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Preface

Becoming reflects my hope to leave my grandchildren and others of their 
generation an understanding of the ideas of Carl Gustav Jung. His idea 
of a process called individuation has sustained my dedication to my 
lifelong work of psychoanalysis, and it saddens me that the principles 
that guided me have been dismissed by the current trends in psychol-
ogy and psychiatry. 

We psychotherapists know the value of Jung’s approach through 
clinical results, that is, watching people enlarge their consciousness 
and change their attitudes and behavior, transforming their suffering 
into psychological well-being.

Psychology’s fascination with behavioral techniques, made neces-
sary by financial concerns and promoted by insurance companies and 
pharmaceutical companies, has changed the nature of psychotherapy 
and has attempted to dismiss the wisdom of Jung and other pioneers of 
the territory of the unconscious mind. We psychoanalysts have played 
a part in the loss by not transmitting our message clearly. For a combi-
nation of unfortunate circumstances, many of the younger generation, 
including college and medical students, are deprived of fully under-
standing their own minds. Those with a scientific bent are sometimes 
turned away from self-reflection by the suggestion that unconscious 
processes are metaphysical mumbo-jumbo. Superficial assessments of 
Jung have led to the incorrect conclusion that one must be a spiritual 
seeker, or religious, in order to follow Jung’s ideas about personality. I 
would like to correct that impression.

Some university professors tell me that they are not allowed to teach 
Jungian psychology. Secular humanism and positivism have shaped 
the academic worldview; therefore, investigation into the unknown or 
unfamiliar dimensions of human experience is not valued. But this at-
titude contrasts with the positive reputation Jung enjoys among thera-
pists, artists of all types, and philosophers. Those without resistance to 
the unconscious because of their creativity, open-mindedness, or per-
sonal disposition are more likely to receive Jung’s explorations without 
prejudice or ideological resistance. There is a lively conversation going 
on about Jung’s ideas in journals and conferences among diverse groups 
of thinkers which does not reach mainstream psychology. 



Becoming is for those whose minds are receptive to the unknown, 
and I hope it will help some of us to think—more with respect than 
dread—of the possibility that we act unconsciously. 

In organizing this book, I wanted to prepare for understanding “in-
dividuation” by identifying the historical and philosophical contexts 
in which Jung was situated, and then addressing the question of where 
this approach fits with the cultural issues of today. If we were reading 
this as a play, Part I would set the stage and introduce the main charac-
ters. Part II describes the action of individuation as it presents itself on 
the current cultural stage. Part III is like director’s notes for those who 
have curiosity for more discussion; it amplifies the basic ideas in each 
chapter and is called “Lagniappe.” This term, common in Louisiana, 
means you will get a little something extra, like a thirteenth donut 
when buying a dozen. It is not necessary to read Part III in order to un-
derstand why I find the concept of individuation important for each of 
us, but it is a little something extra that some may enjoy. 
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Introduction
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1

A Question of Principle

I inquire, I do not assert; I do not here determine anything with 
final assurance; I conjecture, try, compare, attempt, ask…

(This comment by an alchemist, quoted by C.G. Jung in 
volume 16 of his Collected Works, captures the spirit of 
Jung’s work and also of this project.)

Is there a principle of order operating throughout the universe, or are 
we all embedded in chaos? A pioneer in psychoanalysis, psychiatrist 
C.G. Jung, did not claim to have proof that there was such a principle, 
but he observed that, no matter what they believe, humans behave as 
if such a principle exists, and have done so throughout history and 
throughout all cultures.

Jung found that the idea of an ordering principle occurred in all cul-
tures and that human behavior reflected an assumption of such a prin-
ciple. He called that idea the “Self.” He noted that as the body operates 
as a unit organizing a number of systems, so the psychic functions are 
organized by a unifying force. He proposed that our psychological life’s 
work—becoming an integrated person, our “individuation”—is to learn 
how that principle of order manifests in us, to become more familiar 
with this Self that seems to influence our behavior. This principle or 
force has been known as the inner voice, a higher power, the dream-
maker, the greater self, the mysterious “other” in our personality, the 
divine spark, the beloved, or destiny; but whatever it is called, many 
people recognize that something within them beyond their ordinary 
plans for themselves influences their lives. 

