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About the IAJS 

Founded in 2002, the IAJS exists to promote and develop Jungian, post-Jungian, and 

nee-Jungian studies and scholarship on an international basis and is highly 

interdisciplinary. Through ongoing engagement of what concerns our immediate world, 

the IAJS aims to aid the understanding of contemporary cultural trends and the history 

of psychological and cultural tendencies. For example, the association promotes: 

• Scholarship relating analytical psychology to the arts and humanities, social 

sciences and philosophy, as well as clinical, methodological, theoretical, and empirical 

research

• The application of the concepts of Jungian and post-Jungian analytical 

psychology to literature, theatre, film and media studies, and religion

• Applications in medicine, physics, and the philosophy and history of science

• Practice-based research in education, culture, therapy, and the arts

Activities 

The IAJS is set up to promote its scholarly professional journal, the International 

Journal of Jungian Studies , organize conferences, facilitate academic exchange, 

maintain a website, have numerous yearly seminars for its members through different 

formats 

(both live via videoconferencing and discussing readings over time), and keep in 

contact with existing professional organizations of Jungian analysts and 

psychotherapists worldwide. It is committed to the ideals of academic freedom and 

equal opportunities, and pursuing venues for scholarly publishing as an important 

method of disseminating research. 

Membership 

Membership is open to those from any discipline regardless of degree or profession, 

artistic, spiritual, or cultural practice, including analysts, psychotherapists, academics, 

instructors, independent scholars, artists, and students with an interest in Jungian, 

post-Jungian, and contemporary psychoanalytic studies at a scholarly level. All 

members have equal voting rights. Masters and doctoral students and candidates 

undertaking clinical trainings may pay dues at a reduced rate. Please visit 

Jungstudies.net for details. 
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About the IAJS 

Awards Program 

The IAJS established the first international annual awards program in the history of 

Jung scholarship in 2018. Its aim is to recognize the best of academic scholarship, 

analytic and psychotherapeutic practice, and outstanding contributions to the field of 

depth psychology and the analytical psychology community worldwide without 

political partisanship. 

C.G.J ung Award

The Jung Award honors recipients who have made significant international 

contributions in scholarship, leadership, service, mentorship, clinical praxis, renovation, 

and/or lifetime achievement in analytical psychology and/or post-Jungian studies. The 

recipient receives an award plaque and all expenses paid to deliver the CG.Jung 

Keynote Address at IAJS sponsored international conferences. 

The first recipient is Andrew Samuels who will be awarded this honor for lifetime 

achievement at our 2021 conference held in Pittsburgh, PA at Duquesne University. 

IAJS Book Awards 

This award is given in 2 categories: Best (1) Authored book, and (2) Edited book. These 

prizes are democratically voted upon by a book awards committee. Book awards are 

given annually and the recipients are mailed award plaques. Call for nominations are 

made public in January of every year. Both publishers and authors can nominate and 

send books to the awards committee for consideration for the prize. Finalists are 

determined by the spring and winners are announced in late fall of each year. 

International Journal of Jungian Studies Best Article of the Year 

This scholarly or research award is chosen by the Editors of the IJJS. The recipient(s) 

are announced each year and receive an award plaque via mail. 
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In anticipation of the IAJS Triannual Conference from March 18-21, 2021, which will be 

held online due to the pandemic, this volume collects writings from Jungian scholars 

and clinicians who are delivering plenary sessions at the conference including the C.G. 

Jung Keynote Address given by Andrew Samuels, and who is the first recipient of the 

CG.Jung Award established by the IAJS. All presentations will be delivered in real time 

via Zoom and future recordings of the venue will be made available to the public. 

This year's conference theme is on analytical psychology and the human sciences. It is 

being organized and co-sponsored by the Department of Psychology at Duquesne 

University, Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, USA chaired by Roger Brooke, who is also a 

professor in the psychology department and a contributor to this project. 

Both Duquesne University and Jungian psychology have been pioneers in the 

development of psychology as an indigenously human science, in the tradition known 

as the Geisteswissenschaften. Both are concerned primarily with questions of meaning, 

of evidence for descriptive and interpretative methods, self-reflection on our own 

psychological and social foundations, and what it means to be a person embedded in 

cultural history and language-embodied, gendered, and conscious. This conference is 

an opportunity for these mutual influences to be explored and celebrated, and for us to 

appreciate others whose work we have enjoyed and benefited from. 

e 



Q Introduction: Jungian 

Contributions to the Human 

Sciences 

Psychology as a human science is a broad field in which there are several traditions, 

most notably psychoanalysis, phenomenology, hermeneutics, existentialism, feminist 

and post-colonial critique, deconstructive praxis, semiotics, critical race theory, 

transgendered thought, and postmodern paradigms. 

It was Dilthey who proposed the distinction between the human sciences based upon 

investigating and understanding the motivations and meanings inherent to the 

experiential subject or human being versus that of the natural sciences, which is 

concerned with the impersonal forces and organizations of nature. Whereas the 

Geisteswissenschaften focus on the science of mental processes and social systems 

within a class of human events, the Naturwissenschafhten focus on the domain of the 

natural world. Therefore, the bifurcation that is often forged between the human and 

natural sciences takes as its premise that nature and human experience are mutually 

exclusive categories. However, the distinction lies in the methodology and discourse 

each discipline employs. What was crucial for Dilthey in positing distinctions between 

the natural and human sciences is the pivotal concept of "lived experience" (Erlebnis  ), 

the irreducibility of subjectivity that prereflectively (unconsciously) encounters the 

immediate presence of reality, that which is present "to me" as an internal sense, not as 

a given external object or datum of consciousness, but as an immediate internal 

mediacy. Here the subject-object distinction is obscured, if not sutured: Psyche is the 

lifeworld (Lebenswelt). 

Our first chapter is by Roger Brooke, who is renowned for his work on Jung and 

phenomenology, having virtually introduced the field to Jung's phenomenological 

psychology several decades ago. Here Brooke introduces us to one of Jung's most 

celebrated concepts in his entire system: the notion of archetypes. Jung's central 

theoretical concept is discussed in depth, exploring the history of the concept and its 

various definitions and conceptualizations. The assumption guiding this critical 

discussion is that Jung was always "onto something;· even when his expression 

struggled and when some formulations were incompatible with others. Discussing the 

archetype with this assumption means finding a way to respect and even integrate two 

broadly discrepant conceptualizations that are found across Jung's writings. 

0 
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Introduction 

The first,consistent with the introduction of the term in his 1919 essay, Instinct and the 

Unconscious, is to conceive the archetypes as biologically based drives, or propensities, 

to organize experience and behavior in species specifically human ways, setting the 

outer Limits of what it is possible for human beings to imagine and accomplish. In this 

way, the archetypes are genetically inherited human potentials which are realized in 

relation to the human world. The second approach is to conceive the archetypes as 

unconscious cores of meaning within the images themselves, which means that 

archetypal images point inwards, deeper into the images themselves, towards their own 

ineffable interiority. In this perspective the archetypes can only ever be approached 

hermeneutically, as there is always more to understand and say. Each of these 

perspectives seems incompatible with, and critical of, the other. The hermeneutic 

approach is critical of the reification and biological reductionism implied in the 

biological approach; the biological approach is critical of the disembodied character of 

hermeneutic thinking in relation to archetypes and the obvious embodiment of human 

Life. 

A revisited discussion of Jung's ethology and the hermeneutic critique, including that of 

James Hillman, Leads to an existential theoretical perspective, in which we can endorse 

Jung's ethology and the bodiless of the archetypes at the same time as requiring a 

hermeneutic perspective in understanding archetypal images. This existential 

perspective is elaborated with all its ambiguities in a way that is intended to do justice 

to the depth and complexity of Jung's term while at the same time being theoretically 

integrative and consistent. This integrative analysis is foundational for what has 

developed over the recent past as an emergent theory of archetypes and archetypal 

images. 

Following from Jung's foundational concept of archetypes in his early theorizing, we 

then turn to the alchemical psychology of his Later works elaborated by another 

pioneer of classical Jungian theory. In the second chapter, Stanton Marlan offers a 

careful exegetical analysis of Jung's work and influence on alchemical thought. After 

examining the various ways earlier scholars read Jung's alchemical writing, this chapter 

uses what the author refers to as a daimonic way of reading, that is, a way of reading 

that pays careful attention to the text and to the voices of the unconscious, at once a 

reading and a Listening, personal and yet strangely alien. 
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Introduction 

Meditating on the flow of alchemical images gathered by Jung, Marlan opens himself to 

an inner voice, one that is at once personal and "other; to discover their hidden depths. 

It allows imagination to play a greater part in the formation of understanding and goes 

beyond any subject/object divide, melding them together in a creative tandem that the 

soul and the Self require. It is, in effect, an active imagination and a dialectic that 

comes to terms with both Jung and the unconscious, and inspires the vitality of the 

alchemical imagination. Here we are allowed a rare glimpse into the laboratory of the 

author's mind and soul, where he follows his lifelong passion for these old alchemical 

writings. 

Chapter 3 is from Fanny Brewster's book Archetypal Grief: Slavery's Legacy of 

Intergenerational Child Loss . The book is a historical review of the psychological 

suffering of African diaspora women who became mothering slaves during the 400 

year period of American slavery. Each chapter of the book discusses an aspect of this 

form of slavery within the context of Jungian analytical psychology. The chapter, "Grief 

as Anger; explores the emotion of grief as an attribute of Africanist women who 

experienced being slaves and "breeders" of children birthed and sold into slavery 

intergenerationally. The dual relationship between grief and anger is explored as a 

compensatory emotional result of the suffering of black women during slavery. In the 

course of four hundred years, it is understood that the emotionality evoked by physical 

and psychological abuse would connect and intertwine in innumerable ways. One of 

these ways would be felt grief and its movement into anger and rage. The racist 

stereotype of the angry black woman is discussed as part of the development of a 

racialized American psyche that denies the legitimacy of any resistance in the form of 

grief or anger, to the abuse sustained by Africanist people. The significance of African 

American women's grief is discussed with compassionate empathy, and with equal 

recognition and holding of the natural emergence of anger, born from trauma and an 

African holocaust. 

During the rise of psychoanalysis was the simultaneous explosion of phenomenology 

and existentialism in French and German philosophy. These movements often opposed 

psychoanalytic thought due to their negation of the unconscious for a privileging of 

consciousness. In this chapter 1, Jon Mills, explore how onto-phenomenology and 

existential philosophy compliment a theory of psychopathology based on unconscious 

self-deception. 

8 
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Introduction 

Here our inquiry will center primarily on the ontological structures of subjectivity 

represented in the works of Heidegger, Sartre, and Winnicott, which ultimately engage 

the greater questions of agency, human value, authenticity, and the quest for meaning 

in an uncertain world. Through the medium of Heidegger's existential ontology, 

Sartrean bad faith, and psychoanalysis, I will argue that the throes of selfhood 

encompass a dialectical course meandering through experiential modes of authenticity 

and falsehood, in which this very process itself is an authentic enterprise, that is, it is 

the necessary constitutional structure of Dasein itself as Being-toward-becoming its 

possibilities. 

For Lucy Huskinson, the psychology of architecture has a profound resonance in our 

lives to the point that buildings are an unconscious symbol for the psyche. Buildings 

design and shape us as much as we design and shape them. They shape our identity 

and sense of self in profound ways that are not always evident to architects or to those 

who think they are intimately familiar with the buildings they inhabit. Criteria for 

effective architectural design have been grounded in utilitarian and aesthetic 

principles, which although important, often fail to meet the existential needs of those 

who inhabit and use buildings. Misconceptions are rife, not least because our responses 

to architecture are difficult to measure and are largely unconscious. 

This chapter is taken from a theoretical guide to our unconscious behavior in relation 

to buildings, which explains both how and why we are drawn to specific elements and 

features of architectural design. It reveals how even the most uninspiring of buildings 

can be modified to meet our unconscious expectations and requirements of them. By 

the same token, it explores the repercussions for our well-being when buildings fail to 

do so. By bridging psychoanalytic thought and architectural theory, this project frees 

the former from its preoccupations with interpersonal human relations to address the 

vital relationships we established with our nonhuman environments. 

0 
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Introduction 

Huskinson investigates how our experience of buildings can evoke traces of memories 

and inspire creative thoughts. It draws upon theories from cognitive psychology about 

the formulation of our creative thoughts and Freud's established method of the 'dream-

work' to explain how architecture can facilitate thoughts, ideas, and experiences that 

have otherwise been inaccessible to us, made unconscious and repressed. By way of 

illustration and case study, the chapter analyses a personal account of Freud's that 

describes a trip he took to the Acropolis in Athens to demonstrate how his perceptions 

of its architecture led him to discover insights about himself that couldn't have been 

thought through by more direct and logical means. 

In the final chapter, Andrew  Samuels presents the culmination of his work on Jung and 

anti-Semitism. It was published in 1993 in his book The Political Psyche but was first 

conceived and written in 1987. The author believes that tackling this issue in a 

historically informed and psychologically sensitive manner is vital for the future of 

Jungian and post-Jungian analysis and studies. He believes that the allegation of anti-

Semitism, and the linked allegations of indifference or mendacity on the part of the 

Jungian professional and scholarly communities, are major obstacles to the expansion 

and acceptance of Jungian approaches in both the clinic and academy. The author 

reminisces that some Jungians felt it was a betrayal for him to write the chapter. 

However, some non-Jungians have found the work reparative. The author takes the 

opportunity to record that the resistance of the Jung Heirs and their somewhat 

complaisant advisers to a full and frank discussion of these issues has not been helpful. 

Taken together, these chapters from our plenary and keynote speakers at the upcoming 

2021 conference on Jung and the human sciences highlight various aspects of the 

traditions of analytical depth psychology, phenomenology, existential ontology, 

hermeneutics, philosophical psychology, psychoanalysis, and post-Jungian thought. We 

do hope you find these contributions of interest in facilitating interdisciplinary discourse 

on these traditions and we further invite you to attend our conference and join the 

International Association for Jungian Studies to support its ongoing professional 

activities and mission. 

JON MILLS, Psy.D., Ph.D., C.Psych., ABPP 

Faculty, Postgraduate Programs in Psychoanalysis & Psychotherapy, Gordon F. Demer 

School of Psychology, Adelphi University 

International Member, Comparative Psychoanalysis Research Group, Department of 

Psychosocial and Psychoanalytic Studies, University of Essex  

Emeritus Professor of Psychology & Psychoanalysis, Adler Graduate Professional School, 

Toronto 
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J U N G  A N D  A L C H E M Y

A Daimonic Reading

Stanton Marlan

Pray, Read, Read, Read.
Read again, Work and
you shall find.

Mutus Liber

One book opens another.
Rhazes

You read as much into
a book as out of it.
C. G. Jung, Liber Novus

After examining the various ways earlier scholars read Jung’s alchemical writing, Stanton 
Marlan offers his own way to approach it, which he calls a daimonic reading. Meditating on 
the flow of alchemical images gathered by Jung, he opens himself to an inner voice, one 
that is at once personal and “other”, to discover their hidden depths. We are allowed a rare 
glimpse into the laboratory of Marlan’s mind and soul, where he follows his lifelong passion 
for these old alchemical writings.

J. K.

I am grateful to the editors, Jean Kirsch and Murray Stein, for the invita-
tion to reflect on my reading of Jung’s alchemy and, particularly, for the 
opportunity to do so in a personal and subjective way as opposed to a 
strictly academic one. For me, this is not an easy distinction. I find it diffi-
cult to separate personal and academic work in any absolute way. Jung 
once wrote, “My life is what I have done, my scientific work; the one is 
inseparable from the other.”1 Again, in his “Late Thoughts”, he elaborated: 
“making ‘theory’ . . . is as much a part of me, as vital a function of mine, as 
eating and drinking”.2 Likewise, I find that to whatever extent my aca-
demic work has become meaningful and integrated into my life, the appar-
ent categories of personal and academic no longer sit strictly outside one 
another.
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 The editors have posed a few questions to guide contributors to this book, 
which aims to consider why we still read Jung and how, as well as how to do 
so deeply and well. Reading Jung’s alchemical work is no easy task, and 
alchemical texts are themselves even more difficult. Von Franz has noted:

As soon as we get into the [alchemical] texts you will understand . . . 
how alchemy came to be forgotten, and why still, even in Jungian 
circles . . . when it comes to alchemy, they give up, and either do not 
read, or grumble while reading his books on the subject.3

She goes on to say that “[t]his is because alchemy, in itself, is tremendously 
dark and complex”.4 Likewise, Edward Edinger recognized how difficult 
alchemy was to understand: “We encounter a wild, luxuriant, tangled mass 
of overlapping images that is maddening to the order- seeking conscious 
mind.”5 Hillman, too, has commented that “the phenomena of alchemy 
present a chaos”.6 He quotes Bonus of Ferrara:

[T]he only method that prevails is that of chaos . . . all the writers 
seem to begin . . . with that which is quite strange and unknown . . . 
The consequence is that one seems to flounder along through these 
works, with only here and there a glimmering of light.7

Jung had a similar first reaction. His early attempt to understand alchemy 
left him with the feeling that “[t]his stuff is impossible to understand . . . 
blatant non- sense”.8 And yet it continued to intrigue and fascinate him and 
eventually became a major part of his life’s work. In fact, Jung’s interpreta-
tion of alchemy came “as a breath of fresh air . . . while historians had been 
struggling against a sense of futility, JUNG seemed to have found the key 
that could ‘make sense’ of alchemy, and even endow it with meaning and 
significance for modern man”.9

 Some of Jung’s closest followers were aware that Jung’s writings on alchemy 
were difficult to read, and so it is not surprising that some of them dedicated 
themselves to helping readers gain access to his primary works. A number of these 
analysts and scholars have been essential to my own reading, especially Marie- 
Louise von Franz, Edward Edinger, James Hillman, and Wolfgang Giegerich.
 For von Franz and Edinger, Jung’s works were authoritative, so they did 
not criticize Jung or offer any fundamentally different approach. They 
tended to see their own work basically as a bridge to Jung’s, but their evalu-
ation does not represent the extent to which their own contributions have 
extended both our understanding of Jung and alchemy, and the field of ana-
lytical psychology as a whole.
 For me, von Franz’s uncanny symbolic sensitivity, her appreciation of the 
“dark feminine”, her work on alchemical history and active imagination, and 
her exploration of psyche and matter – to say nothing of her work on the 
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Aurora consurgens – have been important companions to my reading. The 
work of Edinger has also affected me deeply. His book, Anatomy of the Psyche, 
organizes the typical operations and stages of the alchemical process and, in 
so doing, brings order to the chaos of alchemy. Perhaps even more directly 
than von Franz, Edinger lays out guiding principles for how to read Jung.10 
Like von Franz, he held Jung in the highest esteem, if not in a profound ide-
alization. His first principle for how to read Jung is to recognize Jung’s 
magnitude:

realize that JUNG’s consciousness vastly surpasses your own. . . . If 
you make the assumption that you know better than he does and 
you start out with a critical attitude, don’t bother. The book isn’t 
for you. JUNG’s depth and breadth are absolutely awesome. We’re 
all Lilliputians by comparison.11

I read such statements with ambivalence and draw back from what appears 
to be Edinger’s god- like projection onto Jung. Yet, I too hold Jung’s work 
in the highest esteem, and I deeply respect Edinger’s integrity. Nevertheless, 
Edinger’s seeming foreclosure of a critical attitude appears to my taste as too 
literal. For me, the best way to read Edinger is to accept the importance of 
approaching Jung with an open attitude and initially suspend judgement in 
order to remain open to what we do not understand. Edinger is keenly aware 
of the temptation to criticize as a defence against the anxiety of not knowing. 
In Zen Buddhism, only the empty vessel can receive, and, by being empty, 
we become teachable. In the face of the difficult challenge of Jung’s alchemi-
cal work and with respect for the laborious process he went through to gain 
insight into this field, an initial bracketing of one’s criticism is a reasonable 
approach. For me, it is not hard to idealize Jung’s work in alchemy. Perhaps 
it is the case, as Harold Bloom has noted, that “[w]e read, frequently if 
unknowingly, in quest of a mind much more original than our own”.12

 Edinger’s second principle for how to read Jung is to appreciate that Jung 
presents “psychic facts”, rather than “theories about facts”. From my per-
spective, however, the separation between theories and facts is a bit prob-
lematic in that it takes for granted a vision of reality based on a clear 
subject–object perspective that may not do justice to the complexity of the 
relationship between thought and reality. Still, my critical reading of 
Edinger may not do justice to his vision since, by “psychic fact”, I believe he 
means something beyond psyche as a literal “object” of consciousness. Based 
on Jung’s views of amplification, he developed a method of cluster thinking 
that is more like a phenomenology of images that gives one a variegated, 
dynamic, and mosaic- like view of the psyche.
 The third principle is what Edinger calls “the ‘fruit cake’ principle”.13 By 
this, he means that “you must read Jung the way you eat fruit cake – very 
slowly. The reading is exceedingly rich, exceedingly delicious, because it is 
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the richness of psyche itself.”14 Jung gives us “kernels . . . rich pieces of nut 
and heavy fruit which have to be masticated and digested slowly in order to 
be appreciated”.15 For Edinger, you cannot read Jung’s alchemical work the 
way you read an ordinary book. Each kernel, each image, has to be unpacked 
“the way one works on a dream”.16 One has to have the capacity to enter into 
the unknown and to stay open, to “disidentify from the ego sufficiently” in 
order to go on in the work. For me, Edinger’s recommendations about 
keeping an open mind, thinking in images, “cluster thinking”, reading 
slowly, patiently, diligently, while disidentifying from the ego are all good 
advice when reading Jung’s alchemy. Edinger’s personal depth and profound 
introversion, as well as the integrity of his order- seeking mind, make him a 
compelling reader of Jung.
 Nevertheless, in spite of my positive regard for both von Franz and 
Edinger, they, at times, too easily translate alchemy into a conceptually 
taken for granted framework of Jung’s psychology, and such a reading sets 
the stage for the criticism and alternate readings of James Hillman and 
Wolfgang Giegerich. Hillman’s approach to reading alchemy resists trans-
lating its images and language into the structures of any conceptual rational-
ism that leaves the image behind. He gives these examples:

White Queen and Red King have become feminine and masculine 
principles; their incestuous sexual intercourse has become the union 
of opposites; the freakish hermaphrodite and uniped, the golden 
head . . . have all become paradoxical representations of the goal, 
examples of androgyny symbols of the Self.17

For him, these are a move from “precision into generality”.18 Hillman chal-
lenges us to imagine the process of reading alchemy differently. For him, 
sticking to the image recovers the point of the ancient Greek maxim “save 
the phenomena”, and allows us to speak imaginatively and to dream the 
dream onward. Hillman is not simply suggesting that we replace our con-
cepts with “the archaic neologisms of alchemy”19 or take alchemical language 
literally as substitutions for our own concepts. It is not the literal return to 
alchemy that he proposes, but rather a “restoration of the alchemical mode 
of imagining”.20 For Hillman, this means the move from a psychology of 
alchemy to an alchemical psychology rooted in the fundamental principle of 
the imagination and not in reified fixed structures of theoretical abstractions.
 If Hillman moves from conceptual rationalism to image and imagination, 
and from a psychology of alchemy to an alchemical psychology, Giegerich 
moves from image and imagination to a radically revised notion of “the 
concept”. For Giegerich, the conceptual is something not to move beyond, but 
to arrive at, as a furthering of dialectical thinking beyond imagination. One 
might characterize this move as one from an imaginal and alchemical psycho l-
ogy to an animus psychology not interested in “saving the phenomena”, but 
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rather in following the path of thinking out of the imaginal to the logical life 
of the soul. Reading alchemy from this perspective leads Giegerich to note 
that while, for Jung, “medieval alchemy was the historical link between the 
ancient past (mythology, Gnosticism, Neoplatonism) and the present”, for 
Giegerich “it is also the link between the imagination and dialectical logic”,21 
as well as a link to his revisioned notion of psychology.
 In addition to these analysts, a number of historians also have influenced 
my reading: Sonu Shamdasani, Adam McLean, Lawrence Principe, William 
Newman, Hereward Tilton, Wouter Hanegraaff, Hayden White, Ruth 
Meyer, and others – all have contributed perspectives on how I read Jung 
and his alchemy. Within the limits of this paper, I cannot elaborate the 
complexity of all these positions. In general, many of them share a convic-
tion that there are problems in our reading of Jung due to a tendency to 
project speculative theories onto Jung’s life and his reading of alchemy. 
Shamdasani has demonstrated the value of historical criticism through his 
correction and revisioning of what he has called the “Jungian legend”.22 In a 
similar way, McLean has criticized interpreters of alchemy for projecting 
their theoretical fantasies onto what alchemists actually said. For him, both 
psychological and esoteric interpretations of alchemy, including Jung’s, have 
fallen prey to this problem. Like Shamdasani, he has worked diligently to 
make unknown texts available to modern readers and has taught courses on 
how to read alchemy. He describes his way of approaching alchemical texts 
as a forensic reading.23 Like McLean, Principe and Newman have been highly 
critical of Jung for what they consider his a- historical and over- generalized 
reading and “for effectively writing laboratory alchemy out of the picture”.24 
They reject the idea of a psychological or spiritual interpretation of alchemy. 
On the other hand, other historians such as Tilton and Hanegraaff have 
shown the limitations and problems with Principe’s and Newman’s read-
ings, including their not well- researched criticisms of Jung.25

 If there is any shadow to the historical readings of Jung and alchemy, it is 
a tendency to view historical reading as getting it “right”, getting to the 
“real” Jung or “real” alchemy. Nevertheless, setting criticisms aside, classical 
amplification and active imagination (von Franz), cluster thinking (Edinger), 
sticking with the image (Hillman), following the logical life of the soul 
(Giegerich), historical rectification of the Jung legend (Shamdasani), and the 
forensic reading (McLean) continue to influence me. These are all strong and 
persuasive readings, and I read with them, through them, as well as against 
them – stepping back and reading Jung again and again, trying to find my 
own perspective. Harold Bloom has noted, “Reading well is best pursued as 
an implicit discipline; finally there is no method but yourself, when your self 
has been fully molded.”26 In a resonant voice, Giegerich has written: “every 
potential reader has to try for himself to lift JUNG’s work and see what 
happens. No other person can do it for him.”27 Reading Jung’s alchemy is 
heavy lifting.
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 If I step back from Jung in my academic reading, it is less a stepping back 
from Jung than from the shadow of certain essentialist readings. By this, I 
mean readings that place emphasis on fixed and unchanging structures and 
static views of the archetypes that have minimized individual, cultural, and 
historical differences and that reify a centralizing tendency and concept of 
the centre. The latter is an understandable temptation since the process of 
centring became, for Jung, the touchstone for the recognition of the self and 
for the individuation process. He represented the centre and centring process 
in mandala- like forms such as the “Window on Eternity”, the golden castle 
mandala, and in an impressive geometric rendering of the philosopher’s 
stone. Although I find such images beautiful and profound, they can easily 
become encrusted, rock- hard representations of a dynamic psychic reality 
difficult to describe in abstract form. These images came to Jung as a com-
pensation to the chaos of the unconscious, and he created them in his effort 
to gain stability in the midst of this turmoil. Thus Jung was able to see the 
potency of the self and the healing value of the centring process. Images rep-
resenting this stabilizing function capture the “archetype of orientation and 
meaning”,28 but it is important to remember that the self is also a destabiliz-
ing power that continues to deconstruct the ego’s effort to represent reality 
in any kind of static hypostasis that obscures the self ’s reality. I have 
attempted to read Jung with this concern in mind and have valued a post-
modern sensibility, perhaps best characterized by Jacques Derrida, who has 
been credited “with the achievement of finding a solution to the funda-
mental logical task of the postmodern situation: switching from stability 
through centering and solid foundations to stability through greater flex-
ibility and decentering”.29

 In many places, Jung likewise resists Cartesian clarity and values a 
dynamic reading. In “Paracelsus as a Spiritual Phenomenon”, he writes about 
our “understandable desire” for unambiguous clarity:

but we are apt to forget that in psychic matters we are dealing with 
processes of experience, that is, with transformations which should 
never be given hard and fast names if their living movement is not 
to petrify into something static. The protean mythologem and the 
shimmering symbol express the process of the psyche far more 
trenchantly and, in the end, far more clearly than the clearest 
concept; for the symbol not only conveys a visualization of the 
process but – and this is perhaps just as important – it also brings a 
re- experiencing of it, of that twilight which we can learn to under-
stand only through inoffensive empathy, but which too much clarity 
only dispels.30

Reading Jung in a way that conjures up that twilight draws the reader closer 
to what lies within it. This twilight is a softer light and, by it, the ego’s 
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brightness is diminished. This reading gives room to the unconscious, to 
dreams and visions, and allows for the unknown to play an important role. I 
call such a reading a daimonic one.
 I have been reading Jung and his alchemical work for most of my adult 
life and continue to do so. There is something about the arcane and impen-
etrable quality of alchemy and Jung’s passionate reading of it that continues 
to draw me back into its mad obscurities, its dark matter, and its fantastic 
images. My basic laboratory is the analyst’s consulting room and the library, 
with its old texts and tomes. “Pray, Read, Read, and Read again, Work and 
you shall find” says the Mutus Liber, an old alchemical text aimed at the pro-
duction of the Philosophers’ Stone.31 And yet, my love of alchemy draws me 
down to the basement, from library to lab, from texts to textures, from 
weighty tomes to the weight of lead – to the al- chemistry of the soul, to its 
fire and heat, to anthor and alembic, holding and cooking, combustion, dis-
tillation, cooling, sublimating, transformation, multiplication, and refine-
ment – to what comes alive in the work.
 I remain passionate about alchemy and am deeply drawn to its images 
and objects, to its smells and colours, to its aesthetics, art, and artistry, to its 
graphics and symbolic designs, and to its hermetic vision of the transforma-
tion of matter – to what matters to the soul and to Jung’s reading of it. For 
me, alchemy is a madness, a journey into the unknown and unimagined. Its 
nigredo is poisonous, a “blacker than black” darkness. But if one has the skill, 
good luck, or divine favour, it may be a pharmacon, a poison that also heals, 
and in the healing, one can find a light that shines in the midst of darkness 
and is said to reveal a miracle that Jung called the Self and the alchemists, 
the Stone.
 Jung found such an image in his now famous Liverpool dream. At the 
core of the dream is the following:

While everything round about was obscured by rain, fog, smoke, 
and dimly lit darkness, the little island blazed with sunlight. On it 
stood a single tree, a magnolia, in a shower of reddish blossoms. It 
was as though the tree stood in the sunlight and were at the same 
time the source of light.32

