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What are the implications of C.G. Jung’s theories for the study of myth and the 

sacred? 

In writing this essay I am hoping to discuss not only the considerable 

influence that C.G. Jung’s theories have had on the study of myth and the sacred 

during the second half of the twentieth century, but also the implications of these 

theories for my own search for knowledge and understanding. Taking into account 

that Jung produced a huge body of highly complex work, I wish to focus principally 

on his theory of individuation and the split between the sacred and the secular in 

our human nature. I also hope to demonstrate that, although working within the 

realm of science and empiricism, Jung’s theories often reflect a deeply personal 

psychology and as such must be considered within this context. Indeed, I would 

ask to what extent the study of the sacred or search for the divine must always be 

a personal endeavour. In view of this question I hope, too, to be able to enrich the 

reader’s understanding of Jung through my own connection to the material.  

On looking through our list of questions for our first essay, I was immediately 

drawn to the question on Jung. Despite some inner conflict owing to what I 

perceived as the difficulty of some of his ideas, I nevertheless followed my intuition 

and settled on this subject. This was largely due to my strong feeling for the mythic 

and mystical quality of his autobiography, Memories, Dreams, Reflections, which 

was given to me by a much-loved aunt, Marcelle, shortly before she passed away. 

I fell in love with this book upon my first reading as it seemed, through its highly 

poetic and numinous narrative, to speak to a hidden part of myself. I have 

henceforth always connected this text, which reveals the deeply spiritual nature 

of Jung, with my aunt who was also a very religious woman. I remember that when 

I was still quite young, I already had the impression of my aunt as a gentle, wise 

soul who appeared to be both fully in the everyday world and also at the same time 

deeply connected to a more mysterious inner reality. It seemed to me that she lived 

as if perfectly poised between these two worlds, her very nature pointing “the way 

to the gates of the sun and to the land of dreams” (Jung, 1961, p.254). Therefore, 

in deciding to embark on this journey of coming to know more intimately the world 
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of Jung and his followers, I ultimately hoped to draw closer to both my aunt and 

the more numinous world that she embodied.  

Certainly, for myself and for many others I’m sure, Jung stands as a light in the 

darkness of the modern world.  He represents a stream of knowing that is timeless; 

a perennial philosophy which has passed unbroken from Moses, through 

Pythagoras and Plato and on to psychologists such as Jung and Henry Corbin in 

the twentieth century. In the case of Jung, not only did he play a vital role in the 

development of modern psychology and psychiatry, but also his interest in 

symbols, mythology, dreams and the metaphysical clearly distinguishes him from 

his contemporaries and the era in which he lived. Indeed, if modernity can be 

characterised by “objective, scientific detachment” and a split between the secular 

and the sacred, then Jung can be said to be responsible for trying to bridge this 

divide and for bringing this intuitive wisdom, or gnosis, into contemporary 

language (McGilchrist, 2009, p.350).  

Underlying the modernist attitude was the extraordinary change in European 

thought that occurred during the time of the Enlightenment. The philosophy of 

the Enlightenment emphasised scientific materialism, “independent as far as 

possible of the ‘confounding’ effects of whatever is personal or intuitive, or 

whatever cannot be made explicit and rationally defended” (McGilchrist, 2009, 

p.350). This cultural shift led not only to the loss of our sense of awe and wonder, 

argues Iain McGilchrist, but also to a fundamental “mistrust of metaphor; 

alienation from the embodied world of the flesh, and a consequent cerebralisation 

of life and experience” (McGilchrist, 2009, p.337), what Max Weber memorably 

conceived of as the “disenchantment” of the world (Weber, 1917).  

Jung’s recognition of this loss of meaning in our scientific age certainly underpins 

much of his work. As such, it was one of the first threads through which I began 

to connect my own personal reflective narrative. His confession that “my whole 

being was seeking something still unknown which might confer meaning upon the 

banality of life” (Jung, 1961, p.189) is a sentiment which I believe is mirrored in 

my own longing for a sense of the divine in the world. I feel certain that it is as a 

result of this desire and as a response to the peculiarly rational society in which 
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we live, that I found myself as a young adult immersed in the New Age movement 

of gurus, yoga and eastern mysticism which culminated in an extended period of 

living and working at a spiritual retreat centre in Spain. However, at some point 

it became evident to me that it was not enough to have people’s claims of 

“enlightenment” as my guide, and consequently in deciding to undertake this MA, 

I honoured a need for greater rigour in my thinking and also for the tools to 

understand these questions for myself. Similarly, in my research for this essay I 

have come to see how Jung’s quest for knowledge has come out of personal 

incidents and realisations. The central themes of his work therefore are ones 

which reflect the questions that he asks himself as a child and as a young man, 

“The work is the expression of my inner development; for commitment to the 

contents of the unconscious forms the man and produces his transformations” 

(Jung, 1961, p.249).  