Throughout this paper I will capitalize “Self” to distinguish it from 
the commonplace meaning of “self” that denotes a particular personal-
ity organization, as in “myself.” “Self” with capital “S” is not an idea 
about something that is just personal. “Self” as Jung uses it has compli-
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cated implications. We can think of it as the principle that gives orga-
nization and unity to our personality. But then, if we wonder, “Where 
does such a principle originate?” our perception widens. We can choose 
to believe it originates in human nature purely on a biological level, 
like a thermostat; or we can see it as implying a connection to some 
force beyond the human, a transpersonal random cosmic force; or we 
can imagine yet a connection to a superhuman intelligent source or 
divinity.

The Self, however we imagine it, might extend beyond a personal 
consciousness to include all of human consciousness and all that lies 
beyond us. But does Jung’s “Self” make sense any longer? Not everyone 
is comfortable thinking in such grand terms as “universal principles.” 
Self could be simply a chance consequence of evolution causing hu-
mans to create sensible stories that tie experiences together meaning-
fully, even though there is no reasonable order “out there.” Rather than 
having a blueprint for our development as a person, the Self might 
merely keep adapting to whatever we choose to be at the moment.

A lot happened in the century after Jung made the idea of individu-
ation his motif. Up and down, in and out, good and bad, male and 
female—designations like those would not stay in place, raising suspi-
cions about an ordering principle. Sounds of the Big Bang were detected 
by scientists but denied by anti-scientists who question the reality of 
research. The moon was brought down to earth. We discovered how 
to make life in a lab and also how to wipe the world away utterly and 
in a flash. Kingdoms, forests, and languages were deconstructed. Cam-
eras were swallowed, showing us enemies we hid inside ourselves. Brain 
scans revealed infants’ intrauterine conversations with their mothers. 
Women wore their underwear on the outside, and men took off their 
armor and tucked it inside. Physicists trying to form consistent theories 
about the universe became more and more confused and entangled. 
The philosopher says we killed God, but the priest says he hears Some-
thing laughing. It is hard to tell our children what’s what! 

Jung thought that human nature was shaped by the Self acting 
within each personality and that our individuation occurred when we 
became conscious of cooperating with the Self. Being in touch with 
the Self would keep a person feeling whole, as opposed to feeling frag-
mented; it would be a source of stability as well as creative energy in 
the face of outer disorganization. My purpose here is to clarify the idea 
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of individuation; even if we have no background in psychology or phi-
losophy, each of us can decide if it survives the chaos of contemporary 
thought. May the spirit of W.B. Yeats help us! The poet wrote:

Hands, do what you’re bid:
Bring the balloon of the mind
That bellies and drags in the wind
Into its narrow shed.

So let us bring our balloon minds to the task, trying to tie to earth airy 
words and ideas. 

Jung was deliberately vague in his description of the nature of the 
process so as to avoid too literal interpretations. He did not want to 
encourage “recipes” or oversimplified directions for what had to be a 
particularly unique process for each one of us. 

In simplest form, individuation means choosing to be conscious, or 
mindful, and especially, it means becoming conscious of the person we 
are capable of being in our fullness, our strengths, and our limitations. 

Is the concept of a process of individuation relevant in the 21st cen-
tury? Some look into the chaos and say, “No, it is not; a principle of 
order seems to be missing from too many lives.” Others say, “Yes, even 
in times of chaos, life continues to try to heal into harmony.” 

Probably as in all metaphysical questions, both are true: 
Life is—or has—meaning and meaninglessness. I cherish 
the anxious hope that meaning will preponderate and win 
the battle. (Jung, Memories, Dreams, Reflections, p. 359.)

Perhaps after reading this you will be better able to decide that for 
yourself. If it is relevant, what is individuation now and what does the 
Self want for or from you? 



6

2

Avoiding Recipes, Accepting Responsibility

In his autobiography, Jung describes his first reaction to reading al-
chemical texts: “Good Lord, what nonsense! This stuff is impossible to 
understand!” (Jung, Memories, Dreams, Reflections, p. 204.)