Jung commented that the “dream represented my situation at the time. . . . 
Everything was extremely unpleasant, black and opaque – just as I felt then. 
But I had had a vision of unearthly beauty, and that was why I was able to 
live at all.”33 In the midst of darkness, Jung experienced a self- generating 
source of light and noted, “This dream brought with it a sense of finality”34 
and a vision of the goal. “Through this dream”, Jung wrote, he “understood 
that the self is the principle and archetype of orientation and meaning . . . its 
healing function.”35
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 Later, in Alchemical Studies, Jung wrote about the relationship between the 
lapis and the tree. In the “Consilium coniugii”, Senior said:

Thus the stone is perfected of and in itself. For it is the tree whose 
branches, leaves, flowers, and fruits come from it and through it and 
for it, and it is itself whole or the whole [tota vel totum] and nothing 
else.36

The stone refers to taking “wisdom with all thy power, for from it thou shalt 
drink eternal life, until thy [stone] is congealed and thy sluggishness depart, 
for thence cometh life”.37 These alchemical comments could well be under-
stood as an amplification of Jung’s Liverpool dream.
 Between 1918 and 1920, Jung writes that he began to understand the 
individuation process and the Self as the goal of psychological development 
and to represent it in mandala- like form. One of the beautiful mandalas he 
drew around this time he identified as a representation of the Philosophers’ 
Stone. Shamdasani has noted that, “[i]n a manner of speaking, Jung had 
found the philosopher’s stone before he had come to his psychological under-
standing of alchemy”.38

 The Ariadne- like thread that led to Jung’s serious reading of alchemy is 
dramatically portrayed in Memories, Dreams, Reflections, a text I consider to be 
one of the best descriptions of Jung’s encounter with alchemy and the subse-
quent unfolding of his ideas. MDR is a rich weave of events, inner and outer, 
that reads like a complex mystery story, a page turner that I return to again 
and again. I continue to do so with the knowledge that MDR is a complex 
text that contains many omissions and other problems noted in Jungian 
scholarship over the years.39 I will refrain from reiterating the now well- 
known issues that make MDR a less than historically accurate “autobio-
graphy” or “biography”. Clearly, the Jung portrayed in MDR is at least in 
part a “fiction”, but I would claim that these fictional elements are just as 
important for reading Jung’s biography as they are for the psychological 
reading of his alchemy.
 On the other hand, Shamdasani has pointed out the dangers of the divide 
between fantasies of Jung and his historical actuality. He is alarmed by the 
fact that even “professional Jungians are not immune to this”:40

Jung’s dreams and fantasies, all too often, have functioned like Ror-
schach ink blots, and attracted all manner of fantasies, and . . . the 
boundary line between novels and plays about Jung and non- 
fictional works has not always been as sharp as it could be.41

Yet, I remain sceptical that any absolute line can be drawn between the fic-
tional Jung and the historical figure. Although historical scholarship can 
help correct the worst biases, the fantasy that we can or should completely 
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purge the fictive elements of our reading and arrive at the “correct” percep-
tion of the way things really are adds another fiction to our misreadings of 
Jung.
 The master words “interpretation” and “reading” are themselves debat-
able.42 Hayden White, a historian by training and an important figure in 
debates about practices of historical and literary interpretation, argues there 
is always a fictional dimension to what some perceive as historical fact. For 
him, historical narratives are always also fictions that “have more in common 
with their counterparts in literature than they have with those in the sci-
ences”.43 In this way, White links mythic and historical consciousness and 
challenges the radical oppositions between history, fiction, fact, and fantasy. 
He insists on the fictive elements in all historical narrative. For White, 
“history as a discipline is in bad shape today because it has lost sight of its 
origins in the literary imagination . . . [i]n the interest of appearing scientific 
and objective”.44 For White, this does

not mean the degradation of historiography to the status of ideology 
or propaganda. In fact, this recognition [of “the fictive element”] 
would serve as a potent antidote to the tendency of historians to 
become captive of ideological preconceptions which they do not rec-
ognize as such but honor as the “correct” perception of “the way 
things really are”.45

For White, “history has served as a kind of archetype of the ‘realist’ pole of 
representation”,46 but historical realism should never be read “as unam-
biguous signs of the events they report, but rather as symbolic structures, 
extended metaphors”.47 A good professional historian consistently “reminds 
his readers of the purely provisional nature of his characterizations of events, 
agents, and agencies found in the always incomplete historical record”.48 Just 
what is meant by the “fictive element”, “symbolic structures”, and “extended 
metaphors” needs continued reflection and refinement. If one way of reading 
Jung reflects the “realist” pole of representation, perhaps White’s insight 
gives room for a “fictive” pole, leaning toward the contributions of a psycho-
logical, subjective, and daimonic element in all readings?
 This perspective has been richly elaborated by Ruth Meyer in her book 
Cleo’s Circle: Entering the Imaginal World of Historians,49 where she shows that 
“being an historian is in part an imaginal activity”50 and “that dreams, 
visions, and altered states form an unacknowledged and misunderstood part 
of the historian’s creative process”.51 Perhaps a mysterious intertwining of 
the fictive and real is the ideal goal of any historian, psychologist, or general 
reader, but it is easy to err in either direction, subjective or objective, and 
perhaps a one- sided reading may be impossible to avoid. I have no doubt my 
reading is an errant one, and while I applaud and remain excited about the 
ongoing scholarship that will no doubt give us a more comprehensive and 
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perhaps more “accurate” picture of Jung, I think it is also important to 
realize that our understanding of Jung is always dependent on interpreta-
tion. No matter what materials we have before us, interpretation is the key 
factor; that is, the Jung we come to know personally and collectively is never 
simply the real or literal Jung, but a figure known through individual and 
collective fantasies and transferences as well as historical “evidence”. Perhaps 
it is even the case, as literary critic Harold Bloom has argued, that every 
reading is also a misreading.
 As noted, Shamdasani has demonstrated the value of his approach to 
historical criticism. However, I would hold with White and Meyer that 
history must always be interpreted and that we live in an historical and psy-
chological world in which imagination and fiction both play an essential 
role. To believe that we will ever get to the “real” Jung is a limiting fantasy 
since the “real” Jung is always a Jung- for-us. He is always a figure immersed 
in a fabric of relationships and contexts of psyche and world. He is an inner 
figure and a collective one – a figure that has, and will continue to have, 
many faces.
 Shamdasani begins his book Jung and the Making of Modern Psychology by 
noting that Jung has been seen as an “Occultist, Scientist, Prophet, Charla-
tan, Philosopher, Racist, Guru, Anti- Semite . . . Polygamist, Healer, Poet, 
Con- Artist, Psychiatrist, and Anti- Psychiatrist”.52 As he notes, “what has 
Jung not been called?” and “the very proliferation of ‘Jungs’ ” drive Sham-
dasani to wonder “whether everyone could possibly be talking about the 
same figure” and to recognize that Jung “has become a figure upon whom an 
endless succession of myths, legends, fantasies, and fictions continues to be 
draped. Travesties, distortions, and caricatures have become the norm. The 
process shows no signs of abating.”53 After decades of myth making, Sham-
dasani notes, “one question becomes more insistent: who was C. G. Jung?”54 
He quotes Jung’s remark, “Don’t make a legend of me.”55 While careful 
scholarship can help us correct the worst biases of the Jungian legend, I do 
not think we can ever escape the truth of mythos, and we must, by necessity, 
“dream the dream onward”. Perhaps it is the case that Jung is all of this and 
more.
 Even prior to current scholarship, both Jung and Jaffé had acknowledged 
the many problems with MDR that make it less than an accurate, scientific, 
or objective account of Jung’s life and work. In Jung’s own words, what he 
has written uses an “improvisation . . . born of the moment”,56 a passionate 
retrospective and brief sketch. Jaffé notes that it was “written in response to 
a special occasion” and, therefore, one should “not expect it to be compre-
hensive”.57 For Jung, accurate, literal, and historical events were of little 
importance. They had, in his words, become “phantasms . . . barely 
recollect[ed]”.58 They were events that he had “no desire to reconstruct” 
since they no longer “stirred his imagination”.59 What was important to 
Jung were his inner experiences. They were what remained vibrant and alive 
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and which over the years had “grown all the more vivid and colorful”.60 It is 
precisely these experiences that continue to draw me to this text and make 
MDR not simply less, but also more, than an ordinary autobiography or 
biography. I do not read MDR for a factual account of Jung’s life, but rather 
because his description of his inner world opens onto a larger view of psychic 
reality. I consider MDR a document of the soul that recounts important fic-
tions – archetypal moments that reach out beyond Jung’s personal life and 
toward a vision of the objective psyche. MDR is replete with such moments, 
which include fantasies, dreams, visions, and synchronistic experiences.
 Jung’s openness to the power of the unconscious is vividly described in 
MDR as “hitting upon a stream of lava”, a fiery magma that burst forth from 
the unconscious and provided “the prima materia for a lifetime’s work”.61 It 
was “like fiery liquid basalt; out of [which] crystallized the stone that I could 
work”.62 For Jung, these experiences were the heated fires that reshaped his 
life. Like the figure of Faust in Goethe’s classic epic, Jung opened himself to 
the unconscious out of which a new way of seeing emerged. With Goethe’s 
words he proclaims: “Now let me dare to open wide the gate / Past which 
men’s steps have ever flinching trod.”63

 The visions that came did not always come benignly, and his descent into 
the unconscious initiated Jung into a period of great uncertainty and isola-
tion. At one point, he regarded his work on alchemy as a sign of his inner 
relationship to Goethe. Jung felt Goethe’s secret was that he was in the grip 
of a process of archetypal transformation that has continued through the cen-
turies. If Jung’s engagement with the unconscious was a kind of madness, as 
some have claimed, it was also the beginning of his opus magnum or divinum64 
– a divine madness and, at the same time, a growing sense of archetypal
reality.

I imagine the “madness” Jung experienced to be the kind described by 
Plato and Aristotle. For Plato, poetic inspiration was a form of divine 
madness, and Aristotle likewise noted that great genius was always mixed 
with insanity. Plato and Aristotle, both champions of the rational, show a 
deep ambivalence about insanity, an ambivalence that Plato helps to differ-
entiate in the Phaedrus, one of his great dialogues on love. Socrates comments 
on two kinds of madness, “one produced by human infirmity, the other a 
divine release of the soul from the yoke of custom and convention”.65 If Jung 
at times came close to the first kind, his strength of character brought him 
forward to a liberating vision. Ultimately, Jung experienced his “inner 
madness” as “a suprapersonal process of the mundus archetypus (archetypal 
world)” that “was alive and active . . . a living substance”66 in both Goethe’s 
creative process and his own. He confesses that these experiences haunted 
him and, in Goethe’s case, led to the production of a classic work of liter-
ature, whereas Jung was single- mindedly driven to the mysteries of the 
personality and to the development of a new vision of psychology. The strug-
gle to work his way through this difficult process and come to terms with 
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the unconscious required that Jung abandon the idea of the ego’s superordi-
nate position. He felt compelled to let himself be carried along by the 
current of his experiences without knowing where it would lead.
 Like Jung, I find myself gripped by Jung’s story of his descent into the 
unconscious and his fateful encounter with alchemy. I find something infec-
tious about this story. I read it over and over again, and identify with Jung’s 
experience as a symbolic “as if ”, an inflation – part transference, part fetish, 
part participation mystique, and part poetic inspiration. What feels like an 
autonomous process draws me into a phantasmagoria of alchemical fiction, 
one that has become an important part of my life and study.
 In the preface to James Hillman’s book Healing Fiction, the poet George 
Quasha quotes Wallace Stevens as saying, “The final belief is to believe in a 
fiction, which you know to be a fiction, there being nothing else. The exqui-
site truth is to know that it is a fiction and that you believe in it willingly.”67 
Quasha contends that our reality is created through our fictions; to be con-
scious of these fictions is to gain creative access to and participate in the 
poetics of soul making. My own reading of Jung is filled with such “fictions” 
in Quasha’s sense. Harold Bloom quotes Virginia Woolf ’s advice about 
reading, that “there is always a demon in us who whispers, ‘I hate, I love’, 
and we cannot silence him”.68 Like Bloom, “I cannot silence my demon” who 
loves alchemy and identifies with Jung’s mad passion. According to Shoshana 
Felman, Gérard de Nerval also hints at the daimonic quality of this passion:

Every reading, says Nerval, is a kind of madness since it is based on 
illusion and induces us to identify with imaginary heroes. Madness 
is nothing other than an intoxicating reading: a madman is one who 
is drawn into the dizzying whirl of his own reading.69

I do not read Jung for history, but for his- story. While I am interested in 
Jung’s history, I am not a historian and have little to contribute to the 
objective facts of Jung’s life. Jung once wrote, “You read as much into a 
book as out of it”,70 and my reading of Jung is an errant one insofar as 
his- story has also become a my- story. For me, reading Jung daimonically has 
meant a bracketing of my academic ego and letting myself be carried by fic-
tions and gripped by an archetypal passion, a kind of madness that opens 
onto the scene of a magical adventure requiring an engagement not only 
with Jung and alchemy, but also with my own psychic depths.
 One captivating moment of my identification with Jung’s story was his 
report of a series of dreams that he felt prefigured his discovery of alchemy:

Beside my house stood another, that is to say, another wing or 
annex, which was strange to me. Each time I would wonder in my 
dream why I did not know this house, although it had apparently 
always been there. Finally came a dream in which I reached the 
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other wing. I discovered there a wonderful library, dating largely 
from the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. Large, fat folio 
volumes, bound in pigskin, stood along the walls. Among them 
were a number of books embellished with copper engravings of a 
strange character, and illustrations containing curious symbols such 
as I had never seen before.71

At the time, Jung reports, he did not realize that the images in these dreams 
represented alchemical symbols. He was only aware that these images fasci-
nated him. He thought the unknown wing of the house represented some-
thing unconscious in himself and that the dream referred to alchemy, which 
at the time he knew little about, but which he “was soon to study”.72 Many 
years later, he had acquired a collection of alchemical books very much like 
the library in his dreams.
 One of the most compelling parts of his story is the idea that somehow 
behind such dreams is the working of the objective psyche, leading the 
way to Jung’s discoveries as if following a teleological thread or seeing a 
fate prefigured and meant to be. The images of Jung’s library and of 
ancient alchemical books activated in me a passion to see Jung’s library, 
as if it were possible to enter his dream and to make it my own, to hold 
in my hands the texts that he found so essential for his work and that 
were progressively becoming important for my own. One summer while I 
was teaching in Zurich, my wife Jan and I had the good fortune to visit 
Jung’s library and to examine and study his alchemical books. I was able 
to hold in my hands Jung’s copy of the Artis Auriferae and the Rosarium 
Philosophorum (Figures 3.1 and 3.2), an experience as real as it was 
dreamlike.
 The story of a dream leading to alchemical books and their mysteries is 
not unique to Jung. One example is from a story about the famous alche-
mist Nicolas Flamel (1330–1418). (The extraordinary events of his life 
have been popularized in J. K. Rowling’s Harry Potter and the Philosopher’s 
Stone.) According to legend, Flamel had a vision of a mysterious book. 
Later, in a Paris bookstall, he discovered what he imagined to be the book 
from his dream. It was entitled The Book of Abraham the Jew.73 It was 
replete with mysterious images, and legend has it that it contained the 
secret of the Philosophers’ Stone. I had often fantasized about this book, 
although I could never find it. After visiting Jung’s library, I was in Basel 
at an old bookshop and asked the dealer if he had any old alchemical 
books. He said he had a very rare one, which turned out to be a copy of The 
Book of Abraham the Jew (see Figures 3.3 and 3.4). Such experiences stir my 
imagination.
 Another strange coincidence concerned John Dee (1527–1608), an 
English magus and alchemist. I have felt a special connection to Dee because 
of a powerful dream I had earlier in my life.



Figure 3.1  Artis Auriferae (1593) (photo courtesy of the author and Jan Marlan).

Figure 3.2 Rosarium Philosophorum (photo courtesy of author and Jan Marlan).



Figure 3.3  Uraltes Chymisches Werck by Abraham Eleazar (1735) (photo courtesy of the author 
and Jan Marlan).

Figure 3.4  The unification of air and earth, from Eleazar’s Uraltes Chymisches Werck (photo 
courtesy of the author and Jan Marlan).
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I am in some kind of underground cavern; I think Egyptian. I feel 
something in my chest start to fly up and out of my body to an 
opening. It is a cat being resurrected. It is a numinous feeling, pow-
erful and real. Organ music is starting to play deep and resonant, 
and a voice says, “Who is John Dee?”

At the time, I had never heard of John Dee and puzzled over my dream. 
When I discovered who Dee was, it gave me the chills and the dream has 
stayed with me throughout my life. Is it possible that such a dream has any 
relationship to John Dee, the Elizabethan alchemist who collected one of 
Europe’s great alchemical libraries? During his lifetime, Dee was also noted 
for his ability to converse with spirits. Is it possible that his spirit and my 
dream truly reach beyond the subjectivity of time and place – and reflect a 
connection to the archetypal world? Is it possible that my dream was already 
connecting me to a transpersonal reality that was to become important in 
my future? Perhaps this is another mad fantasy, a wild inflation, but dreams 
have convinced me that they speak to a world beyond the ego.
 Many years after the John Dee dream, another dream experience reawak-
ened such questions. I dreamt that two small rabbits had fallen into a 
window well in front of my house. When I awoke, the dream bothered me, 
and I began to think of it subjectively: What had fallen into a hole or trap? 
Was I stuck somewhere or depressed? Nothing I worked on seemed to reveal 
the dream’s meaning. A few days later, while out in the garden, the memory 
of the dream returned. I suddenly decided to look in the window well – and 
there I found two small dead rabbits. I was deeply saddened and wondered: 
If I had looked right after I had the dream, perhaps I could have saved them? 
Is it possible that the souls of these rabbits were calling out for help? Is it 
possible that my dream was connecting me to the objective psyche? What-
ever the case, the existential impact of this experience led me to recognize 
the importance of not simply and automatically reducing dreams to a per-
sonal level.
 I am aware that such “fictions” are a slippery slope: illusion, intoxication, 
inflation, and daimonic passion. Such a state destabilizes our sense of the 
factual, the real, and the line between fiction and truth. It is a challenge to 
our everyday sensibilities. Perhaps it is the madness of the daimon that says 
“I love”. A daimonic reading can be perilous, but I believe that opening the 
gates to the unconscious is important, and I have come to see that the cor-
rections to these inflations can be found within the fictions themselves. An 
example of this is found in the following story.
 On my first trip to Zurich many years ago, I saw Jung’s house for the first 
time. I walked up the driveway, very excited to be close to Jung’s spirit. I 
wanted to carry home some of this feeling, something more substantial than 
a memory I knew would fade. I wanted an object, a material thing associated 
with Jung – even a stone to put on my desk to hold this spirit firm. 
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I  collected a few rocks from the ground and took them with me. I placed one 
on my desk and the others in a glass vessel. At times I would give one to a 
good friend on a special occasion. Through the stone, I felt I had a special 
connection to Jung, a participation mystique, a rock- hard alchemy. When I 
touched these stones and looked at them, the feeling of connection was rein-
forced – Jung and I were one in stone, a gift from psyche. Eric Neumann 
would call this oneness an ego- Self identity that calls for an ego- Self separa-
tion.74 This deflation came in the form of a dream:

I am at the side door of Jung’s house. I desperately want something of 
Jung’s to take home with me. I knock and Emma Jung comes to the 
door. I explain who I am and tell her how important her husband is 
to me and ask her if there is anything of his she could give me. She 
says “I’ll be right back” and goes into the house. She returns and on 
the ground before me she places a pair of Jung’s shoes. With excite-
ment, I step into them – only to discover they are far too big.

My first reaction to this humorous dream was the deflation it brought in its 
wake, but as time went on, the gift I took home with me was that Jung’s 
shoes were not for me. This recognition led me to understand the problem of 
the imitatio of Jung: that simply identifying with Jung was not the way to 
follow what his spirit opened in my soul. With this recognition, I was able 
to relate to Jung’s work in a more differentiated way. There was movement 
in my archetypal transference and a response to it, and my small feet were a 
catalyst to a further development of my soul.
 Through experiences like the ones I have recorded here, it became clear to 
me that dreams, synchronicities, and living in an archetypal fiction have sus-
tained my lifelong interest in reading Jung and alchemy. For me, it was and 
is important to live in the fire of imagination, to find the lava flow that par-
ticipates in shaping one’s life journey. Such “fictions” are essential compon-
ents in my reading of Jung, and I believe this is the way Jung read his own 
life. It requires following the promptings of the unconscious “as if ” they 
contain a meaningful telos that can shape one’s life.
 But living in such fantasies and so close to the fire can lead to getting 
burnt. Opening to the unconscious is only part of the story, though I would 
claim it is an essential one. One must also turn towards the unconscious and 
engage it. Alchemical texts are filled with descriptions of how to work with 
this fire, and Hillman has noted, “The alchemist must be able to fight fire 
with fire, using his own fire to operate upon the fires with which he is oper-
ating. Working the fire by means of fire.”75 I believe this is the passion Jung 
brought to his lava, and it is what prepared him to study alchemy and sus-
tained him in the process of doing so.
 I have allowed myself for the purpose of this reflection to draw apart the 
personal and academic to a greater extent than has been my custom. When I 
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reflect upon what draws me to read Jung, it is a passion that continues to stir 
my imagination, to follow a mythos that carries me along in a fictional “as 
if ” that suggests a mysterious telos. I have called this way of reading Jung a 
daimonic one because it is open to the unconscious and to enacting its 
promptings in a way that gives them substance in daily life. I consider this a 
living extension of active imagination and a gesture of respect to Jung’s 
work and to the psychic reality it invokes. Like every responsible active 
imagination, it also requires an ongoing engagement with one’s fictions, and 
a living dialogue with otherness and with our reading. “Reading well”, says 
Bloom, “is one of the great pleasures that solitude can afford you, because it 
is, at least in my experience, the most healing of pleasures. It returns you to 
otherness.”76 Such a process often draws me down into my depths and out 
beyond them and to the limits of my understanding. It relativizes my point 
of view and, in so doing, continues to open new horizons and to broaden my 
vision. It gives meaning to what originally appeared as nonsense and helps 
to deconstruct the fixity of stale meanings. It opens a fertile abyss and con-
nects me with the larger world. Reading Jung’s alchemy is ponderous and 
difficult, but ultimately it enlivens me with a sense of richness and sub-
stance. It is both inflating and deflating. Following Jung’s insights into 
alchemy is by no means a benign quest. It is a massa confusa filled with 
impasses and dead ends, with shadows and suffering. But, for me, it is also 
an entrance to the treasure house of the soul.
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7
GRIEF AS ANGER

Hidden grief

We frequently believe that we can understand all the pain and emotional suffering
endured during a lifetime by another. I remember when my mother’s first cousin
lost her young son in a summer river swimming accident. My mother kept saying,
“It’s the saddest thing.” I believe she had witnessed much to make her extremely
sad in her lifetime. Her sadness and the way in which she was strong—always
fighting a current of abuse at home—made her seem invincible. As time has pro-
gressed, I have come to realize that I may have understood only a very small
amount of my own mother’s suffering. Many of my reference points are what she
would not allow me to do at home or be because she had already experienced the
underbelly of such an existence. Most of her grief remained hidden from me, and
even when she was angry, her anger could appear only as some form of sadness.

Slavery’s legacy includes the ongoing stigmatization of Africanist women as angry,
disagreeable and malcontented. If we are not seen in this way, then we are identified
as whores, always available sexually, and intentionally promiscuous. This latter colo-
nizing collective image is much easier to understand that the former. One of the
main purposes of slavery, the economic reign over property—human beings—was
maintained through the use of control. Even from the early days of slavery African
women began to experience this control as it was displayed on slave ships.

Male and female slavery was different from the very beginning. As noted
previously, women didn’t generally travel the middle passage in the holds of
slave ships but took the dreaded journey on the quarter deck. According to
the 1789 Report of the Committee of the Privy Council, the female passage
was further distinguished from that of males in that women and girls were not
shackled …. This policy had at least two significant consequences for black



women. First, they were more easily accessible to the criminal whims and
sexual desires of seamen, and few attempts were made to keep the crew
members of slave ships from molesting African women. As one slaver
reported, officers were permitted to indulge their passions at pleasure and
were “sometimes guilty of such brutal excesses as disgrace human nature.”

(White, 1998, p. 63)

In Inhuman Bondage David Brion Davis described the Portuguese transportation
of female slaves in the 1500s: “A major motive for separating the women was the
fear that they would encourage the males to revolt (but the separation of sexes also
made it far easier for members of the crew to rape black women, a very common
occurrence)” (2006, p. 93).

This particular type of brutality exercised against African women continued
throughout all the centuries of slavery. It changed its form during different histor-
ical periods but never really ceased. The most obviously famous case of such a
display of the control and power of white men over Africanist women was Thomas
Jefferson and his never-ending relationship with his slave-mistress. The descendants
of this relationship are alive today and given voice to their ancestral inheritance as
descendants of a former president of the United States, slave owner and a mother
slave. This example shows the complexity of American racial relations. Jefferson
refused to relinquish his relationship with his slave through all the years of his
marriage to a white woman.

He also never freed his slaves. This is the type of condition under which Afri-
canist women lived. The difficulty of maintaining personal dignity in an American
society that supported racism, while the collective remained ambivalent about
slavery, was an immense psychological burden for African American women.

In When and Where I Enter: The Impact of Black Women on Race and Sex in America
Paula Giddings discusses the “new slavery” which began to take place in America
from 1830 onward due to the intensification of the Abolitionist movement and the
increase in the number of slaves living on Southern plantation. Threatened by the
Nat Turner revolt, whites began to consider ways in which to treat their slaves
more humanely. The word “domesticated” became more common and affected
African American women in a way that was consistent with the continued control
of them through white male sexualized behavior.

The Victorian “extended” family also put the “moral” categories of women
into sharp relief. The White wife was hoisted on a pedestal so high that she
was beyond the sensual reach of her own husband. Black women were
consigned to the other end of the scale, as mistresses, whores, or breeders.

(1988, p. 43)

Historical evidence regarding the social and psychological projections placed on
Africanist women as unworthy beings has a very long history. Women were not
only subjected to rape but also to whippings and beatings just as any slave man or

Grief as anger 69



child would have been. This physical abuse could come at any time for any reason.
The following is from Jacqueline Jones in Labor of Love, Labor of Sorrow: Black
Women, Work and the Family from Slavery to the Present.

For most enslaved domestics, housework involved hard, steady, often stren-
uous labor as they juggled the demands made by the mistress and other
members of the master’s family. Mingo White of Alabama never forgot that
his mother had shouldered a workload “too heavy for any one person.” She
served as personal maid to the master’s daughter, cooked for all the hands on
the plantation, carded cotton, spun a daily quota of thread, and wove and
dyed cloth. Every Wednesday she carried the white family’s laundry three-
quarters of a mile to a creek, where she beat each garment with a wooden
paddle. Ironing consumed the rest of her day. Like the lowliest field-hand, she
felt the lash if any tasks went undone.

(2010, p. 21)

When we read the close details of the life of slaves we can barely imagine this life.
Yet this was the life of millions of African diaspora female ancestors who provided
the economic wealth for white Americans. African American women became
known as angry, rage-filled malcontents. How did we come to be known in this
way? What is hidden beneath this image, stereotype and almost archetypal pattern
of the angry black woman? If we hold the life experiences of an African American
slave woman mirrored against what might be expected of her emotionally, what
might we see?

I believe that a challenge of allowing this mothering slave woman to have any
feelings is because as a controlled entity of another she was prohibited from being
able to truly express her own desires or wishes. An absolute fact of slavery for both
black adult men and women was the restriction on what was allowed to be
spoken—especially to whites, be they white children or adults. Given this factor in
most black-white slavery relationships, where would one anticipate the emotions
of a slave would escape to? Blacks were restricted to speaking with one another in
each other’s company—not necessarily in the presence of any whites. This also
proved best for slaves as they could protect themselves from the slave owner
knowing what their thoughts might be.

Fanny Cannady, a former slave, tells us that she witnessed Leonard being shot
dead after speaking his mind to Jordan, the slave owner. In this narrative, we can
almost forget the young Fanny who bears witness to this murder. Now I can say
murder. For centuries Africanist people were not permitted to voice their protest
against the deaths of fellow African lineage people. These deaths were justified by
white Christian religion, philosophy or “science.” Chained and manacled, working
under the whip—these were not conditions conducive to open verbal rebellion. It
took time for Africanist people to develop this ability and to move from chained
human beings to people who would take action against being chained. The phy-
sical geography of the land also played a large part in this gaining of freedom.
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Africanist people in countries such as Haiti were freed much earlier than were
African Americans.

I can ask what the effect would be on this child, Fanny Cannady, who lived in
slavery and moved to freedom. How many children in slavery would bear witness
to murder and physical violence over the centuries? Might we say every slave
child? How would these experiences affect the psychology of these children?
What influence have mirror neurons played in the intergenerational cognitive
development of mother to child?

Slaves could have feelings when they were given permission to have these feel-
ings—the location and time were determined by the slave owners. The expression
of ideas, emotions or dislikes was usually forbidden unless expressly demanded by
the “master.” Another justification for slavery was that Africans and later African
Americans were incapable of having ideas and certainly did not know what they
wanted because they could not think and therefore deserved to be silent unless
given permission to speak.

This selective idea that Africanist people were incapable of thinking came to
America not just through seamen, but also via the work of missionaries and
anthropologists who had traveled to Africa attempting to validate or research their
own racial theories. One of the most popular books of its time for many decades
was How Natives Think (Levy-Bruhl, 1960).

The main thesis of Levy-Bruhl’s theory (1960) was that indigenous people
formed a collective representation held together by a group experience of
symbols. These symbols were both internal and external. Levy-Bruhl (1960)
proposed that this collective included myths and rituals that determined how
group members would behave. According to Levy-Bruhl (1960), indigenous
people were controlled by their senses and emotions, not their ability to
reason. Eventually, Levy-Bruhl replaced the term “pre-logical” with “logic
and mystical” though this in no way changed his basic belief about African
people’s ability to reason. In a manner similar to Sigmund Freud’s, Levy-Bruhl
(1960) wrote in part to counter the influence of rationalism in European
society. The latter’s emphasis on finding a community of individuals whom
Europeans could emulate for their “emotionalism” was readily welcomed in
the early years of the 20th century.

(Brewster, 2011, p. 84)

The irrational creation of the idea of extreme “emotionalism” in Africans
became a convoluted narrative that held them as both without reason and bearers
only of emotions. Would this have been a possible reason for the limitations placed
on Africans talking and developing English-speaking skills? How afraid were colo-
nizing whites of the possible emotional states of Africans? Could this lead to revolts
against slavery? The focused attention of whites to prevent Africans from learning
English and from speaking to one another certainly suggests an irrational fear
against African “emotionalism.” During the period following Reconstruction and
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at the turn of the 19th century, the character of “Sambo” developed into a Vau-
deville clown—initially played by white men imitating black men. The image of
the black man as a buffoon was carried over into the early days of film. Such
imagery reinforced at a visual level the lack of intelligence of black men.