Thus, in starting out in my own personal search for the sacred, I began to see how 

my mythopoetic narrative might reflect to some extent Jung’s own journey of 

transformation.  In this way Jung’s attempt to reconcile the split between the 

material and the spiritual becomes deeply symbolic of my own sense of inner 

fragmentation and my struggle with relating to and being in a “disenchanted” 

world. In view of this, his writing takes on an added meaning for me. For Jung, 

even as a young child this division is present and is embodied in his No.1 and No.2 

personalities (Jung, 1961, p.62). This inner division becomes gradually more 

apparent as he leaves childhood behind and moves to the city:  

What I was now getting to know as reality belonged to an order of 

things different from the view of the world I had grown up with 

in the country, among rivers and woods, among men and animals 

in a small village bathed in sunlight … It was … “God’s world”, so 

ordered by Him and filled with secret meaning. (Jung, 1961, p.85) 

The reason why I have cited this in full is to highlight the split that Jung felt in 

the world from his earliest years and thus the context for his life’s work in 

attempting to heal this divide in our human consciousness. Thus, although Jung 

was working within the scientific tradition, he perceived that human significance 

was constructed in a different way to scientific rationality. At the very core of his 

psychological system was the belief that man possesses a soul, and it was the 
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marginalisation of this within the natural sciences that needed to be readdressed, 

“It was universally believed […] that the soul is a substance. Indeed, mankind as 

a whole has held this belief from its earliest beginnings, and it was left for the 

second half of the nineteenth century to develop a ‘psychology without the soul’” 

(Jung, 1960, p.437). Therefore, it is arguable that Jung introduces the concept of 

the soul into the vocabulary of the psychiatric profession and in seeing himself as 

a “doctor of the soul” he set out on a path untrodden in the post-enlightenment era 

(Jung, 1961, p.382).  

Furthermore, Jung believed that knowledge of the soul and the inner world was 

not achieved through rational thinking, but rather through an inner knowing and 

through contemplating images revealed in myths, dreams and symbols, which 

stem from the collective unconscious (Hyde, 1992, p.74).  A concept first introduced 

by Jung, the collective unconscious has been described by Jacob Needleman as 

“the ancient, ancestral psychic life lying beneath the surface of the individual ego” 

and is central to Jung’s therapeutic process of individuation (1975, p.130). A 

process of self-development, individuation can be explained as the method through 

which “an individual integrates the many facets of the psyche to become him or 

herself – an individual […] with a sense of psychic wholeness” (Hyde, 1992, p.180).  

This realisation of “wholeness” in the psyche, also named the self, is both universal 

and yet unique to the individual. It is worth noting also, that whilst Jung is careful 

to place his theories within a scientific framework, there is no absence of the 

sacred, rather for Jung, neurosis is often a consequence of its negation:  

I have frequently seen people become neurotic when they content 

themselves with inadequate or wrong answers to the questions of 

life … Such people are usually confined within too narrow a 

spiritual horizon. Their life has not sufficient content, sufficient 

meaning. (Jung, 1961, p.162) 

I have quoted this long passage because for me it clearly indicates both Jung’s 

work to understand the human psyche from a scientific perspective and also his 

acknowledgement of man as a spiritual being. Indeed, Jung sometimes seems to 

suggest that the process of self-realisation is essentially a religious one through 

which the individual eventually comes to know the divine, “the symbolism of 

psychic wholeness coincides with the God-image” (Jung, 1951, para. 308). Jung’s 
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own journey of individuation is described in metaphysical terms in The Red Book 

(2009), in which he details the hellish “descent” into the realms of his unconscious 

through which he comes to know his soul and “the spirit of the depths”, that is his 

No. 2 personality. This profound experience became essential to his development 

of his theory of individuation as he relates in his autobiography: 

 “The years when I was pursuing my inner images were the most 

important in my life – in them everything essential was decided. 