I had a similar reaction to my first Jungian lecture, and I see in the 
way listeners’ eyes glaze over at some Jungian presentations that it’s not 
unusual to respond to Jungian thought this way in the beginning. A 
frequent criticism of Jung’s writing is that he delves into obscure stuff, 
such as alchemy, that is not current and practical. What’s important to 
keep in mind is that later Jung realized the alchemists were thinking in 
symbols and describing the individuation process as they imagined it; 
he saw the momentous value of what was being conveyed and found 
it exciting. As Jung stuck with studying alchemy, I stuck with studying 
Jung in spite of that first reaction. I hope you will stick with this too, as 
I will try to present the idea of individuation so as to minimize confu-
sion.

It is crucial that we do not confuse individuation and individualism. 
The “know thyself” of Socrates does not translate to “It’s all about Me!” 
Individuation implies something other than maturation, good self-es-
teem, good adjustment, success, or fame. It involves restructuring the 
mind. 

As individuals, these are times of mixed messages about what is of 
value, messages that come from such a variety of influences—from the 
markets of pop culture, health gurus, spiritual growth advisors, and re-
ligious institutions, even from the army: Be all that you can be! Every 
few months a new book catches hold of the public imagination, and 
millions of us throng to acquire it and the knowledge that will give us 
the “purposeful life,” the “secret” of life, the ten things that will make 
us make something of ourselves. How do we determine which paths to 
follow in becoming the person we are meant to be? Where should we 
put our energies and effort? Are there goals that will stand up to the 
vagaries of changing times and the aging process? Should we aim for 
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balance or passion, for stability or adaptability? Should I spend time 
and money analyzing myself or just take a pill and buy a new car? 

There are similarities in many of these messages, and I will be trying 
to explain why I chose Jung’s method to follow for myself. It is not the 
only way. Try to keep an open mind and remember that wise people 
have been thinking and speaking about these things forever. Of course, 
as my philosopher friend Bill Brenner says, “If your mind is too open, 
nothing can stay in it,” so you are entitled to an opinion! 

Step one: Become aware of the possibility of a relationship to the 
Self—as if the Self were an intelligible entity—and learn to speak with 
it. How? Theoretically the Self has access to our unconscious thoughts 
and feelings, while our egos know only our conscious thoughts and 
feelings. Through unexpected meetings with the unconscious process-
es, this unknown part of nature can be identified and engaged. This 
does not mean that we listen to some inner voice and obey anything it 
asks. I am speaking about having a conversation, even at times a debate 
with the Self. 

There is a very practical reason for listening to our unconscious in 
the form of dreams and intuitions. As they connect us to unknown 
parts of ourselves, they can be life-savers. A friend dreamed that she was 
attacked in the chest with a foreign object. Since she was experiencing 
some mild changes in pulse rate, the dream spurred her on to have 
herself checked. Tests showed that she had a serious growth on her 
heart. Her condition was corrected by surgery, but, had it been ignored, 
probably would have killed her. Often a dream will warn you about a 
physical condition before your waking mind is aware of it. 

Intuition sometimes warns us of dangers—dangerous decisions, peo-
ple, and situations—that we would otherwise overlook. We can prob-
ably remember times when we had a warning feeling about someone 
who did prove to be untrustworthy or dangerous. We can’t be sure of 
such intuitions—they can be wrong—but we should pay attention and 
check them out.

A patient was thrilled and yet uncomfortable (his intuition) about 
the pious woman he was in love with. She seemed to be in love with 
him too, so he couldn’t understand why he was anxious. Then a dream 
supported his intuition: he dreamed that she was driving them reck-
lessly. The car was heading for a cliff when he woke in a panic. Sobered 
from his state of infatuated elation, he began to ask more questions and 
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be more realistic about her values. He found that despite her reputa-
tion as a religious person, she was quite impulsive, had been dishon-
est about her accomplishments and, in fact, had a history of treating 
people destructively.