The idea and later theory of the lack of intellectual functioning of Africans
found its way into the basic theoretical structure of Jung’s analytical psychology,
the field of American psychology most often based on theories of eugenics.

The silencing of Africanist people was attempted and in different ways was suc-
cessful. As time passed, as Africanist people became more fluent in the language of
oppression, they began to find ways of speaking for themselves. The expression of
feelings against racism initially came through those in the South who revolted
against their imprisonment of slavery. Words followed. Running away and revolts
came later.

When Dr. Cannon found out dat his carriage driver had larned to read and
write whilst he was takin’ de doctor’s chillum to and f’om school, he had dat
nigger’s thumbs cut off, and put another boy to doin de drivin in his place.

Tom Hawkins, former slave (Cited in Mellon, 1988, p. 198)

During the slavery era, Africanist women had ways of expressing their feelings
but these were seldom respected. However, the need for expression was strong
and should have been expected. Punishment for speaking out could be minimal
or severe.

My mother, she didn’t work in the field. She worked at a loom. She worked
so long and so often that once she went to sleep at the loom. Her master’s boy
saw her and told his mother. His mother told him to take a whip and wear her
out. He took a stick and went out to beat her awake. He beat my mother till
she woke up. When she woke up, she took a pole out of the loom and beat
him nearly to death with it. He hollered, “Don’t beat me no more, and I
won’t let ’em whip you.” She said, “I’m goin’ to kill you. These black titties
sucked you, and then you come out here to beat me.” And when she left him,
he wasn’t able to walk. And that was the last I seen of her until after Freedom.
She went out and got an old cow that she used to milk—Dolly, she called it.
She rode away from the plantation, because she knew they would kill her, if
she stayed.

Ellen Cragin, former slave (Cited in Mellon, 1988, pp. 236–238)

My retelling of the lives of Africanist women slaves and former slaves is in ser-
vice of them having a story that can validated as true as well as imagined. The
imagination at work in this way allows for belief to take place. There has been a
different historical story told by many over the centuries who claim that Africanist
history is dead. The story of the lives of those who came across the Atlantic is dead
and gone—nothing to talk about now, forget it. I disagree with this. The shaping
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of our African American consciousness is due to the experiences of our ancestors
who came through the Middle Passage as well as those who never left Africa.
There is a way in which we can be taught to give up holding that psychic place of
emptiness for those who perished. I believe that we are charged with filling this
space with remembrance and sacredness for these ancestors. A part of the false
history of African Americans is that we really had no past except the non-truth one
reported in white history books that were written without our voices. Each and
every time we have an opportunity to refute this falsehood we must do so. We do
not worship our ancestors. We honor them.

The African American cultural complex

Jungian analyst Samuel Kimbles in Phantom Narratives: The Unseen Contributions to
Psyche relates the following dream:

In the first dream, which I had the night before my interview for admission to
the analytic training program in San Francisco, I found myself waiting for the
Admissions Committee (of the analytic training institute) to call me for my
interview. I was sitting with a number of other black men in a mosque of
some sort. They were all dressed in black suits. Someone on the Admissions
Committee then called my name. I got up, and as I was about to leave the
room in which I had been waiting, the door was barred by several of the black
men. They said they would not let me pass until I demonstrated to them our
secret handshake. My giving them the sign of this handshake would let them
know that I would never forget them.

(2014, p. 4)

A portion of the author’s interpretation of this dream would seem to indicate that
the group would be important to his training. In fact, he says, “That was the pro-
mise I made by giving the handshake that signified I would not forget the group.
Kinship and loyalty issues, power dynamics, oppression, and guilt could, therefore,
remain in my mind as a context for analytic training” (ibid., p. 5).

Kimbles’ work focuses on the cultural complexes. His definition of these com-
plexs has several basis ideas. I believe it is important to name these complexes as
Kimbles himself has done:

1. Cultural complexes operate through the group’s expectations, its definition of
itself, its destiny, and its sense of its uniqueness. They operate through the
group’s fears, its enemies, and its attitudes toward other groups.

2. Cultural complexes are a dynamic system of relations that serve the basic need for
belonging and identity through linking personal experiences and group expec-
tations as these are mediated by ethnicity, race, religion, and gender processes.

3. Cultural complexes impose constraints on the perception of differences or
accentuate them, emphasize identification with the group or differentiation
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from the group, and allow for feelings of belonging to or being alienated
from the group.

4. Cultural complexes allow us to relate psychologically to cultural factors that
operate beyond the individual but intersect with the individual’s sense of self.

5. Cultural complexes are the psyche’s way of narrating its relationship to the
group. (2014, pp. 5–6)

Kimbles’ theoretical concept of the cultural complex brings into focus a pri-
mary idea that a cultural complex is for the group as well as for individual func-
tioning within a group. In deepening his concept regarding the cultural complex,
Kimbles states:

In short, if the personal unconscious can be understood through personal com-
plexes, the cultural unconscious can be understood through cultural complexes.
Both personal and cultural complexes arise out of archetypal aspects of the
psyche and provide affect, image, structure, and dynamism to individual and
group life. Cultural complexes function between the personal and archetypal
psyche by linking the two realms in group and individual life.

(2014, p. 68)

African Americans are situated within a cultural complex that holds not only the
positive images and dynamism of their individual lives but also that of the group.
This group dynamic also contains the phantoms of the past lives of those who have
preceded them. The connection between those who have passed into death and
those who remain are connected at an archetypal level that brings into a cultural
reality the soul of the group.

When present-day Africanist mothers fear for the safety of their children I
believe they are seeing and recognizing the phantoms of mothering slaves. These
reflective unseen phantoms linger and help to form an essential aspect of this group.
The fear of physical danger that can create an invisible field—threads running
through the group, a cultural complex, reminiscent of the fear of running away
from a plantation and being chased by dogs and a slave owner. As we remember
the history of our ancestors, it would seem likely that the phantom energy of their
suffering and emotional trauma become constellated in our consciousness. The
emotions of this constellation can show themselves in any number of ways. The
iconic image of angry black women forms and rises into the personal unconscious.

Angry black woman

One of the most relevant aspects of Jungian psychology is its willingness, even an
actual desire, to go into the darkness. I’m not referring to the sociological place-
ment of a negative nigredo onto Africanist people with all of its racist history. I’m
referring to the darkness that can make us afraid of pursuing a truth that lives in
that unconscious place that causes us to have nightmares. This is the location where
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we cannot hide individual truths nor what belongs to a particular group of people
based on cultural complexes with all of their projections, anxieties and possible rage
at the Other.

I believe that the angry black woman stereotype is like any other that developed
in the American psyche. When a stereotype becomes formed in the American
collective and is related to ethnicity and racism we must search hard to find the
kernel of truth concealed by collective shadow. Our work as psychological beings
is to move through layers of consciousness finding nuances and the essence of who
we are and what belongs to us as members of a particular cultural group.

In this chapter I have revisited stories of the Africanist experience under Amer-
ican slavery. These are not narratives that are easy to bear—they are not meant to
be because they represent an American truth that even today remains under-
reported and in many situations unwanted. This is part of the ongoing struggle of
the history of racial relations in America.

A willingness on the part of American Jungians to enter into discussions about
racism contained in some Jungian theories is beginning to emerge. With this
emergence must come the shadowed part of the African American experience
which included them as research subjects and racial victims of American psychol-
ogy. This would include Jungian psychology (Brewster, 2017). One of our strug-
gles as Americans attempting to resolve issues of racism is that we continue to try to
escape into the shadows of racism by ignoring our cultural and racial complexes.
We will desire to join and be with others in our “tribe” in kinship. This is how we
are meant to be—connected through memory, blood and ancestral lineage. There
is no reason why Africanist people should try to hide or feel shame for their col-
lective past. A pronounced element of racism is a projection onto the Other is that
they have done “something” wrong. In the case of American racism it is that
African Americans are wrong by their very existence in America. As W. E. Dubois
and many others have recognized, they have been designated as the “problem” in
American society.

When I reflect on the angry black woman symbol I recognize her creation as
evolving from different points on the horizon of racial consciousness and com-
plexes. The first point of recognition is from the historical heritage of how Afri-
canist women have arrived and lived in America since first being brought here as
slaves. The instances of them being raped on voyages across the Atlantic Ocean are
facts. Facts we may not wish to take note of, but our contemporary denial still
cannot erase these facts. We must remember that this is a circumstance that lasted
for centuries.

The attempts to erase these historical facts are part of a racism that wishes to
create a cover of invisibility around a past that we must first see in order to heal.
We may not have always known about the frequency of African women being
raped on Middle Passage voyages but we know of this same sexual assault occur-
ring on plantations and white households in America. The history of the Africanist
woman includes sexual and physical abuse at the beginning of slavery and
throughout her American life. In At the Dark End of the Street: Black Women, Rape
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and Resistance, Danielle L. McGuire recounts part of the judicial history of African
American women seeking justice after being raped:

In the 1940s it was nearly impossible for black victims of sexualized violence
to receive justice in the courts. In 1944 a grand jury in Henry County, Ala-
bama, refused to indict Recy Taylor’s assailants despite their admissions, a
gubernatorial intervention, and a national campaign for her defense. In 1949
the Montgomery police department would not even hold a lineup for Ger-
trude Perkins, who charged two officers with kidnapping and rape. After a
citywide protest, Perkins had her day in court, but the grand jury refused to
indict anyone for the crime. Black women had achieved small victories in their
fight for bodily integrity throughout the 1950s, but they were few and far
between. It was not until 1959 that an all-white jury in Tallahassee, Florida,
sentenced four white men to prison for life in the brutal gang rape of Betty
Jean Owens. It took another six years before Mississippi, the most unrecon-
structed Southern state, followed suit. In 1965 an all-white jury in Hattiesburg
sent Norman Cannon to prison for life for kidnapping and raping Rosa Lee
Coates. Victories of the mid-1960s rested on decades of black women’s orga-
nizing and personal testimony …. In 1974 Joan Little became the symbol of a
campaign to defend black womanhood and to call attention to the sexualized
racial violence that still existed ten years after Congress passed the 1965 Voting
Rights Act.

(2011, p. 248)

In relating a little of the history of the struggle of African American women to find
justice in the court system, I return to the concept of the angry black woman. A
stereotype contains some element of truth. As the mythology, symbolism, iconic
popularity of the angry black woman grew perhaps there have not been enough
words addressing the depth of this “representation” of the Africanist female. As we
have seen throughout this writing, history and oral stories, there has been a racist
history of sexually assaulting black women with an unconscious general accep-
tance—with few exceptions—from the American collective since the time of
slavery. Does this not make you angry?

The reluctance to see and understand why and how Africanist people can be
angry dates back to the creation of a myth that claims that they had/have no
right to be angry only assumes a false story that says that slavery was good
because they were fed, clothed and housed. The refusal to accept that tortur-
ing, lynching and raping black women does not merit identification of a failure
in the American collective only makes anger a more likely cultural group and
an individual response.

From its earliest inception American society claimed it for “whites only.” This
sentiment could be found in the first political paper—the Constitution—establish-
ing America as an independent country. It is not surprising then that racism has
become a major force in the voices of white supremacy—those who want to make
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America great again—before the Tenth Amendment. This is an old cry—to return
Africans to Africa. Now that ship has certainly sailed. There is no going back
because Africans and their descendants built this country through plantations, rail-
roads, architecture and all the other ways that have created an American infra-
structure. We cannot go back to pre-colonial days and will not go back to
colonializing ones.

The cultural trauma of millions of Americans due to slavery is a very real cir-
cumstance. A key aspect of this cultural trauma has been the sexual assault of
Africanist women. We can no longer hide this part of the American story. It took a
very, very long time to bring it into the light. Now that it is there, it must remain.

Elisabeth Kübler-Ross understood that death necessitated a grieving process that
included anger. This anger took place in the dying person as well as in those who
would be left behind after the death of this individual. African Americans are part
of a cultural collective that includes mother, grandmother, daughter, sister, aunt,
cousin—the full matriarchal line of the feminine. All these women were and are
affected by the cultural trauma of slavery. They are all still in an ancestral swell that
sees through attempts to “forget” the abuse they have experienced through the
phantom narratives of those who have gone before. When the proposition is put
forward that it is time to move on and forget about the brutal sexual history of the
treatment of Africanist women, the response to such a call must be that of other
holocaust survivors—we must never forget. African American women are descen-
dants of holocaust survivors. Genocidal physical and soul death ravaged this cultural
collective for centuries. Anger is a most valuable emotional reaction because we are
barely beginning to see any light of acknowledgement shine on this Africanist
death of body, mind and soul. This emotion of anger belongs in a mirroring
position for reflection on all that has come to pass in terms of the sexual abuse of
black women. First we must remember, then we can heal. We can no longer
permit our emotional bodies to be defined by those who wish to avoid their own
cultural complexes.

In accepting the psychological reasons for even the existence of the initial
emergence of an angry black woman construct, we know that this symbol holds
the projection of others. We also know that within this projection is the anger and
guilt of the Other. The idea of an angry black woman exists because there are
many historical reasons forming the basis of causation for a profound anger.

What about the grief that lies beneath the anger? Can this be a consideration for a
better psychological understanding of African American women? The strength of the
black woman has also been mythologized. There is absolutely no doubt that the
physical burden of Africanist slave women and their descendants was a heavy one.
The descriptions that we have read of what plantation life was like for black women
leaves us in no doubt about the emotional and physical strength that was required to
stay alive. This does not take into account the psychological stress of living under the
conditions of slavery. Grief as part of this stress was a normal part of any life.

When we work in the clinical setting, we most oftentimes realize that grief and
sadness are beneath anger and rage. It may take time to get through the anger. It is
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not getting past it but rather studying and learning about the anger. It is making
anger an acceptable part of the psyche. The same is true for your guilt. When
death is involved I too believe as did Kübler-Ross and Kessler that we will go
through periods, stages of grieving and that one of these will be anger. I also
believe that for the African American woman, grief is oftentimes expressed as
anger. It is my hope that as we consider the angry black woman we are also able to
reflect on the emotional and tortuous ancestral memories that can be brought for-
ward into the present day through a phantom narrative, an archetypal predis-
position. We can understand our anger but what happens to the emotion of
generations of former slaves? Jung says that our history is in our blood. The DNA
that we live with identifies us as historical and archetypal human beings. If I feel
into how my ancestors before me lived, whether through mirror neurons or the
spirit of ancestors, how do I carry the traumatic emotions such as anger and
the underlying grief of centuries-old slavery? I think that we could be angry but
we must also hold a deep place for grief. So, when I hear about the angry black
woman, I am also trying to hold psychic space for the grief-filled woman. Where
does this grief emerge from and where does it go? I think that at this point it
could be just enough to consider that such a thing exists—an underlying grief
that rests within the bosoms of generations of African diaspora women. This grief
can show itself as anger. Why not? Within the clinical setting oftentimes the
emotion of anger covers sadness and sorrow. What would make this unlikely in a
cultural collective that has survived 400 years of slavery? These are questions that
I ask myself because of the American life that I lead—both personally and pro-
fessionally. When we look deeply into the details of American slavery we can feel
the nuances of suffering that must have lived in a field of human pain during
those times. Anne C. Bailey, in The Weeping Time: Memory and the Largest Slave
Auction in American History, explores the history of the slave-owning Butler
family, the history of the Butler plantations on the Georgia Sea Islands, and the
post-slavery experiences of the African Americans auctioned from Butler’s
plantation in March 1859. “It was the largest recorded slave auction in US
history, advertised for weeks in newspapers and magazines across the country”
(2017, p. 3).

In her description of the sale of one family, Bailey offers this historical narrative:

Unfortunately, though the circumstances were similar, there was to be no such
reprieve for Primus, Chattel no. 72, and Daphney, Chattel no. 73, a girl of
three years, and a baby, Chattel no. 75, only one month old, that Daphney
was holding protectively in her arms beneath a large shawl. This simple act of
maternal love provoked the most boisterous remarks:

“What do you keep your nigger covered up for? Pull off her blanket.”
“What’s the matter with that gal” said another. “Has she got a headache?”
“Who’s going to bid on that nigger if you keep her covered up?” asked still

another without regard for her newborn that had been born on Valentine’s
Day. “Let’s see her face!”
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Auctioneer Walsh had to repeatedly assure the boisterous buyers that there
was no attempt at subterfuge: she was not an ill slave that they were trying to
palm off as a healthy one but that Daphney had given birth only fifteen days
before. For that, she was entitled to the “slight indulgence” of a shawl to wrap
around her and her newborn baby to ward off the cold and the rain. With
these assurances made, the bidding began and in the end Primus, who was a
plantation carpenter, and Daphney, a rice hand, were both sold for $635.
Their two small children, including the infant born on Valentine’s Day, were
also sold for the sum of $635 each.

(2017, p. 15)

The racial complex and African American women

If we consider the racial complex as a part of a cultural complex of African
American women, there might just be a place for anger when we look at the his-
torical treatment of black women in America. Why do we not include grief for
these same women? Complexes are emotionally toned psychic responses to a trig-
ger in the environment. The continuous, ever-ready projection that black women
are aggressive or angry only makes them so. It becomes a circle of frustration and
increased anger for the projector as well as the recipient of the projection. When
the person projects this anger onto the Africanist woman, it is usually done
without compassion. The perceived belief that the black woman is angry takes all
responsibility for reclaiming this projection away from the white Other.

It is interesting to note that only since the last two presidential elections has the
collective begun to speak more of a white rage or anger. Now we hear more often
how white men are angry and feeling left out of the political and economic sys-
tems. Why are we as a society so committed to constantly discussing black women
as being angry when we have just begun to scratch the surface of white anger in
terms of discussing it? Was their willingness to treat Africanist people as chattels
only borne out of economic greed, or was it not closely tied to their own rage?
What of this rage?

The truth is, white rage has undermined democracy, warped the Constitution,
weakened the nation’s ability to compete economically, squandered billions of
dollars on baseless incarceration, rendered an entire region sick, poor, and
woefully undereducated, and left cities nothing less than decimated.

(Anderson, 2017, p. 6)

What are white people angry about? Is it simply a display of their own emotionally
charged constellated racial complexes? A second point of recognition of the origin
of the angry black woman narrative on a human landscape is a societal frame which
in Jungian terms always sets you up to be an Opposite. This Opposite Other of the
black woman exists across a historical landscape and is still an acceptable model of
the first order—the white woman. I am not the first and will certainly not be the
last African American writer who notes the paradigm that was established centuries
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ago putting the black woman at the bottom of a feminine hierarchy. This book is
not a personal attack on the white woman, merely a review of how the black
woman can be perceived as aggressive, uncouth and ignorant while the white
woman remains the exact opposite.

Deborah Gray White notes the following in Ar’n’t I a Woman? Female Slaves in
the Plantation South:

Black men and women were thought to have such insatiable sexual appetites
that they had to go beyond the boundaries of their race to get satisfaction. It
was black women who, many claimed, tempted men of the superior caste.
White men, it was argued, never had to use authority or violence to obtain
compliance from bonded women because the latter’s morals were so relaxed.
Proponents of this line of reasoning actually celebrated the societal stratifica-
tion that made black women available but put white women out of reach.
Northerners, they argued, debased the civilized; they defamed the white
prostitute, cut her off from the hope of useful and profitable employment,
immured her in a state of depravity. By contrast, Southern white women were
kept free and pure from the taint of immorality because black women acted as
a buffer against their degradation.

(1998, pp. 38–39)

The myth of an unattractive black female—except when used for the physical
pleasure of white men, had its beginnings in slavery. Initially, in the very early days
of colonial America white women were used as breeders of children and as a means
of enticing more black men onto the plantations. Over time, the laws changed and
the “mixing of races” was forbidden. White women became elevated by the new
social mores of the day. Due to the conditions of slavery black women were expected
to remove their clothes on demand, be sexually assaulted and to serve as mistresses, and
because of this black women became the female Other to white women. Black
women were forced through the demands of slavery’s racism to do and be all that
white women were no longer allowed or expected to be. The evolution of this
circumstance is discussed by Deborah Gray White in Ar’n’t I a Woman:

The idea that black women were exceptionally sensual first gained credence
when Englishmen went to Africa to buy slaves. Unaccustomed to the
requirements of a tropical climate, Europeans mistook semi-nudity for lewd-
ness. Similarly, they misinterpreted African cultural traditions, so that poly-
gamy was attributed to the Africans’ uncontrolled lust, tribal dances were
reduced to the level of orgy, and African religions lost the sacredness that had
sustained generations of ancestral worshippers.

(1988: p. 29)

It did not matter that a black female was still a girl-child—only just entering pub-
erty—or a married woman committed to her husband, they had no choice but to
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do the bidding of the plantation owner or slave ship captain at a singular level and
by American society at the collective one.

Racial complexes cause us to fall into the shadowed space of an archetypal pos-
session that can demean the Other and lead to genocide of the cultural group of
Other. The group experience of African Americans contains an ancestral legacy
that includes the African Holocaust.

The women who birthed children into the plantation system would most cer-
tainly have felt anxiety, terror and anger at witnessing the deterioration of their
African customs. Sacred rituals are for the maintenance of the community. Some
survived the Middle Passage while others did not. The loss of so much because of
this passage, unlike any that Africans had experienced before, would create pro-
found grief covered by repressed anger. When we think about the symbolic angry
black women, we are also required to remember some piece of the fabric of slav-
ery’s quilted archetypal memory transmitted intergenerationally. We must
remember what this Africanist female carries unseen in her archetypal DNA—what
she brings represents ancestral generations. Anger is her privilege and right, claimed
through the generations of grief she has had to carry.
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   3 

 EXISTENTIALISM AND THE 
  UNCONSCIOUS SUBJECT  

 Existentialism in a postmodern world 

 The term ‘existentialism’ is so ambiguous that it has essentially become a mean-
ingless word. It is associated with a number of disparate philosophical doctrines, 
social–political movements and artistic sensibilities, that it becomes slippery to pin 
down its core philosophical tenets to such a degree that an undertaking of this kind 
would be no less rendered moot. We may nevertheless say that existentialism is a 
form of phenomenological philosophy that relies on certain refl ective methods of 
studying human consciousness instantiated in the individual, society and culture, 
which emerged as a popular general movement characteristic of twentieth-century 
European thought represented across many disciplines including literature, the 
humanities and the social sciences. 

 Sartre is often heralded the father of existentialism, but surely philosophical 
preoccupation with the question and meaning of human existence dates back to 
antiquity. In philosophy there is often a distinction made between the nature of 
‘being’, a broad ontological category, and that of ‘existence’, what we generally 
confi ne to the study of human subjectivity. From the Platonic notion of the soul to 
medieval Aristotelian theology, to modern materialism and transcendental ideal-
ism, there has always been a primary fascination with the longings and mysteries 
of human experience. 

 Sartre (1943) formally inaugurated the existential movement with its fi rst prin-
ciple in his magnum opus  Being and Nothingness  when he stated that ‘existence 
precedes essence’. What he meant was that existence is prior to essence, and that 
essence is what man makes of his life through his lived, subjective concrete acts. 
But this dictum goes back to Descartes (1641) three centuries earlier in his  Medi-
tations  where he avows that ‘I am, I exist’ (p. 17). The cogito knows itself to be 
necessarily and indubitably true whenever it puts itself forward or is conceived 
in the mind. Hence Descartes showed that we know that we exist long before 
we know who or what we are in our essence. Even the medievalists believed in 
the necessity of starting with the experiential givens of the sensuous world and 
then proceeding by induction and abstraction to the ultimate intuitive awareness of 
unchanging essences and internal truths – thus if anyone was an existentialist, 
it was surely St Thomas (Grene, 1948). And here enters modernism. All modern 
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philosophers from Descartes to Kant were preoccupied with the reconciliation 
between nature and mind, science and religion, self and society, and causality 
and freedom, thus giving rise to the late modern philosophies of the will and our 
continued preoccupation with the transcendence of the ego. For Fichte (1794), the 
father of German Idealism, the absolute self-positing self was a pure assertion –  
  I ! Schopenhauer (1818) was so enamoured with the I that he believed it was the 
foundation for that which is both determined and that which is determining, thus 
 The World as Will and Representation  – the fundamental reality is will, a will 
that suffers. And as we have seen, Hegel meticulously argues that  Geist  is a self-
articulated process of becoming: essence must appear in order for anything to 
exist, hence to be made actual ( PS  § 147;  EL  § 131). 

 What does this all have to do with psychoanalysis? Everything! Anxiety and 
death, alienation and responsibility, meaning and possibility – the very ontologi-
cal conditions that inform human subjectivity as both normative and pathological. 
For Kierkegaard, we live in extreme anxiety and trembling over death and dread, 
and despair over who we are, the very thing that defi nes our being, the very thing 
that orients us toward our future, hence our possibilities; and for Kierkegaard, that 
meant the ethical and spiritual life of man. Nietzsche also could not tolerate the herd 
mentality, where truth was far from being found in ‘the crowd’; but unlike Kierkeg-
aard, he saw life as meaningless and in need of nihilistic revolt, of the transvalu-
ation of values – to create oneself afresh – through a will to power. But the single 
most unremitting question for our existential man is the nature of freedom. Sartre 
was an extremist: human subjectivity was radical freedom, the unabated obligation 
to choose how one is to be. For Sartre, we are condemned to freedom – we cannot 
not choose, or else we plummet into self-deception or bad faith ( mauvaise foi ). The 
human being is not a thing, but a process of transcendence that must seize upon its 
freedom in order to become and defi ne itself via its authentic choices. Psychopa-
thology is a failure to seize upon one’s freedom. Sartre’s magnum opus is a treatise 
on existential analysis, and in many ways shares affi nities with psychoanalysis, 
but he had one beef: Sartre could not accept nor tolerate the idea of an uncon-
scious mind because it fractured his very thesis that we are all unconditionally 
self-determining. How could we be free if choice was governed by alien forces from 
within? Despite enjoying wide popularity, perhaps for this single attack on Freud, 
Sartre was not destined to fi nd many followers among psychoanalysts of his day. 

 It was with Heidegger (1927) that existential analysis began to fi nd a broader 
voice, and this was largely due to the dissemination of his thought by Swiss psy-
chiatrists Ludwig Binswanger and Medard Boss. Heidegger’s infl uential work, 
 Being and Time , one of the most celebrated texts of the twentieth century, is essen-
tially about the throes of human existence, what he refers to as  Dasein  – the con-
cretely existing human being who is there in the world.  1   Dasein has a relationship 
with itself, others and its environment which is constitutive of its facticity – as a 
being thrown into a pre-existing social ontology. Like Sartre, Heidegger was pre-
occupied with explicating the essential elements of human existence as being in 
relation to its own struggles with anxiety and death, freedom and inauthenticity, 
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and transcendence as a temporal phenomena of seizing one’s possibilities. Like 
Sartre’s notion of bad faith, Heidegger showed that human beings have a pro-
pensity for being neurotic and living in self-deception as the fallen  Das Man , 
those who gravitate toward the herd and fail to live their lives genuinely. But as 
with Sartre, Heidegger could neither accept the primacy of the unconscious nor 
the governing causality it implicitly brings forth in our conscious lives. And here, 
in my opinion, is a cardinal reason why existentialism remains foreclosed and 
underappreciated by the psychoanalytic community. While psychoanalysis under-
scores the primacy and ubiquity of unconscious mentation, existentialism cannot 
bear to have its freedom curtailed. 

 But this did not stop existential analysis from fl ourishing in Europe, and to 
some extent in the United States, at least for a time. The novelists, poets, journal-
ists and playwrights, from Dostoevsky to Rilke, Kafka, Ortega and Camus, many 
of whom were contemporaries of Sartre and Heidegger, swept over the masses, 
also drawn to the philosophical–religious aspirations of Martin Buber, Gabriel 
Marcel, Paul Tillich, Frieda Fromm-Reichmann and Erich Fromm; and in the fi eld 
of mental health, Jaspers, Binswanger, Boss, Bally, Laing, Saasz, Van den Berg, 
Frankl, Minkowski, Ellenberger, Rollo May and Yalom, just to name a few, did 
much to pave the way toward appreciating existential analysis and phenomeno-
logical psychopathology. In fact, Boss and Bally were classically trained analysts, 
while Binswanger, although in Switzerland, became a member of the Vienna Psy-
choanalytic Society at Freud’s recommendation when the Zurich group split off 
from the International Psychoanalytic Association (May, 1983); although many 
existential therapists were under Jungian infl uence. 

 In the States, there was much more interest in existential analysis during the 
1950s, perhaps in part due to burgeoning interest in humanism, social–political 
thought, critical theory and neo-Marxism, the marginalized anti-psychiatry move-
ment, the backlash against positivism, the seduction of Eastern spirituality, and 
the dehumanization of industrialized, materialistic culture. In the end, existential-
ism remains a multitudinous set of precepts, some systematized, but mainly recal-
citrant to systematic reduction. But one irrefutable premise is that we as subjective 
agents are never static or inert creatures, rather we are a process of becoming, an 
observation made by the ancients from Heraclitus to Laotzu. 

 One could argue that psychoanalysis has always been an existential enterprise, 
and nowhere do we see this more poignantly realized than in Freud. Freud’s entire 
metapsychology could be said to be an existential treatise on the scope, breadth 
and limits to human freedom. Freud was profoundly engaged with the questions 
of life and death, determinism and choice, self and other, alienation and causality, 
so much so that his mature model of the mind is none other than a return to the 
Greek concept of the soul. But what Freud is capable of showing that the exis-
tentialists and phenomenologists refuse to accept, is that the unconscious is also 
self-determining, hence the coming to presence and actualization of freedom. 

 Now we seem to live in a postmodern time of scepticism concerning the exist-
ence of the self (Frie, 2003). While postmodernism has no unifi ed body of theory, 
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one unanimous claim is the demise of the subject. Although postmodern thought 
has propitiously criticized the pervasive historical, gendered and ethnocentric 
character of our understanding of the world, it has done so at the expense of 
displacing several key modern philosophical tenets that celebrate the nature 
of subjectivity, consciousness and the teleology of the will. Consequently, the 
transcendental notions of freedom, autonomy and authentic choice that com-
prise the fundamental activities of personal agency are altogether dismantled 
(Mills, 2003). 

