures like vampires or werewolves who change shape.  In life, the shapeshifter 
represents change.  The way other people (or our perceptions of them) keep changing.  The opposite 
sex, the way people can be two-faced. 
TRICKSTERS 
Clowns and mischief-makers, Bugs Bunny and Daffy Duck, Richard Pryor and Eddie Murphy.  Our 
own mischievous subconscious, urging us to change. 
ALLIES 
Characters who help the hero through the change.  Sidekicks, buddies, girlfriends who advise the hero 
through the transitions of life. 
   

 
  "The Memo That Started It All" by Christopher Vogler 
From time to time people ask me for a copy of the original seven-page memo that was the foundation 
of THE WRITER’S JOURNEY.  For many years I lost track of the original version and could only offer 
to send people the longer versions that evolved later, or point them to my book, where the memo was 
embedded in the first chapter, but they weren’t satisfied with these solutions, apparently believing 
there was something almost magical about that original terse, blunt statement of my beliefs.  They had 
to have the “legendary seven-pager” which I had called “A PRACTICAL GUIDE TO THE HERO WITH 
A THOUSAND FACES”, but I was never able to lay hands on the original short version.  Until now, 
that is. 
After upheavals of home and office, and sifting through many files and boxes, I have finally come 
across the raw, original text of The Memo, and I offer it here to you, with the hopes it will have some of 
the magical effect on you that people attribute to it.  But first, I’d like to share some of the context 
around the creation of this little document. 
It was written in the mid-1980s when I was working as a story consultant for Walt Disney Pictures, but 
I had discovered the work of mythologist Joseph Campbell a few years earlier while studying cinema 
at the University of Southern California.  I was sure I saw Campbell’s ideas being put to work in the 
first of the Star Wars movies and wrote a term paper for a class in which I attempted to identify the 
mythic patterns that made that film such a huge success.  The research and writing for that paper 
inflamed my imagination and later, when I started working as a story analyst at Fox and other 
Hollywood studios, I showed the paper to a few colleagues, writers and executives to stimulate some 
discussion of Campbell’s ideas which I found to be of unlimited value for creating mass entertainment.  
I was certainly making profitable use of them, applying them to every script and novel I considered in 
my job. 
Eventually I arrived at Disney where a strong corporate culture and a string of hits were being created 
by executives Michael Eisner and Jeffrey Katzenberg.  Memos were a big part of that corporate 
identity, a means of persuasively communicating concepts and attitudes, and all of us who worked at 
Disney at that time had to learn the memo art form, following the example of Katzenberg, an absolute 
master.   
I suppose the discipline of writing succinct development notes, story coverage and research memos 
kindled in me a desire to express the exciting ideas I had found in Campbell in a clear, concise way.  I 
wanted to once and for all get them down as creative principles, a set of reliable building blocks for 
constructing stories, a set of tools for troubleshooting story problems. 
So I took time off from my story analyst job and spent a week in New York City with David McKenna, a 
good friend I’d met years ago while doing theatre in San Antonio in my Air Force days.  We’d followed 
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parallel paths in film and theatre, and eventually converged as story analysts and consultants.  He is a 
great film buff and a good guy to bounce ideas off of, and together we shook out the details of the 
Hero’s Journey as it seemed to apply to movies.  We worked out terminology and discussed scenes 
from films in every genre to demonstrate the variations of the Hero’s Journey pattern.  We wore out his 
VCR looking at old movie clips.  At the end of this intense phase I went back to L.A. and pounded out 
the seven–page memo, sending the first copy to McKenna. 
I gave copies of The Memo to my story analyst friends and to key Disney executives including Ricardo 
Mestres of Hollywood Pictures and David Hoberman of Touchstone, both divisions of Disney.  
“Interesting,” was all that most people said, at first.  But I knew, I sensed somehow, I was on to 
something.  I had the vision that copies of The Memo were like little robots, moving out from the studio 
and into the jetstream of Hollywood thinking all on their own.  Fax machines had just been invented 
and I envisioned copies of The Memo flying all over town, and that’s exactly what happened. 
Feedback started coming in that suggested I had hit a nerve.  I heard young executives buzzing about 
it, telling their friends about it.  It became the “I have to have it” document of the season at talent 
agencies and in studio executive suites like that of Dawn Steel at Paramount.  And in the sincerest 
form of compliment, it was promptly plagiarized.  One instance was right under my nose in the studio.  
A junior executive had taken off my title page and substituted his own name as author, and then 
submitted it to Jeffrey Katzenberg, who read it and pronounced it a very important document at a 
meeting of his development execs, making it required reading for the entire staff. 
Fortunately someone at that table had already read The Memo and knew I was the true author.  I 
heard about it on the studio grapevine within minutes and immediately sent off a letter to Mr. 
Katzenberg, asserting myself as the author of The Memo and requesting deeper involvement in story 
development.  He called me right away and put me to work with Disney’s Feature Animation division, 
where I began doing research and development work on THE LION KING and many other projects. 
 When I arrived I found The Memo had preceded me, and the animators were already outlining their 
story boards with Hero’s Journey stages.  
The Memo served as a handout when I began teaching story analysis at the UCLA Extension Writers’ 
Program.  And that’s when it began to grow, as I developed the ideas more fully and added more 
examples.  Eventually I included material about the archetypes and soon there was enough material to 
contemplate a book, and thus THE WRITER’S JOURNEY was born from a humble seven-page 
acorn.   
But people continue to attribute special importance or powers to the original seven-pager, especially 
those who had been around when its impact was first felt.  At one point, a museum dedicated to 
screenwriting requested a copy for a display of what they considered the milestone documents and 
books in the history of the craft.  And so I give you The Memo, thus releasing many more little robots 
to distribute these ideas far and wide, to influence movies, computer game design, or whatever field 
where they may be useful. 
 