It all began then; the later details are only supplements and 

clarifications of the material that burst forth from the 

unconscious” (Jung, 1961, p.225).  

Although it was not at first well received by the Jungian community, I would agree 

with Murray Stein when he remarks that The Red Book is vital to any complete 

understanding of Jung’s psychology, “we can’t get the depth and best of Jung 

unless we go deeply into The Red Book” (2018). In this same interview with Stein, 

Peter Kingsley maintains that The Red Book represents the imaginal side of 

Jung’s nature, and thus to split this from his more scientific and reasoned 

Collected Works would be to misunderstand the central thrust of Jung’s work, that 

is the drive towards wholeness and the bringing together of the two opposing sides 

of human nature (2018). Indeed, in Jung’s willingness to submit himself to the 

imagination, “to see the reality behind the reality” (Kingsley, 2018) and to be led 

by the symbol to personally go down into those dark places, at the expense of 

reason and even risking undermining the integrity of some of his theories, we are 

able to grasp the essence of what makes The Red Book so different from his other 

works. Therefore, I would suggest that although a scientific framework is desirable 

to guide the process of self-development, this needs to be shaped by a personal 

“confrontation with the unconscious” such as is described in The Red Book (Jung, 

1961). Finally, it is interesting to note that at the end of his life and in despair, 

Jung told his followers that they must “find their own dead” rather than trying to 

appropriate his dead or imitate his life and work (Jung, as quoted by Kingsley, 

2018). Again, from Jung’s perspective, it seems that it is imperative that we 

connect to our individual unconscious, our own “source of higher wisdom”, in order 

to know all that we truly are and find our own unique path to the divine mystery 

(Shamdasani, 2009, 9%).   
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In reflecting upon The Red Book, I also recall my own narrative as I am reminded 

of the Learning Journal which we must prepare for this MA. Shortly after 

beginning the course and whilst rereading Memories, Dreams, Reflections I began 

this journal, recording my dreams and painting and reflecting on some of their 

images as Jung did. I feel that in beginning this project, the different spheres of 

my life come into ever greater balance. I am both in the secular world and yet also 

listening closely to my own No.2 personality, my imaginative realm and my 

dreams. I realise now that this is perhaps the point in which my learning enters 

“into the world of mystery, into the esoteric dimension” (Corbin, 1973). Lastly, I 

sense that if one can have a personal myth, then perhaps Jung’s autobiography is 

it, for it has travelled with me everywhere ever since my aunt passed away; from 

the secular world to the spiritual and back again, to ultimately a middle way that 

I find here in Canterbury. It has come to embody both the deep wisdom of my aunt 

and the luminous intellect of Jung, both of whom have become like guides on my 

ongoing spiritual journey.  

Indeed, Jung places great emphasis on myth and symbols as the means through 

which the human and the divine could be brought together, “myths are first and 

foremost psychic phenomena that reveal the nature of the soul” (Jung, 1959, p.6). 

They also powerfully convey through the imagination the inner journey of the 

individual to wholeness and self-realisation. Jung characterises this path as one 

which is followed by few, rather than the many, precisely because of the difficulties 

and loneliness which come from leaving the safety of the majority and starting out 

on a solitary path.  Typically, the hero is compelled by an inner voice, calling him 

to his “vocation”. This is the voice of a “fuller life, of a wider, more comprehensive 

consciousness” (Jung, 1957, par.318). This appeal to myth and the archetypal 

hero’s journey thus can be seen as a door through which we seem to glimpse the 

light of another, more soulful world. It seems to point to a deeper truth about the 

nature of man and reality, a sacred knowledge which stands in direct opposition 

to the scientific rationale of our post-Enlightenment world. As a timeless call to 

recognise the spiritual nature of consciousness, Jung’s contribution to western 

thought therefore reaches far beyond his own work and the field of psychiatry 
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reverberating through the work of his followers in the second half of the twentieth 

century and into modern consciousness.  

