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CONSERVE

Primary Disciplinary Field(s): Psychodrama, Cognitive Psychology, Personality Theory

1. Core Definition

The term Conserve holds specialized, distinct meanings within psychology, particularly stemming

from the foundational work of American psychiatrist Jacob Levi Moreno, the originator of

psychodrama and sociometry. Broadly, the term describes either a cognitive awareness of

permanence or, more commonly within Moreno's framework, the comprehensive totality of an

individual's internal characteristics.

In its nominal form, a person's conserve refers to the complete collection of their insights, inherent

behavioral trends, and unique personality traits. This definition encompasses the totality of an

individual's psychological and emotional inventory--what they bring to any given situation or

interaction. It is this amassed set of characteristics that often determines an individual's perceived

suitability or capability in social, professional, or therapeutic contexts. The conserve represents the

accumulated, often crystallized, psychological structure of the person.

The secondary, verbal interpretation relates to a specific form of consciousness: the realization that

the underlying physical substance or reality of an object or phenomenon remains fundamentally

unaltered, even when its external physical form or appearance is modified. This understanding

touches upon fundamental concepts of cognitive development, although its specific attribution to

Moreno suggests a metaphorical application within the context of enduring psychological identity or

the nature of spontaneous creation versus fixed cultural products.

2. Etymology and Historical Development

The conceptual use of conserve in psychology originates primarily from the early 20th-century

writings of Jacob L. Moreno, who developed theories centered on spontaneity, creativity, and

interpersonal relations. Moreno distinguished sharply between two major categories of human

production: the spontaneous act and the cultural conserve. The cultural conserve represents the

fixed, recorded, or institutionalized outcome of a creative moment--for example, a completed

painting, a written script, a recorded song, or a codified law. These products are permanent,

repeatable, and accessible, but they lack the dynamic, immediate vitality of the original

spontaneous act.

Moreno viewed the creation of a conserve as an inevitable and necessary process for cultural

preservation, yet he also saw it as potentially inhibiting true spontaneity. His therapeutic methods,

such as psychodrama, were designed to break through the rigidity imposed by cultural and

personal conserves and allow individuals to regain access to their innate capacity for spontaneous,
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creative responses. The individual's internal conserve (the noun form describing insight and traits)

can be understood as the internalized, often rigidified, structure of personality--the accumulated

history that, while providing stability, can also inhibit novel and adaptive responses, which

psychodrama seeks to unlock and revitalize.

While the verb definition provided in some psychological literature--related to the understanding of

physical permanence despite altered appearance--bears a striking resemblance to Jean Piaget's

concept of conservation, Moreno's distinct application suggests a parallel exploration of

permanence, though applied to the enduring nature of personality and cultural products rather than

merely physical matter. In essence, Moreno was concerned with how life energy becomes trapped

or institutionalized, both culturally and psychologically.

3. Dual Interpretations: Verb versus Noun

The term conserve is unique in its capacity to function both as an action related to cognitive

recognition and as a comprehensive descriptor of personal characteristics, demanding clarity

based on context.

The Noun Form (Personality Inventory): This is the application most often implied when

conserve is used to describe an individual's internal state, as suggested by the example,

"Marilyn's conserve deemed her the most excellent candidate for the position." This interpretation

emphasizes the quantifiable and assessable traits (insight, judgment, behavioral patterns) that

define a person's readiness or fitness for a specific role or social function. It represents the

measurable psychological accumulation of a life lived, acting as a predictor of behavior based on

established history. A high-quality conserve implies maturity, stability, and deep insight.

The Verb Form (Cognitive Permanence): To conserve, in this context, means to recognize that

a fundamental quantity, such as mass, volume, or number, is maintained (conserved) regardless of

superficial transformations, such as pouring liquid into a different shaped container or changing the

arrangement of objects. This realization is central to cognitive developmental psychology,

particularly Piaget's stages of development. Although attributed to Moreno in certain specialized

psychological dictionaries, this definition aligns more closely with the foundational study of human

cognition and logical thought processes rather than psychodrama.