 
  "A Practical Guide to Joseph Cambell’s The Hero with a Thousand Faces" by 
Christopher Vogler 
© 1985 
“There are only two or three human stories, and they go on repeating themselves as fiercely as if they 
had never happened before.” 
                                                                                                Willa Cather 
INTRODUCTION 
In the long run, one of the most influential books of the 20th century may turn out to be Joseph 
Campbell’s THE HERO WITH A THOUSAND FACES. 
The book and the ideas in it are having a major impact on writing and story-telling, but above all on 
movie-making.  Filmmakers like John Boorman, George Miller, Steven Spielberg, George Lucas, and 
Francis Coppola owe their successes in part to the ageless patterns that Joseph Campbell identifies in 
the book. 
The ideas Campbell presents in this and other books are an excellent set of analytical tools. 
With them you can almost always determine what’s wrong with a story that’s floundering; and you can 
find a better solution almost any story problem by examining the pattern laid out in the book. 
There’s nothing new in the book. The ideas in it are older that the Pyramids, older than Stonehenge, 
older that the earliest cave painting., 
Campbell’s contribution was to gather the ideas together, recognize them, articulate them, and name 
them.  He exposes the pattern for the first time, the pattern that lies behind every story ever told. 
Campbell, now 82, is a vigorous lover of mythology and the author of many books on the subject.  For 
many years he has taught, written, and lectured about the myths of all cultures in all times.  THE 
HERO WITH A THOUSAND FACES is the clearest statement of his observations on the most 
persistent theme in all of oral traditions and recorded literature – the myth of the hero. 
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In his study of world hero myths Campbell discovered that they are all basically the same story – 
retold endlessly in infinite variations.  He found that all story-telling, consciously or not, follows the 
ancient patterns of myth, and that all stories, from the crudest jokes to the highest flights of literature, 
can be understood in terms of the hero myth; the “monomyth” whose principles he lays out in the 
book. 
The theme of the hero myth is universal, occuring in every culture, in every time; it is as infinitely 
varied as the human race itself; and yet its basic form remains the same, an incredibly tenacious set of 
elements that spring in endless repetition from the deepest reaches of the mind of man. 
Campbell’s thinking runs parallel to that of Swiss psychologist Carl Jung, who wrote of the 
“archetypes: -- constantly repeating characters who occur in the dreams of all people and the myths of 
all cultures. 
Jung suggested that these archetypes are reflection of aspects of the human mind – that our 
personalities divide themselves into these characters to play out the drama of our lives. 
He noticed a strong correspondence between his patients’ dream or fantasy figures and the common 
archetypes of mythology, and he suggested that both were coming from a deeper source, in the 
“collective unconscious” of the human race. 
The repeating characters of the hero myth such as the young hero, the wise old man or woman, the 
shape-shifting woman or man, and the shadowy antagonist are identical with the archetypes of the 
human mind, as revealed in dreams.  That’s why myths, and stories constructed on the mythological 
model, strike us as psychologically true. 
Such stories are true models of the workings of the human mined, true maps of the psyche.  They are 
psychologically valid and realistic even when they portray fantastic, impossible, unreal events. 
This accounts for the universal power of such stories.  Stories built on the model of the hero myth 
have an appeal that can be felt by everyone, because they spring from a universal source in the 
collective unconscious, and because they reflect  universal concerns.  They deal with the child-like but 
universal questions:  Who am I?  Where did I come from?  Where will I go when I die?  What is good 
and what is evil?  What must I do about it?  What will tomorrow be like?  Where did yesterday go?  Is 
there anybody else out there? 
The idea imbedded in mythology and identified by Campbell in THE HERO WITH A THOUSAND 
FACES can be applied to understanding any human problem.  The are a great key to life as well as 
being a major tool for dealing more effectively with a mass audience. 
If you want to understand the ideas behind the hero myth, there’s no substitute for actually reading 
Campbell’s book.  It’s an experience that has a way of changing people.  It’s also a good idea to read 
a lot of myths, but it amounts to the same thing since Campbell is a master story-teller who delights in 
illustrating his points with examples from the rich storehouse of mythology. 
Campbell gives a condensed version of the basic hero myth in chapter IV, “The Keys”, of THE HERO 
WITH A THUSAND FACES.  I’ve taken the liberty of amending the outline slightly, trying to reflect 
some of the common themes in movies, illustrated with examples from contemporary films.  I’m re-
telling the hero myth in my own way, and you should feel free to do the same.  Every story-teller bends 
the myth to his or her own purpose.  That’s why the hero has a thousand faces. 
 
