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Archetypal Principles

 

Richard Tarnas

 

In an extract from his award-winning 

 

Cosmos and Psyche, 

 

the major text in the 
field, Tarnas introduces the fundamental concept of archetypal principles, describing 
their origins in ancient Greek thought, some of their key attributes, and the many 
forms through which they have evolved in the course of Western intellectual history.

 

The concept of planetary archetypes, in many respects the pivotal concept of the 
emerging astrological paradigm, is complex and must be approached from several directions. 
Before describing the nature of the association between planets and archetypes, however, we 
must first address the general concept of archetypes and the remarkable evolution of the 
archetypal perspective in the history of Western thought.

The earliest form of the archetypal perspective, and in certain respects its deepest 
ground, is the primordial experience of the great gods and goddesses of the ancient mythic 
imagination. In this once universal mode of consciousness, memorably embodied at the dawn 
of Western culture in the Homeric epics and later in classical Greek drama, reality is 
understood to be pervaded and structured by powerful numinous forces and presences that 
are rendered to the human imagination as the divinized figures and narratives of ancient 
myth, often closely associated with the celestial bodies.

Yet our modern word 

 

god

 

, or 

 

deity

 

 or 

 

divinity

 

, does not accurately convey the lived 
meaning of these primordial powers for the archaic sensibility, a meaning that was sustained 
and developed in the Platonic understanding of the divine. This point was clearly articulated 
by W. K. C. Guthrie, drawing on a valuable distinction originally made by the German 
scholar Wilamowitz-Moellendorff:

 

Theos

 

, the Greek word which we have in mind when we speak of Plato’s god, 
has primarily a predicative force. That is to say, the Greeks did not, as Chris-
tians or Jews do, first assert the existence of God and then proceed to enumer-
ate his attributes, saying “God is good,” “God is love” and so forth. Rather they 
were so impressed or awed by the things in life or nature remarkable either for 
joy or fear that they said “this is a god” or “that is a god.” The Christian says 
“God is love,” the Greek “Love is 

 

theos

 

,” or “a god.” As another writer [G. M. 
A. Grube] has explained it: “By saying that love, or victory, is god, or, to be 
more accurate, a god, was meant first and foremost that it is more than human, 
not subject to death, everlasting. . . . Any power, any force we see at work in 
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the world, which is not born with us and will continue after we are gone could 
thus be called a god, and most of them were.”

In this state of mind, and with this sensitiveness to the superhuman character 
of many things which happen to us, and which give us, it may be, sudden stabs 
of joy or pain which we do not understand, a Greek poet could write lines like: 
“Recognition between friends is 

 

theos

 

.” It is a state of mind which obviously has 
no small bearing on the much-discussed question of monotheism or polythe-
ism in Plato, if indeed it does not rob the question of meaning altogether.

 

1

 

As the Greek mind evolved, by a process sometimes too simply described as a 
transition from myth to reason, the divine absolutes ordering the world of the mythic 
imagination were gradually deconstructed and conceived anew in philosophical form in the 
dialogues of Plato. Building on both the Presocratics’ early philosophical discussions of the 

 

archai 

 

and the Pythagorean understanding of transcendent mathematical forms, and then 
more directly on the critical inquiries of his teacher Socrates, Plato gave to the archetypal 
perspective its classic metaphysical formulation. In the Platonic view, archetypes—the Ideas 
or Forms—are absolute essences that transcend the empirical world yet give the world its 
form and meaning. They are timeless universals that serve as the fundamental reality 
informing every concrete particular. Something is beautiful precisely to the extent that the 
archetype of Beauty is present in it. Or, described from a different viewpoint, something is 
beautiful precisely to the extent that it participates in the archetype of Beauty. For Plato, 
direct knowledge of these Forms or Ideas is regarded as the spiritual goal of the philosopher 
and the intellectual passion of the scientist.