 In the empirically driven world of contemporary scientifi c psychology, post-
modernism may appear as an interesting yet marginalized phenomenon. In this 
sense it shares the eccentricity historically associated with existential, phe-
nomenological and psychoanalytic accounts that have fought for recognition 
from traditional psychological paradigms. However, within the larger intel-
lectual community that comprises the humanities and behavioural sciences, 
we may observe a divide between science on the one side, and postmodernism 
on the other, each with its purported critics and adherents. Yet strangely enough, 
scientifi c and postmodern approaches yield similar implications for the fate of the 
self. Because scientifi c psychology is largely entrenched in empirically and biolog-
ically based materialistic frameworks, the dynamic activities of mind – including 
consciousness, cognition and subjectivity – are imperilled by reductionist strate-
gies. While postmodernism boasts to have subverted the subject, materialists have 
reduced it to a brain state. Either way, subjectivity, selfhood and personal agency 
are displaced. 

 Eclipsed by postmodernism, psychoanalysis is even beset from within its own 
discipline. Hell bent on displacing classical psychoanalysis, the relational and 
intersubjective schools, or what has been called the American Middle Group, 
is content with chucking Freud altogether, while in my view, this movement is 
mainly a reinvention of the analytic wheel. While Freud has been largely dis-
carded in the States, albeit subsumed by the rest of the world, relational and inter-
subjective approaches are at least turning to philosophy to fi nd a fresh breath 
of ideas, despite it merely being a return of old paradigms under a new guise. 
Contemporary psychoanalysis may become a friend to existential thought, for it is 
much more open to developing an appreciation for philosophy in general. With the 
recent translation of Heidegger’s  Zollikon Seminars , given at Boss’s invitation to 
the psychiatrists of Zurich over a ten-year period between 1959 and 1969, we may 
anticipate renewed interest in reiterating the question of  Dasein  in the consulting 
room. But how is Heidegger as a professor of psychiatry? Let us look at a brief 
passage from his  Seminars .  

  HEIDEGGER:  How does Dr. R. relate to the table before him? 
  LISTENER A:  He is sitting behind it and looking at it. 
  HEIDEGGER:  At one with this, the ‘nature’ of Dr. R.’s Dasein also reveals itself –  

 but as what? 

 [Five minutes of silence] 
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  HEIDEGGER:  I remain silent because it is senseless to want to lecture you about 
Dr. R’s existing. Everything depends on your learning to  see  the matter for 
yourselves, that you are patiently attentive to the matter, so that it may reveal 
itself to you in the totality of its own proper meaningfulness. 

  LISTENER C:  Dr. R is separated from the table by an interval of space. 
  HEIDEGGER:  What, then, is space? 
  LISTENER D:  The distance between Dr. R. and the table. 
  HEIDEGGER:  What is distance? 
  LISTENER E:  A defi nition of space. 
  HEIDEGGER:  What, then, is space as such? 

 [Ten long minutes of silence . . .] 
  (cited in Boss, 1978–79, pp. 10–11)  

 From this example, perhaps I am a little overly optimistic that Daseinsanalysis 
will make a comeback; but I am still rather hopeful. Nevertheless, existential, 
phenomenological and continental perspectives in philosophy complement psy-
choanalytic discourse, thus providing a fecundity of overlap in conceptual thought 
and practice that contemporary schools have been increasingly acknowledging over 
the past few decades. It can be said that psychoanalysis is fundamentally a theory 
and method geared toward insight, truth and the amelioration of human suffering, 
while philosophy is the pursuit of wisdom, truth, human excellence and rational 
meaning, what Freud himself identifi es as  Logos . I see these two disciples as 
embracing similar convictions that human existence is ultimately about develop-
ing our potential, fulfi lling our possibilities, and living an authentic life through 
the liberation from ignorance and the malicious forces that threaten our happiness. 
This takes courage and fortitude, but it fi rst and foremost takes awareness. In this 
way, therapy is a  liberation struggle  – Know thyself! This Delphic decree is the 
psychoanalytic motto. Insight or self-knowledge takes a commitment to educating 
oneself to what truly lies within – the complexity and competing fl ux of the inner 
world, and this is never an easy endeavour. It takes another to nurture and draw 
this out, to validate and reinforce, to encourage and to guide, to hold and reassure. 
This begins with the most primary of all relations, the relation of the embryonic 
self to that of its mother, then to its family and community at large, and fi nally to 
the social institutions that foster and beget the cultivation of self-consciousness. 

 Despite the postmodern trend that displaces personal agency and the self, from 
Hegel to Freud we have seen that human subjectivity is an indispensable and 
emergent experiential process of becoming. Although some Heidegger scholars 
may argue that Dasein is technically not a subject, which is a minority opinion, 
for our purposes, as Heidegger elucidates, Dasein is the concretely existing human 
being. Heidegger is very clear that ‘Dasein exists’, not as an epiphenomenon of 
larger cultural and linguistic forces, but as a subject who emerges within them 
equiprimordially. Dasein is the subjective human being who lives in a world com-
posed of multiple dynamic organizations that are psychologically, socially and 
temporally realized in relation to the past, the present, and future possibilities. 
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And just as Sartre emphasizes our subjectivity as radical freedom, and psycho-
analysis is the pursuit of bringing to light that which lies hidden from our immedi-
ate conscious awareness, we exist in relation to what we can become. Ultimately 
in both the existential and psychoanalytic traditions, we can only become more 
free through knowledge. 

 Throughout this chapter I will attempt to defend a concept of the self as an 
experiential process of becoming that challenges postmodern and scientifi c ideol-
ogies. In order to do so, I will largely draw on Heidegger’s existential philosophy 
and show how his concept of Dasein constitutes a phenomenology of becom-
ing that preserves the notions of freedom, choice and subjective agency. Juxta-
posed to Sartrean and psychoanalytic accounts, Heidegger’s philosophy allows 
us to engage the question of authenticity, which is a central task in the process 
of Dasein’s own becoming. By closely examining the work of Heidegger and 
Sartre, I will seek to demonstrate the relevance of existential–phenomenological 
approaches to contemporary psychoanalysis. The phenomenology of becoming is 
a fundamental pursuit of the human condition, and it is precisely the process and 
quality of the lived experience that becomes important within a therapeutic and 
philosophical context. Therapy is a process of becoming, and like life, it must be 
embraced, endured and transcended. In order to become, we must fi rst confront 
the possibility of authenticity and its existential–psychodynamic contingencies.   

 The enigma of authenticity 

 What does it mean to be authentic? Perhaps this is a question one can never ade-
quately answer. As illusive as the meaning of being, the question of authenticity 
existentially moans for a response. Although Heidegger was primarily concerned 
with the question of Being ( Sein ) rather than the nature of beings ( Seiende ), he was 
deeply interested in the interface between philosophy and psychology (Boss, 
1978–1979; Guignon, 1993; Richardson, 1993).  2   Despite Heidegger’s apathy 
toward Freudian psychoanalysis (see Craig, 1988; Richardson, 1993), his concep-
tualization of Dasein has direct and signifi cant contributions for psychoanalytic 
thought. While there are potential conceptual quandaries between the technical, 
‘ontological’ discourse of Heideggerian theory and the applied, ‘ontical’ discourse 
of psychodynamic approaches,  3   Heidegger’s existential ontology has profound 
implications for understanding the role of the unconscious and the questions of 
authenticity, truth and agency. 

 For Heidegger, authenticity is a uniquely temporal structure and a process of 
unfolding possibility. It is a state of being that is active, teleological, contempla-
tive and congruent – an agency burgeoning with quiescent potentiality. As such, 
authenticity is the process of becoming one’s possibilities: by nature it is idiosyn-
cratic and uniquely subjective. Thus the pursuit of authenticity becomes a key 
therapeutic endeavour. Generally we might say that selfhood vacillates between 
authentic and inauthentic modes; that it tarries with genuine inauthenticity only to 
fi nd itself genuinely authentic. Selfhood therefore participates in many forms on 
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its acclivity toward apprehending its possibilities. Perhaps selfhood is beyond this 
antithetical distinction; it merely is what it is. Perhaps authenticity is beyond the 
individual; it ultimately belongs to the very ontology that constitutes Being itself. 
This becomes particularly relevant to how Being is actualized within the process 
of therapy as the personal attainment of one’s possibilities. 

 Heidegger tells us that humankind has the recalcitrant need to divulge itself 
as inauthenticity. Not only does Dasein unveil itself in the everyday mundane 
modes of existence, but it does so in a false manner. But what does it mean for 
Dasein to be false, that is, what are the conditions that infl uence the development 
of inauthenticity? Within this context, truth and falsity are regarded not in terms 
of their epistemic verity, but in reference to Dasein’s states of authentic and inau-
thentic disclosedness. From this standpoint, is it possible that the very ontologi-
cal structures of Dasein itself are false? Can the human being be thrown into a 
defi cit world, a world tainted by fallenness and inauthenticity, so much so that it 
predetermines Dasein’s Being-in-the-world as a falsehood? To what degree is our 
social environment structurally differentiated into various existential modalities 
that are themselves pathological, thereby affecting the very ways in which the self 
is disclosed? I will demonstrate that selfhood encompasses a dialectical course 
undulating through experiential modes of authenticity and inauthenticity, in which 
this very process itself is an authentic one; this is the necessary  a priori  condition 
of Dasein itself as Being-toward-possibility.   

 Dasein and fallenness 

 In his philosophical treatise  Being and Time  (1927), Heidegger offers an existen-
tial ontology of selfhood as  Dasein  (being there), the actual human subject who 
is there, as part of a world. In Dasein’s original disclosedness as Being-in-the-
world, one is thrust into the ontological contingency of ‘Being-in’ an environment 
( Umwelt ) and ‘Being-with’ others ( Mitwelt ) and with-oneself ( Eigenwelt ), which 
underlies all participation, engagement and concrete involvement with the world 
that is  given  in one’s immediate preoccupations and concerns. Thus, the world 
itself is constitutive of Dasein’s Being for ‘Being-in-the-world is a state of Dasein 
which is necessary  a priori , but it is far from suffi cient for completely determin-
ing Dasein’s Being’ ( BT  § 54). As Heidegger explicates, Dasein’s Being takes 
on a particular character a priori, and exists within the modes of authentic and 
inauthentic disclosedness.  

 Dasein exists. Furthermore, Dasein is an entity which in each case I myself 
am. Mineness belongs to any existent Dasein, and belongs to it as the condi-
tion which makes authenticity and inauthenticity possible. 

  ( BT  § 53)  

 The modes of Dasein’s disclosedness are already structurally constituted in 
Dasein’s Being-in-the-world. However, they are only the existential conditions 
that make authenticity and inauthenticity possible. As Heidegger points out, these 
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two modes of disclosedness must have ownership, that is, they necessarily belong 
to the subjective, singular Dasein. For our purposes, Dasein is to be understood 
within the context of s elfhood . 

 As the self, Heidegger delineates the factuality of Dasein characterized by 
humankind’s naked ‘thereness’, one’s abandonment as thrown into the publicness 
of ‘the they’. As human beings disclose themselves in the everydayness of Being-
in-the-world, they discover that they have been thrust into an environment without 
any consultation or choice in the matter whatsoever, and by defi nition have been 
abandoned to chance factors which already constitute their Being. Therefore, there 
is a fundamental propensity of Dasein, one which belongs to everydayness and 
manifests itself as  das Man . Das Man, one among ‘the they’, is Dasein’s ontological 
destiny. The world is a world in which one shares with others in communal proxim-
ity. Thus, Dasein’s communal structure lends itself to a participation that cannot be 
annulled, namely, that of  they ness. By virtue of Dasein’s communal character, one 
cannot  not  participate in a world determined by the pragmatics of society and the 
everyday concerns that structure Dasein’s activities. 

 For Heidegger, the question of authenticity becomes intimately associated with 
the existential character of Dasein as concern and solicitude. He states:  

 If Dasein-with remains existentially constitutive for Being-in-the-world, 
then . . . it must be interpreted in terms of the phenomenon of  care ; for as 
‘care’ the Being of Dasein in general is to be defi ned. 

  ( BT  § 121)  

 Just as Dasein’s relation to the environment is that of practical concern, Dasein’s 
relation to the communal world is that of personal concern. As Heidegger explains, 
this form of concern belonging to everydayness by necessity will ultimately lead 
to modes of inauthenticity. As the ‘anonymous one’, the uniqueness of selfhood 
is diffused and lost in depersonalization and ‘averageness’.  

 Being for, against, or without one another, passing one another by, not 
‘mattering’ to one another – these are possible ways of solicitude. And it 
is precisely these last-named defi cient and indifferent modes that charac-
terize everyday, average Being-with-one-another. 

 ( BT  § 121)  

 Heidegger expounds upon another structural element in the ontological con-
stitution of Dasein, that of ‘fallenness’. This is the universal tendency of human 
beings to lose themselves in the everydayness of present concerns and preoccupa-
tions to such a degree that it does nothing but alienate them from their personal and 
unique future possibilities, thus reducing the fallen  das Man  to a mere ‘presence-
at-hand’. He posits:  

 This ‘absorption in . . . ’ [ Aufgehen bei ] has mostly the character of Being-
lost in the publicness of the ‘they’. Dasein has, in the fi rst instance, fallen 



E X I S T E N T I A L I S M  A N D  T H E  U N C O N S C I O U S  S U B J E C T

78

away [ abgefallen ] from itself as an authentic potentiality for Being its 
Self, and has fallen into the ‘world’. 

   ( BT  § 176)  

 Everydayness and fallenness are ontological and natural predispositions of Dasein, 
therefore devoid of any value judgments attached to them; nevertheless, they are 
modes of inauthenticity that cannot be avoided nor refused. The degree to which 
one participates in these inauthentic modes has a direct bearing on the existential 
status of falsehood. 

 As a perpetual mode of inauthenticity, the falseness of Dasein becomes mani-
fested as a ‘ “levelling down” [ Einebnung ] of all possibilities of Being’ ( BT  § 
127). The fallenness of Dasein is expressed most ostensively through idle talk, 
curiosity and ambiguity. Gossip is an inauthentic use of discourse which simply 
repeats what is heard and accepted by the public without critically examining the 
grounds or validity of the subject matter under question. Idle talk is merely a repe-
tition of the conventional, an unscrutinized acceptance of the interpretations of the 
public. The fallen  das Man  is not concerned with understanding the ontological 
priorities of what is blindly accepted as truth or fact, only in reiterating the public 
clichés of the ‘anonymous one’. Curiosity, which parallels gossip, underscores 
Dasein’s hunger to explore one’s environment merely for the sake of discovering 
novelty that provides excitement, a pleasurable distraction, and knowledge sim-
ply in order to have known. Curiosity, therefore, is not motivated by the need for 
authentic understanding; it is merely an inauthentic form of solicitude. Ambiguity, 
on the other hand, is the dubious nature of information which is disseminated by 
‘the they’, which makes it impossible to determine what was disclosed in genuine 
understanding and what was not. This ambiguity is not only about the public gos-
sip, but also in reference to Being-with-one-another, and Dasein’s Being-toward-
itself, hence, an inauthentic relatedness. 

 At this point, we must further clarify what we mean by Dasein’s falsehood. 
In section 44 of  Being and Time , Heidegger (1927) discusses the relationship 
between Dasein, disclosedness and truth. This was the beginning of his later 
preoccupation with the pre-Socratic notion of , which he translates as 
 Unverborgenheit  or ‘unconcealedness’. Truth or  aletheia  is a form of disclosure, 
unconcealment, or uncoveredness that reveals itself through that which appears. 
Heidegger continues his analysis in ‘On the Essence of Truth’ (1930), where he 
offers a more comprehensive engagement of this subject. Truth may only be dis-
closed from its hiddenness in a clearing that opens a space for unconcealment. 
Equally, as each space reveals the potentiality for truth to be made known, there 
is also conversely a closing, in that truth may only be revealed in the wake of 
concealment. Such movement of uncovering in the presence of covering underlies 
the dialectical participation of the nature of truth. Given Heidegger’s very care-
ful analysis of  aletheia , how can Dasein be false? From this standpoint, truth and 
falsity are in reference to unconcealed states of Dasein’s disclosedness, not in terms 
of their epistemological status. Therefore, the anonymous one, the fallen  das Man , 
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the identifi cation with ‘the they’ of everydayness as averageness is a direct allu-
sion to a constricted Dasein. This inauthentic mode of Being is a retreat from the 
ontological obligations that Dasein demands. In these extreme modes, Dasein is a 
reduced self, a stifl ed existence, a false Being. In addition, the false Dasein as Being-
in and Being-with ‘the they’, starts to take on an existential character which is more 
negative, similar to Kierkegaard’s notion of ‘the crowd’, or even more pejoratively, 
the Nietzschean ‘herd’. The Dasein who has fallen into falsehood closes itself off 
from authentically Being-in-the-world, and even more signifi cantly of Being-with 
and Being-toward itself. In psychoanalysis, this might be chalked up to the defence 
mechanism of denial, that is, people need to deny the ontological obligations of 
Dasein in the service of more primordial psychological needs or confl icts, such as 
psychodynamic motivations surrounding security, attachment and, as Heidegger 
points out, ‘tranquility’. But as he continues to point out, this tranquility leads to an 
‘aggravation’ and alienation of Dasein from itself. Heidegger states:  

 When Dasein, tranquilized, and ‘understanding’ everything, thus com-
pares itself with everything, it drifts along towards an alienation [ Entfrem-
dung ] in which its ownmost potentiality-for-Being is hidden from it. 

  ( BT  § 178)  

 Fallenness leads to the ‘downward plunge’ into the inauthentic Being of ‘the they’ 
in which authentic possibility is lost in obscurity and under the guise of ‘ascend-
ing’ and ‘living concretely’. Is it possible, however, that this downhill plunge is 
a necessary one which provides the dialectical movement toward the fulfi lment 
of Dasein’s possibilities? Perhaps this turbulent necessity is the very authentic 
movement of Dasein toward itself as  becoming . Rather than falling away from 
itself, Dasein is falling into itself. But this is only possible if Dasein becomes 
aware of its possibilities that it hides from itself. At this point we must ask, Why 
does Dasein close off its possibilities in the tranquility of fallenness rather than 
seize them authentically? In other words, why do we hide ourselves from our own 
potentiality-for-Being? Perhaps Dasein is afraid, afraid of its freedom.   

 Dasein in bad faith 

 In offering an existential analysis of authenticity, we have determined that Dasein’s 
fundamental structure is ontologically oriented toward fallenness. In the case of the 
false Dasein, fallenness is exacerbated in that the subject constricts its comportment 
primarily to the modes of the inauthentic, thereby abdicating its potentiality-for-
Being. Why would Dasein abnegate its potentiality? While theoretically distinct 
from Heidegger’s existential ontology, Sartre’s conception of inauthenticity further 
contributes to our understanding of the psychological–ontical processes immersed 
in Dasein’s falsehood.  4   

 In his magnum opus,  Being and Nothingness  (1943), Sartre introduced the 
notion of  mauvaise foi , or bad faith. For Sartre, consciousness is Being, ‘a being, 
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the nature of which is to question its own being, that being implying a being other 
than itself’; that is, ‘to be conscious of the nothingness of its being’ ( BN , p. 86). 
In other words, authentic Being is literally  no-thing . Conversely, self-negation is 
the pinnacle of inauthenticity. The failure to defi ne oneself as  other-than  what one 
is, is to reify oneself as a thing and thus deny the possibility of a future transcend-
ence. Sartre asserts that ‘consciousness instead of directing its negation outward 
turns it toward itself. This attitude, it seems to me, is  bad faith  [ mauvaise foi ]’ 
( BN , p. 87). 

 Broadly stated, bad faith is characterized by self-deception, a lie to oneself. But 
how can one lie to oneself? Only if one is not consciously aware of such intentions 
to lie or to deceive. For the individual in bad faith, the nature of such a lie ‘is not 
recognized by the liar as  his  intention’ ( BN , p. 88, original emphasis). While a 
genuine lie is a ‘behaviour of transcendence’, the bad faith lie is a denial of such 
possibility. Such is the case that liars fi nd themselves as the victim of their own 
self-deception and live in falsehood.  

 By the lie consciousness affi rms that it exists by nature as  hidden from 
the Other ; it utilizes for its own profi t the ontological duality of myself 
and myself in the eyes of the Other. The situation can not be the same for 
bad faith if this, as we have said, is indeed a lie to oneself. To be sure, the 
one who practices bad faith is hiding a displeasing truth or presenting as 
truth a pleasing untruth. Bad faith then has in appearance the structure of 
falsehood. Only what changes everything is the fact than in bad faith it is 
from myself that I am hiding the truth. 

  ( BN , pp. 88–89, original emphasis)  

 Sartre’s notion of bad faith is intimately linked to his model of consciousness. 
He recognized two levels of consciousness: (1) consciousness as intentionality 
and self-refl ection, and (2) prerefl ective consciousness. The former is conscious-
ness as such and encompasses awareness of the self as a human subject. Prere-
fl ective consciousness, on the other hand, is the form of consciousness prior to 
being aware (of  ) an object for refl ection. This is similar to Freud’s notion of pre-
consciousness, that is, one is not immediately aware of an internal event or object 
but could be if one’s attention were drawn to that particular object for refl ection. 
But we could say that self-deception is always informed by unconscious defence. 
Sartre vociferously repudiated the notion of the Freudian unconscious; instead, 
his model espouses Brentano’s concept of intentionality. Consciousness is always 
conscious  of  or  about  something – conscious of some object we posit or place 
before us for refl ection. Therefore, there is no inertia to consciousness; conscious-
ness is not an object nor does it exist in itself. For Sartre, consciousness can be 
positional or non-positional. Consciousness that posits places an object before it 
for immediate refl ection. Non-positional consciousness is consciousness by itself. 
Consciousness is experienced as a ‘lack’, a  hole  in being. In Sartre’s view, con-
sciousness is nothingness, a freedom compelled to fi ll its own lack through future 
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projects. Therefore, consciousness is what it is not and is not what it is. For Sartre, 
we are more than what we can be if we are reduced to what we are. What we are 
is freedom, and as freedom we are transcendence.  5   

 Bad faith can manifest in various existential modalities, from singular situa-
tional choices to patterns of self-deception, or as one could argue, character struc-
ture. Nevertheless, there is a double face to bad faith, namely (1)  facticity  and  
 (2)  transcendence . In the fi rst case, bad faith is the failure to accept one’s facti-
city. In the second, it is a failure of transcendence. For example, Sartre portrays
a woman who consents to go out with a man for the fi rst time and in her bad
faith she denies his intentions behind the seductions of his conduct. ‘She does not
want to realize the urgency’ of the moment and ‘refuses to apprehend the desire
for what it is’ ( BN , pp. 96–97). Throughout the fl irtations, her companion places
her in such a position as to require an immediate decision, only to be protracted
and disguised by the various procedures she uses to maintain herself in this self-
deception. Her ‘aim is to postpone the moment of decision as long as possible’
( BN , p. 97). In Sartre’s example, the woman has failed to project a future, and has
allowed herself not to take notice of the reality of the situation. Her decision rests
in the locus of prerefl ective consciousness: she chose not to posit a future with her
suitor, thus deceiving herself of such possibility.

 She has disarmed the actions of her companion by reducing them 
to being only what they are; that is, to existing in the mode of the 
in-itself. But she permits herself to enjoy his desire, to the extent 
that she will apprehend it as not being what it is, will recognize its 
transcendence. 

  ( BN , pp. 97–98)  

 According to Sartre, the woman has reduced herself to a thing, a passive object in 
which events happen to her that she can neither provoke nor avoid. In bad faith, 
the person is in possession of the truth, but fails to acknowledge it as such, thereby 
avoiding the responsibility it requires. 

 For Sartre, authenticity or good faith is when you represent yourself to yourself 
in the mode of being what you are not. The bad faith attitude is one in which the 
individual seeks to fl ee from their freedom and the obligations it demands by con-
struing oneself as a thing, a Being-in-itself, rather than a Being-for-itself. Instead 
of, ‘I am in the mode of being what I am  not ’, the bad faith attitude is ‘I am in 
the mode of being what I am’, thus, a thing-in-itself. In short, as human agents 
we  must  choose. As long as one consciously chooses in freedom and accepts full 
responsibility for one’s actions, one is in good faith. Human beings defi ne and 
redefi ne themselves via their choices. Decisions are made in the interest of a value 
or one is in bad faith. This is the case when one fails to choose, or more appropri-
ately, when one  chooses not to choose  authentically. 

 Sartre’s portrayal of bad faith elucidates the psychological nuances of self-
deception that are structurally instantiated in Dasein’s ontical practices. For 
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Heidegger, bad faith would be a defi cient mode of Dasein’s Being-in-the-world; 
more specifi cally, Being-with-oneself and Being-toward one’s future authentic 
possibilities. Within this general context, Dasein’s fallenness is bad faith, a false-
hood, a retreat into the everydayness of theyness, cloaked by self-deception. Fur-
thermore, to deny our human reality as freedom by defi ning ourselves as a thing is 
Dasein’s propensity to reduce itself to a mere ‘presence-at-hand’. 

 If Sartre’s depiction of bad faith is accurate, then every human being is in self-
deception at one time or another. In fact, this is a necessary ontical condition of 
Dasein itself. Due to our penchant to fall into inauthentic modes of Being-in-
the-world, Dasein will inevitably engage in such deceptive practices. For Sar-
tre, we are condemned to freedom, which necessitates radical responsibility for 
our Being-for-itself. However, choices are made in the context of our ontological 
facticity and thus are affected by a milieu which, by defi nition, is defi cient or 
inauthentic. Sartre’s position ultimately demands for Being to transcend its onto-
logical structures via choice. To what degree is this possible? Furthermore, he 
ostensibly denies the primordial motivations attributed to a dynamic unconscious. 
While Sartre rejected the psychoanalytic project, his delineation of inauthenti-
city contributes to the psychodynamic conceptualization of the primacy of ego 
organization in personality development. Again, we might say that bad faith is a 
defensive form of denial, a disavowal in the service of unconscious motivations, 
confl icts and wishes. Sartre assumes that  every  Being has the  same  developmental 
capacities and intrapsychic structures to choose authentically as free agents. But 
what if one’s freedom to recognize authentic choices has been truncated due to 
structural defi cits in psychological development? Here, is it possible that Being 
itself is robbed of its full potential for authenticity?   

 The false self 

 While the predisposition toward inauthenticity is an elemental condition of 
Dasein’s facticity, the specifi c psychological dimensions of Dasein’s falseness 
require further exploration. Dasein’s psychological structures become more lucid 
with the assistance of a psychoanalytic explication of the self. What would it be 
like to not know who you are, to be alienated from your true sense of self? What 
would it be like to have to construct an identity that is ingenuine and artifi cally 
manufactured? What would it be like to not feel real? Within psychoanalysis, 
there has been a burgeoning interest in the clinical literature on the concept of the 
false self (Cassimatis, 1984; Chescheir, 1985; Khan, 1971; Lerner, 1985; Mitchell, 
1992; Naso, 2010; Schacht, 1988). The inauthentic self, or the ‘as if’ personality, 
further deepens our understanding of the false Dasein. 

 Winnicott (1960) formally introduced the notion of the false self. While some 
parallels exist between Heidegger’s exposition of the fallen Dasein and Sartre’s 
depiction of bad faith, Winnicott’s contributions to understanding the question of 
authenticity deserve special merit. For Winnicott, a false self is the result of devel-
opmental confl ict encountered in the child–maternal relationship. As a result, 
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a false self is constructed as a defensive system which remains unconsciously 
maintained. Winnicott’s theoretical framework falls within a defence model that 
is ultimately tied to drive theory within the interpersonal context of the mother– 
 child dyad. While having a ground in Freudian metapsychology, Winnicott’s con-
ceptualization of the false self is essentially a relational theory centring on ego 
defensive manoeuvres that arise in response to environmental demands. More spe-
cifi cally, within the infant–mother milieu, the child struggles to manage libidinal/
creative impulses that are solely intrapsychic; however, this takes place within 
the context of the relational matrix or intersubjective fi eld. Therefore, within the 
stage of the fi rst object relationships, various defences are constructed in response 
to external demands, and particularly that of the maternal object. Ego organiza-
tion is in the service of adaptation to the environment and procurement of object 
attachment. Repeated compliance to such demands, concomitant with a with-
drawal from self-generated spontaneity, leads to an increased stifl ing of impulses 
constitutive of the natural drive for spontaneous expression, thereby culminating 
in a false self development. 

 For Winnicott (1960), the idea of a true self originates in the capacity of the infant 
to recognize and enact spontaneous needs for self-expression. ‘Only the True Self 
can be creative and only the True Self can feel real’ (p. 148). The notion of the self 
as the centre of spontaneity that has the ‘experience of aliveness’ constitutes the 
core or heart of authenticity. However, this ability to enact such spontaneous ges-
tures is contingent upon the responsiveness of the ‘good-enough mother’ within an 
appropriate ‘holding environment’. Thus, the aetiology of the true and false self is 
contingent upon the quality of maternal responsiveness. Winnicott postulates:  

 The good-enough mother meets the omnipotence of the infant and to 
some extent makes sense of it. She does this repeatedly. A True Self 
begins to have life, through the strength given to the infant’s weak ego 
by the mother’s implementation of the infant’s omnipotent expressions. 

  (p. 145)  

 The true self fl ourishes only in response to the repeated success of the mother’s 
optimal responsiveness to the infant’s spontaneous expressions. If the mother is 
‘not good-enough’, she does not facilitate the infant’s omnipotence and repeat-
edly fails to meet the child’s spontaneous gestures with appropriate responsive-
ness. Instead she substitutes her own gestures with which the infant complies. 
This repeated compliance becomes the ground for the earliest modes of a false 
self existence due to the mother’s inability to sense and respond optimally to her 
baby’s needs. 

 Like Heidegger’s hermeneutical treatment of Dasein’s ontology, Winnicott obvi-
ates the subject–object dichotomy with regards to the ontical structures of the self. 
The maternal holding environment is part of the very ontic structure of Dasein: it 
is constitutive of Dasein’s Being. Failure in empathic attunement, mirroring and 
optimal reponsiveness is a defi cient mode of Being-with, a precondition of the 
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false Dasein’s inauthenticity. Within this context, freedom becomes abridged and 
affects the true self development  as it would have unfolded  if Dasein’s ontologi-
cal constitution of Being-with had been different. Authenticity is curtailed by the 
demands of others. In this sense, there is no authentic self distinct from Being-
with others. Winnicott supports this claim:  

 This compliance on the part of the infant is the earliest stage of the False 
Self, and belongs to the mother’s inability to sense her infant’s needs. 