THE STAGES OF THE HERO’S JOURNEY 
 
1.) The hero is introduced in his/her ORDINARY WORLD. 
Most stories ultimately take us to a special world, a world that is new and alien to its hero.  If you’re 
going to tell a story about a fish out of his customary element, you first have to create a contrast by 
showing him in his mundane, ordinary world.  In WITNESS you see both the Amish boy and the 
policeman in their ordinary worlds before they are thrust into alien worlds – the farm boy into the city, 
and the city cop into the unfamiliar countryside.  In STAR WARS you see Luke Skywalker being bored 
to death as a farm boy before he tackles the universe. 
 
2.) The CALL TO ADVENTURE. 
The hero is presented with a problem, challenge or adventure.  Maybe the land is dying, as in the King 
Arthur stories about the search for the Grail.  In STAR WARS, it’s Princess Leia’s holographic 
message to Obi Wan Kenobi, who then asks Luke to join the quest.  In detective stories, it’s the hero 
being offered a new case.  In romantic comedies it could be the first sight of that special but annoying 
someone the hero or heroine will be pursuing/sparring with. 
 
3.) The hero is reluctant at first. (REFUSAL OF THE CALL.) 
Often at this point the hero balks at the threshold of adventure.  After all, he or she is facing the 
greatest of all fears – fear of the unknown.  At this point Luke refuses Obi Wan’s call to adventure, and 
returns to his aunt and uncle’s farmhouse, only to find they have been barbecued by the Emperor’s 
stormtroopers.  Suddenly Luke is no longer reluctant, and is eager to undertake the adventure.  He is 
motivated. 
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4.) The hero is encouraged by the Wise Old Man or Woman. (MEETING WITH THE MENTOR.) 
By this time many stories will have introduced a Merlin-like character who is the hero’s mentor.  In 
JAWS it’s the crusty Robert Shaw character who knows all about sharks; in the mythology of the Mary 
Tyler Moore Show, it’s Lou Grant.  The mentor gives advice and sometimes magical weapons.  This is 
Obi Wan giving Luke his father’s light saber. 
The mentor can go so far with the hero.  Eventually the hero must face the unknown by himself.  
Sometimes the Wise Old Man/Woman is required to give the hero a swift kick in the pants to get the 
adventure going. 
 