In turn, Plato’s student and successor Aristotle brought to the concept of universal 
forms a more empiricist approach, one supported by a rationalism whose spirit of logical 
analysis was secular rather than spiritual and epiphanic. In the Aristotelian perspective, the 
forms lost their numinosity but gained a new recognition of their dynamic and teleological 
character as concretely embodied in the empirical world and processes of life. For Aristotle, 
the universal forms primarily exist 

 

in

 

 things, not above or beyond them. Moreover, they not 
only give form and essential qualities to concrete particulars but also dynamically transmute 
them from within, from potentiality to actuality and maturity, as the acorn gradually 
metamorphoses into the oak tree, the embryo into the mature organism, a young girl into a 
woman. The organism is drawn forward by the form to a realization of its inherent potential, 
just as a work of art is actualized by the artist guided by the form in the artist’s mind. Matter 
is an intrinsic susceptibility to form, an unqualified openness to being configured and 
dynamically realized through form. In a developing organism, after its essential character has 
been fully actualized, decay occurs as the form gradually “loses its hold.” The Aristotelian 

 

1.  W. K. C. Guthrie, 

 

The Greek Philosophers: From Thales to Aristotle

 

 (1950; repr. New York: Harper Torchbook, 
1960), 10–11.
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form thus serves both as an indwelling impulse that orders and moves development and as the 
intelligible structure of a thing, its inner nature, that which makes it what it is, its essence. For 
Aristotle as for Plato, form is the principle by which something can be known, its essence 
recognized, its universal character distinguished within its particular embodiment.

The idea of archetypal or universal forms then underwent a number of important 
developments in the later classical, medieval, and Renaissance periods.

 

2

 

 It became the focus of 
one of the central and most sustained debates of Scholastic philosophy, “the problem of 
universals,” a controversy that both reflected and mediated the evolution of Western thought 
as the locus of intelligible reality gradually shifted from the transcendent to the immanent, 
from the universal to the particular, and ultimately from the divinely given archetypal Form 
(

 

eidos

 

) to the humanly constructed general name (

 

nomina

 

). After a final efflorescence in the 
philosophy and art of the High Renaissance, the concept of archetypes gradually retreated and 
then virtually disappeared with the modern rise of nominalist philosophy and empiricist 
science. The archetypal perspective remained vital principally in the arts, in classical and 
mythological studies, and in Romanticism, as a kind of archaic afterglow. Confined to the 
subjective realm of interior meaning by the dominant Enlightenment world view, it 
continued in this form latent in the modern sensibility. The radiant ascent and dominance of 
modern reason coincided precisely with the eclipse of the archetypal vision. 

Between the triumph of nominalism in the seventeenth century and the rise of depth 
psychology in the twentieth, philosophy brought forth a weighty development, Kant’s 
Copernican revolution in philosophy, that subsequently had major consequences for the form 
in which the archetypal perspective eventually reemerged. With Kant’s critical turn focused 
on discovering those subjective interpretive structures of the mind that order and condition 
all human knowledge and experience, the a priori categories and forms, the Enlightenment 
project underwent a crucial shift in philosophical concern, from the object of knowledge to 
the knowing subject, that influenced virtually every field of modern thought. 

It was not until the turn of the twentieth century that the concept of archetypes, 
foreshadowed by Nietzsche’s vision of the Dionysian and Apollonian principles shaping 
human culture, underwent an unexpected renascence. The immediate matrix of its rebirth 
was the empirical discoveries of depth psychology, first with Freud’s formulations of the 
Oedipus complex, Eros and Thanatos, ego, id, and superego (a “powerful mythology,” as 
Wittgenstein called psychoanalysis), then in an expanded, fully articulated form with the

 

2.  I have examined these several stages in the evolution of the archetypal perspective in the history of Western 
thought at greater length in 

 

The Passion of the Western Mind 

 

(1991; repr. New York: Ballantine, 1993). For the 
Platonic doctrine of archetypal Forms and its complex relationship to Greek myth, see 4–32. For Aristotle’s con-
trasting view of universals, see 55–72. For later classical developments, see 81–87. For Christian, medieval, and 
Renaissance developments, see 106–111, 165–170, 179–191, 200–221.
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work of Jung and archetypal psychology.