 (p. 145)  

 Under these circumstances, perhaps a false self is not false at all. The false struc-
tures are authentic ones, that is, they are superimposed and constitutive of a true 
self, albeit a defi cient one. Due to the historicity of various ontological contingen-
cies that are themselves defi cient modes of Being-in-the-world, Dasein is sub-
jected to power relations by the very ontological positioning of worldhood itself. 
Dasein’s Being-with others and toward-oneself will be greatly affected by other’s 
defi ciencies. Winnicott (1960) explains that:  

 the infant gets seduced into compliance, and a compliant False Self reacts 
to environmental demands and the infant seems to accept them. Through 
this False Self the infant builds up a false set of relationships, and by 
means of introjections even attains a show of being real, so that the child 
may grow up to be just like mother, nurse, aunt, brother, or whoever at 
the time dominates the scene. 

 (p. 146)  

 The defensive functions of the false self are constructed for one cardinal purpose, 
namely, ‘to hide and protect the True Self’ (p. 142). ‘The False Self defends the 
True Self; the True Self is, however, acknowledged as a potential and is allowed 
a secret life’ (p. 143). But what is the nature of this true or authentic self which is 
allowed a secret life? Winnicott does not offer an adequate explanation, he only 
points to the ability to enact spontaneous gestures of self-expression:  

 The True Self appears as soon as there is any mental organization of the 
individual at all, and it means little more than the summation of sensory-
motor aliveness. 

 (p. 149)  

 But is this a suffi cient understanding of authenticity? Doesn’t the notion of authen-
ticity carry with it, if not demand of it, that Dasein  can  to some degree transcend 
its mere thrownness; that is, choose actively to seize upon its subjective agency 
despite its environment? 

 Clearly Dasein is more than its physiological contingencies. On one level, to 
be authentic or true is to act in accord with one’s genuine and congruent, innate 
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strivings and yearnings. Within the various psychoanalytic domains, authenticity 
may conform to the infl uence of unconscious drive determinants, ego mastery 
of the self and the environment, object relatedness and the pining for relational 
attachments, and the psychic need for mirroring and idealizing selfobject experi-
ences that form the rudimentary basis of a vital and cohesive self. Whatever the 
nature or  being  of these authentic strivings are, Winnicott assumes they exist, are 
hidden, and are preserved unconsciously due to the character structure of defence. 

 Winnicott concludes that the false self takes on a role which appears to be 
‘real’, when in fact it is artifi cial. Indeed, this pseudo-real appearance takes on a 
‘personal living through imitation’ in which the child may ‘act a special role, that 
of the True Self  as it would be if it had had existence ’ (p. 147, original emphasis). 
However, for Winnicott, the true self always exists behind the mask of the false 
persona, lying dormant, concealed and protected. The false self, as defence, is 
‘a defence against that which is unthinkable, the exploitation of the True Self, 
which would result in its annihilation’ (p. 147). Thus, the aetiology of the false 
self may be said to arise out of the defi cient modes of other Daseins, which were 
foisted upon the child with various ontological and psychological exigencies to 
comply with or perish under. It may be said that a false personality constellation 
is constructed in reaction to the fear of death of the self. Such fear of annihilation 
is the most archaic form of existential anxiety, a primordial denial of Dasein’s 
Being-toward-death. 

 The unconscious displacement of the emerging annihilation anxiety is organ-
ized within the interpersonal matrix of the infant’s earliest object relations. Within 
this context, Masterson (1981) defi nes the false self as ‘a collection of behaviors, 
thoughts and feelings that are motivated by the need to cling to the object’, and thus  
 suppress the longings for separateness and individuation (p. 101). Within contem-
porary object relations theory, the false self functions defensively as a means to 
ward off separation anxiety and abandonment fears which ultimately represent the 
inability to integrate whole self and object representations, which in turn become 
the formative basis of a cohesive self. As a result, the capacity for spontaneity, 
autonomous self-assertion and the expression of creativity is stymied and lost in 
falsehood. 

 Winnicott’s developmental model anticipates Kohut’s (1971, 1977, 1984) psy-
choanalytic self psychology. For Kohut, the self is a bipolar structure composed 
of two dimensions: (1) the pole of ambitions and strivings, and (2) the pole of 
values and ideals. The former constitutes mirroring selfobject experiences in 
which the authentic core self is the centre of initiative, self-assertion, autonomy 
and vitality. The second pole is attained via the identifi cation process and merger 
with omnipotent, calming, infallible selfobjects that are in turn internalized and 
become the intrapsychic structural foundation of the self. As Kohut (1978) theo-
retically moved away from the metapsychology of classical theory, the primacy 
of the self replaced the vicissitudes of the drives as ‘the center of our being from 
which all initiative springs and where all experience ends’ (p. 95). The self, as the 
centre of initiative and psychic motivation, depends upon the quality of selfobject 



E X I S T E N T I A L I S M  A N D  T H E  U N C O N S C I O U S  S U B J E C T

86

experiences for its structural integrity and cohesion. Within this context, a false 
self would develop out of repeated failure in empathic attunement and optimal 
responsiveness in the early selfobject milieu. If the self becomes defi ned in the 
context of others’ narcissistic needs, capacities for self-soothing and self-esteem 
regulation are thwarted due to a depleted or fragmented self structure. 

 The false self can manifest in various modalities and in degrees of its falseness. 
The more psychologically adjusted false self organization may be represented by 
the overly compliant, obsequious, acquiescent, interpersonally polite attitudes that 
accompany the expectations of social convention. This may be similar to Hei-
degger’s description of Dasein’s everydayness as fallenness in the modes of idle 
talk, curiosity and ambiguity. In terms of Sartrean bad faith, one makes inauthen-
tic choices which are situational, repetitious, or characterological in the service of 
avoiding one’s responsibility to accept freedom. In other words, by choosing not 
to choose authentically, we reside in the everyday inauthentic mode of ‘theyness’ 
as fallen  das Man . 

 For contemporary psychoanalysis, Dasein’s tendency toward fallenness serves 
primary motivations for relational attachment, emotional–interpersonal involve-
ment, and validation of the self. In the case of the false Dasein, such wishes are 
inordinately intensifi ed due to intrapsychic structural vulnerabilities of the self. 
Alice Miller (1981) discusses a particular form of false development, that of indi-
viduals who are raised by narcissistic parents and are cajoled into being respon-
sive and attuned to everyone else’s needs at the expense of their own. Children 
who are treated as objects to meet the narcissistic fulfi lments of their parents may 
develop a virtuous yet tragic gift, the gift of empathy. Gifted children in this sense 
may develop skills of empathic attunement to anticipate, respond to, and meet the 
wishes of others in order to gain love and attention of their own; but only at the 
steep price of sacrifi cing their true self. 

 Still more toward maladjustment, one could say the false self is the ‘actor’ 
who puts on a theatrical facade but is unable to remove such persona; the actor 
becomes over-identifi ed in the role and loses one’s authenticity in one-sidedness.  6   
Under the rubric of such one-sidedness, individuals seek to make themselves into 
a ‘thing’, a Being-in-itself rather than a Being-for-Self. Winnicott (1960) asserts, 
‘Whereas a True Self feels real, the existence of a False Self results in a feeling 
unreal or a sense of futility’ (p. 148). He continues: ‘The best example I can give 
is that of a middle-aged woman who had a very successful False Self but who 
had the feeling all her life that she had not started to exist’ (p. 142). In the severe 
forms of the psychiatrically impaired, a false self system consists of an organi-
zation of various part-selves, none of which are so fully developed as to have a 
comprehensive personality of their own. This clinical phenomenon is what Laing 
(1959) spoke of as the  divided self . In a divided self, there is no single false self, 
rather only partially elaborated fragments which might constitute a personality. 
In the Daseinsanalytic tradition (see Kockelmans, 1978), for Laing, as well as 
for Ludwig Binswanger, Medard Boss, Karl Jaspers, and more contemporarily 
Rollo May, a false self develops out of ontological insecurity, thereby leading 
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to an overall constricted Dasein. To the extreme, the false or divided self may 
experience a dissociation of personality or a radical splitting of its embodied and 
disembodied aspects.   

 The call of conscience 

 Up until now, we have delineated the ontological and psychological structures of 
the false Dasein as inauthenticity maintains itself in the throes of selfhood. By 
virtue of Dasein’s ontological predisposition as Being-in-the-world, selfhood is 
subjected to inauthentic existential modalities already constitutive of its Being. 
Such disclosedness to worldhood is formatively installed in Dasein’s constitution. 
Dasein’s propensity toward fallenness is therefore necessary and unavoidable. 
However, if environmental conditions are such that Dasein’s ordinary ontological 
structure is subject to more extreme forms of inauthenticity, the false development 
of the subject may not be eluded. The false Dasein results from interactions with 
pre-existing defi cient modes of Being-in-the-world that are thrust upon selfhood 
as its facticity. These pathogenic ontological structures lead to further vulnerabili-
ties that predispose Dasein to develop psychological defi ciencies as well. Such 
intrapsychic confl icts and structural limitations of the self further contribute to 
Dasein’s  pathos  as defi cient modes of Being-in-the-world and Being-toward-Self. 

 Given these assumptions, worldhood itself may be said to be a falsehood, 
plagued by bad faith and copious forms of psychopathology. Can Dasein tran-
scend its predicament, or is it destined to live inauthentically? As Heidegger and 
Sartre would contend (albeit conceptualized differently), ultimately the self is free. 
However, freedom exists within the context of Dasein’s ontological constitution. 
For Ricoeur (1965, 1966), Dasein primarily exists as fallenness in the sense that 
the will is enslaved by its actual conditions. In the case of the false self, Dasein 
is constricted by virtue of its ontological relation to a defi cient environment that 
contributes to defi cits in one’s psychological development. Assuming this is the 
case, does this imperfect condition lead to another proclivity of Dasein to fall even 
further into inauthenticity? That is, if the environment into which one was hurled 
was ontologically inadequate to begin with, is not this bound to affect one’s future 
overall Being-in-the-world? Is not the subject’s Being-in and Being-with others 
and with-oneself greatly precluded from genuine authenticity, or at least the full 
possibility of such? And where do freedom and responsibility fi t in for Dasein’s 
future possibilities? 

 We as human beings have no control whatsoever over our thrownness (as 
authenticity in the toils of inauthenticity). However, as Heidegger and Sartre 
would insist, Dasein has the capacity and responsibility to choose authentically, 
thereby actualizing its freedom to become and fulfi l its possibilities. However, is 
this a correct assumption? Winnicott and Kohut underscore the point that one’s 
true self or authentic Dasein may be structurally defi cient, hence false. This struc-
tural defi ciency is due not merely to Dasein’s historicity, which may bring about 
self-deception, but also to developmental interactions that form the psychological 
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basis of a cohesive self. That is, the very intrapsychic foundation of the self is defi -
cit and replete with tumultuous unconscious activity, thereby infl uencing choices 
and the modes Dasein assumes in the pursuit of authenticity. Perhaps the false 
Dasein does not have these capacities that are more authentically developed in 
other people, thereby encumbering the ability to form genuine good faith com-
portments characteristic of an authentic posture. Is it possible that the individual’s 
intrapsychic structures are so defi cient that the emergence of a false character 
organization is not false at all, only defi cient in comparison to others’ whose onto-
logical and developmental constitutions are less false? Is the false Dasein des-
tined to make choices that are dynamically informed by such limitations under 
the infl uence of psychic determinism? Are these processes set fi rmly in place as 
unwavering constitutional vulnerabilities, or is there an inner motivation, so that 
underdeveloped structures would resume their appropriate developmental trajec-
tory if given the opportunity? And what would constitute this opportunity – a 
modifi cation of Dasein’s introspective capacities as recognizing and then actual-
izing its freedom within the context of its thrownness? Would this also require a 
modifi cation from the social environment as well? Does the hidden true self strive 
for authentic expression despite its false structure, or is this false structure its very 
true or authentic mode to begin with? 

 If selfhood is abandoned to falsehood that is already constitutive  a priori  of 
its Being, then the false Dasein will structurally exist (both ontologically and 
developmentally) in authenticity, but in defi cient modes. In other words, false self 
structure is authentic given Dasein’s ontological contingencies that inform these 
defi cient modes of Being. However, these constitutional defi ciencies may lead 
the false Dasein to develop even further defi cient modes of Being-in-the-world, 
including, at the extreme, psychopathology. The false Dasein is a real system; it 
is primary and true although it is stifl ed in its development. Due to these partially 
underdeveloped psychic structures, it is unformed in its potential, whereby its 
internal states directly perpetuate inauthentic modes of Being. Although the false 
Dasein is real, it is defi cient and impedes more healthy aspects of the self from 
fl ourishing. Therefore, the  lie  or the falsehood is experienced as psychically real 
albeit in the modes of the inauthentic. 

 At this point we must ask: To what degree does the false Dasein have respon-
sibility to its authentic possibilities? Can the false subject overcome its fallen-
ness and its psychological vulnerabilities as well? Can it alter its ontological and 
developmental status? Heidegger differentiates: ‘The Self of everyday Dasein is 
the  they-self , which we distinguish from the  authentic Self  – that is, from the Self 
which has been taken hold of in its own way [ eigens ergriffenen ]’ ( BT  § 129). 
Can the false Dasein take hold of its true nature as transcendental possibility? 
Like Sartre’s position on self-deception, Winnicott would maintain that the false 
self hides the inner realities of the true self. In this interpretation, unlike Sartre’s, 
the unconscious cannot be denied. These authentic strivings, wishes and yearn-
ings will always be allowed to have a secret life in the night-like abyss of the 
unconscious mind, and their disillusionments will be endured. But what resonates 
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within the nocturnal pit of Dasein’s core Being? Perhaps it is Dasein’s transcen-
dental authenticity as the ‘potentiality-for-Being which must be made free in one’s 
 ownmost  Dasein alone’ ( BT  § 178). 

 For Heidegger, authenticity is ultimately self-relatedness (within world-relatedness) 
marked by the embracing of Dasein’s responsibility toward genuine care. This 
care, in other words, is an ownership of Dasein’s freedom that, in turn, opens a 
space for sublimated authenticity, which perennially exalts itself in its self–world 
relation. For Heidegger, this necessitates the ‘call of conscience’, the voice of 
Dasein within Dasein that summons us to respond to an authentic appeal to tran-
scend the corrupted public everydayness of Being and to call Dasein to a new 
possibility of Being. It is the voice of authentic Dasein’s Being-toward authentic 
possibility. It summons  me , it commands me toward myself. Such authentic rela-
tionship to our true possibilities of Being-toward-possibility must be born/e out 
of our own experience, clamouring for a higher unity of Being. Authentic Being-
one’s-Self requires an existentiell modifi cation of the ‘they’ in which ‘Dasein 
specifi cally brings itself back to itself from its lostness’ ( BT  § 268). Authentic 
Dasein must ‘make up’ for not living and choosing genuinely and must fi rst make 
possible its authentic potentiality-for-Being. Dasein comes to fi nd itself through 
the disclosure of conscience as an inner voice. The receptivity of the voice calls 
Dasein to a ‘giving-to-understand’ the authentic self, in which the call ‘passes 
over’ the they-self and fi nds its true home in its enlightened understanding of 
itself. Heidegger articulates:  

 One must keep in mind that when we designate the conscience as a ‘call’, 
this call is an appeal to the they-self in its Self; as such an appeal, it sum-
mons the Self to its potentiality-for-Being-its-Self, and thus calls Dasein 
forth to its possibilities. 

  ( BT  § 274)  

 As conscience, Dasein calls itself; it is both the caller and the one being called. 
The voice of conscience has the character of an appeal ‘ summoning  to its ownmost 
Being-guilty’ ( BT  § 269). Such guilt, however, is not a moral or psychological 
guilt, rather an indebted, beholden obligation Dasein has toward its responsibility 
to become and fulfi l itself as Being-in-the-world. Dasein must seize upon such 
guilt in that it ‘owes’ something to itself and to others. It is the call of care, in 
which its lostness is recovered in its apprehension of its obligation to be  other-
than  what it is in its everydayness. 

 But what does the voice say? It says nothing. The content or substance of such 
a call is empty; it is the inner voice without words, an appeal without authority, 
a summons without a notice, merely the ‘call of care’. The call is the inner guid-
ance of truth, an enlightenment that ‘points  forward  to Dasein’s potentiality-for-
Being’ ( BT  § 280). This call comes from the uncanniness it experiences in its 
guilt, which makes Dasein inextricably responsible for its own authentic becom-
ing. Such uncanniness arouses a ubiquitous anxiety, directed toward its truth as 
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‘resoluteness’. As a distinctive mode of Dasein’s disclosedness, resoluteness is the 
truth of Dasein’s authenticity as Being-one’s-Self, as concern for Being-alongside 
what is ready-to-hand and the solicitous care of Being-with-others. As positive 
solicitude in Dasein’s Being-with, authenticity is a special form of concern, that 
which is a ‘leap ahead’ of the Other, a genuine care that helps the Other ‘become 
transparent to himself  in  his care and to become  free for  it’ ( BT  § 122). Equipri-
mordially, such transparency must apply to Dasein’s Being-toward-itself as care. 

 On one level, the truly authentic Dasein is idiosyncratic, it is uniquely subjec-
tive and personal. Heidegger supports this position:  

 When the call gives us a potentiality-for-Being to understand, it does 
not give us one which is ideal and universal; it discloses it as that which 
has been currently individualized and which belongs to that particular 
Dasein. 

 ( BT  § 280)  

 Within this context, authenticity is a Being who contemplates itself, a Being who 
transforms itself. As authenticity, Dasein is care. Authenticity is Dasein’s pos-
sibility  as such ; a fundamental relatedness of possibility-toward-becoming as an 
indeterminate openness to oneself. Authenticity is then, simply,  to be , to be in 
selfhood that is a fundamental openness, rather than a self-enclosed, self-enslaved 
participation in everydayness. It is the relatedness of Being-toward-transcendence 
in its purist form. 

 But what are we to make of Heidegger’s fi nal determination of authenticity? 
One is left with a sense of generic ambiguity. Authenticity is opaque and equivo-
cal. It follows a voice that does not speak, it points to a direction that is not vis-
ible, it summons us to respond to a calling we cannot identify; yet it appeals to 
an obligation that cannot be disowned. Perhaps authenticity is  beyond  what words 
can defi ne, only Dasein knows its truth. Yet this conclusion always runs the risk of 
collapsing into relativism or radical subjectivism. Despite Heidegger’s insistence 
that the authentic call is ‘individualized’, we may nevertheless say it is in the  form  
of care, which becomes a  subjectivity universality  belonging to a phenomenology 
of becoming. 

 Is there such a clear cut demarcation between authenticity and inauthenticity? 
I think not. Instead of these antipodes, we need to understand selfhood as an epi-
genetic development on a continuum of authenticity, in a state of becoming as 
emerging freedom. How are we really to determine the criteria of what constitutes 
an authentic from an inauthentic Dasein when these ontic–existentiell conditions 
are indissolubly determined in Dasein’s own Being? If Dasein is its disclosed-
ness, in that we disclose ourselves and then discover ourselves in our disclosing 
or unconcealment, then the false Dasein is only one mode of Being-in-the-world 
capable of fi nding itself in its lostness and recovering its authenticity in its free-
dom. Therefore, the false Dasein is capable of hearing the call, understanding the 
message, responding to the subpoena by following the path of possibility, and 
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transcending its thrownness in its Being-toward-becoming. The horizon of pos-
sibility is Dasein.   

 Toward a discourse of the other 

 Throughout our quest for authenticity, we have seen how inauthenticity is main-
tained within an authentic falsehood ontologically constituted in Dasein’s exis-
tential disclosedness. Despite the false Dasein’s inauthentic comportment as 
Being-in-the-world, we have determined that it  is  indeed possible for Dasein to 
transcend its inauthenticity, even in the case of the false self, by apprehending 
its authentic Being-toward-possibility in its potentiality-for-Self. In other words, 
despite intrapsychic defi cits characteristic of the psychoanalytic description of 
the false self, Dasein  can  ennoble itself in actualizing its freedom. Perhaps the 
interface between Heideggerian philosophy and psychoanalysis provides us with 
a clearer window into the possibilities for selfhood and gives us a more profound 
grasp on what it is to be. 

 In conclusion, I believe there is, for Dasein, a  double edge of centredness : 
namely, the authentic centre of selfhood is one in the same, inseparable and onto-
logically undifferentiated in that authenticity and inauthenticity exist in sym-
biosis as the core dialectical function of Dasein’s Being. Dasein is beyond the 
authentic and the impure; a disclosure of such unifi cation is its wholeness. In 
the phenomenon of falsehood, everydayness is a defi cient mode, yet a necessary 
complement to the dialectical organization of selfhood. In this sense, existence 
is neutral: it discloses the conditions not only for fallenness, but also for tran-
scendence as Dasein’s emphatic destiny. The choice can only be Dasein’s. As 
a temporal structure, authentic Dasein is a  movement , an incessant opening and 
closing of itself to itself, entering into the mode of the inauthentic only to dis-
cover its authenticity in such violent process. Indeed, this process is an authentic 
one, a continual movement on the continuum, sublimating and elevating itself in 
awareness, understanding and action. Authenticity is therefore merely a moment, 
the indeterminate immediate. Bound within its temporal unfolding, authenticity 
is  Being-in-becoming  one’s possibilities. As the possibility-for-Self, authentic-
ity is only one appearance among many appearances. It emerges from itself and 
passes away back into itself, coming to be what it already is, the process of its 
own becoming. As an existentiell, the discovery or realization of one’s inauthentic 
modes of Being necessitates, if not commands, a dialectical progression toward 
the fulfi lment of one’s authentic possibilities in the endless search of the true self. 
This double edge is Dasein. 

 In Heidegger’s ‘turning’ ( Kehre ) or transition from the question and meaning of 
Being, to the truth of Being, he was to initiate an ontological discourse that situ-
ated language as the ‘house of Being’. The repositioning of Dasein as language 
developed alongside the Anglo–American linguistic turn in philosophy, which 
was simultaneously taken up in France by the structuralist movement. Here enters 
Lacan. Lacan read Heidegger (in German) and referenced his work repeatedly 
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throughout his  Écrits . Lacan was to emphasize how the human being largely is 
constituted by language as the discourse of the Other ( discours de l ’ Autre ), which 
is broadly subsumed within a social ontology that comprises the symbolic order 
within culture. But unlike the existentialists, Lacan was not particularly invested 
in defending a notion of human freedom or agency because, as a result of his 
philosophical positions, the subject is subverted by the dominion of language, and 
hence is  caused  by linguistic forces instituted by the Other. Rather than following 
the psychoanalytic tradition that emphasizes the agency of the unconscious as 
intrapsychic activity derived from the ego’s modifi cation out of biological pul-
sions, Lacan places causal emphasis on three psychic registers that derive from 
forces outside of the subject, namely, the Imaginary, Symbolic, and Real. Let us 
now turn to the metaphysical implications of Lacan’s environmental determin-
ism and see how this infi ltrates his particular form of epistemology as paranoiac 
knowledge.   

 Notes 
  1   Because the ordinary German word ‘Dasein’ is used by Heidegger as a technical term 

to connote a complex set of inner experiences, intrapersonal organizations and external 
relations that inform its ontological structure, I have retained the use of the word Dasein 
rather than attempt an English translation (such as self or subject), which would cripple 
its original meaning. 

  2   Heidegger’s close friendship with the Swiss psychiatrist Medard Boss is well known. 
At Boss’s invitation, Heidegger gave seminars to psychiatrists in Zurich for over ten 
years on his existential–ontological treatment of Dasein and its theoretical applications 
to psychological practice. As the founder of Daseinsanalysis, Boss was instrumental in 
introducing Heideggerian philosophy to the mental health profession in Europe, which 
eventually made its way into the American existential psychology movement in the 
1950s and 1960s. From the published Heidegger seminars, Boss (1978–1979) informs 
us that Heidegger expressed the hope that his thinking could break away from purely 
philosophical inquiry to benefi t those in human suffering including psychiatric popula-
tions. An interesting historical note is that Heidegger was hospitalized in Boss’ clinic 
(Haus Baden Sanatorium) after he suffered a mental breakdown and a purported sui-
cide attempt following interrogations by the denazifi cation commission surrounding his 
involvement in the National Socialist Party prior to World War II, where he received 
treatment by psychoanalyst Dr Viktor von Gebsattel (see Askay and Farquhar, 2011). 

  3   Some may argue that psychology is not ontology and the conceptual link between the 
two is illegitimate. Although Husserl (1950) entertained ontological psychology (see 
 Cartesian Meditations , § 59), this was not a problem for Hegel, so I am proceeding with 
the assumption that our understanding of the human condition is grounded in a structural 
ontology. However, I do not wish to equivocate the ontological–ontical terminology or 
treat them as though they are interchangeable. My aim is to proceed with a clear respect 
for the line between ontological/ontical and existential/existentiell. For Heidegger, 
‘ Understanding of Being is itself a defi nite characteristic of Dasein’s Being . Dasein 
is ontically distinctive in that it  is  ontological’ ( BT  § 12, italics in original). The ontic, 
that which concerns beings, and the ontological, that which concerns ways of being, are 
differentiated by virtue of their apophantical and hermeneutical referents. Existential 
understanding, on the other hand, is an understanding of the ontological structures of 
existence, that is, what it is to be Dasein, while existentiell understanding is a person’s 
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self-understanding, that is, an understanding of his or her own way to be or what he or 
she is. Although Heidegger does differentiate the ontological from the ontical, the onti-
cal can only be possible vis-à-vis the ontological, thus, our social and individual prac-
tices embody an ontology. Also see Dreyfus (1991) for a general commentary. 

  4    Although Heidegger’s and Sartre’s phenomenological ontologies are conceptually dis-
tinct with variegated subtleties, the question of authenticity is central to both of their 
philosophies. Albeit conceived differently from Heidegger’s inauthentic Dasein, Sartre’s 
notion of bad faith, as the renunciation of human freedom in the service of self-deception, 
contributes to our understanding of selfhood enthralled in the toils of inauthenticity and 
further anticipates the psychodynamic exploration of underlying defensive processes 
characteristic of the dynamic unconscious. While Heidegger offers a comprehensive 
hermeneutical treatment of Dasein in its relation to selfhood, Sartre depicts more acutely 
the psychological processes involved in the formation and maintenance of inauthentic-
ity. While respecting the distinctions and divergences between Heidegger’s and Sartre’s 
ontological discourses, it becomes important to illuminate Dasein’s falsehood in terms of 
its inauthentic ontical relations, which is the primary task of psychoanalysis. The equivo-
cation of these different terminologies is therefore intended to facilitate the conceptual 
bridge between the existential–ontological structures of Dasein and their relation to the 
existentiell–ontical manifestations of inauthenticity that will be further addressed within 
a psychoanalytic account of the self. 

  5    Sartre’s (1963) later notion of freedom stressed the ‘practico-inert’, demarcating the 
scope of freedom as always being situated (as determined) within concrete historical, 
social, cultural and economic limits. This parallels Heidegger’s notion of thrownness. 

  6   In Jung’s analytical psychology, one-sidedness is generally used to denote a mental con-
struction of the self that is false. Within a Jungian context, one-sidedness with one’s 
persona would be an over-identifi cation with the archetypal nature of the collective 
unconscious that is constricted. Following Jung’s notion of the Principles of Equivalence 
and Entropy, one-sidedness would be an over-emphasis and incompensatory discharge 
of mental energy, hence unequally distributed within the psyche.    
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Chapter 5

Using architecture to think 
ourselves into being

Buildings as storehouses of unconscious thought

In the previous chapter we examined the architectural event in the light of 
the mimetic identifications that are forged in our perception of the semb-
lance between our experiences of embodiment and the containing forms 
of architecture. This activity, we saw, is our earliest mode of relationship, 
and it continues to operate throughout our lives, informing our imaginative 
experience of things. Prior to the establishment of an ego with its capacity 
for abstract thought, the infant is compelled to negotiate the environment 
through its bodily response to the corporeal forms that interact with it. The 
cognitive capacity for self- reflection that gradually arises out of these bodily 
interactions grants a person greater resources for self- development and the 
construction of identity. In this chapter we consider the role of memory in the 
architectural event in order to explain how our interactions with architecture 
provide us with opportunities to renegotiate past experiences or impressions 
of ourselves that had been forgotten, made unconscious, or repressed. In so 
doing, we discover that architecture is an invaluable resource for the inte-
gration of self- experience and for shaping an identity that is coherent and 
abiding. I shall explain that in addition to our mimetic identifications with 
architecture through our bodily experiences, we participate in the architec-
tural event through an imaginative register of experience that goes by the 
name of the ‘dream- work’ or ‘dream- thinking’ in psychoanalysis.

‘Dream- thinking’ is a method of identification that is available to the per-
son with a mature and consolidated ego, one who has the capacity to think 
and to self- reflect. As we shall see, dream- thinking is a mode of unconscious 
‘thinking’ that works alongside and often in conflict with our powers of rea-
soning, leading to surprising and unpredictable insights, and thwarting our 
expectations of ourselves and our environments.

In the previous chapter I discussed how buildings come to be experienced as 
if  extensions of the subject’s own body, with accompanying feelings of a more 
distinctive, fortified, and contained sense of self. In this chapter I describe how 
buildings enhance our capacity to self- reflect and to think more productively 
and creatively by granting us access to our mind at its unconscious level of 
functioning, with its repository of experiences that are otherwise inaccessible 
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to cognitive thought, or to the conscious mind, with its more direct and lit-
eral way of thinking. I shall explain how we use buildings as incubatory con-
tainers for the transformation of our fragmentary unconscious thoughts into 
creative ideas, and, furthermore, how their architectural features compel us 
to use them in this way by providing us with sensorial ‘cues’ with which to 
interpret and translate their infinite surplus of meanings into useful, personal 
insights. In this scenario, the built environment grants us opportunities to dis-
cover ourselves anew by providing us with the means to engage with aspects 
of ourselves that are normally ‘off  limits’, hidden, and kept out of sight.

For the most part we are not consciously aware of the architectural event 
as it unfolds. We are more likely to notice its effects, and be unaware of the 
built environment as their cause. This is because our participation in the 
event is unconscious, and is encouraged by processes— such as projection and 
incorporation— that cannot be consciously willed into action. The architec-
tural event depends on the activation of an ‘imaginative’ register of experi-
ence, and this activity is itself  dependent on the absence or suspension of our 
cognitive faculties of reasoning. While infants rely on an imaginative register 
of experience in the absence of critical powers of reasoning, the adult, who 
depends on such cognitive faculties for their orientation in the world, may 
experience the suspension of this faculty as somewhat disorientating and odd, 
causing them to feel ‘out of sorts’ with themselves or ‘displaced’ in their envir-
onment. The activation of our imagination indicates that our rational judge-
ment, which accompanies our direct or focused attention to things, has been 
suspended so as to allow us to engage with ourselves and our environment in 
a less focused, more ‘dream- like’ manner. In this chapter I shall explain the 
activity and processes that underpin this mental ‘gear change’ and how it is 
activated in our interactions with architecture.