5.)  The hero passes the first threshold.  (CROSSING THE THRESHOLD.) 
The hero fully enters the special world of the story for the first time.  This is the moment at which the 
story takes off and the adventure gets going.  The balloon goes up, the romance begins, the 
spaceship blasts off, the wagon train gets rolling.  Dorothy sets out on the Yellow Brick Road.  The 
hero is now committed to his/her journey and there’s no turning back. 
 
6.) The hero encounters tests and helpers. (TESTS, ALLIES, ENEMIES.) 
The hero is forced to make allies and enemies in the special world, and to pass certain tests and 
challenges that are part of his/her training.  In STAR WARS the cantina is the setting for the forging of 
an important alliance with Han Solo and the start of an important enmity with Jabba the Hutt.  In 
CASABLANCA Rick’s Café is the setting for the “alliances and enmities” phase and in many Westerns 
it’s the saloon where these relationships are tested. 
 
7.)  The hero reaches the innermost cave.  (APPROACH TO THE INMOST CAVE.) 
The hero comes at last to a dangerous place, often deep underground, where the object of the quest 
is hidden.  In the Arthurian stories the Chapel Perilous is the dangerous chamber where the seeker 
finds the Grail.  In many myths the hero has to descend into hell to retrieve a loved one, or into a cave 
to fight a dragon and gain a treasure.  It’s Theseus going to the Labyrinth to face the Minotaur.  In 
STAR WARS it’s Luke and company being sucked into the Death Star where they will rescue Princess 
Leia.  Sometimes it’s just the hero going into his/her own dream world to confront fears and overcome 
them. 
 
8.) The hero endures the supreme ORDEAL.   
This is the moment at which the hero touches bottom.  He/she faces the possibility of death, brought 
to the brink in a fight with a mythical beast.  For us, the audience standing outside the cave waiting for 
the victor to emerge, it’s a black moment.  In STAR WARS, it’s the harrowing moment in the bowels of 
the Death Star, where Luke, Leia and company are trapped in the giant trash-masher.  Luke is pulled 
under by the tentacled monster that lives in the sewage and is held down so long that the audience 
begins to wonder if he’s dead.  IN E.T., THE EXTRATERRESTRIAL, E. T. momentarily appears to die 
on the operating table. 
 
This is a critical moment in any story, an ordeal in which the hero appears to die and be born again.  
It’s a major source of the magic of the hero myth.  What happens is that the audience has been led to 
identify with the hero.  We are encouraged to experience the brink-of-death feeling with the hero.  We 
are temporarily depressed, and then we are revived by the hero’s return from death. 
This is the magic of any well-designed amusement park thrill ride.  Space Mountain or the Great 
Whiteknuckler make the passengers feel like they’re going to die, and there’s a great thrill that comes 
with surviving a moment like that.  This is also the trick of rites of passage and rites of initiation into 
fraternities and secret societies.  The initiate is forced to taste death and experience resurrection.  
You’re never more alive than when you think you’re going to die. 
 
9.) The hero seizes the sword. (SEIZING THE SWORD, REWARD) 
Having survived death, beaten the dragon, slain the Minotaur, her hero now takes possession of the 
treasure he’s come seeking.  Sometimes it’s a special weapon like a magic sword or it may be a token 
like the Grail or some elixir which can heal the wounded land. 
The hero may settle a conflict with his father or with his shadowy nemesis.  In RETURN OF THE JEDI, 
Luke is reconciled with both, as he discovers that the dying Darth Vader is his father, and not such a 
bad guy after all. 
The hero may also be reconciled with a woman.  Often she is the treasure he’s come to win or rescue, 
and there is often a love scene or sacred marriage at this point.  Women in these stories (or men if the 
hero is female) tend to be shape-shifters.  They appear to change in form or age, reflecting the 
confusing and constantly changing aspects of the opposite sex as seen from the hero’s point of view.  
The hero’s supreme ordeal may grant him a better understanding of women, leading to a reconciliation 
with the opposite sex. 
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10.)  THE ROAD BACK.  
The hero’s not out of the woods yet.  Some of the best chase scenes come at this point, as the hero is 
pursued by the vengeful forces from whom he has stolen the elixir or the treasure..  This is the chase 
as Luke and friends are escaping from the Death Star, with Princess Leia and the plans that will bring 
down Darth Vader. 
If the hero has not yet managed to reconcile with his father or the gods, they may come raging after 
him at this point.  This is the moonlight bicycle flight of Elliott and E. T. as they escape from “Keys” 
(Peter Coyote), a force representing governmental authority.  By the end of the movie Keys and Elliott 
have been reconciled and it even looks like Keys will end up as Elliott’s step-father. 
 