 

3

 

 Jung, drawing on Kant’s critical epistemology and 
Freud’s instinct theory yet going beyond both, described archetypes as autonomous primor-
dial forms in the psyche that structure and impel all human experience and behavior. In his 
last formulations influenced by his research on synchronicities, Jung came to regard arche-
types as expressions not only of a collective unconscious shared by all human beings but also 
of a larger matrix of being and meaning that informs and encompasses both the physical 
world and the human psyche.

Finally, further developments of the archetypal perspective emerged in the 
postmodern period, not only in post-Jungian psychology but in other fields such as 
anthropology, mythology, religious studies, philosophy of science, linguistic analysis, 
phenomenology, process philosophy, and feminist scholarship. Advances in understanding 
the role of paradigms, symbols, and metaphors in shaping human experience and cognition 
brought new dimensions to the archetypal understanding. In the crucible of postmodern 
thought, the concept of archetypes was elaborated and critiqued, refined through the 
deconstruction of rigidly essentialist “false universals” and cultural stereotypes, and enriched 
through an increased awareness of archetypes’ fluid, evolving, multivalent, and participatory 
nature. Reflecting many of the above influences, James Hillman sums up the archetypal 
perspective in depth psychology:

Let us then imagine archetypes as the deepest patterns of psychic functioning, 
the roots of the soul governing the perspectives we have of ourselves and the 
world. They are the axiomatic, self-evident images to which psychic life and 
our theories about it ever return. . . . There are many other metaphors for 
describing them: immaterial potentials of structure, like invisible crystals in 
solution or forms in plants that suddenly show forth under certain conditions; 
patterns of instinctual behavior like those in animals that direct actions along 
unswerving paths; the 

 

genres

 

 and 

 

topoi

 

 in literature; the recurring typicalities in 
history; the basic syndromes in psychiatry; the paradigmatic thought models 
in science; the world-wide figures, rituals, and relationships in anthropology.

But one thing is absolutely essential to the notion of archetypes: their 
emotional possessive effect, their bedazzlement of consciousness so that it 
becomes blind to its own stance. By setting up a universe which tends to hold 
everything we do, see, and say in the sway of its cosmos, an archetype is best 
comparable with a God. And Gods, religions sometimes say, are less accessible 

 

3.  Ludwig Wittgenstein, 

 

Lectures and Conversations on Aesthetics, Psychology and Religious Belief

 

, ed. C. Barrett 
(Oxford: Blackwell, 1970), 51; quoted by James Hillman in 

 

Re-Visioning Psychology 

 

(1975: repr., New York: 
HarperPerennial, 1992), 155 and 249, where he provides a depth psychological alternative to Wittgenstein’s 
implied simple Enlightenment contrast of “mythology” with “scientific explanation.” Not only does every fan-
tasy have its archetypal reason, Hillman argues, but every reason has its archetypal fantasy.
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to the senses and to the intellect than they are to the imaginative vision and 
emotion of the soul.

 

4

 

They are cosmic perspectives in which the soul participates. They are the lords 
of its realms of being, the patterns for its mimesis. The soul cannot be, except 
in one of their patterns. All psychic reality is governed by one or another 
archetypal fantasy, given sanction by a God. I cannot but be in them.

 

5

 

There is no place without Gods and no activity that does not enact them. 
Every fantasy, every experience has its archetypal reason. There is nothing that 
does not belong to one God or another.