To help us in our investigation I  shall turn to an intriguing and often 
overlooked anecdote reported by Freud on the occasion of his visit to the 
Acropolis in Athens in 1904. I shall use his account as a case study on ‘dream- 
thinking’ to illustrate how the unconscious mind of Freud utilises his per-
ceptions of the Acropolis and its surrounding environment to access his 
unconscious thoughts and how he reconstructs his sense of self  in the light 
of them. Freud’s visit to the Acropolis gave rise to an uncanny experience 
that remained unexplained for him for several years, until he finally came to 
interpret it as a manifestation of forgotten memories and repressed feelings 
of guilt that he had been harbouring in relation to his father (Freud 1936: 
247– 8). Although Freud concedes that the building had set in motion a ‘pro-
cess of transformation’ insofar as the process ‘included myself, the Acropolis 
and my perceptions of it’ (1936:  244), his explanation for the transforma-
tion focuses purely on the situation of his inner, emotional life; he does not 
entertain the possibility that the architectural environment contributed to its 
cause. The majority of scholars who have gone on to examine his account also 
ignore the affective power of the architectural scene, choosing, like Freud, to 
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consider his mental activity as if  it were totally removed and in isolation from 
the physical environment in which the event took place. In contrast, I suggest 
that the architectural environment did in fact have a role to play, and a signifi-
cant one at that. I shall argue that it is through Freud’s imaginative perception 
of the material features of the Acropolis that he discovers the means to access 
memories, ideas, and experiences that had been latent, forgotten, or repressed 
within him. Furthermore, these features include those that are physically pre-
sent to Freud and those that are impressed upon him through their evocative 
absence— notably, in this case, the image of the building in its original, pris-
tine condition as it appeared in Freud’s imagination, as if  superimposed on 
the ruined structure that was physically present. In other words, I maintain 
that the various material features of the built environment that Freud per-
ceived encouraged him to access ideas that he couldn’t have accessed through 
rational deliberation alone. His imaginative perception of the built environ-
ment provides him with the containing structure with which to configure or 
shape his unconscious material into an arrangement that can be disclosed 
to conscious awareness, and subsequently thought through and experienced 
as personally meaningful. Moreover, I suggest that Freud’s experience is not 
unusual, and neither is the Acropolis in this regard. Rather, Freud’s account 
serves to illustrate (albeit, perhaps, with an unusual degree of clarity) the way 
in which the unconscious mind uses the built environment to arrange and 
disclose its material.

We have already seen other accounts of the psychological impact of archi-
tecture that arrive at similar conclusions to mine in my interpretation of 
Freud’s experience at the Acropolis. For instance, Searles refers to the free-
dom granted to us by the built environment for the expression of unresolved 
feelings and emotional struggles; Rose and Stokes both allude to architecture 
as evocative of our inner, unreconciled conflicts; and Jung speaks of the hid-
den and unconscious activity that occurs within the architectural fabric of 
cities, and causes ‘unforeseen vistas’ to open, ‘unexpected things’ to become 
conscious, and questions to be ‘posed which were beyond [my] powers to han-
dle’ (Jung 1961b: 319). But, as we shall see, it is within the details of Freud’s 
account that we find perhaps the clearest and most comprehensive descrip-
tion of the ‘architectural event’ within the psychoanalytic literature— one that 
allows us to trace its various phases or aspects as the event unfolds through 
Freud’s imaginative perception of the building, from his initial identification 
with it through to the insights that are disclosed to him to help him to nego-
tiate inner conflicts that were inaccessible to the cognitive resources of his 
conscious mind.

Before we turn to Freud’s experiences, I must explain the essential differ-
ences between unconscious and conscious thought, and how the unconscious 
can be said to ‘think’ creatively and imaginatively. I do so by outlining the var-
ious roles that scholars have tended to ascribe to each type of thinking within 
the context of creative thinking and problem solving. Traditional models and 
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techniques for problem solving involve a procedure or sequence of stages that 
are comparable to the three phases or aspects of the architectural event as 
I have described them. A closer look at their similarity will help us to clarify 
the kinds of thoughts the unconscious gives rise to, and their usefulness to 
us in the light of the limitations imposed by our rational judgements and our 
more consciously determined ideas.

‘Thinking’ unconsciously

In Chapter 3, I described how architecture defies rational definition by evok-
ing a surplus of meanings, which subsequently ‘open’ the perceiver of the 
building to the expansive possibilities of their own nature. In this respect, 
buildings facilitate a different kind of thinking and understanding from that 
acquired through our literal perception of things and the rational compre-
hension it gives rise to. In contrast to prescriptive and presumptive reasoning, 
which directs us to the knowledge we seek, the type of thinking and under-
standing involved here is unpredictable. In comparison with the linear path of 
logic, it involves a tangled web of associative thoughts, feelings, and impres-
sions that gravitate towards or converge around focal points of shared mean-
ing, the content of which may seem bizarre and nonsensical from a rational 
perspective. When we approach things with a view to using them in a specific 
way, with expectations that they will fulfil a particular function or purpose, 
we tend to restrict our perception of their form and character, and notice 
them merely as objects for our immediate appropriation. We approach things 
unconsciously, by contrast, when we are not immediately preoccupied with 
them, and allow our minds to wander freely in relation to them, and thereby 
entertain sequences of thoughts that don’t follow a prescribed agenda. By 
allowing our mind to wander in this way, unconstrained by our practical con-
cerns and ‘to do lists’, we become more receptive to the surplus of meanings 
evoked by our built environments. The architectural event, we shall see, brings 
both types of thinking into creative dialogue.

Jung describes the difference between the two types of thinking in terms 
of their focus and direction. He says that we think and perceive things ‘with 
directed attention’ when our thoughts ‘imitate the successiveness of objectively 
real things’. In such cases ‘the images in our mind follow one another in the 
same strictly causal sequence as events taking place outside it’ (1911– 12: par. 
11). In other words, directed thinking follows the logic of causal deduction, 
and fuels both our expectations and our presumptions about how things 
are and ought to be. It is a form of thinking that no architectural engineer 
can afford to be without; the buildings they design, however, elude rational 
conceptualisation, and impart instead a surplus of meanings that cannot be 
‘thought through’ in logical fashion. Architectural designs lead us, in other 
words, to a different type of thinking, one that we described in Chapter 3 
as imaginative and symbolic, and one Jung that refers to as ‘non- directed’. 
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Non- directed thinking, Jung contends, is an ‘automatic play of ideas’ that 
‘leads away from reality into fantasies of the past or future’ (1911– 12: par. 
18). We think without direction when we withdraw our focused attention 
from objects and ‘no longer compel our thoughts along a definite track but let 
them float, sink or rise according to their specific gravity’ (1911– 12: par. 18). 
As I shall explain, whilst directed thinking draws upon logical correspond-
ences between ideas and perceived reality, non- directed thinking perceives 
forms as a haphazard collage of unconscious associations, as ‘images piled 
upon images’ and ‘feelings upon feelings’ arranged ‘not as they are in reality 
but as one would like them to be’ (1911– 12: par. 18). The unconscious thinks 
with non- direction by binding to a person’s perception of things an array of 
images, feelings, memories, and sensations.

In Chapter 2, I distinguished between these types of thinking by contrast-
ing the metaphorical building designed by Descartes, constructed according 
to precepts of certainty and reasoning that establish an edifice that is secure 
and abiding, with that of Freud, who creates his ‘eternal’ city- scape with 
‘phantasy’ and ‘imagination’ to establish an architecture that is incoherent 
and incongruous. Freud employs the term ‘free association’ to describe this 
kind of thinking, and he likens its tenuous sequence of images to the ‘chan-
ging views’ one sees out of the window of a moving train (1913: 135). In the 
next chapter we shall see how our body in motion encourages this unconscious 
type of thinking, and how walking within built environments (especially when 
we wander without a prescribed route in mind) provides the unconscious with 
‘food for thought’, providing it with a greater variety of evocative forms with 
which to configure and disclose its ideas.

When we are unrestrained by conscious directives, our mind wanders freely, 
moving from one idea to another in a seemingly arbitrary chain of associ-
ations, under the guidance or sway of our unconscious desires and inclina-
tions. We often notice our engagement in this type of thinking just before we 
drift off  to sleep, or when we catch ourselves day- dreaming; but psychologists 
assert that we are preoccupied in unconscious or non- directed thinking much 
more often than we probably realise: indeed, they claim that the unconscious 
affects us at every moment, influencing even our most carefully thought- out 
plans. By thinking in this manner we create trains of thought that branch out 
in different directions, each an expression of our unconscious interests at the 
time. If  the conscious mind thinks causally in a logical sequence of ideas and 
concepts, the unconscious mind can be said to think imaginatively, drawing 
on a vast reservoir of impressions available to it. In this chapter I explain how 
unconscious thinking is an elaboration of a web of perceptions and expe-
riences of actual objects in our ‘external’ environments that are mixed and 
juxtaposed with experiences and impressions housed within our ‘inner’ or 
intrapsychic world that we have acquired over our lifetime, some of which 
have been deeply repressed and otherwise forgotten, whilst others are more 
easily recalled as vivid memories.
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Although unconscious thinking groups together materials that may 
seem unrelated, Freud and his followers were adamant that if  one were 
to trace the various techniques employed by the unconscious as it gathers 
and collates its material, patterns could be detected that suggest a coher-
ent and meaningful arrangement. Later I consider two of  these techniques 
(‘condensation’ and ‘displacement’) in order to explain how they can be 
employed to deconstruct the ‘architectural event’ by isolating its various 
components (including the sensory impressions of  the architectural design, 
memory traces of  specific events, emotional feelings, and other remnants of 
experience and fragmented ideas) and discovering the common meanings 
that inform their arrangement.

By using Freud’s proposed methods to attempt loosely to decipher uncon-
scious activity, the material features of an architectural design and the sub-
ject’s repressed personal experiences can, in theory at least, be disentangled 
to identify the meaningful associations that unite the two. For Freud, this 
underlying meaning points to an unresolved conflict in the person’s life, one 
that has been made unconscious because it is too traumatic to contemplate 
and to have integrated into the conscious personality. The architectural event 
provides an occasion for this contemplation, with the containing forms of the 
building— experienced, as we saw, as a stabilising and fortifying extension of 
the self— affording a more comfortable and therapeutic environment in which 
to entertain difficult thoughts.

Creative potentials of unconscious thinking

Whether we think with or without direction, or perceive things consciously or 
unconsciously, depends on what we are doing at the time. When our concen-
tration is disrupted and the corresponding linear paths of thought are inter-
rupted, we can become more attuned to the unconscious associations we bring 
to bear on the objects of our experience. Although non- directed thinking can-
not be consciously willed, it can be encouraged; and to discover exactly how, 
we can turn to well-established accounts of problem- solving techniques and 
methods employed to enhance creative and productive thinking.

Many empirical studies celebrate the efficacy of non- directed thinking for 
solving problems that cannot be resolved using logical strategies or rational 
deliberation. The cognitive psychologist Guy Claxton, for example, describes 
the ‘hare brain’ and ‘tortoise mind’ to argue that intelligence and the ability to 
solve problems increase when rational thought (the hare brain) is abandoned 
to allow the unconscious (the tortoise mind) to think for us. Claxton asserts 
that ‘often our best, most ingenious ideas do not arrive as a result of faultless 
chains of reasoning. They ‘occur to us’, ‘pop into our heads’, and ‘come out 
of the blue’ (1998: 49). Often our best ideas occur to us at the unlikeliest times 
and in the unlikeliest of places: when we are in the shower, doing household 
chores, or going for a walk. In other words, they often occur on occasions 
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when we are not trying to think and to force ideas into conscious awareness, 
but when we are attending to something else entirely.

I suggest that ingenious ideas and insightful thoughts do not appear out 
of  nowhere, but are the product or consequence of  a gradual process that 
employs both types of  thinking, and utilises our imaginative perception of 
things to trigger and set in motion various unconscious thoughts, feelings, 
and ideas that have been latent within us. This process, we shall see, knits these 
various elements into a coherent narrative that is subsequently disclosed by 
the evocative objects within our environment. To clarify and explain this pro-
cess, I shall first turn to the seminal account of  creative thinking outlined by 
the mathematician, philosopher of  science, and theoretical physicist Henri 
Poincaré (1854– 1912). Poincaré’s account is particularly useful for our inves-
tigation, for it differentiates between the roles of  directed and non- directed 
thinking in the creation of  insightful ideas; moreover, the phases he ascribes 
to the process of  creative thinking correspond to those phases or aspects 
I have attributed to the architectural event. Thus, in Poincaré’s account we 
find a useful framework for making sense of  unconscious activity as it under-
pins the architectural event— from the gathering of  its material to its dissem-
ination as an evocative, insightful idea through the material features of  the 
building.1

Henri Poincaré’s creative distractions

Poincaré’s brief  account appears in the chapter ‘Mathematical Creation’ in his 
study The Foundations of Science (1908). There he explains the circumstances 
that led him to the discovery of several mathematical formulae, and thence to 
deduce from his experiences a generic method for problem solving and pro-
ductive thinking. Thus, he tells us how he spent fifteen fruitless days trying 
to prove a theorem. ‘Every day’, he says, ‘I seated myself  at my work table, 
stayed an hour or two, tried a great number of combinations and reached no 
results’ (1908: 387). But matters changed when one evening ‘contrary to my 
custom, I drank black coffee and could not sleep’. At this point, ‘ideas rose in 
crowds; I felt them collide until pairs interlocked, so to speak, making a stable 
combination. By the next morning I had established the existence of Fuchsian 
functions’. He thereby solved the mathematical problem he had not been able 
to do through his concerted rational efforts, and ‘had only to write out the 
results, which took but a few hours’ (1908: 387).

Poincaré supports this account with other similar instances when the 
mathematical ideas he sought suddenly made themselves known to him on 
occasions when he was not preoccupied with them. For instance, a change 
in routine with a trip to Coutances, in Normandy, enabled him, he says, to 
‘forget my mathematical work’; but as soon as he stepped on a bus to con-
tinue his journey, he recalls how an idea he had been searching for came to 
him, with a feeling of  perfect certainty. Upon his return home, he tested and  
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verified the idea that had appeared to him as if  out of  the blue (1908: 387– 
8). On another occasion, when ‘disgusted’ with his failure to establish valid 
results through considerable effort, Poincaré decided to take leave of  his 
studies and spend a few restful days at the seaside. ‘One morning, walking on 
the bluff ’, he writes, ‘the idea came to me, with just the same characteristics 
of  brevity, suddenness and immediate certainty’ (1908: 388). On still another 
occasion Poincaré describes how he sought to explain through rational 
deduction a number of  mathematic functions that had continued to puzzle 
him. He began, he says, by making a ‘systematic attack upon them and car-
ried all the outworks one after another’. All of  this work, he says, ‘was per-
fectly conscious’; but ‘my efforts only served […] to show me the difficulty’ of 
the problem. Poincaré recalls at this time how he had to give up his study in 
order to undertake military service— a change that left him ‘differently occu-
pied’. Soon after, he recounts how, when walking along a street, ‘the solution 
to the difficulty which had stopped me suddenly appeared to me’. He now 
had before his mind’s eye ‘all the elements and had only to arrange them and 
put them together’ (1908: 388).

Poincaré deduces from these experiences that rational deliberation alone is 
often unproductive, and only when one disengages from this type of think-
ing can a decisive idea or sought- after solution to a problem ‘all of a sudden’ 
reveal itself. Importantly, Poincaré concludes that the solution hasn’t arisen 
simply because his break has allowed his reasoned thoughts and directed 
efforts the chance to rest and recuperate, but, rather, ‘it is more probable that 
this rest has been filled out with unconscious work and that the result of 
this work has afterward revealed itself ’ (1908: 389). In other words, by pre-
occupying himself  with a different activity, Poincaré was able to direct his 
rational thoughts elsewhere, and allow his unconscious the opportunity to 
get to work on the problem instead. The inspired thoughts that appear to 
come out of nowhere are regarded by Poincaré as the product of his uncon-
scious mind revising and reconfiguring the work that had been started by 
his directed efforts. Unconscious work, Poincaré asserts, is fruitful only ‘if  
it is on the one hand preceded and on the other hand followed by a period 
of conscious work’. Sudden inspirations can happen only after an occasion 
of conscious deliberation has failed to achieve its desired results; but such 
efforts, he maintains, ‘have not been as sterile as one thinks; they have set 
going the unconscious machine’ (1908:  389). Likewise, directed thinking is 
required after unconscious thought has disclosed its insights in order to verify 
them, and perhaps also, he says, to ‘shape’ or rearrange them a little so as to 
define them more distinctly.

How does the unconscious think and arrive at its inspired thoughts? 
Poincaré does not provide a definitive answer. He says that the unconscious 
is ‘capable of discernment’ and deduces its own ‘combinations’ of ideas from 
those arrived at through our initial rational deliberations. Furthermore, he 
says that the unconscious establishes a ‘great number’ of combinations of 
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ideas, the majority of which are irrelevant to the problem at hand. Only those 
combinations that are ‘harmonious and, consequently, at once useful and 
beautiful’ will, he says, ‘affect most profoundly our emotional sensibility’ and 
thereby ‘break into the domain of consciousness’ to capture our attention. The 
remainder are left dormant, or, as Freud would contend, repressed. Our mind 
is therefore like a ‘sieve’, Poincaré says, which employs a special aesthetic sens-
ibility to facilitate and determine which of the unconscious combinations are 
useful or ‘harmonious’ to our needs, and can therefore be granted conscious 
expression. Poincaré’s understanding here is similar to Freud’s figure of the 
‘watchman’, whom we encountered in Chapter 2, standing at the threshold 
between the rooms of consciousness and the unconscious, and deciding which 
of a variety of mental impulses are allowed to pass into consciousness on the 
basis of whether they please or displease him.2 Using Poincaré’s account, we 
can begin to speculate on the methods we employ to engage with the surplus 
of meanings evoked by architecture and out of which meaningful insights 
are composed and disclosed. Through an unconscious, imaginative register 
of experience the perceiver of the building is able somehow to ‘sieve’ through 
this surplus of meaning to establish combinations of ideas that are relevant 
to their unconscious needs or concerns, and are subsequently revealed to the 
subject at the culmination of the architectural event.

In order to make use of Poincaré’s model of creative thinking for our inves-
tigation into unconscious activity— specifically, the manner in which it uses 
impressions and images of the built environment to configure and disclose its 
inspiring thoughts— we need to clarify its various stages and relate these to 
the phases of the architectural event. To help us, I shall call upon the assis-
tance of the social psychologist and economist Graham Wallas, who sought 
to establish a four- stage model of creative thinking on the back of Poincaré’s 
account:3 and also Freud, with his method of the ‘dream- work’; and, once 
more, Bollas and his important idea of the transformative object.4

Stages of creative thinking

In his influential work The Art of Thought (1926) Wallas delineates four 
clear stages or sequences in Poincaré’s account of creative thinking. The 
first, ‘preparation’, is a period of directed thinking that indicates our pre-
occupation with activities that require our rational judgement and deliber-
ation. Such focused thinking cannot be sustained indefinitely and invariably 
comes to an end, especially when we are confronted with a problem we cannot 
resolve. At this point, the second stage, ‘incubation’, comes into play. Here 
our mind ‘switches gear’ and disengages from the strategies of directed think-
ing that have proven insufficient to our needs. The period of incubation marks 
a change in our mode of thinking. Here the conscious mind becomes dis-
tracted by other activities that encourage it to dispense with its fixation on the 
former task. Poincaré describes various activities, including a bus journey, a 
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walk on a beach, and having a cup of coffee. These activities may seem trivial 
and wholly unrelated to the tasks that preoccupy our conscious minds, and 
even detrimental to our conscious needs. However, as Poincaré, Wallas, and 
Claxton maintain, these activities are vital for creative thinking and prob-
lem solving, for they provide cognitive nourishment, or ‘food for thought’, 
by bringing to bear on the task or problem at hand a different perspective 
from that afforded by our more measured approach through logic and rea-
soning. When occupied in distracting activities, we are less influenced by the 
rational judgements of ego- consciousness and more receptive to the creative 
and imaginative play of the unconscious.

The period of incubation can be traced within the architectural event as 
the occasion when the building is perceived imaginatively, and the subject 
experiences themselves as somehow merged with it. At this time, the person’s 
rational faculties are temporarily suspended, thereby allowing them to dis-
band with their literal perception of the building and engage with its more 
elusive features, which are otherwise unnoticed. Buildings, I have argued, are 
especially evocative for us, and in the context of our current discussion we 
can explain this quality in terms of a building’s capacity to distract us and 
compel us to entertain ideas that we haven’t been able to figure out through 
concerted effort.

The stage of incubation comes to an end with the sudden disclosure of an 
inspired idea.5 Its presence is usually accompanied by feelings of surprise, as 
the proverbial ‘bolt from the blue’. Its felt presence marks the third stage of 
Wallas’s creative process, ‘illumination’. The fourth and final stage, ‘verifica-
tion,’ employs directed thinking once again in order to evaluate the surprising 
idea, to corroborate its validity, and possibly to reshape it a little to emphasise 
and clarify its meaning. In psychoanalytic terms, the third and fourth stages 
are difficult to distinguish. In Freudian terms, the stage of illumination signi-
fies the return of a repressed thought and thus the disclosure of an important 
experience that had until then been forgotten. In Jungian terms, by contrast, 
the illumination is a revelation of an archetypal truth that up until that point 
in time was largely unknown and unfamiliar to the recipient. Following 
the illumination and disclosure of this hitherto concealed and unconscious 
material, the subject must either accept the thoughts ‘given’ to it or reject 
them.6 The subject’s ego must decide what to do, and their response is equiva-
lent to the verification stage. If  the ego decides to reject these thoughts, it will 
seek to keep itself  cut off  from them by repressing them or dissociating itself  
from them, thereby setting them up to return at a later stage. If  accepted, the 
material is integrated into the conscious personality, whereupon the personal-
ity is enriched, with a more rounded and more objective attitude.

In this chapter we are concerned principally with the transition between 
stages two and three— where the period of incubation, in which one thinks 
without direction, leads to the illumination or revelation of insight or inspired 
idea— in order to shed light on the architectural event as it unfolds from the 
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occasion of our imaginative perception of architecture through to the disclo-
sure of its insights. Poincaré isn’t very helpful when it comes to explaining the 
incubation stage and what exactly happens during this period of unconscious 
activity for it then to trigger the illumination. Neither is Wallas. Indeed, stud-
ies within cognitive psychology generally aren’t. Of all the stages in the crea-
tive thinking process, the period of incubation attracts the most attention and 
criticism on the basis that it is arguably its most essential part, but the least 
understood.

The most popular hypothesis seems to be one that postulates the insight-
ful idea as a combination of  elements or ideas that are suddenly made known 
to us; but many are bewildered as to how these combinations occur, several 
believing them to be the product of random, chance events.7 If  we turn to psy-
choanalytic theories, however, we can construct from their ideas a coherent 
explanation for these combinations, one that assigns purpose to the incuba-
tory period as a hub of organised activity, motivated by unconscious impulses 
that seek conscious expression. In this interpretation, the incubatory period 
is a particularly active time for the unconscious as it revises and reconfig-
ures the thoughts and ideas that were arrived at earlier through efforts of 
rational deliberation. Poincaré’s account was arguably the first to claim that 
unconscious activity does not randomly generate combinations of ideas, 
but establishes those that are of especial use or interest to the subject. In the 
next section I develop this important idea, by drawing on Freud’s theories of 
unconscious thinking— specifically his concepts of free association and the 
dream- work— and Bollas’s theory of transformative objects. By implement-
ing Freud’s ideas we can articulate the methods of the unconscious as it gath-
ers and orders its material into meaningful combinations; and with Bollas’s 
theory we can elaborate a coherent explanation of the methods of the uncon-
scious as it disseminates its gathered material in such a way that it captures the 
conscious attention of the subject and induces (within him or her) feelings of 
enlightenment.

After this discussion of the ideas of Freud and Bollas I shall be in a better 
position to formulate a hypothesis about the psychological efficacy of the 
built environment in ordering our thoughts and reconciling us with ideas, 
feelings, and experiences that have been lying dormant and unconscious 
within us. I suggest that the period of incubation is an occasion of height-
ened unconscious activity, a time of distraction during which the unconscious 
gathers the various images and impressions we have acquired of our environ-
ment (such as the scenery that flickers past the window of Freud’s moving 
train), and selects and directs us to those objects or things in that environ-
ment that resonate most strongly with the material it seeks to convey. In this 
process, objects in our environments capture our attention with their uncon-
scious promise of releasing insights about us. By virtue of its abiding form 
and its surplus of meaning, the built environment is particularly resourceful 
and attractive to the unconscious, enabling it to go about its work efficiently. 
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To illustrate this hypothesis I  shall return to the Acropolis and to Freud’s 
insightful moment as he surveys the architectural scene before him. I  shall 
deconstruct the architectural event in light of his account of his experience in 
order to illustrate how Freud’s perception of the architectural features of the 
built environment encourages his mind to ‘shift gear’ and employ an imagina-
tive register of experience, which sets in motion the unconscious construc-
tion and dissemination of Freud’s personal insight. I shall conclude that the 
material forms of the built environment encouraged Freud to engage with 
forgotten or repressed experiences that had been too difficult to negotiate and 
think through in a directed, conscious manner.

The ‘dream- work’: building blocks of unconscious 
insight and evocative architectural design

I have described unconscious thinking as a gathering together of impressions 
we receive from our environments with those that populate our inner worlds, 
such as latent memory traces, disowned desires, and disallowed impulses. 
I have also described the gathering as a grouping together of various frag-
ments of experience into clusters or combinations of associated meanings. 
But by what method does the unconscious do this? Jung gave us a clue earl-
ier by suggesting that the unconscious ‘shuffle[s]  things about and arrange[s] 
them not as they are in reality but as we would like them to be’ (1911– 12: 
par. 19). We noted, too, Poincaré’s allusion to a special aesthetic sensibility 
that sifts through the ideas made available to the unconscious mind to deter-
mine which ‘fit’ together. But it is to Freud that we turn for a more compre-
hensive account of the methods employed by the unconscious as it groups the 
mass of thoughts and impressions accumulated by a person into the meaning-
ful experience that is disclosed within the architectural event.

Freud famously said that the interpretation of dreams is ‘the royal road to a 
knowledge of the unconscious activities of the mind’ (1900: 608). Furthermore, 
he maintained that if  we trace the methods employed by the unconscious 
in the design and construction of dreams— the method of ‘dream- work’, as 
Freud referred to it— we can begin to interpret the underlying meanings of 
our dream- like experiences, including those non- directed streams of thoughts 
that occur when we perceive objects imaginatively. The dialectic between con-
scious and unconscious thinking and between literal and imaginative percep-
tion is therefore comparable to the contrast between waking and dreaming.

Dreams, like buildings, are symbolic in nature, and therefore their meaning 
cannot be conveyed directly in literal terms. Thus, their manifest appearance 
doesn’t signify their definitive meaning, but conveys or evokes a multitude or 
superabundance of possible meanings. Furthermore, dreams, like buildings, 
are designed and constructed out of a variety of materials and according to 
methods and techniques that are not immediately evident. The building blocks 
of dreams are those materials (thoughts, perceptions, memories, desires) that 
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the unconscious busily gathers from our waking experiences into the various 
meaningful clusters from which it constructs our dream- narratives.8

Ever keen to elaborate ideas with architectural metaphors, Freud envisions 
the relationship between the dream as it presents itself  to us upon waking, 
and its hidden, unconscious meaning, as an Italian church with a ‘façade’ that 
barely resembles and has ‘no organic relation with’ the structure lying behind 
it (1900: 211). Freud refers here to the Italian tradition of adding façades of 
a later architectural style to older buildings in order to make the analogous 
point that dreams as they present themselves— their façades— conceal mean-
ings that cannot be immediately discerned in their presentation.9

Freud is, however, eager to draw attention to an important distinction 
between the construction of buildings and dreams. In a parallel with his 
distinction between the methods and approaches taken by the architect and 
those of the psychoanalyst (where the architect, you may recall, is thought to 
follow prescribed blueprints in his construction work, while the psychoana-
lyst builds more haphazardly, composing the plan as and when he builds), 
Freud suggests that the façade of a dream is unlike that of a building, because 
the dream’s façade is ‘disordered and full of gaps’, and so much so that in 
many places ‘portions of the interior construction’ will have ‘forced their way 

Figure 5.1  Santuario di Santa Maria dei Miracoli /  Sanctuary of St Mary of Miracles, Saronno, 
Italy (c. 1498): façade (1596– 1613)

This building illustrates Freud’s analogy well, with its contradiction in style and scale between its 
façade and the rest of the building.
©Klausbergheimer

 

 

 

 



Figure 5.2, 5.3  Numbers 23 and 24, Leinster Gardens, Paddington, London: façade (c. 1860)
These façades give Freud’s analogy a modern twist. Although they appear to be two Victorian town houses 
in a terrace of five similar five- storey houses white stucco façades, complete with balconies, columns, rail-
ings and other architectural ornamentation, the astute observer will notice that their eighteen windows 
are blacked- out, and neither has a letterbox. A walk around the back of the building immediately reveals the 
façade to be just that— a prop placed in front of an empty space where the rest of the houses used to be. If 
you were to peer into the void, you would see the underground railway line, and possibly a train travelling 
between Paddington and Bayswater. Numbers 23 and 24 Leinster Gardens are not townhouses but the 
frontage to an air vent for the discharge of smoke and steam from the London underground train network.
© Alex George
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through’ to appear within it (1900: 211). This difference is sufficient, Freud 
thinks, to revise his metaphorical description to one that reflects the nature of 
dreams more accurately.10 Interestingly, he decides not to dispense with archi-
tectural imagery altogether, but chooses simply to modify the specific design 
features of his architectural metaphor to allow for the incoherent arrange-
ments of a dream’s construction. He subsequently refers to dreams as if  they 
were buildings that have been constructed from bits and pieces extracted from 
the ruins of earlier buildings. By way of illustration, he alludes to the ruins 
of ancient Rome— Freud’s eternal, unconscious city— ‘whose pavements and 
columns have provided the material for the more recent structures’ of the city, 
including its ‘Baroque palaces’ (1900: 492).

Dreams often appear nonsensical and absurd upon waking because they 
are composed of parts that have been selected by the unconscious from a 
vast repository of seemingly disparate materials across different periods— 
including the recent and the distant and forgotten past— and subsequently 
arranged according to their unconscious associations. Dreams, like the 
Baroque palaces of Rome, plunder the spoils of earlier periods for their own 
composition. As Ken Frieden observes, ‘In the construction of dreams[,]  as 
of some buildings’, there is ‘a temporal gap between work on the founda-
tion plans and the façade’. Thus, by ‘alluding to the temporal gap between 
stages of an architectural construction, Freud reinforces his conception of 
dreams as combinations of childhood materials [memories] and recent events’ 
(Frieden 1990: 35). What concerns us, however, is what the analogy tells us 
about our unconscious identifications with architecture, and which architec-
tural features or designs are likely to capture our unconscious attention most 
readily.