11.) RESURRECTION. 
The hero emerges from the special world, transformed by his/her experience.  There is often a replay 
here of the mock death-and-rebirth of Stage 8, as the hero once again faces death and survives.  The 
Star Wars movies play with this theme constantly – all three of the films to date feature a final battle 
scene in which Luke is almost killed, appears to be dead for a moment, and then miraculously 
survives.  He is transformed into a new being by his experience. 
 
12.)  RETURN WITH THE ELIXIR 
The hero comes back to the ordinary world, but the adventure would be meaningless unless he/she 
brought back the elixir, treasure, or some lesson from the special world.  Sometimes it’s just 
knowledge or experience, but unless he comes back with the elixir or some boon to mankind, he’s 
doomed to repeat the adventure until he does.  Many comedies use this ending, as a foolish character 
refuses to learn his lesson and embarks on the same folly that got him in trouble in the first place. 
Sometimes the boon is treasure won on the quest, or love, or just the knowledge that the special world 
exists and can be survived.  Sometimes it’s just coming home with a good story to tell. 
  
The hero’s journey, once more:  The hero is introduced in his ORDINARY WORLD where he receives 
the CALL TO ADVENTURE.  He is RELUCTANT at first to CROSS THE FIRST THRESHOLD where 
he eventually encounters TESTS, ALLIES and ENEMIES.  He reaches the INNERMOST CAVE where 
he endures the SUPREME ORDEAL.  He SEIZES THE SWORD or the treasure and is pursued on the 
ROAD BACK to his world.  He is RESURRECTED and transformed by his experience.  He RETURNS 
to his ordinary world with a treasure, boon, or ELIXIR to benefit his world. 
  
As with any formula, there are pitfalls to be avoided.  Following the guidelines of myth too rigidly can 
lead to a stiff, unnatural structure, and there is the danger of being too obvious.  The hero myth is a 
skeleton that should be masked with the details of the individual story, and the structure should not 
call attention to itself.  The order of the hero’s stages as given here is only one of many variations – 
the stages can be deleted, added to, and drastically re-shuffled without losing any of their power. 
The values of the myth are what’s important.  The images of the basic version – young heroes seeking 
magic swords from old wizards, fighting evil dragons in deep caves, etc. – are just symbols and can be 
changed infinitely to suit the story at hand. 
The myth is easily translated to contemporary dramas, comedies, romances, or action-adventures by 
substituting modern equivalents for the symbolic figures and props of the hero story.  The Wise Old 
Man may be a real shaman or wizard, but he can also be any kind of mentor or teacher, doctor or 
therapist, crusty but benign boss, tough but fair top sergeant, parent, grandfather, etc.  Modern heroes 
may not be going into caves and labyrinths to fight their mythical beasts, but they do enter and 
innermost cave by going into space, to the bottom of the sea, into their own minds, or into the depths 
of a modern city. 
The myth can be used to tell the simplest comic book story or the most sophisticated drama.  It grows 
and matures as new experiments are tried within its basic framework.  Changing the sex and ages of 
the basic characters only makes it more interesting and allows for ever more complex webs of 
understanding to be spun among them.  The essential characters can be combined or divided into 
several figures to show different aspects of the same idea.  The myth is infinitely flexible, capable of 
endless variation without sacrificing any of its magic, and it will outlive us all. 
	  
Source: 
Christopher Vogler, Storytech Literary Consulting, The Hero’s Journey 
http://www.thewritersjourney.com/hero%27s_journey.htm  
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Article: Role Theory and Conflict 
 
Background. 
 
A number of social psychologists pioneered role theory--Cooley, Linton, Parsons, Newcomb, 
Sarbin, Ackerman, Biddle and Moreno . The development of a coherent integrated 
methodology on role theory belongs to Dr. Jacob L. Moreno, the developer of psychodrama.  
 