Besides dreams and intuitions, we become aware of the Self and the 
unconscious by paying attention to our strong passions and attractions, 
but also our uncomfortable feelings and reactions, like fear, jealousy, 
irritations, hatreds, envy, and physical symptoms—not just noticing 
them, but questioning their source. Why does this person’s manner 
evoke a rage in me that has no reasonable explanation? What aspect 
of me does that person represent? Why do I always get a headache on 
Saturday morning? To seriously examine the question is to look at why 
we feel as we do, and not to automatically dismiss an experience as 
chance or say, “Because it’s true.” “Because he is annoying!” “It’s a coin-
cidence.” “That’s just the way I am.”

Being in touch with the Self can affect your mental and physical 
health and can prevent your hiding from yourself and placing blame 
on others.

But beyond our own personal well-being, is the concept of individu-
ation important for the human species? Jung feared that we as a human 
race were heading toward an impending catastrophe. He thought that 
by evolving psychologically we might be able to avoid and/or survive 
the threatening apocalypse, the collapse of civilized life. Jung is not 
alone is his concern about human survival. In an online essay about the 
development of intelligent life in the universe, the physicist Stephen 
Hawking said, “I shall take this to include the human race, even though 
much of its behaviour through out history has been pretty stupid, and 
not calculated to aid the survival of the species.” (Hawking, “Life in the 
Universe,” January, 2009.) Raising human consciousness is the key to 
making life on earth survivable, thought Jung.

The survival of the race as we know it is of questionable value. We 
are potentially capable of destroying our own planet and others. We 
are potentially capable of programming ourselves into cyborgs. Some 
consider the expanding human population to be a blight or virus on 
the earth, a failed experiment. Let us not debate this here, but assume 
that many of us wish that humans will survive, if not improve in our 
humanity.
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Some argue that Jung is the most important psychologist of our cen-
tury in that he pointed us to the creative powers that lie in the universal 
pool of knowledge in which we all participate. These creative powers 
are what we will either call on to rescue us from utter destruction of 
the race, or abandon along with humanity itself, or at least acknowl-
edge as our companions in facing the unknown. Jung used the phrase 
“collective psyche.” It means essentially “the information present in 
the human race as a whole”—that information stored in our DNA, our 
memories, our brains, our cells, our instincts, and our common images 
and languages. “Collective unconscious,” “objective psyche,” and “col-
lective psyche” are Jung’s terms that all mean the same thing, the sum 
total of the human race’s psychological experience. 

The ability to learn from history is something we have often been 
too absorbed with ourselves to do. The connection with previous ages, 
with previous civilizations and empires, with our ancestors, with na-
ture, and with future possibilities, all available to us in the collective 
psyche if we could only listen, would help our survival. This is a sub-
ject dear to many thoughtful scholars, a recent example being Jared 
Diamond. In his book, Collapse: How Societies Choose to Fail or Succeed, 
Diamond illustrates the effect of unconsciousness on the fate of many 
specific extinct civilizations. With attention to civilizations before us, 
we could be more enlightened about cultures and peoples of the world 
today, and about how our values interact. 

More than that, Jung gave us a reason to believe that each of us is 
a participant in the cosmic creation responsible for adding to the con-
sciousness of the universe. Perhaps each of us, by coming to know our 
own relationship to Self, contributes to the pool of consciousness in the 
universe. Each of us capable of understanding this has a responsibility 
for the evolution of mindfulness. 

For example, when I think “an eye for an eye, a tooth for a tooth,” I 
think only about my personal pride. It is a leap of consciousness to real-
ize that pure vengeance is a dead end. There were conditions when an 
attitude of dog-eat-dog, survival-at-any-cost, made sense. Information 
and resources were limited and strangers were a threat. But the world 
has shrunk and the human family is closely contained and connected; 
a different attitude is called for. Refusal to take revenge means thinking 
beyond mere pride in physical survival and seeing a larger picture that 
includes respecting the rights of others. If I take that leap, I begin to see 
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something more useful in negotiating than in destroying my enemy. It 
is possible that that bit of increased consciousness contributes to the 
consciousness of the whole, as each drop of water contributes to the 
sea.