I have already begun to describe various architectural features that stir 
and evoke our unconscious response, including those of great expanse, dark 
spaces, and those features suggested by their marked absence. In Freud’s dis-
cussion of the composition of dreams and dream- like imagery, we learn about 
the spatial arrangements that underpin these features and the array of materi-
als that go into their construction. We shall discover that the unconscious is 
disclosed through a bricolage of materials that are juxtaposed in confusing 
and irregular designs. It is the distorted and perplexing features of architec-
ture that most readily captivate our unconscious minds and set in motion the 
creative thought processes that underpin the architectural event. Ambiguous 
and surprising architectural features provoke us into disengaging from our 
‘ordinary’ or literal perception of buildings, causing us to hesitate and to 
engage with them imaginatively, in a non- directed manner.

For centuries architects have sought to incorporate complex and confus-
ing features in their designs in order to undermine the expectations of those 
who interact with them, and instil within them feelings of tension and unease. 
Such attempts are often seen as a counteraction to architectural conven-
tions that seek, in stark contrast, to design according to utilitarian principles, 
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conveyed by simple, functional, uniform designs. As we have seen, the effects 
of the unconscious are most viscerally felt when the expectations of ego- 
consciousness, with its penchant for certainty and orderliness, are thwarted. 
An architectural design that captivates our unconscious attention and sets 
in motion our imaginative perception is likely, at first, to appear to follow 
conventional orders of design, but upon closer inspection departs from them, 
through their incorporation of curious spatial alignments that surprise and 
confound the onlooker. As I later argue, these distortions must be subtle and 
ambiguous, and not so obvious that they draw immediate attention to them-
selves as the building’s central feature, for this will likely result in a parody 
of the unconscious and its effects, by merely representing the unconscious 
rather than evoking it. Such designs mock our sensibilities rather than calling 
them into question, and often appear more ridiculous or naff  than evocative. 
I shall now elaborate on what I mean by these subtle distortions by outlining 
how other architects and theorists have conceived them and sought to employ 
them within architectural designs.

Architecture that distracts, perplexes, and surprises

Fred Botting refers to Gothic revival architecture as a reaction against neo- 
classical architecture; it is, he says, the ‘shadow’ that ‘haunts’ and runs ‘coun-
ter to the ideas of symmetrical form, simplicity, knowledge and propriety’ 
(2013: 30). While neo- classical architecture seeks to delight and entertain the 
conscious mind with the precision of its calculated proportions, the Gothic 
confounds it with intricate and complex ornamentation, ‘uncanny shadows’ 
and ‘boundlessness’ (2013: 2). But it is perhaps the mannerist style that illus-
trates most clearly an intention to subvert the architectural conventions of 
its time by maintaining elements of conformity but rearranging them into 
an uncanny composition that is at once familiar and unfamiliar, curious 
and ambiguous. The mannerist style originated in Italy as a reaction against 
the uniformity and equilibrium of form and proportions propagated in the 
Renaissance, and came to the fore more recently in the 1960s and 1970s as a 
challenge to the bland, utilitarian designs of International Modernism.

The principal difference between mannerist architecture and all other archi-
tecture, as art historian Arnold Hauser asserts, is that mannerist architecture

creates a conception of space irreconcilable with empirical spatial con-
ceptions and involves a confusing antagonism of the criteria of real-
ity. All architecture that is not purely utilitarian to an extent raises the 
beholder out of everyday life, but that of mannerism isolates him from 
his environment, not only in the sense that it takes him to a higher plane, 
places him in an unusual, ceremonial, harmonious framework, but also 
in that it emphasises his alienation from it.

(Hauser 1965: 280)
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Mannerist architecture, Hauser asserts, finds its ‘purest and most striking 
expression in paradox’ by accentuating ‘tensions between stylistic elements’ 
(1965: 12). Its arrangements are similar in kind to the dream- like composi-
tions of the unconscious. Thus, the tensions and paradoxical nature of man-
nerist architecture depend, Hauser maintains, on its ‘defiance’ of the

naively natural and rational, and the emphasis laid on the obscure, the 
problematical, and the ambiguous, the incomplete nature of the manifest 
which points to its opposite, the latent, the missing link in the chain […] 
The conflict expresses the conflict of life itself  and the ambivalence of all 
human attitudes.

(1965: 13)

Figure 5.4  Vestibule, Laurentian Library, Florence (Michelangelo, 1524)
© Sailko, Wikimedia Commons, CC BY 2.0
This vestibule demonstrates mannerist elements clearly. According to Hauser (1965: 281), it renounces  
the uniformity, balance, and harmonious rhythms of classical architecture, and also its tectonic logic. 
The dimensions of its features are out of sync with their functional attributes. Thus, the stairs are 
massive in relation to the limited space available for them, the heavy frames of the shallow windows 
are exaggerated yet reveal no view; the heavy consoles seem all the huger due to their lack of pur-
pose. Other, less striking factors contribute just as much to the discomfort of the total effect, such 
as the columns in the niches that have no function, the consoles that seem to lean backwards rather 
than forwards as we would normally expect, and corners that appear to come towards the observer 
rather than recede. The articulation of the walls creates the impression of a palazzo façade, but here 
the street façade is forced into an interior, the bounds of which it threatens to burst.11
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Through its visual playfulness mannerist architecture challenges our feelings 
of control and self- containment, inducing discomfort through uncertainty, 
leading one to feel, as Hauser puts it, ‘bewildered, uprooted, insecure, removed 
to an artificial spatial structure that seems abstract in relation to ordinary 
experience’ (1965: 280). By way of response to this anxious state of affairs, the 
subject is compelled to renegotiate the architectural spectacle by employing a 
more introspective approach, one that brings into focus their intimate involve-
ment with the building and secure grounding both within it and within them-
selves. This is achieved by disengaging from an ‘ordinary’, literal perception, 
which attempts unsuccessfully to rationalise the spectacle from a distance, and 
exercising instead an imaginative perception of its features.

In similar terms to Hauser, architect Robert Venturi in Complexity and 
Contradiction in Architecture (1966) argues for an architecture that circum-
vents the orderliness of the rational mindset— one that incites, he says, ‘a 
feeling for paradox’ that ‘allows seemingly dissimilar things to exist side by 
side’, and through ‘their very incongruity’ arrive at a ‘different kind of truth’ 
(1966:  16). This ‘different kind of truth’ is achieved through a register of 
experience that allows paradox and distortion. Venturi’s allusion to a ‘dif-
ferent kind of truth’ that arises in our response to complex and incongruous 
architecture is comparable to Scruton’s ‘different kind of understanding’ that 
is evoked by architecture more generally (see Chapter 3). Both, I claim, arise 
out of unconscious thought processes that can be accessed only when our 
directed efforts of consciousness, with their desire to ascertain certain know-
ledge, are relaxed or, better still, suspended. Venturi suggests that a temporary 
suspension can be achieved through the ‘simultaneous perception of a multi-
plicity of layers’ and other complex architectural features on the grounds that 
this ‘involves struggles and hesitations for the observer’ (1966: 25). Venturi 
elaborates on these complex architectural features; they incorporate, he says,

elements which are hybrid rather than ‘pure’, compromising rather than 
‘clean’, distorted rather than ‘straightforward’, ambiguous rather than 
‘articulated’, perverse as well as impersonal, boring as well as ‘interesting’ 
[…] redundant rather than simple […] inconsistent and equivocal rather 
than direct and clear […] messy vitality over obvious unity.

(Venturi 1966: 16)

Venturi later extended his list of elements and described them as features that 
comprise a ‘mannerist architecture of today’. The following elements, when 
incorporated into the fabric of architectural design, increase the likelihood of 
hesitation and struggle in the perceiver:

Accommodation, Ambiguity, Boredom, Both- and, Breaks, Chaos, 
Complexity, Contradiction, Contrast, Convention broken, Deviations, 
Difficult whole, Discontinuity, Disorder, Dissonance, Diversity, Dualities, 
Dumbness, Eclectic, Everyday, Exceptions, Generic broken, Imbalance, 
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Inconsistency, Incorrect, Inflection, Irony, Jumps in scale, Juxtapositions, 
Layering, Meaning, Monotony, Naïveté, Obscurity, Ordinary, Paradox, 
Pluralism, Pop, Pragmatism, Reality, Scales (plural), Sophistication, 
Syncopation, Tension, Terribilità, Vernacular, Wit, Wrestling.

(Venturi 2004: 76– 7)12

Architectural theorist Kevin Lynch, in his celebrated work Image of the 
City (1960), suggests that the element of surprise can be incorporated into the 
design of any given building so long as it includes ‘small regions’ of visible 
‘confusion’ within the ‘overall- framework’ of the building (1960: 5– 6). Lynch 
attributes the power of the built environment to its ‘legibility’, and charac-
terises this as a relationship of contrasts, with a capacity on the one hand to 
‘offer security’— or ego- containment, as I have explained— and on the other 
to ‘heighten the potential depth and intensity of human experience’ (1960: 5). 
For Lynch, the most evocative environments are those that are both vivid and 
surprising: in other words, those that appeal to the sensibilities of both ego- 
consciousness, with its desire for distinction and convention, and the uncon-
scious, with its tendency to counter the expectations of ego- consciousness. 
The small regions of confusion embedded within a design will incite surprise, 
he maintains, so long as they don’t compromise the overall distinctive struc-
ture of the building. Although Lynch doesn’t explicitly say so himself, we 
can assume from his argument that too great a region of confusion within a 
design would result in a disruptive and illegible environment.

Lynch’s description of surprising architectural design is suggestive of the 
stages of creative thinking. Thus a building, he maintains, will elicit ‘new 
sensuous impacts’ on a person only if  it confuses or bewilders. These subtle 
confusions will contribute to the ‘distinct’ and ‘vivid’ image of the building 
and will allow ‘meaning to develop without our direct guidance’ (1960: 8). 
The surprising building is one that is ‘open- ended, adaptable to change’ and 
encourages ‘the individual to continue to investigate and organise reality’ 
through their subjective expression (1960: 9).

Jane Jacobs, in her influential investigation into American cities, speaks of 
the need for ‘visual interruptions’ within the built environment. Like Venturi 
and Lynch, Jacobs asserts that such visual breaks or distortions in the conti-
nuity of architectural form gives rise to a heightened awareness of the evoca-
tive character of the building or street and our participation in it (1961: 459). 
Interruptions, or ‘eye- catchers’, as Jacobs also calls them, are, she maintains, a 
‘seductive attribute’ to architectural design (1961: 499)— they distract us and 
thwart our expectations of the built environment. Visual interruptions can be 
employed in any built environment, including, Jacobs maintains, the construc-
tion of a group of buildings so that their façades are ‘set forward from the nor-
mal building line to make a jog, with the sidewalk cut underneath’ (1961: 498).13

Non- directed thoughts or unconscious thinking can be elicited through fea-
tures that confound our ego- sensibilities with their expectations for orderliness 
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and consistency. Such thoughts are evoked by architectural designs that are 
in themselves, and in the context of their environments, curious, ambiguous, 
confusing, distorted, paradoxical, and irregular. In the examples noted above, 
we find design elements of this nature that are endowed with a power to pro-
voke a heightened perception of the building or a more vivid awareness of its 
character, and this is exemplified in the subject’s response, as a hesitation or 
bewilderment followed by surprise or curiosity. In other words, these features 
can be said to incite the distractions required to set in motion an imaginative 
perception of architecture, in which our unconscious mind gets to work to 
gather, construct, and disseminate its material. Let us now turn to Freud’s 
proposed methods of the dream- work in order to ascertain how exactly such 
confusing arrangements lead to evocative insights.

The distracting spatial procedures of the dream- work

In Freud’s account the unconscious employs four methods or procedures to 
construct its dream- like thoughts: condensation, displacement, representation, 
and secondary revision. Collectively these methods of the dream- work con-
stitute the manner in which the unconscious ‘thinks’, and thus the means by 
which it both selects from the many meanings and experiences that are evoked 
in our imaginary perception of architecture, and gathers them into the mean-
ingful insights that are disclosed in the architectural event. These methods are 
spatial operations that determine the arrangement of unconscious materials 
in the composition of dreams and evocative architectural designs. As Steve 
Pile asserts, they are ‘spatial operations, about convergence and divergence’ 
(2005:  81), and they inform such arrangements and relations as ‘setting, 
sequencing, juxtaposition, reversal, convergence, distribution, procession, 
movement, motion, proximity and distance, absence and presence, direction, 
architecture, comportment, combination, and composition’ (2005: 47).

The two principal spatial operations of the dream- work that instruct and 
shape non- directed thinking or dream- thinking are condensation and displace-
ment (the other two, ‘representability’ and ‘secondary revision’, take on support-
ing roles by furnishing the composition of dream- thoughts with the façade of 
its manifest narrative). Condensation gathers material together (ideas, thoughts, 
feelings, impressions, and so on) by merging it into one condensed idea or image. 
Poincaré’s allusion to ideas having ‘collided until pairs interlocked’ to make ‘a 
stable combination’ suggests the activity of condensation. The idea or image 
established by condensation is a composite of several ideas and images that have 
no immediately obvious relationship to each other but, upon closer inspection, 
may suggest, Freud says, one or more of a variety of relationships through, for 
instance, their proximity, congruence, combination, composition, substitution, 
surrogating, or even their logical contradiction. Already we can begin to see how 
a dream- like image established by means of condensation, and with its con-
fusing spatial relations, is comparable to the ‘complexities and contradictions’ 
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of architecture that Venturi advocates, to the ‘visual disruptions’ proposed by 
Jacobs, and to Lynch’s suggested regions of confusion.

Condensation reveals one image or idea as a point of convergence for several 
related chains of thought, each of which may suggest a different manner of 
relationship (Freud 1900: 279– 304). We see such spatial operations at play in 
those architectural features that fulfil more than one function, for instance in a 
supporting structure that also encloses and directs space, or in a wall that is also 
a tower. They are also at play with renovated buildings that, in their changed 
use and expression, convey vestiges of past meanings at one and the same time 
as their current meaning— such as we find, Venturi asserts, with palazzi that 
become museums or embassies, and the pathways that surround medieval for-
tifications in European cities that become boulevards in the nineteenth century 
(1966: 38). To these we may add the many Victorian psychiatric asylums, hos-
pitals, and prisons that have been turned into luxury apartments. According to 
Freud, ‘the path of associations leads from one element of the dream to several 
dream- thoughts; and from one dream- thought to several elements’ (1900: 284).

Condensation is the spatial operation that is responsible for the fact that 
dreams, as well as evocative architecture that invites our imaginative perception 
and dream- like thinking, seem from the perspective of reason (or literal percep-
tion) to appear, as Freud says, somewhat ‘brief, meagre, and laconic in com-
parison with the range and wealth’ of meanings it can evoke (1900: 279). Only 
when our reasoning is suspended can a rich array of meanings be entertained.

Displacement, the other spatial relation of the dream- work, gathers and 
arranges its material by replacing one element with another so that our rational 
interpretation of the dream upon waking has a different focal point from the 
unconscious meaning that it disguises (1900: 305– 9). Displacement is respon-
sible for distorting dream imagery, making it appear ambiguous, deceptive, 
and confusing. It imbues an image or idea with symbolic signification, extend-
ing its meaning beyond its literal appearance or function. We find this spatial 
operation at work in mannerist architecture, as Hauser explicitly asserts: ‘the 
impression it creates is that the order of things that applies elsewhere has been 
displaced by another, fictitious order’ (1965: 280).14 More often than not, dis-
placement employs relations of opposition and contraction to shift our atten-
tion away from those elements in the dream- image or dream- like thought that 
signify its actual meaning, and attract it to others that are less obvious, seem-
ingly arbitrary, or unexpected. In an attempt to misdirect us, displacement 
often alters the emotional affects that we would normally attribute to specific 
images and ideas, by increasing or reducing their affects to an intensity they 
wouldn’t ordinarily arouse, or by transferring the intensity of one experience 
to another, or by trading images that are known to have similar effects on us.

Read in the light of the Freudian dream- work, the incubatory period of 
the creative thinking process is a hub of unconscious activity, akin perhaps to 
an architect’s sketch pad, where spatial operations of condensation and dis-
placement are employed to reconfigure or ‘redraft’ units of experience into an 
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evocative edifice that cannot be fully comprehended by the conscious mind. 
The unconscious draws upon a reservoir of experiences available to it in its 
designs and construction work. This reservoir extends far beyond the emo-
tional encounters and meaningful relationships we have with people to include 
also the myriad forms and sensuous textures that we experience in relation to 
the nonhuman environment and that continually impress themselves upon us. 
Indeed, as Eugene Mahon aptly notes, ‘If  dreams can choose any item out of 
the flux and flotsam of day residue to build the manifest façade that cloaks the 
latent dream thoughts, it should come as no surprise that architecture might 
be a common structure pressed into usage by the dream- work’ (2005: 32). In 
this respect, the unconscious doesn’t discriminate between material objects 
in our external environment and the phantom presences of our inner worlds. 
Experiences of both are meshed together to establish the clusters of condensed 
and displaced material that captivates us and take us by surprise.

The unconscious, in Freud’s account, is not simply a storehouse or reposi-
tory for our past experiences; it is more akin, as Bollas suggests, to a ‘dynamic 
factory of thought that knits together “infinite” lines of thought that com-
bine and grow’ (2007: 17).15 If  the construction work of the unconscious is 
allowed to continue— and its creations allowed to ‘incubate’— without prema-
ture intervention from the conscious mind with its compulsion to scrutinise 
and to ‘find out’, then its work may generate sufficient intensity or density to 
break into conscious awareness in the form of a dream or other dream- like 
experience.16 When this happens, the dream- experience imparts to the subject 
the feeling of an instruction or command, and instigates a shift in their con-
scious attitude that may go undetected; or, if  it is particularly intense or dense, 
it can be experienced as a profound thought or insight. In either case, the   
shift in attitude can override previously held ideas and convictions— as we 
find in cases of problem solving where the sudden unconscious insight into the 
task at hand overrides the rational strategies initially deployed. The conscious 
breakthrough, as we noted, marks the stage of illumination, and encourages 
the ego to try to accept the fruits of unconscious thinking, and subsequently 
integrate them into the conscious attitude of the personality.

Kevin Lynch, albeit it unintentionally, illustrates the dream- work in opera-
tion in his explanation of the identifications people make with their cities. 
Lynch, like many others, as we have seen, interprets the built environment as 
evoking ‘infinite’ lines of thought, which we have interpreted as the non- linear 
streams or webs of associated meanings that impart dream- like experiences.17 
In Lynch’s account we can trace a clear description of the architectural event, 
together with the dream- like perception that the cityscape elicits. He intro-
duces his account as follows:

At every instant, there is more than the eye can see, more than the ear can 
hear, a setting or a view waiting to be explored. Nothing is experienced by 
itself, but always in relation to its surroundings, the sequences of events 

 

 

 



156 Using architecture to think ourselves into being

leading up to it, the memory of past experiences […] Every citizen has 
had long associations with some part of his city, and his image is soaked 
in memories and meanings […] Most often our perception of the city 
is not sustained, but rather partial, fragmentary, mixed with other con-
cerns. Nearly every sense is in operation, and the image is a composite of 
them all.

(Lynch 1960: 1– 2)

Clearly, for Lynch, we perceive the built environment— in this case, the 
city— imaginatively, as a dream- like encounter. Although he doesn’t concern 
himself  with psychoanalytic theory to elaborate his claims, his approach 
complements it. For instance, Lynch investigates what he describes as the 
“mental image” and the ‘“legibility” of  the cityscape’ (1960: 2), and thereby 
seeks to expose— in terms we would associate with the Freudian dream- 
work— the manner in which the fragmentary impressions of  the city are 
mixed up with the perceiver’s own ‘parts’ and are subsequently arranged, as 
Lynch puts it, into ‘coherent patterns’. Lynch’s account goes on to assign to 
the features of  the ‘external environment’ what he describes as its ‘definite 
sensory cues’, which a person ‘picks out’ in order that they may somehow 
use them to ‘organise’ their sense of  self  and to ‘differentiate [their] worlds’ 
(1960: 3, 7).18

Lynch describes the city as a legible environment; and a method one can 
use to read or decipher its message is, I suggest, the unconscious techniques of 
the dream- work. By identifying how these techniques are involved in a dream- 
like narrative, Freud maintained that the underlying meaning of the narrative 
could be exposed. This involves untangling the components of the subject’s 
emotional world from other impressions that are merged, condensed, and dis-
placed within the overall evocative narrative— whether a narrative of a dream 
or day- dream, or the legible cues of the built environment.

Disclosing unconscious insights through evocative 
architecture

To develop the present account and help us to make sense of the unconscious 
as it discloses its material through our perception of architecture and its 
evocative cues, we return to the ideas of Christopher Bollas, and to his dis-
cussion of evocative and transformative objects. While Freud’s methods of 
dream- work help us to envisage how the unconscious gathers and arranges its 
material during the period of incubation, Bollas’s ideas help us in consider-
ing the methods employed by the unconscious to disseminate its work, and 
both why and how it uses architectural features to do so. We therefore find in 
Bollas’s ideas a framework in which to conceptualise the unconscious activity 
involved in creative thinking and in the architectural event more generally, in 
its development from the stages of ‘incubation’, where it gathers and arranges 
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its material, through to ‘illumination’, where it seeks to disclose its narrative 
as a meaningful insight.

Freud’s account suggests that, by using its spatial operations of condensa-
tion and displacement, the unconscious distorts the impressions ordinarily 
acquired through our literal perception of things. It does so, first, by selecting 
from this variety of impressions those that resonate with its own concerns— 
which is to say, according to its instinctual drives, which are given their energy, 
shape, and direction by whatever experiences or desires the person has sought 
to repress— for these, Freud maintains, seek every opportunity to discharge 
themselves in the act of becoming conscious. Once selected, these impres-
sions are integrated into the ever expanding cluster of unconscious fragments 
of experience, which also resonate with the underlying instinctive concerns 
of the unconscious. Out of this collection, the unconscious will construct its 
distorted narrative or ‘dream- work’. As this collection expands, it draws upon 
instinctual libidinal energies from the subject’s overall psyche, establishing a 
charge that, when strong enough, will compel the dream- work narrative to 
break through into conscious awareness, whereupon it is experienced as a 
dream or dream- like inspired idea or insight.

In Bollas’s account, by contrast, the unconscious seems somewhat more 
cunning in its attempts to disseminate its material and bring it to conscious 
expression. According to Freud and Bollas, the unconscious works best 
when left to its own devices without interference from the scrutiny and 
directed attentions of  the ego. However, in Bollas’s account, the uncon-
scious is arguably more efficient and resourceful, especially in the way it uses 
material objects to disclose its work. The unconscious for Bollas doesn’t 
simply gather and incorporate the impressions we perceive in our environ-
ments into the narrative that, in Freud’s account, eventually and somewhat 
arbitrarily becomes disclosed to the conscious mind whenever it has gener-
ated sufficient energy to do so. Bollas’s unconscious actively uses the objects 
of  our environment to convey its message. Similarly to Lynch, who main-
tains that we use sensory cues from the environment to deepen our aware-
ness of  ourselves (1960: 3), Bollas suggests that the unconscious impels us 
to ‘seek out and find specific things’ in the world that embody or represent 
its own interests (2009: 83). According to Bollas, the unconscious helps us 
to discover these things by ‘intensifying’ their evocative power so that they 
are more likely to capture our attention— thereby setting them up to be, in 
Lynch’s terms, the ‘definite sensory cues’ that draw us to them. It is as if  the 
unconscious leads us to the relevant location, through which it can more 
readily disclose or release its stream of  thoughts. According to Lynch, the 
legible city provides myriad sensuous cues to trigger and set in motion crea-
tive experiences of  ourselves, and to facilitate individual growth and emo-
tional security (1960: 4). I claim that the built environments of  cityscapes 
are evocative and transformative because they grasp our attention at a level 
deeper than is registered by our literal perception; and once we are engaged 
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with them in this way, the creative processes of  the architectural event are 
set in motion.

Bollas’s account of the unconscious as it selects and uses objects in the 
subject’s environment is significant for our investigation because we can trace 
within it the three phases of the architectural event and the three stages of the 
creative thinking process proposed by Poincaré and others who followed him. 
Let us now consider Bollas’s account within the context of the creative occa-
sion of the architectural event.

The construction and development of identity, I have argued, must nego-
tiate both aspects of the divided self; they cannot come about by conscious 
willing alone, but involve also the imaginative activity of the unconscious. 
The unconscious seeks a constructive dialogue with ego- consciousness, call-
ing upon it to integrate those aspects of the self  that it has disowned and 
repressed. Without this dialogue, the person experiences life as sterile, flat, 
and wholly uninspiring— leading them, as Freud and others would have us 
believe, to develop all sorts of pathologies and neuroses. The unconscious 
communicates with the ego through imaginative registers of experience, 
through mimetic identifications and ‘dream- thinking’, which intensifies the 
objects we ordinarily perceive into evocative objects of transformation that, 
as Bollas says, ‘give lived expression to one’s true self ’ (1989: 110). Identity 
and the creative transformations that underpin it cannot be brought into 
existence by directed thinking alone. Bollas says that we may attempt to find 
evocative objects in this way, but more often than not we fail to do so. Instead, 
we tend to encounter them imaginatively, spurred on by our instinctual needs 
and unconscious concerns. The building, by virtue of its containing form 
and its elusive quality is, I have argued, an evocative object par excellence, a 
favoured nonhuman object for unconscious use, through which the uncon-
scious readily expresses its material and captures our attention.

Echoing Poincaré and Wallas before him, Bollas asserts that, although 
inspired thoughts may appear to constitute an ‘immediate knowing’, such 
appearances are deceptive and ‘should not obscure the fact that these thoughts 
are the outcome of sustained concentration of many types of unconscious 
and conscious thinking’ (1992: 90– 1, 76– 7). The use of actual, external objects 
is a type of unconscious thinking that Bollas is keen to emphasise as a means 
of encouraging inspired thoughts. He argues that

our encounter [with], [our] engagement with, and sometimes our employ-
ment of, actual things is a way of  thinking […] we select objects because 
we are unconsciously grazing: finding food for thought that only retro-
spectively could be seen to have a logic […] whether we are pushed to 
thought by objects arriving or we seek objects to use them as forms of 
thinking, it is clear to us all that such existential engagements are a very 
different form of thinking from that of cognitive thought.

(Bollas 2009: 92– 3)
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The type of thinking Bollas has in mind here is the creative play of the uncon-
scious that underlies our imaginative perception of objects. In the previous 
chapter I  described how this use of objects involves the incorporation of 
their structural form into an embodied experience of ourselves. I described 
how this identification is dependent on the projection of  unconscious aspects 
of the self  into the object (which will involve the person’s instinctive desire 
for containment, as well as repressed material they seek to disown) and 
the incorporation of  characteristics of the object into the self  that resonate 
with the aspects that have been projected into it (that is to say, the return of 
repressed experiences in a more contained and manageable form). The oscil-
lation between projection and incorporation underpins the kind of thinking 
that Bollas ascribes to the unconscious. It is a kind of thinking that involves 
the merger of subject and building so as to allow a person to use the built 
environment to think themselves into being. In other words, it is through the 
act of projection that we enter the period of incubation, and suspend our lit-
eral perception of things and our directed thoughts and deliberations about 
what those things literally mean. Bollas expresses the situation as follows:

[A]  person projects a part of himself  into the object, thus psychically 
signifying it. This gives the object meaning, converting it into a tool for 
possible thought:  the thinking that is special to the dream state. To do 
this, however, the subject must ‘lose himself ’ in moments of experience 
when he projects meaning into objects [… this is an] action that must be 
unconscious and one in which the person is not being, as it were, thought-
ful. Indeed, he must be a rather simplified consciousness, even out of 
touch with himself  for a moment, in order to invest the object world with 
psychic potential. Viewed this way, this type of projective identification 
is ultimately self- enhancing, transforming material things into psychic 
objects, and thus furnishing an unconscious matrix for dreams, fantasies, 
and deeper reflective knowings.

(Bollas 1992: 22– 3)

Unconscious thinking begins, he says, with a moment of hesitation. This 
moment marks the occasion when a person disengages from a literal percep-
tion of the building to perceive it imaginatively, thereby allowing their mind 
to wander. This marks, we noted, the period of incubation in the creative 
thinking process. It is here that the evocative object announces its presence 
and the architectural object captures our attention. On such occasions we 
relinquish our capacity for ‘being thoughtful’, as Bollas puts it, and we sub-
sequently behave much as the infant does in relation to its environment prior 
to the establishment of its cognitive ego. We are no longer preoccupied with 
deliberate, explicit thoughts, but become infant- like or, as Bollas puts it, a 
‘simple self ’ who is more prone to relating to the environment through acts of 
projection. In this state we allow our unconscious mind to think for us, and it 
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does so, Bollas maintains, by selecting objects in the environment that signify 
by various complex associations its own unconscious concerns.

When we project aspects of ourselves into the architectural object, we 
receive in return those characteristics of the object’s structural form or func-
tion that resonate with our unconscious needs at the time. This is the ‘col-
lision’ Bollas speaks of, which I  discussed earlier. It is an exchange that is 
experienced, Bollas says, as an ‘uncanny fusion’, an ‘intimate rendezvous’, 
and a ‘deep subjective rapport’ (1987:  31, 16). It is a curious relationship 
in which a person feels at once a loss of self, from having projected aspects 
of themselves onto the object, and the acquisition of a new sense of self, 
from characteristics they have acquired from the object. The object evokes 
in the subject, Bollas says, a ‘sense of being reminded of something never 
quite cognitively apprehended but existentially known’ (1987: 16). In other 
words, as I explained in Chapter 4, the psychological merger with the object 
provides a person with a ‘symbolic re- enactment’ of their original encoun-
ter with themselves and their earliest experiences of transformation from a 
nurturing environment (1987:  28). Thus, it is within the period of incuba-
tion, where the subject temporarily withdraws from their familiar sense of 
self  to become infant- like and to establish by means of projection an affinity 
with the object, that the subject is led ‘suddenly’, as Bollas says, to discover 
themselves anew with the acquisition of new structural contents. This sud-
den discovery marks the ‘illumination’ stage of the creative thinking process, 
and marks the culmination of the architectural event with the disclosure of a 
shift in personality often accompanied by a meaningful insight into this shift. 
These insights are akin to a ‘fundamentally new perspective’ and ‘new psychic 
structure’ for the self  (1992: 88). The reconfiguration of the subject is an illu-
minating experience, and has, Bollas says, the feeling of an epiphany; it ‘feels 
revelatory’ (1992: 88).