 

6

 

Archetypes thus can be understood and described in many ways, and much of the 
history of Western thought has evolved and revolved around this very issue. For our present 
purposes, we can define an archetype as a universal principle or force that affects—impels, 
structures, permeates—the human psyche and the world of human experience on many levels. 
One can think of them in mythic terms as gods and goddesses (or what Blake called “the 
Immortals”), in Platonic terms as transcendent first principles and numinous Ideas, or in 
Aristotelian terms as immanent universals and dynamic indwelling forms. One can approach 
them in a Kantian mode as a priori categories of perception and cognition, in Schopenhauerian 
terms as the universal essences of life embodied in great works of art, or in the Nietzschean 
manner as primordial principles symbolizing basic cultural tendencies and modes of being. In 
the twentieth-century context, one can conceive of them in Husserlian terms as essential 
structures of human experience, in Wittgensteinian terms as linguistic family resemblances 
linking disparate but overlapping particulars, in Whiteheadian terms as eternal objects and 
pure potentialities whose ingression informs the unfolding process of reality, or in Kuhnian 
terms as underlying paradigmatic structures that shape scientific understanding and research. 
Finally, with depth psychology, one can approach them in the Freudian mode as primordial 
instincts impelling and structuring biological and psychological processes, or in the Jungian 
manner as fundamental formal principles of the human psyche, universal expressions of a 
collective unconscious and, ultimately, of the 

 

unus mundus

 

. 
In a sense, the idea of archetypes is itself an archetype, an 

 

arche

 

, a continually shape-
shifting principle of principles, with multiple creative inflections and variations through the 
ages as diffracted through different individual and cultural sensibilities. In the course of that 
long evolution, the archetypal idea seems to have come full circle, arriving now in its post-
synchronicity development at a place very closely resembling its ancient origins as cosmic 

 

4.  Hillman, 

 

Re-Visioning Psychology

 

, xix–xx.

5.  Hillman, 

 

Re-Visioning Psychology

 

, 169–70.

6.  Hillman, 

 

Re-Visioning Psychology

 

, 168–69.
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archai

 

 but with its many inflections and potentialities, as well as new dimensions altogether, 
having been unfolded and explored.

We can thus conceive of archetypes as possessing a transcendent and numinous 
quality, yet simultaneously manifesting in specific down-to-earth physical, emotional, and 
cognitive embodiments. They are enduring a priori structures and essences yet are also 
dynamically indeterminate, open to inflection by many contingent factors, cultural and 
biographical, circumstantial and participatory. They are in one sense timeless and above the 
changing flux of phenomena, as in the Platonic understanding, yet in another sense deeply 
malleable, evolving, and open to the widest diversity of creative human enaction. They seem 
to move from both within and without, manifesting as impulses, emotions, images, ideas, and 
interpretive structures in the interior psyche yet also as concrete forms, events, and contexts in 
the external world, including synchronistic phenomena. Finally, they can be discussed and 
thought of in a scientific or philosophical manner as first principles and formal causes, yet also 
be understood at another level in terms of mythic 

 

personae dramatis

 

 that are most adequately 
approached or apprehended through the powers of the poetic imagination or spiritual 
intuition. As Jung noted about his own mode of discourse when discussing the archetypal 
content of psychological phenomena:

It is possible to describe this content in rational, scientific language, but in this 
way one entirely fails to express its living character. Therefore, in describing 
the living processes of the psyche, I deliberately and consciously give 
preference to a dramatic, mythological way of thinking and speaking, because 
this is not only more expressive but also more exact than an abstract scientific 
terminology, which is wont to toy with the notion that its theoretic 
formulations may one fine day be resolved into algebraic equations.