Being curious—about your neighbor’s welfare, your nation’s policies 
toward the rest of the world, the welfare of other animal species and 
ecological systems, the condition of the planet—raises the level of con-
sciousness of the whole by a little bit. This theme is explored in many 
art forms; see for example, the recent movies “Freedom Writers” and 
“Crash.” In both movies the subjects of the stories were provoked to see 
beyond their personal needs into a larger worldview and an expansion 
of their capacity for compassion.

Early Greece produced plays that reflected such growth in aware-
ness. Dionysus, the god of the renewal, symbolized by the grapevine, 
presided over many aspects of nature, including intoxication and mad-
ness. In early times he was celebrated with wild, drunken orgies, but as 
Greek civilization advanced and turned violence into art, the celebra-
tions of Dionysus evolved into festivals of theatre. In their dramas the 
playwrights showed how generations of one family could be dominated 
by envy, vengeance, and murder, until an evolution of consciousness 
resulted in a system of justice. The patricides, fratricides, sacrificing of 
children, and slaying of enemies was replaced by a sense of restraint 
that allowed cooler heads to judge what was deemed fair. The Greeks 
gave credit to the gods for teaching them the advanced attitudes. Now 
we would say humans advance in consciousness through the aware-
ness of potential benefits to all, through being Self-centric instead of 
egocentric.

These concerns, these everyday problems that we might bring to 
therapy, or the larger issues of the welfare of our species, are under-
standable. But what of timeless, transpersonal goals, the ultimate pur-
poses of existence? Some psychologists feel this is a valid subject of psy-
chology. Others do not. They criticize Jung for discussing psychology in 
relation to anthropology, religion, physics, astrology, sociology, litera-
ture, and so on. Most psychologists and therapists accept the physical 
and psychological dimensions of his ideas, but many do not accept the 
transcendent dimension, or at least do not think it a proper subject for 
psychology. 
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When we consider a transcendent dimension, we enlarge the psy-
chological to include a sacred dimension. Some believe that Jung 
showed us that the ultimate goal of human psychological development 
is to find our place within a cosmic unity. He thought the physical and 
psychological, matter and mind, humans and nature, make up one, 
holistic reality. Within that cosmic unity is our image of a god. Perhaps 
God is not dead, but our image of God is changing. In that case, instead 
of blindly accepting an image of the divine from outside sources, such 
as a religious dogma, we would be actually responsible for changing our 
image of God by meeting and having dialogue with the Self. 

For Jung, by becoming aware of a relationship with the Self, each 
individual is not abandoned to suffer the existential emptiness of indi-
vidualism, but ultimately finds in his individual soul the presence of a 
whole universe and a relationship to its timelessness. We could come to 
discover and transform aspects of a spiritual presence in us through our 
own efforts to communicate with the Self. Some psychologists believe 
that the transcendent dimension could help us survive by creating a 
more tolerant and less selfish society. We could step outside of our per-
sonal values and see into the holiness of all of creation. We could feel 
connected to and responsible for all of creation.

But positing a transcendent dimension raises another issue. A con-
scious, unified universe can result from an intelligence that resides in 
man alone, or it can be the result of an intelligence that comes from a 
source beyond human consciousness. Analytical Psychology, as Jung’s 
model of psychology is called, allows both a secular and a sacred char-
acter. Both presuppose a dimension of reality that is conscious, but one 
presumes that that consciousness is purposeful and intelligent. 

The feeling that the Self is “other” opens the possibility that the 
“other” is a product of human consciousness alone, a secular theory; or 
the “other” may be a consciousness beyond the human, a divine intel-
ligence, a spiritual theory. Secular and spiritual theories are more than 
just names. They result in different human behavior. A secular soci-
ety seeks information and understanding and reduces anxiety through 
knowing. A spiritual society seeks mystery and reduces anxiety by not 
needing to know.

Secular humanism values human life and dignity and finds in those 
values enough reason to live a decent and even altruistic life without 
calling on the idea of divinity to support it. It does not require a rela-
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tionship with the spiritual dimension to justify its values and does not 
support religious expressions of spirituality. 