Indeed, if “myths express our awe and wonder that our existence has come to be” 

(Milne, 2018), then Joseph Campbell would surely be one writer who embodies 

this. Often described as a disciple of Jung, Campbell was a comparative 

mythologist whose writing is clearly influenced by Jung’s work and in particular 

his theory of individuation.  In discussing the work of Campbell, I am aware that 

within the scholarly community he is not always held in high regard, and indeed 

his work is seen by many as populist as opposed to academic. However, I believe 

that like Jung, Campbell had a desire to reenchant the desacralized world and as 

such he brought mythology in particular to a whole new audience. Nevertheless, I 

recognise the limitations of his work, and in particular the obvious fact that he is 

a mythologist as opposed to a psychiatrist. Hence, although there are parallels 

between Campbell and Jung, there are also crucial differences.  

Occurring during the second half of life, as did Jung’s hero journey, the 

mythological adventure as put forward by Campbell symbolises the journey from 

ego consciousness to the unconscious, and tends to follow the outline which as he 

explains is “a magnification of the formula represented in the rites of passage: 

separation – initiation – return: which might be named the nuclear unit of the 

monomyth” (Campbell, 1949, p.30). Like Jung, Campbell recognises that the 

human psyche is “split in two” and as such man must endeavour to reconnect with 

his soul in order to bring these two opposing elements together (Campbell, 1949, 

p.388). However, as Robert Segal points out, whilst Jung’s hero returns home to 

integrate what he has learnt in to ordinary life, Campbell’s hero “surrenders to 

the unconscious” and returns to a new world of “mystical oneness” (Segal, 2004, 

p.108) where the divine and the everyday worlds are as one, “The essence of oneself 

and the essence of the world: these two are one. Hence separateness, withdrawal, 

is no longer necessary” (Campbell, 1949, p.386).  

Thus, whilst Jung argues that the function of myth is to restore a healthy balance 

between the conscious and the unconscious, Campbell seems to differ from that in 

his emphasis on mysticism and eastern philosophy, “mythology opens up the world 
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so that is becomes transparent to something that is beyond speech, beyond words, 

in short to what we call transcendence” (Campbell, 1949, p.40). As Segal claims, 

this is an important distinction which reflects Jung’s belief that, whilst myth may 

help in the process of reintroducing the numinous into the conscious mind, it is 

not essential and moreover “it must be used with therapy” (Segal, 1987, p.133).  

Hence whilst Jung writes about myth within the context of his theory of 

individuation, which grounds it firmly within the sphere of psychiatry, Campbell 

seems to drift into ever more abstract ideas, which as David Tacey argues seem to 

encourage “personal narcissism and peak experience” (2001, p.110). In view of this, 

popular spirituality as put forward by someone like Campbell, which encourages 

the individual to follow his or her “bliss” and “find power from myth” (Tacey, 2001, 

p.110) seems to take advantage of the great need that has arisen in society for the 

sacred and the mythic. Indeed, as Tacey remarks rather scathingly, “it turns 

Jung’s voyage of individuation and self-discovery into…an exotic mystery tour. 

Instead of transcending the ego, the human ego is grotesquely inflated” (2001, 

p.23).  

Tacey is similarly critical of the work of the archetypal psychologist, James 

Hillman, whom he sees as encouraging the individual to indulge in the imaginal 

world of the unconscious without returning to reintegrate all that he has learnt 

into the everyday (Tacey, 2014, p.480). However, as with the work of Joseph 

Campbell I believe that there is significant value to be found in the work of a 

thinker such as Hillman, who although moving beyond the sphere of traditional 

Jungian psychoanalysis, offers the reader a compelling vision of the world 

“ensouled”. For just as the work of Campbell arguably inspired and opened up 

mythology to a new generation, so too has Hillman in his work demonstrated the 

power of culture, literature and art to reconnect us with an intuitive and 

imaginative mode of being. In his lovely book, The Thought of the Heart and the 

Soul of the World, Hillman advocates a “restoration of soul to world” (1992, p. 116) 

as an antidote to a literalist world and to the scientism of psychoanalysis. He 

builds on Jung’s work on the importance of the symbol and the imagination to call 

for a more sacred understanding of psychotherapy: “to move with the heart toward 



Alice Winborn 
 

9 
 

the world shifts psychotherapy from conceiving itself as a science to imagining 

itself more like an aesthetic activity” (Hillman, 1992, p. 112). This move from a 