 

7

 

Planetary Archetypes

 

The astrological thesis as developed within the Platonic-Jungian lineage holds that these 
complex, multidimensional archetypes governing the forms of human experience are intelligibly 
connected with the planets and their movements in the heavens. This association is observable 
in a constant coincidence between specific planetary alignments and specific archetypally 
patterned phenomena in human affairs. It is important for what follows that we understand the 
nature of this correspondence between planets and archetypes. It does not appear to be accurate 
to say that astrologers have in essence arbitrarily used the mythological stories of the ancients 
about the gods Jupiter, Saturn, Venus, Mars, Mercury, and the rest to project symbolic meaning 

 

7.  C. G. Jung, “The Syzygy: Anima and Animus” (1948), in 

 

Aion: Researches into the Phenomenology of the Self, 
Collected Works

 

, vol. 9, part ii, par. 25, 13.
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onto the planets, which are in actuality merely neutral material bodies without intrinsic 
significance. Rather, a considerable body of evidence suggests that the movements of the planets 
named Jupiter, Saturn, Venus, Mars, and Mercury tend to coincide with patterns of human 
experience that closely resemble the character of those planets’ mythical counterparts. That is, 
the astrologer’s insight, perhaps intuitive and divinatory in its ancient origins, appears to be 
fundamentally an empirical one. This empiricism is given context and meaning by a mythic, 
archetypal perspective, a perspective that the planetary correlations seem to support and 
illustrate with remarkable consistency. The nature of these correlations presents to the 
astrological researcher what appears to be an orchestrated synthesis combining the precision of 
mathematical astronomy with the psychological complexity of the archetypal imagination, a 
synthesis whose sources seemingly exist a priori within the fabric of the universe.

Here is where the distinction between the ancient philosophical (Platonic) and the 
modern psychological (earlier Jungian) conceptions of archetypes becomes especially relevant. 
Whereas the original Jungian archetypes were primarily considered to be the basic formal 
principles of the human psyche, the original Platonic archetypes were regarded as the essential 
principles of reality itself, rooted in the very nature of the cosmos.

 

8

 

 What separated these two 
views was the long development of Western thought that gradually differentiated a meaning-
giving human subject from a neutral objective world, thereby locating the source of any 
universal principles of meaning exclusively within the human psyche. Integrating these two 
views (much as Jung began to do in his final years under the influence of synchronicities), 
contemporary astrology suggests that archetypes possess a reality that is both objective and 
subjective, one that informs both outer cosmos and inner human psyche, “as above, so below.”

In effect, planetary archetypes are considered to be both “Jungian” (psychological) 
and “Platonic” (metaphysical) in nature: universal essences or forms at once intrinsic to and 
independent of the human mind, that not only endure as timeless universals but are also co-
creatively enacted and recursively affected through human participation. And they are 
regarded as functioning in something like a Pythagorean-Platonic cosmic setting, i.e., in a 

 

8.  An additional difference between Platonic and Jungian archetypes has been emphasized by classical Jungians 
(e.g., Edward Edinger, Marie-Louise von Franz), who regard Platonic principles as inert patterns, as compared with 
Jungian archetypes, which are seen as dynamic agencies in the psyche, independent and autonomous. The problem 
with this simple distinction is that Plato’s archetypal principles are of widely varying kinds, shifting in nature from 
dialogue to dialogue. While some are indeed inert patterns (e.g., the mathematical forms), others possess a spiritual 
dynamism whose epiphanic power transforms the philosopher’s being and whose ontological power moves the cos-
mos (the Good, the Beautiful). Similarly, Plato’s discussion of Eros in 

 

The Symposium

 

 suggests a psychological dyna-
mism not unlike what one would find in a Jungian context (and, in this case, Freudian as well). There is more 
continuity between Plato’s Forms and the ancient gods than the inert-pattern characterization would indicate. 

The dynamism of universal forms becomes fully explicit in Aristotle, but at the expense of their numinosity 
and transcendence. In effect, Jung draws on different aspects of the Platonic and Aristotelian conceptions, inte-
grating these with Freudian-Darwinian instincts and Kantian categories. Jung does not, however, always keep 
these differing and overlapping aspects of archetypes in view or sufficiently distinguished, which has produced 
confusion and controversy in many discussions of Jungian archetypes in recent decades. (See note 10 and the 
appendix at the end of this article.) 
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cosmos pervasively integrated through the workings of a universal intelligence and creative 
principle. What distinguishes the contemporary astrological view is the additional factor of 
human co-creative participation in the concrete expressions of this creative principle, with the 
human being recognized as itself a potentially autonomous embodiment of the cosmos and its 
creative power and intelligence.