One of the assets of Jung’s theory is that no one is obliged to accept 
the transcendent or spiritual dimension, but neither are we prohibit-
ed from including it as some ideologies would demand. For example, 
Freud considered the need for a spiritual life a weakness, wishful think-
ing, a defense against anxiety. Marxism denigrates religion, “the opiate 
of the masses,” believing that it weakens rather than strengthens the 
validity of the community. According to Marx, religions reflect an un-
healthy superstition which undermines pragmatic social action. In con-
trast to these theories, Jung believed that any psychological experience 
was worth studying seriously. He posited a religious instinct as part of 
the natural psyche and believed that many of the ills of today were the 
result of our having lost touch with our deep spiritual resources. We 
don’t know if Jung believed that the Self extends beyond the human 
dimension. He may have been agnostic, or an atheist. What he believed 
is not relevant; he urged each of us to find our inner truth. In Analytical 
Psychology we are invited to explore the spiritual dimension.

In the secular understanding, the Self is a hypothetical construct, a 
working concept that can be explained on a biological level. It can be 
seen simply as a description of the way the human mind works with-
out implying anything about the existence of things spiritual. There 
is much to be learned from Jung on a level of psychological theory, so 
that if you are a humanist or atheist you can find meaning there. The 
universe may be a vast being, evolving without a plan but steered by 
human intelligence. 

The Self can also imply the existence of a dimension of reality that is 
intelligent and purposeful and that is not produced by human physical 
and cultural movements—in fact, is independent of human nature and, 
therefore, sacred. Those who imagine the Self this way experience it as 
divine and might give it images and names of gods, goddesses, or other 
divine figures. They can picture themselves in constant intimate union 
with this divinity or separate, emotionally detached, and respectful of 
it.

In either case, there is no point outside of the psyche from which 
to view the psyche, so there is no scientific answer to the question of 
whether a transcendent dimension exists. Even if we imagine a divine 
being responsible for the universe, humanists would point out that that 



Part I 13

does not provide any answers as to the origin of the divine. Either ap-
proach ends in mystery. Jung imagined that there could be some way of 
answering the question at some distant time in our evolution and that 
physics might advance to find such an answer. 

This discussion of Jung’s contribution to the survival of the species is 
not meant to imply that Jung’s is the only message that can support our 
survival or that he alone is a messiah of psychological awareness. We 
will consider how his way of describing development is consistent with 
some other paths to fulfillment, and how it differs from some as well. 

• • •

The life of Buddha is an example of individuation. He was privileged 
and enjoyed every possible means of comfort and pleasure, sheltered 
from want. What moved him to want to experience the world beyond 
his palace? He went into the world of ordinary people and found sick-
ness, poverty, and suffering. It seemed he felt his life was not complete 
until he had experienced the dark and sordid side of life. Only then 
could he fulfill his destiny as a spiritual sage. His life illustrates the idea 
that we are not completed by being good or by having what seems 
like perfection. Individuation as completion means filling out all of our 
possible conscious experiences and being aware of our potential, the 
pleasant and unpleasant, good and bad.
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3

Reality of the Psyche

In 1965, Jolande Jacobi, Jung’s colleague, wrote The Way of Individuation, 
now a classic. We can use it as a source for delving into questions that 
speak to us a half-century later. During that half-century the blooming 
of modernism, post-modernism, and post-post-modern thought raised 
questions and nuances that color and complicate our images of indi-
viduation as presented by Jacobi. 

Jung saw himself as a scientific observer of human behavior, not a 
philosopher who speculated about truth. Still, he was influenced by 
his own philosophical orientation, as we all are whether we know it or 
not. We are products of the dominant philosophies of our century, our 
society, our family, our education. Before adopting anyone’s opinions 
as our own, we should consider what influenced them. Jung wrote:

Although I owe not a little to philosophy, and have ben-
efited by the rigorous discipline of its methods of thought, 
I nevertheless feel in its presence that holy dread which is 
inborn in every observer of facts. (“Foreword to Mehlich, 
‘Fichte’s Psychology and Its Relation to the Present,’” CW 
18, par. 1730.)