The basic theory emphasizes three points: 
   (1) People play many roles, and the role concept offers an especially useful basis of a 
practical language for psychology. 
   (2) The mind works on two levels: There is the pluralistic dimension, the way the mind may 
be (in part) understood as an aggregate of a multiplicity of roles (parts, sub-selves, ego 
states, sub-personalities, complexes, etc.). The other level, the "meta-role," modulates which 
roles are played when and how--this is the unifying function. 
   (3). A useful approach to education or therapy involves cultivating the skills and identity of 
the meta-role, and making this role and its function explicitly conscious. 
 
What are roles?  
 
Roles are often thought of as tasks. This approach limits role explanation to the act of doing 
or merely behaviour itself. A more complex definition of role refers to "the functioning form 
the individual assumes in the specific moment he reacts to a specific situation in which other 
persons or objects are involved". This definition refers to Moreno's description of roles. Roles 
involve behaviours and cognitions (thoughts, feelings, emotions, beliefs etc) and are 
therefore observable. The meaning of what is observed is situation specific  - ie roles are 
understood in terms of the context in which they emerge. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Roles develop in parallel with the individual's experience of their life.  
Psychosomatic roles develop first in relation to physiological states eg - the sleeper, the 
eater.  
Psychological roles emerge next and are personal inner experiences of the internal world of 
the individual. Initially in childhood they develop through fantasy and imaginings. The inner or 
psychological roles seek have an outer expression and these may be socially approved or 
disapproved.  
Social roles develop in response to the cultural context/s in which the individual develops. 
The immediate family and institutions largely teach them. The concept of self is an amalgam 
of the expressed and non expressed roles which cluster together and form the functioning 
identity of the individual. 
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Classification of roles 
 
A number of methods of classifying roles have developed as an adjunct to analyzing role 
systems. These methods use observation and behavioral criteria to assess roles and include: 
 
Symmetrical - similar or the same roles as observed in another person in the social system 
Oppositional – opposite roles (as above), e.g. initiator and withdrawer   
Complimentary – the roles observed go together in some way (eg doctor and patient) 
  
Another classification system examines the developmental level of roles in a role system 
such as: 
 
Progressive – the aspects of a person’s functioning relating to their positive motivation 
Fragmenting – the aspect of a person’s functioning which relates to their reactive fears 
Coping – the aspects of a person’s functioning which helps them survive threats, e.g. 
habitual roles they use to avoid feeling awkward or 

The roles we play 

A role is something that could be portrayed, played in a dramatic enactment. Anything that 
could be shown on stage is a role. Some abstractions are not roles in themselves, but must 
be inferred, like "relationship" or "spiritual."  One can play at piety, but whether that's sincere 
or not cannot easily be determined. 
 
The term "role" derives from the "rolled-up" scrolls that were the scripts held by actors in 
ancient plays. In time, the scripts became the actual parts played. (In the last century, in fact, 
illustrating language drift, the term has gone beyond the theatre and now refers to any 
general function category, such as "the role of hydrogen in the creation of sunlight," "the role 
of carbon dioxide in global warming," or "the role of the black market in Third World 
economies."  But the term is especially useful as a way of describing people's lives and the 
relational predicaments they involve.  
 
People play many roles. Most familiar are the social roles: 
 marital / romantic  parent  pet owner  offspring of elder parents 

 worker  teacher  student  club member 

 hobbyist  citizen  churchgoer   sports player 

 customer  friend   patient   extended family member 
... and so forth. 
 
In addition, there are character roles  

  Joker  Rule-keeper   Sloppy worker  Defiant child 

 Worry wart  Peacemaker   Self-pityer     Sad clown   

  Little professor  Devious miser    Harping critic  Game player 

 Tentative initiator  Outgoing fun lover    Impatient helper   Generous benefactor 
... and so forth. 
 
And don't forget the fantasy roles:  Hero in daydreams, vindicated in the courtroom of 
Heaven, secret rebellious alter ego, and so forth. 
 