In Jungian terms, the astrological evidence suggests that the collective unconscious is 
ultimately embedded in the macrocosm itself, with the planetary motions a synchronistic 
reflection of the unfolding archetypal dynamics of human experience. In Platonic terms, 
astrology affirms the existence of an 

 

anima mundi

 

 informing the cosmos, a world soul in 
which the human psyche participates as a microcosm of the whole. Finally, the Platonic, 
Jungian, and astrological understandings of archetypes are all complexly linked, both 
historically and conceptually, to the archetypal structures, narratives, and figures of ancient 
myth. Thus Campbell’s famous dictum: 

It would not be too much to say that myth is the secret opening through 
which the inexhaustible energies of the cosmos pour into human cultural 
manifestation.

 

9

 

 

So also Jung: “I hold Kerényi to be absolutely right when he says that in the symbol the

 

 world 
itself

 

 is speaking.”

 

10

 

 
For conceptual clarity, then, it is useful to understand these principles in three 

different senses: in the Homeric sense as a primordial deity and mythic figure; in the Platonic 
sense as a cosmic and metaphysical principle; and in the Jungian sense as a psychological 
principle (with its Kantian and Freudian background)—with all of these associated with a 
specific planet. For example, the archetype of Venus can be approached on the Homeric level 
as the Greek mythic figure of Aphrodite, the goddess of beauty and love, the Mesopotamian 
Ishtar, the Roman Venus. On the Platonic level Venus can be understood in terms of the 
metaphysical principle of Eros and the Beautiful. And on the Jungian level Venus can be 
viewed as the psychological tendency to perceive, desire, create, or in some other way 
experience beauty and love, to attract and be attracted, to seek harmony and aesthetic or 
sensuous pleasure, to engage in artistic activity and in romantic and social relations. These 
different levels or senses are distinguished here only to suggest the inherent complexity of 
archetypes, which must be formulated not as literal concretely definable entities but rather as 
dynamic potentialities and essences of meaning that cannot be localized or restricted to a 
specific dimension.

 

9.  Joseph Campbell, 

 

The Hero with a Thousand Faces

 

 (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1949), 3. 

10.  C. G. Jung, “The Psychology of the Child Archetype” (1940), in 

 

The Archetypes and the Collective Uncon-
scious,

 

 

 

Collected Works

 

, vol. 9, part i, par. 291, 173 (emphasis in original). Jung’s reference is to Karl Kerényi’s 
companion essay, “The Primordial Child in Primordial Times.” Please see the appendix at the end of this article 
for more on the complex nature of Jungian archetypes, their Kantian background, and the important ways in 
which Jung’s formulation of synchronicity both retained and transcended these Kantian limitations.
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Finally, alongside this essential 

 

multidimensionality

 

 of archetypes is their equally 
essential 

 

multivalence

 

. The Saturn archetype can express itself as judgment but also as old age, 
as tradition but also as oppression, as time but also as mortality, as depression but also as 
discipline, as gravity in the sense of heaviness and weight but also as gravity in the sense of 
seriousness and dignity. Thus Jung:

The ground principles, the 

 

archai

 

, of the unconscious are indescribable 
because of their wealth of reference, although in themselves recognizable. The 
discriminating intellect naturally keeps on trying to establish their singleness 
of meaning and thus misses the essential point; for what we can above all 
establish as the one thing consistent with their nature is their manifold 
meaning, their almost limitless wealth of reference, which makes any 
unilateral formulation impossible.