Many of us approach philosophy with holy dread. Its depth threat-
ens to drown us in a confusion of ideas. Jung tried to limit himself to ob-
servable facts rather than philosophical speculations. He discussed the 
concept of individuation in many places throughout his writings, but 
always guarded against being specific about a process that was meant to 
serve the particular truth of each individual. So his descriptions of the 
Self as both the initiator of growth and the endpoint, or we can say, the 
motivator as well as the goal of individuation, also were vague enough 
to leave much to speculation.

In order to grasp Jung’s intentions, we have to accept his image of 
himself as an empiricist—one who deals with observable facts, rather 
than a metaphysician—one who deals with unseen, non-physical sub-
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jects. He insisted that he was not talking about supernatural phenom-
ena, the nature of God, or religion. Nor did he claim to be a theologian. 
If he spoke of God, it was the image of God found in the minds of his 
subjects of observation. He spoke of the “reality of the psyche.” What 
does that mean?

From the beginning of time humans have described their images of 
the literal or observable world and also of imaginal or spiritual worlds. 
Though a spiritual world can never be proven by reason, the human 
psyche persists in imaging and conceiving of a world beyond its con-
crete experience. Many think of that world as infinite, despite the fact 
that we have no way of conceiving of infinity through experience. 
We can only understand infinity by its absence from our experience, 
through our imagination. This consistent experience of trusting some-
thing beyond the senses, of transcending mere physical experience in 
our imagination, despite the absence of “actual” confirmation, is what 
Jung called the “reality of the psyche.” 

If you have a “mathematical mind,” you are attracted to certain ab-
stract notions, like the notion of infinity, or principles of ordering of 
numbers by formula. Mathematics is founded on a belief in the regular-
ity of truth. As mathematics becomes advanced, it works in a world of 
symbols whose meanings are obscure to non-mathematicians, but are 
real enough to be discovered, repeated, and related in some deep way to 
the working of the material world. This is the “reality of numbers.”

For a physicist, reality is more than meets the senses. We live in 
a world of such complexity, only available to us through the imagi-
nation. The typical illustration of this complexity of ordinary objects 
from the standpoint of subatomic particles in constant motion is of-
ten presented as considering a physical object as resembling “a bowl of 
jello.” (Bartusiak, Einstein’s Unfinished Symphony, p. 146.)

Similarly, if you have a “psychological mind,” you are attracted to 
abstract notions of the landscape of the psyche/soul. “Psychology” 
from the Greek, means “the study of soul.” Yet these days, some sci-
entists may not tolerate the use of the word “soul” as the subject of 
psychology, and the more acceptable word is “mind.” But we cannot 
refer to “mind” in the same way psychologists did years ago when the 
“mind” was considered fairly well differentiated from the body. Neither 
can we limit “mind” to brain substance. Now we think of “mind” as a 
complex function that includes networks of information from inside 
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(nerve messages, chemicals carried in the bloodstream, et cetera) and 
outside of the body (visual and auditory sources of information, stimu-
li, conditioning, et cetera).

To further complicate the study of mind, the subject, the mind, is 
also the student! This creates weird loops, paradoxes, and resonances 
within the being of the psychologist that can be dizzying! Looking at 
ourselves, we look into a hall of mirrors.

We are tantalized by trying to find the “I” that does the looking. 
We call that “I” the ego, but we come to see that the ego is not the 
only “eye” in the psyche. Depth psychology sees that the ego revolves 
around a point that is both in it and around it. The ego revolves around 
the Self as the earth revolves around the sun. How can that be under-
stood? 

We can observe ourselves and our mirror-minds and souls through 
many lenses. From the lens of particle physics we explore the elements 
of consciousness at the microscopic level, dissecting and stimulating 
the brain. This is a valuable and necessary investigation in understand-
ing our world, but it has no practical application for a parent, a baseball 
player, or a therapist at this stage of knowledge. There is no way we can 
apply what we learn about brain cells from the microscope, no matter 
how interesting, to living life in the moment.