rationalist, more pragmatic mode of understanding the psyche to a more 

imaginative, richer mode of knowing is central to Hillman’s thought. However, for 

those critics coming from a stricter psychoanalytic background such as Tacey, 

Hillman’s position is a difficult, even dangerous one as it seems to reject Jung’s 

process of individuation and with it the understanding of the psyche and its 

potential for both luminosity and darkness. Indeed, Tacey argues that “instead of 

moral or spiritual development, Hillman sought aesthetic satisfaction. The 

everyday world of psychic life, and the problems of clinical practice had been 

ignored” (Tacey, 2001, p.120).  

I myself am undecided in my position on Hillman in relation to Jung’s theories. I 

do however, recognise the truth in the words of Angela Voss when she points out 

that “to read the world symbolically requires [an ethical] commitment” (2015). 

Certainly, the importance of being able to “draw ethical conclusions” from our 

encounters with the imagination and with the soul, and to “realise them in actual 

life” as Jung writes, is in my opinion of vital importance to any genuine spiritual 

growth (1961, p.218). In view of this I would agree with Jung in the final analysis 

that it is only through both a “confrontation with the unconscious” and a 

“confrontation with the world” (Shamdasani, 2009, 13%) that we can hope to 

achieve a balance between the two poles of our nature. In taking this view point I 

am aware that I am drawing largely from my own personal experience as shown 

in this essay, however, it seems clear that to disregard this balance, is to deny an 

opening for inner unity or oneness,   

“The images of the unconscious place a great responsibility upon 

a man. Failure to understand them, or a shirking of ethical 

responsibility, deprives him of his wholeness and imposes a 

painful fragmentariness on his life” (Jung, 1961, p.218). 

 

Finally, I think that it is worth noting perhaps an obvious point that the process 

of individuation or rather any search for the divine, is necessarily a difficult task, 

something Jung himself acknowledged, “[individuation is] experienced only by 
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those who have gone through the wearisome but … indispensable business of 

coming to terms with the unconscious components of the personality” (1960, 

p.290). Undoubtedly then, genuine individuation is a “rare occurrence” and as such 

I would argue that whilst thinkers such as Campbell and Hillman are perhaps less 

integrative in their approach and certainly pay far less heed to scientific 

rationality than Jung, their development of Jung’s theory of individuation through 

mythology and the imagination respectively can be seen as an enrichment of 

Jung’s ideas and is consequently one which is appealing to many readers (Jung, 

1960, p.290). In view of this then, although Jung’s work is without a doubt central 

to any study of the sacred in the second half of the twentieth century, it seems 

natural that his theories will be interpreted by his followers in light of their own 

interests and personal experience. Indeed, it seems that when the heart is called 

to a particular vision, we are compelled to follow where it leads.   

In this vein, as I was listening to a lecture given by Belinda Hunt, I was struck 

particularly by her words, “there is no one in this world who is not looking for God” 

(2015) and it seems to me that this is felt even more acutely in our secular, 

rationalist society. We live in an age as Jung said, “trying to find its soul” (Jung, 

as quoted by Vernon, 2011) and thus it would seem to be appropriate for people to 

find their own way through this mystery, in whichever or whatever way that they 

can. As such there must be more than one way of knowing open to seekers and the 

theories of Jung and his followers can ultimately only be seen as a starting point 

for what is essentially a private journey. 

To conclude, I return again, to my own narrative and my feeling is that I am only 

just beginning to catch sight of something that has previously been in shadow. I 

recognise that whilst Jung’s work represents a momentous scientific achievement, 

I connect to him most deeply as a religious figure, a mystic and a guide on this 

journey, just as my aunt has been. Thus, whilst I appreciate the importance of 

Jung’s theory of individuation in providing a psychological framework for my own 

ongoing search for “physic wholeness” (Jung, 1961, p. 192), I also see that at some 

point, we must be able to trust that we are being led on this path and that our 

lives develop “naturally and by destiny” (Jung, 1961, p.392) or as Rumi so 
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eloquently writes, “my beauty, you have no need for a guide. The one who follows 

and the one who leads are inseparable as the moon and the circle around it” (1999, 

Loc. 449). 

(4,111 words) 
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