 

11

 

It seems to be specifically the multivalent potentiality that is intrinsic to the planetary 
archetypes—their dynamic indeterminacy—that opens up ontological space for the human 
being’s full co-creative participation in the unfolding of individual life, history, and the 
cosmic process. It is just this combination of archetypal multivalence and an autonomous 
participatory self that engenders the possibility of a genuinely open universe. The resulting 
cosmological metastructure is still Pythagorean-Platonic in essential ways, but the relationship 
of the human self and the cosmic principles has undergone a metamorphosis that fully reflects 
and integrates the enormous modern and postmodern developments. 

Our philosophical understanding of archetypes, our scientific understanding of the 
cosmos, and our psychological understanding of the self have all undergone a profound 
evolution in the course of history, and they have done so in complexly interconnected ways at 
each stage in this development. Our 

 

experience

 

 of all these has evolved, century by century, 
and thus our theories have as well.

 

11.  C. G. Jung, “Archetypes of the Collective Unconscious” (1934), 

 

Collected Works

 

, vol. 9, part i, par. 80, 38.
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Appendix

 

When Jung made statements such as “in the symbol the world itself is speaking,” or 
“Synchronicity postulates a meaning which is a priori in relation to human consciousness and 
apparently exists outside man,” it is clear that he had transcended the Kantian epistemological 
framework with its decisive division between subjectively structured phenomena and unknowable 
noumena (things-in-themselves beyond the reach of human subjectivity).

 

12

 

 Archetypes whose 
meaning could be said to “exist outside man,” informing both the human psyche and the “world 
itself,” were clearly not bound by the Kantian structure of knowledge and reality. 

Yet in his own mind, as reflected in many statements both public and private, Jung 
loyally upheld the Kantian framework throughout his life, and never ceased insisting on its 
essential relevance and validity for his findings. The paradoxes, contradictions, and confusions 
of the Jung-Kant relationship deeply affected important dialogues in which Jung participated in 
the course of his life, and have riddled Jung scholarship for decades.

 

13

 

Certainly Jung's continuing loyalty to Kant was biographically understandable, given not 
only the enduring effect of reading Kant and Schopenhauer (his entrée to Kant) in his youth, but 
also the cultural and intellectual context in which he worked throughout his life. From the 
beginning of Jung's career, Kant's thought provided Jung with crucial philosophical protection 
vis-à-vis conventional scientific critiques of his findings. Jung could always defend his 
controversial discussions of spiritual phenomena and religious experience by saying that these 
were empirical data revealing the structure of the human mind, with no necessary metaphysical 
implications. But as many commentators have noted, not only did Jung often make statements 
with vivid metaphysical implications and assumptions, but in addition the Kantian framework 
became less and less capable of assimilating the discoveries and theoretical advances of Jung's later 
work, particularly in the area of synchronicity and what he now called the “psychoid” (psyche-
like) archetype that he saw as informing both psyche and matter, challenging the absoluteness of 
the modern subject-object dichotomy. As a result, his statements concerning these 
epistemological and metaphysical issues became increasingly ambiguous and self-contradictory.

 

14

 

 I believe there was a further reason that the later Jung invoked the Kantian framework 
so often when he discussed archetypes. If I can try to sum up a complex situation briefly, it 
would seem that Jung unwittingly conflated the issue of archetypal multivalence with the issue 
of whether archetypes could be directly knowable. On the one hand, Jung recognized and often 
stressed the fact that archetypes are always observed and experienced in a diverse multiplicity of 

 

12. C. G. Jung, 

 

Synchronicity: An Acausal Connecting Principle

 

 (1952), 

 

Collected Works,

 

 vol. 8, par. 942, 501–502.

13. See, for example, Stephanie de Voogd, “C. G. Jung: Psychologist of the Future, ‘Philosopher’ of the Past,” 

 

Spring 1977: An Annual of Archetypal Psychology and Jungian Thought, 

 

175–182; Barbara Eckman, “Jung, Hegel, 
and the Subjective Universe,” 

 

Spring 1986: An Annual of Archetypal Psychology and Jungian Thought, 

 

88–99; as 
well as many contributions from Wolfgang Giegerich.