We can explore consciousness through a larger lens which studies 
how the brain and bodily systems produce our abstract concepts, such 
as a consistent sense of self. This research we can apply on an individual 
basis to help us understand our behavior, but it is generally out of our 
hands as far as helping us make decisions or accepting responsibility. 
For example, we may see how the brain’s amygdala communicates with 
its prefrontal cortex, and how that affects our decision-making pro-
cesses. That may be helpful in understanding the effect of a brain injury 
or drug incident, but that is not especially useful in an urgent instant 
of decision making. 

A wider lens looks at the interactions of that self with society and its 
place in the human system. Here we begin to assert an aspect of free-
dom of choice. As creatures that have an impact on other creatures, we 
make decisions that can be examined and judged. We may have limited 
choices of behavior—not total free will, but we have some choice. 

An even wider lens, the lens of depth psychology, attempts to ab-
stract farther into human consciousness as it affects and is affected by 
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movement in the universe that reaches beyond our present day human 
society, into history, culture, and religion. 

In the words of Jung:

All our knowledge consists of stuff of the psyche—which, 
because it alone is immediate, is superlatively real. Here, 
then, is a reality to which the psychologist can appeal—
namely psychic reality…Psychic contents are derived from 
the “material” environment; as when I picture the car I 
want to buy. Others, no less real, seem to come from a 
“spiritual” source which appears to be very different from 
the physical environment, such as wondering about the 
state of the soul of my dead father. My fear of a ghost is a 
psychic image just as real to me as my fear of fire. We don’t 
try to account for our fear of either one by physical argu-
ments, but we experience each of them as real… Unless 
we accept the reality of the psyche we try to explain our 
experiences in a way that does violence to many of them—
those (experiences) expressed through superstition, reli-
gion, and philosophy. Truth that appeals to the testimony 
of the senses may satisfy reason, but it offers nothing that 
stirs our feelings and expresses them by giving a meaning 
to human life. (“Basic Postulates of Analytical Psychology,” 
CW 8, par. 680-686.)

We human beings have been portraying ourselves repeatedly in lit-
erature and myth as part animal, part angel; or as occupying the space 
between heaven and earth. From ancient to contemporary times, hu-
man thought has gravitated between what appears to be a duality: 
physical reality (phenomena, representations, matter) and an other-
worldly reality of “forms” (noumena, ideals, essences, universals). The 
earliest philosophers, like Plato, could speak authoritatively of the soul, 
of immortality, infinity, of a world of “forms” or ideals. From them we 
learned to speak about “eternal truths”—the value of honesty, loyalty, 
bravery, justice—that they are in the mind; they cannot be demon-
strated to result from logical facts. They are abstractions, but they are 
real values.

A famous lesson in the abstract value of honesty is Plato’s story of 
the Ring of Gyges, a ring that renders one invisible and leads its owner 
to utter selfishness. Gyges, a poor shepherd, unexpectedly comes upon 
the ring on a corpse and steals it. Realizing that it makes him invisible, 
he uses its power to take whatever he wants. He steals the king’s gold 
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and even his wife, and becomes king. Plato uses this to illustrate “ego-
ism,” a form of moral skepticism. Yet we recognize that another attitude 
is possible, an attitude that considers that Gyges could have chosen not 
to use his powers dishonestly. Perhaps he would not have achieved 
much, but he might have chosen to be honest. The story prompts us 
to reflect on the human tendency to pursue selfish goals rather than 
look at a more abstract value. An extreme of skepticism would be to say 
dismissively, “Honesty is just an abstract concept in the mind. It does 
not otherwise exist.”

If no one could see you, would you do good? Why, or why not?

Immanuel Kant concluded his Critique of Practical Reason (1788) with 
these memorable words: “Two things fill the mind with ever new and 
increasing admiration and awe, the more often and steadily we reflect 
upon them: the starry heavens above me and the moral law within 
me.”

In the next chapter we will do a whirlwind tour, skimming through 
centuries of the history of philosophy as it broadly relates to psychol-
ogy. Fasten your seatbelts if you choose to look into this historical con-
text of Analytical Psychology. 
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