4. Key Characteristics of the Noun Form (Insight and Traits)

When used to denote an individual's comprehensive psychological makeup, the conserve

possesses several key characteristics that make it a potent concept in personality assessment and

relational psychology.

Totality and Wholeness: The conserve is not merely a fragmented list of isolated traits, but the
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holistic integration of all psychological components--including both conscious and unconscious

insights, ingrained emotional tendencies, and learned behaviors. It represents the unified

psychological identity of the person, providing depth and continuity across various life roles and

situations. This totality makes assessment complex but richly informative.

Predictive Utility: Because the conserve encapsulates established trends and stable traits, it

serves as a powerful indicator of future behavior and performance. In clinical or professional

settings, a strong, positive conserve suggests emotional stability, reliability, and high potential for

successful adaptation, as the individual has a proven history of effective psychological processing

and response generation.

Rigidity versus Potential: In the context of Moreno's spontaneity theory, a highly established or

rigid psychological conserve may inadvertently inhibit an individual's ability to respond

spontaneously or creatively to genuinely new situations. While stability is valued, excessive

reliance on the conserve can lead to stagnation, repetitive behaviors, and an inability to adapt to

change. Therapeutic intervention in psychodrama often aims to challenge the ossified aspects of

the conserve to allow for greater psychological flexibility and novelty.

Basis for Assessment: The concept underscores the idea that individuals possess a measurable,

underlying set of permanent characteristics that can be observed and judged by others in social or

clinical settings. This forms the basis upon which decisions about social inclusion, job suitability, or

therapeutic progress are made.

5. Significance within Moreno's Framework

Within the theoretical universe of Psychodrama and Sociometry, the concept of the conserve

provides a critical theoretical counterpoint to the central concept of spontaneity. Moreno posited

that spontaneity is the fundamental capacity for novel and adequate response to a situation, while

the conserve is the fixed, crystallized, and often impersonal product of previous spontaneity. The

dynamic tension between these two forces--the flow of creative energy versus the resulting

structural rigidity--is central to human creativity and cultural evolution.

The significance of the conserve lies in its ability to explain how societies and individuals become

static, losing their capacity for immediate, vital interaction. When human creativity is continually

transformed into conserves (be they cultural products or rigid habits), the flow of creative energy

diminishes. Psychodrama, therefore, acts as a deliberate methodological approach designed to

circumvent the psychological conserve--the internalized rigidity--by demanding immediate,

unplanned, and authentic interaction and role-playing. This therapeutic pressure forces the

participant back into a state of present-moment spontaneity, challenging the fixed insights and

roles that constitute their current conserve.
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Understanding an individual's existing psychological conserve is crucial for the psychodramatist. It

allows the therapist to gauge the depth and flexibility of the individual's psychological structure and

tailor interventions that specifically challenge the fixed roles, insights, and defenses that are

currently limiting personal growth and social adaptation. The therapeutic goal is not to destroy the

conserve, which is essential for structure, but to infuse it with renewed spontaneity.

6. Debates and Criticisms

The primary confusion surrounding the term conserve in psychology relates to its definitional

overlap and discipline-specific usage. While the noun definition referring to personality inventory is

relatively clear within Moreno's psychodramatic domain, the verbal definition concerning cognitive

awareness of permanence is almost universally associated with Piagetian theory--specifically, the

cognitive milestone of conservation. The attribution of this specific cognitive function to Moreno's

work, as seen in some specialized lexicons, necessitates clarification to prevent theoretical

conflation between developmental psychology and personality/action methods.

Furthermore, Moreno's concept of the cultural conserve is often critiqued for its potentially dualistic

framing of spontaneity versus structure. Critics argue that while spontaneity is crucial for creation,

the conserve (structure) is not merely a negative constraint but a necessary framework for

communication, complexity, and cumulative knowledge. A complete rejection or excessive

emphasis on overcoming the conserve might lead to chaotic or ungrounded therapeutic

approaches lacking historical or relational context. Modern interpretations often seek a dialectical

relationship where the conserve provides the necessary grounding and vocabulary for creative

departures.

Further Reading

Jacob L. Moreno (Wikipedia)

Psychodrama (Wikipedia)

Conservation (Piagetian Psychology) (Wikipedia)
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