14. See, for example, Sean Kelly's insightful discussion from the Hegelian perspective in 

 

Individuation and the 
Absolute 

 

(New York: Paulist Press, 1993), 15–37.
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possible concrete embodiments, so that the full essence and meaning of the archetype must be 
regarded as fundamentally transcending its many particular manifestations. On the other hand, 
however, he often conflated this crucial insight with the quite separate epistemological issue of 
whether archetypes can be directly experienced and known as principles that transcend the 
human psyche, or only indirectly inferred by observing the configurations of psychological 
phenomena which are structured by archetypes that are ultimately “unknowable” in themselves 
(noumena). In his understandable attempt to preserve the multivalent indeterminacy of 
archetypes, transcending every particular embodiment, Jung called upon a Kantian framework 
of phenomenon and noumenon that entailed the unknowability of the archetypes in themselves, 
their humanly unreachable essence beyond every diverse manifestation. 

 Jung seems not to have fully grasped the epistemological and ontological possibility of 
a genuine direct participation (in both the Platonic sense and the contemporary sense of co-
creative enaction) in a dynamically multivalent archetype that in some sense remains 
indeterminate until concretely enacted. This theoretical limitation also informed and, I believe, 
helped produce Jung's many contradictory and confusing statements about the unconscious 
and the psyche, and about various metaphysical and spiritual issues such as God and the God-
image, that fueled his famous controversies with Martin Buber and Fr. Victor White.

 Jung's occasional unclarity about the nature of archetypes seems also to have been 
increased by his unconscious conflation of two different Kantian ideas in his discussions of 
archetypes. Jung saw archetypes on the one hand as a priori forms and categories, and on the 
other hand as unknowable transcendent noumena that exist behind and beyond all 
phenomena (a point made by de Voogd, op. cit.). Thus for Jung, archetypes were essentially 
fulfilling both functions in the Kantian framework-categories of experience and noumenal 
things-in-themselves-but he did not seem aware that he moved back and forth between these 
two separate functions in his various statements and formulations. 

 Doubtless part of the confusion underlying Jung's many discussions of archetypes 
reflects the extremely complex and enigmatic problem of projection-namely, how constellated 
archetypes can configure our lived reality and give meaning to our experience not only by 
shaping and constituting our perceptions but also, at times, by deeply distorting them. This 
issue is connected with another, equally complex and enigmatic. For in the background of 
Jung's conflicting philosophical loyalties and statements loomed his lifelong struggle with the 
disenchanted modern cosmos, which he both took seriously and saw through, and which had 
similarly shaped and confused Kant's philosophical struggles and formulations. Against the 
overwhelming contemporary scientific consensus concerning the disenchanted nature of the 
cosmos and the workings of nature, Jung could never be quite sure how much trust he should 
place in his spiritually revelatory observations and intuitions concerning a world embedded 
with purpose and meaning, despite the fact that the data repeatedly seemed to break out of a 
subjectivist or psychologistic confinement. So he hedged his bets by frequent allusions to 
Kant's philosophical strictures (while reminding scientists they were in no different a position 
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with their materialistic presuppositions). Jung's many ambiguous and contradictory statements 
about astrology reflect this same inner struggle with the disenchanted modern cosmos. 

 Since Jung's death, the extraordinary expansion of astrological research and evidence 
compared with the more limited astrological data Jung was working with in his own lifetime, 
combined with a deeper philosophical and psychological understanding of the complex 
ontology and epistemology of archetypes, has helped to clarify the challenging issues with 
which he was increasingly confronted with each passing decade of his life and work. These 
issues have important philosophical implications beyond the fields of psychology and 
astrology. I believe that many of the major points of conflict and ambiguity within the 
postmodern mind concerning the social construction of knowledge, projection, subjectivism, 
relativism, pluralism, and participation will be helpfully illuminated by these developments in 
the archetypal astrological field. 
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