Roles are learned, culturally conditioned, often can be developed, amplified, released (with 
more or less difficulty). Many roles involve a number of component roles, and often these in 
turn involve further sub-components. It is often useful to analyze these roles. People get into 
trouble from not doing so, but assuming that people are competent (or incompetent) in 
general regarding a role, while in fact they may be very competent at some role components, 
fair at others, and incompetent in a few. (Trouble arises when the situation calls for 
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competence in those sub-roles where it's not present! – i.e. under developed) 
 
Of course, it's not just a matter of competence--though that issue is too often ignored. 
People's problems might involve an imbalance of roles--over-involvement in some, neglect of 
others. The neglect can be by the individual or by the person's family when he was growing 
up. Sometimes people don't even know certain roles exist! 
 
Role theory and conflict 
 
People develop roles in responses to demands of society. This explains conflict as a result of 
the mismatch that occurs when two or more people with different role perceptions and 
expectations meet. 
 
An example is when police clash with peace demonstrators at a rally. The police have 
demands on them in their role to maintain law and order. The demonstrators have demands 
from their expectation of expressing their ideological principles. The end result need not be 
destructive. The policeman in this example may act in a tolerant manner towards the 
protestors - even "jolly them along". This may be because he receives role information from 
another social system to which he belongs (in this case his family) who support peace 
demonstrators, therefore he responds by acting tolerantly to the protestors. 
 
Role conflict may arise in areas such as:- role perception conflicting with role expectation or 
psychosomatic role conflicting with social roles or one psychological role conflicting with 
another psychological role.  Therefore role conflict may be interpersonal or intrapersonal 
(i.e. inter-role and intra-role). 

All real and fantasized interactions and behaviour can be seen in terms of role theory.  The 
personality of an individual can be defined in terms of active roles, underdeveloped roles, 
potential roles, inactive roles, over-developed roles etc, and can be evaluated in terms of 
role adequacy for self, significant others and society. 
 
Role naming and role analysis 
 
An approach to role analysis which is often useful for people new to thinking of roles as 
combinations of internal and external motivations is to observe people in response to each 
other and to situations and to develop  a cluster of responses in the following way: 
 
Activity: 
Think of a situation (could be in a mentoring conversation or with your supervisor) which you 
may not have handled as well as you would have liked. Bring to mind what the other person 
actually did/does. Try to use your first impressions in the situation. This can assist you with 
later thoughts. Identify some adjectives which describe the quality of what the person does in 
the situation ( could be outgoing, soft warm, nasty etc). Then add some nouns which give an 
indication of the person's purpose ( friend, organiser, guide etc). Now write down the roles 
you demonstrate in response. Include your internal (not always verbalized) roles. This forms 
the base for an extended description and an analysis of the system of roles that may be 
operating for you and them in that situation. 
 
The following list may help with naming roles. 
 

Some Starters Roles of the other person Your roles in 
response 

Naïve enquirer 
Producer 
Analyst 
Systems worker 
Therapist 
Constructive challenger 
Empathic listener 
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Clear boundary setter 
Purposeful director 
Humorist 
Court jester 
Clear thinker 
Articulate self disclosure 
Creative artist 
Willing teacher 
Loving guide 
Wise person 
Active observer 
Hypothesis tester 
Bold explorer 
Focused planner 
Sensitive coach 
Thoughtful creative problem 
solver 
Collaborative group worker 
Mindful contract developer 
Playful companion 
Change agent 
 
 
Role analysis worksheet 
 
Now examine the roles you wrote down above. With your mentor place the roles into the 
following table. You may find that as you discuss your responses other role names emerge. 
 

Underdeveloped Adequate Overdeveloped 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  

 
Underdeveloped roles are ones which you feel you haven’t quite mastered yet – could be 
you haven’t has the opportunity to practice them or the situation hasn’t arisen before so it 
could be new or embryonic (just emerging) 
Adequate roles are ones which are a good fit for the situation – this doesn’t mean that it’s 
perfect, just that it is a good fit. Adequate means sufficient. If for example you’ve never raised 
your voice with someone before, it may be an adequate response (i.e. given the context, 
your experience and the outcome , is an adequate response) 
Overdeveloped roles are ones which you unthinkingly just use regardless of whether they fit 
the situation. Some people over use humour or sarcasm, or even withdrawal or avoidance. 
These are roles that are like a default position and you are “comfortable” doing them, but not 
always happy with the response you get from others. 