Revisiting Freud at the Acropolis: Freud’s memory building

Let us now return to Freud as he gazes in his dream- like state at the Acropolis 
before him, for I am now in a position to apply my hypothesis about imagina-
tive perception and creative thinking to the occasion as he reports it, with a 
view to making sense of his relationship with the built environment. Freud’s 
anecdotal account provides us with a useful case study for illustrating the 
principles of the architectural event, and specifically the manner in which 
the unconscious uses the architectural features of the built environment to 
awaken a new perspective within the personality and unlock aspects of one’s 
identity and sense of self. We shall see that this new perspective involves for 
Freud the disclosure of thoughts, memories, and feelings that had until then 
been largely inaccessible to him.

I have mentioned that, although Freud readily concedes that his experi-
ence culminated in a ‘process of transformation’ that ‘included myself, the 

  

 



Using architecture to think ourselves into being 161

Acropolis and my perception of it’ (1936: 244), neither Freud nor the major-
ity of scholars who have examined his account consider the built environment 
or his perceptions of it as a contributory factor, preferring to attribute it com-
pletely to the emotional situation of his inner life.19 The architectural scene of 
the Acropolis tends to be either ignored by scholars or mentioned only very 
briefly as a passive, arbitrary backdrop to the events that occurred there.

Just as Bollas is keen to emphasise the transformative object as a re- 
enactment of  an earlier memory of transformation and not a regressive desire 
to return to a state of infantile dependence on the mother, I shall consider 
Freud’s experience at the Acropolis as a re- enactment or event triggered by 
the architecture itself, the features of which Freud utilises as an evocative, 
transformative object to re- orientate himself  and create himself  anew. My 
interpretation seeks to explain how Freud’s unconscious mind applies its 
methods of spatial re- alignment (condensation and displacement) to the 
architectural features of the Acropolis in order to juxtapose Freud’s percep-
tions of them with other fragmentary ideas, feelings, and memory traces that 
had been latent within him. I shall outline, too, how his unconscious mind 
utilises the features of the architectural landscape to disseminate this network 
of associated meanings to Freud, whereupon he registers his surprise, and is 
granted insights into his personality (that he is able to validate only years later 
through his own diagnosis of the situation).

Our aims are similar to those of psychiatrist Stephen M.  Sonnenberg, 
one of very few to consider the material characteristics of the Acropolis and 
their role in stimulating Freud’s introspective self- analysis.20 According to 
Sonnenberg, the fragmentary features of the Acropolis— notably, its structure 
eroded through time and the removal of some its parts (including the Elgin 
Marbles), and the efforts of restorers to retain others— trigger a comparable 
experience of fragmentation within the perceiver. He writes:

The Acropolis, with its irregularities, its orderliness and its disorder, its 
missing frieze carvings and its remaining ones […] promotes the same 
sort of experience in one who visits there. That visitor must negotiate a 
complex terrain with his or her eyes, legs, and mind. And at that point, if  
one is preoccupied with an aspect of one’s own antique past, then those 
preoccupations may dominate that person’s psyche.

(Sonnenberg 2005: 51)

As Freud trod cautiously over broken pieces of stone and, with the help of his 
guidebook to the site, imaginatively reconstructed the building in his mind, 
restoring its image to its former pristine condition, he would most likely have 
experienced, as Sonnenberg puts it, ‘a sense of the fluid interplay of inner 
psychological space and outer perceptual space’ (2005:  46). Unfortunately, 
Sonnenberg doesn’t suggest what this spatial interplay involves, beyond not-
ing that it probably incurred for Freud an initial ‘loss of temporal and spatial 
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orientation, followed finally by the use of his imagination as he constructed 
a picture of what the Acropolis was once like’ (2005:  46). Nevertheless, 
Sonnenberg’s remarks coincide with my more comprehensive interpretation 
of Freud’s account and with the various phases of the architectural event and 
processes of unconscious thinking that give rise to it.

Freud tells us that he didn’t intend to travel to Athens but planned instead 
to take a trip with his brother to the island of Corfu by way of Trieste. The 
planning of his itinerary suggests the first stage of the creative thinking pro-
cess (Wallas’s stage of preparation). Here Freud and his brother attend to the 
task at hand with directed thinking until they conclude— with help from an 
acquaintance— that their plan is impractical, because it is too hot at that time 
of year to travel to Corfu. They decide they would more likely enjoy themselves 
if  they went instead to Athens (Freud 1936: 240). The rational deliberations 
that were invested in their initial preparations prove fruitless, and conse-
quently Freud and his brother disengage from this type of thinking, thereby 
causing their minds to ‘switch gear’, allowing a period of ‘incubation’ to settle 
in. This second stage is evident in Freud’s account in two respects: first, in that 
both he and his brother engage in the seemingly trivial or distracting activity 
of ‘wandering about town’, as Freud puts it, for several hours; second, in their 
detached— or ‘depressed’ and ‘irresolute’— frames of mind, which meant that 
they disengaged from each other and didn’t even ‘bother’, Freud says, to con-
verse with each other (1936: 240, 241). At this time, Freud and his brother are 
no longer interested in making further plans or composing new itineraries, as 
both seem incapable of focused and directed thinking; they are no longer— 
as Bollas would say— ‘being thoughtful’, but are being ‘simple- minded’ and 
are ‘out of touch’ with themselves and each other. This is because they are 
immersed in preparations of another kind: unconscious preparations. They 
are getting ready, as Bollas would assert, ‘to invest the object world with psy-
chic potential’ and to transform their environments into ‘dynamic factories’ 
for the creation of ‘dreams, fantasies, and deeper reflective knowings’.

Freud doesn’t comment on his brother’s experiences from this point on, 
but he continues to give insight into the creative process that has been set in 
motion for himself. After alluding to his withdrawn mood, Freud’s narra-
tive moves quickly to describe the afternoon of his arrival at the Acropolis, 
whereupon he is greeted suddenly by a surprising thought. He writes that, as 
‘I stood on the Acropolis and cast my eyes around upon the landscape, a sur-
prising thought suddenly entered my mind: “So all this really does exist, just 
as we learnt at school!” ’ (1936: 240– 1). The sudden cognitive insight denotes 
the stage of illumination, where the unconscious reveals the product of its 
work to ego- consciousness. Given that the unconscious employs spatial pro-
cedures of distortion and association in its thinking, the thought it reveals 
to Freud’s conscious mind is inevitably bizarre and, as Freud notes, ‘incor-
rect and, indeed, impossible’ (1936: 243). Freud exclaims:  ‘By the evidence 
of my senses I am now standing on the Acropolis, but I  cannot believe it’ 
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(1936: 243). The rest of Freud’s account is his attempt to unravel the mystery 
that lies behind his perceived disbelief  in the Acropolis.

Freud’s explanation considers the role played by displacement and con-
densation in twisting his reasonable feeling of what he describes as ‘joyful 
astonishment’ at seeing the Acropolis into the bizarre doubting of its reality. 
From his inquiry into the associative links and spatial procedures employed 
by the unconscious to fabricate this distortion, Freud concludes that his visit 
to the Acropolis had occasioned feelings of guilt that he had been harbouring 
for some time towards his father. By contrast, in my reading of events, the 
Acropolis plays a more significant role in facilitating these feelings by lend-
ing their structural form to Freud’s unconscious so as to enable it to convey 
the kinds of feelings that Freud surmises. When Freud’s thwarted plans left 
him withdrawn and frustrated, his unconscious was free to work unimpeded 
for several hours, busily establishing associative links with previous, forgot-
ten episodes in his life when he felt similarly frustrated and doubtful. This 
network of material may well have been developing for some time, gradually 
accumulating more images, memory traces, and experiences in Freud’s life 
that resonated with his frustration— piling up image upon image and feelings 
upon feelings, as Jung would say. For, as Freud asserts, it is only when these 
clusters of experience generated sufficient intensity, energy or libidinal charge 
that they could break into conscious awareness. One might argue that the trip 
to the Acropolis happened to coincide with a time when a sufficient degree of 
intensity had been achieved. I suggest, however, that the ruinous architectural 
landscape of the Acropolis provided the crucial trigger for their release, one 
that allowed their dissemination within the security of its containing environ-
ment. Let us consider my claim more closely.

Freud concedes that his perception of the Acropolis inspired within him 
‘a sense of some feeling of the unbelievable and the unreal’, and he is ada-
mant that these feelings of doubt couldn’t have been accounted for by the 
‘sensory impressions’ of the Acropolis acquired through his literal perception 
of it, which, indeed, proved to him the reality of its presence (1936:  244). 
On that I agree; and although Freud does not express it in explicit terms, he 
leaves open the possibility that it is his imaginative perception of  these sensory 
impressions that grants him his experience. In other words, that at this time 
he was not experiencing the architecture literally but imaginatively. For Freud 
concludes that the cause of his surprising experience is a displaced memory 
that was somehow associated with the object of his perception, the Acropolis, 
that had remained until that point in time repressed and cognitively unthink-
able (1936: 244).

Freud goes on to analyse his fragmented memory of the occasion when as 
a schoolboy he first experienced feelings of doubt in relation to the Acropolis; 
and he identifies a number of experiences associated with this memory that 
help him gradually to expose the various elements that went into the uncon-
scious construction of his bizarre epiphany upon seeing the Acropolis for 
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the first time. He recounts how his doubt as a schoolboy was not about the 
existence of the Acropolis, but that he should ever get to see it at first hand. 
Starting with his memory, Freud allows his mind to wander (or ‘freely asso-
ciate’ to use Freud’s term) and thereby arrives at the following associated 
idea:  that ‘it seemed to me beyond the realms of possibility that I  should 
travel so far— that I  should “go such a long way” ’ (1936: 246). Freud pro-
ceeds to associate his schoolboy longing to travel ‘so far’ with his desire to 
‘escape’ the pressures of his home life, by running away from home. From this 
thought, Freud imagines how the first sighting of new cities and lands, ‘which 
for so long had been distant, unattainable things of desire’, induce feelings of 
heroism, of having ‘performed deeds of improbable greatness’, and indeed, 
of having transgressed realms of possibility. Freud then considers again the 
occasion of his visit to the Acropolis, but this time in a heroic context, and 
imagines how

I might that day on the Acropolis have said to my brother: ‘Do you still 
remember how, when we were young, we used day after day to walk 
along the same streets on our way to school […] And now, here we are in 
Athens, and standing on the Acropolis! We really have gone a long way!’

(1936: 247)

For Freud it is a short move from this latest thought in a string of associ-
ated thoughts to arrive at the original meaning and motivation for the bizarre 
thought that was triggered by his perceptions of the Acropolis, but which, on 
Freud’s admission, had already started to form, gestate, or incubate when he 
and his brother realised to their frustration that they could not go to Corfu. 
He writes:

But here we come upon the solution [to] the little problem of why it was 
that already at Trieste we interfered with our enjoyment of the voyage to 
Athens. It must be that a sense of guilt was attached to the satisfaction 
in having gone such a long way […] It was something to do with a child’s 
criticism of his father […] as though to excel one’s father was still some-
thing forbidden.

(1936: 247)

From this point in his account, Freud’s detective work and analysis of  events 
is restricted to the limitations Freud himself  imposes on the nature of  the 
unconscious and the repository of  experiences from which it gathers and 
constructs its material in its dream- work— one that is limited to the subject’s 
past emotional encounters (in contrast, for instance, to Jung’s more expan-
sive model of  the unconscious that includes potential experiences that the 
subject has yet to encounter). Freud therefore understands the event at the 
Acropolis in terms of  his past experiences of  himself  in relation to other 
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people. When Freud and his commentators allude to the Acropolis in their 
considerations of  the return of  Freud’s repressed memories and feelings, it 
is as a motif  or ‘theme’, as Freud puts it, which suggests to Freud, through 
its cultural and historical connotations, the theme of  ‘the son’s superiority’ 
(1936: 247). The interpretation I wish to develop in the light of  Bollas’s ideas, 
however, suggests that Freud’s evident emotional withdrawal and feeling out 
of  sorts with himself  in Trieste had left him ‘simple- minded’, impressionable, 
and susceptible to relating to his environment by means of  projection, and 
subsequently prone to using— and being used by— the objects in his environ-
ment to express those unconscious concerns that were gathering momentum 
within him and couldn’t be expressed or thought through in more logical 
or direct fashion. In other words, Freud was compelled by the architectural 
features of  his environment to employ an imaginative register of  experience 
in his perception of it.

Freud maintains that he identified with the theme of  ‘the son’s super-
iority’, and with his own feelings of  guilt at having achieved something at 
the expense of  surpassing his father. I suggest that the architectural forms 
of  the Acropolis were unconsciously selected by Freud for their efficacy in 
attracting and drawing out his projections of  his repressed memory and the 
difficult feelings associated with it. This projected material is subsequently 
embedded or inscribed in the architecture of  the Acropolis in such a way 
that its forms are charged, ‘psychically signified’ or ‘intensified’ as Bollas 
puts it, providing Freud with cues with which to engage and interpret its 
inscription unconsciously. The architectural forms provide a nurturing, 
incubatory container for Freud’s repressed material, one that discloses or 
reveals its material to Freud in a more manageable and transformed state, 
as an inspired thought.

In my reading of Freud’s experience at the Acropolis, Freud identifies with 
its architectural features and incorporates aspects of their character into him-
self. In this ‘architectural event’, Freud inevitably experiences a loss of self  or, 
as Sonnenberg suggests, a corresponding ‘loss of temporal and spatial orien-
tation’. The Acropolis as an evocative object provides Freud with an uncanny 
feeling of awe and disbelief, and a sense of having been reminded of some-
thing not yet cognitively known but, as Bollas states, ‘existentially known’ 
and recalled. By psychologically merging with the built environment, Freud 
incorporates within him the fragmented and disordered array of architec-
tural textures that he perceives as he moves around the site. This would have 
included its complex terrain of recognisable shapes and missing features, its 
eroded and crumbling textures, and its quality of sound and smell, together 
with the image of the Acropolis in its pristine form and original condition as 
Freud had imagined it. I claim that it is through his mimetic identification 
with these fragmentary sensuous features of the built environment that Freud 
finds the resources to engage with his own unreconciled struggles and frag-
mented experiences that pertain to his own past.
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Freud’s imaginative perception of the Acropolis evokes within him clus-
ters of associated fragments of ideas, memory traces, and unrealised feelings 
that had been gathering within him. Their complex arrangement and hap-
hazard juxtapositions resonate with the fragments of marble and crumbling 
stone around him, some seemingly placed at random and others more pur-
posively related and connected. As Freud mimetically identifies with those 
architectural forms that he perceives and incorporates into himself, their 
sensory impressions combine with other fragments in Freud’s unconscious 
experience, where they are worked through and reconfigured according to the 
methods of the dream- work. The combination of the architectural features 
of Freud’s environment and his past experiences of unconscious concern 
together establish through their interplay the uncanny experience brought 
to Freud’s conscious attention. In this respect, the Acropolis was a veritable 
memory building, or group of memory buildings, for Freud— a mnemonic 
object that contained and preserved aspects of his self  that he was not able 
to access or think through with concerted efforts of reasoning. The Acropolis 
was particularly evocative for Freud, and the memory it sought to convey 
through its fragmentary distortions equally so. Indeed, Ernest Jones, Freud’s 
colleague and biographer, asserts that ‘the amber- coloured columns of the 
Acropolis remained in his memory as the most beautiful sight of his life’ 
(Jones 1955: 2, 24).

Conclusion: buildings are inscriptions of us

One of the concerns of this book has been to re- evaluate the significance of 
architectural blueprints of being and move beyond their conventional and 
somewhat limited interpretation as mere instructive aids for the recall and 
categorisation of abstract information, by considering them as symbolic nar-
ratives that point to a fundamental human need to identify with the archi-
tectural features of the built environment so as to acquire a more distinctive 
sense of self, one that is better contained and orientated in the world. I have 
sought to emphasise their existential significance and the existential reper-
cussions of a perceived semblance between architectural image and human 
form. My investigation in this chapter has considered the legibility of the built 
environment and two different ways in which we can ‘read’ its architectural 
features to decipher or incorporate its message. One way is to read them in lit-
eral terms, by employing directed thinking and perceiving them at a distance 
as passive objects that may or may not be useful to our immediate conscious 
needs. Another is to read them imaginatively by implicating in our perception 
of them the non- directed thoughts of our unconscious personality that are 
driven by concerns that aren’t immediately apparent or obvious to us. This 
imaginative approach deciphers architecture in symbolic terms, and there-
fore moves beyond the rationally construed like- for- like designations, postu-
lated by the metaphorical blueprints of being to engage the subject’s more 
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elusive, unconscious interests. In my interpretation, architectural features are 
inscriptions of ourselves that, when read, furnish us with new perspectives 
and capacities to rethink and imagine ourselves anew. When I speak of archi-
tectural blueprints of being, I speak of the power of architectural forms to 
convey much more than metaphorical spectacle. It is a power to incite real 
psychological change.

In the previous chapter I explained how we come to identify with build-
ings as abiding containers for ourselves, which we subsequently use to sta-
bilise and bolster our sense of  self. In this chapter I  have explained how 
we use buildings to rethink ourselves into being or to negotiate aspects of 
ourselves that we had forgotten or hadn’t been given the opportunity to 
develop. The enrichment and development of  self  that we have explored 
in this chapter can be a destabilising experience for a person, as it involves 
a shift or rupture in the psychological containment they have sought and 
achieved through their bodily identifications with the built environment. As 
I have previously discussed, the architectural event discloses new aspects or 
attitudes of  the personality that may replace or divert from those that were 
previously relied upon as familiar and habitual ways of  relating to one-
self  and others. But the shifts and reconstructions of  personality that occur 
in the architectural event do not threaten the ego- personality with anxious 
portents of  its potential dissolution, because they take place in the safe con-
tainment of  the architectural object, with which the subject has identified as 
if  it is a psychological extension of  the self. The shifts and resulting change 
in personality may be barely noticeable, but, if  they are noticed, a person is 
inclined to experience them initially as an uncanny occurrence, and may feel 
bewildered, frustrated, and detached, withdrawing into themselves as the 
unconscious gets to work. Following this, a different kind of  feeling comes 
to the fore, represented as a surprise, as the newly furnished self  is realised. 
The moment of  surprising insight in the culmination of  the architectural 
event is akin to a wake- up call for the subject, bringing them to a more 
objective awareness of  themselves, and a more attuned orientation within 
their environment.

The creative thinking of the unconscious and the insights it gives rise to are 
facilitated by an architecture that incites our curiosity and a desire to discover 
and explore its hidden features. This exploration may be attempted by our 
directed efforts and conscious attention, but the more powerful discoveries 
are those achieved through their imaginative exploration. This imaginative 
exploration is activated by the confusing and ambiguous features in architec-
tural design that we spoke of, which cause us to hesitate, pause, and reflect, 
and it continues through an investigation of their hidden features, an explo-
ration that involves us unconsciously reconstructing them according to our 
fantasies of what it is they conceal. They are the nooks and crannies clothed 
in shadow that invite us to expose their detail; the places that are no longer 
physically present but remain intact and preserved in memory; and other 
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features that announce their presence through their absence, such as the room 
behind the closed door, and the planned extension that hasn’t been built. The 
built environment allures us with its delineated rhythms that coincide with 
our own, and its promise to reveal and disclose to us the desires and secrets of 
our imagination that we unknowingly impart to its architecture.

In the next chapter I examine the stage of illumination within the architec-
tural event, in order to establish what exactly is revealed in our interactions 
with architecture, and what kinds of ideas and feelings are evoked by the 
event as it unfolds. This will help us to conclude our investigation with a ver-
itable framework for the design and construction of an evocative architecture 
that responds more effectively to our existential needs. By the same token, 
it will help us to understand why certain approaches to architectural design 
ought to be avoided due to their likely tendency to incite feelings of discord 
and alienation in those who use them.

Notes

 1 I have suggested that the architectural event can be divided into three overlapping 
phases that are comparable to the stages often found in traditional problem- solving  
techniques and in creative thought processes. It should be noted that in reality the 
three phases of  the architectural event can be difficult to distinguish. The same can 
be said of  the various stages of  creative thinking that are outlined by Poincaré and 
others. Indeed, there are many critics of  stage theories; see, for example, Lowenfeld 
and Brittain (1987) and Sawyer et al. (2003: 22– 9). See also Graham Wallas, who 
notes that, ‘generally’, stages of  creative thought can be ‘distinguished from each 
other’, but ‘in the daily stream of thought’ they ‘constantly overlap each other’, 
so that ‘the mind may be unconsciously incubating on one aspect of  [a thought], 
while it is consciously employed in preparing for or verifying another aspect’ 
(1926: 81– 2).

 2 Poincaré’s ‘sieve- like’ mind anticipates Freud’s idea of  the censor, which selects 
which unconscious ideas can cross the boundary into conscious awareness. But, 
interestingly, Poincaré asserts that only some of us are receptive to the creativ-
ity of  the unconscious, because only some of us will have ‘aesthetic sensibility’ 
(1908: 29).

 3 Wallas’s model was widely celebrated after its publication, many regarding it as 
pioneering, original, and innovative. Poincaré’s formulation of it was by contrast 
largely forgotten (see Hakala, 2012). However, both Poincaré and Wallas attribute 
their description of the stages of creativity to the German physiologist Hermann 
von Helmholtz, who himself  cites philosopher Alexander Bain as an influence (see 
Wallas 1926). Helmholtz noted: ‘in all directions […] happy ideas come unexpect-
edly without effort, like an inspiration. So far as I’m concerned, they have never 
come to me when my mind was fatigued, or when I was at my working table […] 
They came particularly readily during the slow ascent of wooded hills on a sunny 
day’ (cited in Wallas 1926: 37).

 4 Interestingly, Bollas also cites Poincaré’s ideas and acknowledges that his work is an 
influence on his own (1992: 76– 7).
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 5 Empirical studies suggest this to be anywhere in the region of  a few moments to 
several days and weeks: see for example, Ritter and Dijksterhuis (2014). Wallas 
notes that the time varies according to individual cases, and generally speaking 
varies greatly: ‘Sometimes the successful train seems to consist of  a single leap 
of  association, or of  successive leaps which are so rapid as to be almost instant-
aneous’, but it must ‘last for an appreciable time’ for it to be ‘sufficiently con-
scious for the thinker to be at least aware that something is happening to him’ 
(1926: 47).

 6 Material that originates in the unconscious can be experienced as overwhelming, 
and may be rejected on this basis. From a Freudian perspective, this material 
had been repressed for a reason. It may simply have been irrelevant to the needs 
of  the ego- personality at the time, in which case its return during the architec-
tural event may be easier to accept. But it may have been repressed due to its 
traumatic nature; in which case it may still be too difficult to reconcile with at a 
later stage.

 7 See Campbell (1960: 390); Simonton (1988: 6– 8); Sawyer et al. (2003: 24).
 8 Freud argues that dreams invariably confuse us with their imaginative and often 

non- sensical narratives so as to hide the inner conflict they express. If  they had 
presented these in a literal narrative, the person would wake out of concern. Their 
imaginative rendition ensures sleep.

 9 According to Freud, the manifest content never bares the unconscious, but only a 
heavily censored copy of it. But other schools of psychoanalytic thought disagree 
with this view. Both Jung and object relations theorists lay claim to the view that 
the manifest content is an accurate picture of the unconscious self, even if  what 
is portrayed is open to question. Jung rejects Freud’s understanding of the dream 
and rejects his analogy: that is to say he rejects the dream as ‘a mere façade, which 
conceals the actual meaning’. And he continues to denounce Freud’s position, 
interestingly, by revising Freud’s architectural analogy:

For most houses, the so- called façade is […] by no means a fraud or a deceptive 
distortion, but rather corresponds to the interior of the house […] thus also is 
the manifest dream image the dream itself, and contains its complete sense […] 
We are dealing with something like an incomprehensible text, which has abso-
lutely no façade, but which simply cannot be read by us. Then we do not need 
to interpret behind it, but must rather learn to read it.

(1954b: par. 319)

  I shall explore the differences between these conceptions of Freud and Jung in 
the next chapter when I consider what we can know about the self  that is evoked 
through the dream process.

 10 We could argue against such a view by citing one of a vast number of possible 
examples of architectural designs that comprise a disordered array of various gaps 
and ruptures to the construction so as to confuse its interior and exterior. Indeed, 
the psychoanalyst Donald Meltzer, writing seventy- five years after Freud, refers to 
the ruins of Tintern Abbey in Monmouthshire, Wales, in this context, to illustrate 
the lack of distinction and boundary between the inner mind of a person and their 
material environment. Parveen Adams expounds on Meltzer’s illustration: the lack 
of roof, he maintains, ‘invites the sky in; through the damaged walls and glassless 
windows the landscape enters; the grass floor of the ruin belongs to the outside. 
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From without one can “see through” the building in the many places which would 
normally convince the eye of its solidity’ (1996:  147). This description readily 
applies to many modern architectural designs, such as the iconic ‘Glass House’ 
of Philip Johnson (built in 1949) in New Canaan, Connecticut, whose glass- clad 
surfaces invite the surrounding landscape into the building as if  to decorate its 
interior as its wallpaper. Coop Himmelblau’s ‘Open House’, Malibu, California, 
is another case in point. Without a façade or predetermined divisions in the liv-
ing area, this building, he says, evokes ‘the feeling [that its] inside stretches the 
skin of [its] outside’ (www.coop- himmelblau.at/ architecture/ projects/ open- house; 
accessed 9/ 2016).

 11 Examples of buildings that embody the complexities and contradictions Venturi 
seeks include those that call into question their shape and proportions. (Of Le 
Corbusier’s Villa Savoye, Venturi asks, ‘Is it a square plan or is it not?’ and of 
Vanbrugh’s fore- pavilions at Grimsthorpe, he asks, ‘Are they near or far, big or 
small’?) Such buildings often have features that seem incorrect when viewed in iso-
lation from the rest of the building. Venturi illustrates this issue with the example 
of Nicholas Hawksmoor’s St George- in- the- East Church in London. This build-
ing has exaggerated keystones over the aisle windows, which when seen close up 
appear too big in relation to the opening they span, but when seen father back are, 
Venturi notes, ‘expressively right in size and scale’ (1966: 25).

 12 Another means of achieving visual interruption that Jacobs describes is to have a 
diversity of buildings in both function and form, and older buildings remaining 
alongside the new (1961: 507). The juxtaposition of old and new buildings, Venturi 
notes, elicits a multiplicity of meanings (1966: 38); and, as we have seen, the rug-
ged, crumbling surfaces of buildings ravaged by time elicit an uncanny response 
within us— conveying a threat to the containment we seek in them for ourselves— 
heightened, perhaps, when perceived alongside new buildings in pristine condition 
(as we find in Freud’s account of his visit to the Acropolis).

 13 Displacement is similar in function to the architectural device of inflection. 
Venturi writes: ‘Inflection in architecture is the way in which the whole is implied 
by exploiting the nature of the individual parts, rather than their position or num-
ber. By inflecting toward something outside themselves, the parts contain their 
own linkage’ (1966: 88).

 14 Continuing the architectural analogy, Bollas notes:  ‘The course of associations 
sets up psychic patterns of interest, which, once established, constitute the archi-
tectural structure of the unconscious’ (2009: 40). As he notes elsewhere:

Some of the lines come together for a while and create nodal points, and 
because of their increased psychic weight may come into consciousness, but all 
along, of course, there are thousands and thousands of other lines of thought 
in this ramifying factor that continues separately.

(Bollas 2007: 17)

 15 The methods of displacement and condensation are often regarded as methods 
employed by the unconscious to distort the real meaning of its material, so that 
its activities can avoid detection by the ego and it can be allowed to continue its 
work. Thus Freud maintains that dreams are distorted to pass the censor of the 
ego, and allow the sleeper to continue dreaming. If  the ego scrutinises the work of 
the unconscious prematurely, it may jeopardise the work of the unconscious. The 
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unconscious should be allowed freely to determine when it is ready to convey its 
material to ego- consciousness.

 16 For an example of  the dream- work within the practice of  an architect, see 
Buchanan (2012). Buchanan briefly, and perhaps unwittingly, describes the cre-
ative, unconscious methods of  the dream- work, notably the manner in which 
the unconscious gathers clusters of  experience and uses material things— in this 
case, the building materials and design plans of  architectural practice— to gen-
erate the momentum it requires to evoke and elaborate a heightened sense of 
self. Echoing the methods of  condensation and displacement, Buchanan asserts 
that ‘Architecture helps us to create ourselves, by compartmentalising experi-
ences and setting these in calculated relationship to each other (so intensify-
ing and adding meaning to them)’ (2012: 12). Echoing the unconscious use of 
objects to express its latent meanings, Buchanan suggests that we have a ‘com-
pulsion to create buildings and cities of  increasing complexity’ and ‘differen-
tiation’ in order to ‘accommodate and communicate their contents’ as well as 
‘explore and progressively elaborate’ the complexity of  ourselves. Finally, in 
parallel to the unconscious creative process, from incubation stage to illumin-
ation, he writes:

We have progressively sliced up and compartmentalised (in distinct rooms, for 
instance) what would otherwise be the continuities of experience so that we 
can focus on and intensify each isolated experience […] We also deploy those 
compartmentalised experiences in ordered relationships in space to further 
intensify and give additional meaning to these experiences […] This compart-
mentalisation, differentiation and intensification are [sic] essential to how we 
have elaborated our many cultures –  and equally to how we have created our-
selves as complex acculturated persons. By separating out and dispersing our 
experiences spatially we also project and map our psyches in space so that we 
may then explore and progressively elaborate them. Thus one of the very most 
fundamental purposes of architecture, one underestimated by most architects, 
is as a means by which we create ourselves.

(Buchanan 2012: 5)

 17 Lynch here echoes remarks of architect Robert Venturi, who thirty years earlier 
asserted: ‘A valid architecture evokes many levels of meanings and combinations 
of focus: its space and its elements become readable and workable in several ways 
at once’ (1966: 16).

 18 More often than not this anecdote is used to explore Freud’s own unconscious 
wishes and desires, and also how these are evoked in his (transferential) relation-
ship with Rolland (to whom he reported the case). See, for instance, Slochower 
(1970, 1971); Werman (1977); Masson and Masson (1978); Blum (1995); Bouchard 
(1995); Guillaumin (1995); Sugarman (1998).

 19 Sonnenberg cites two others: Flannery (1980), who suggests that Freud uncon-
sciously identified himself  with the carved figures in the frieze on the Parthenon, 
which he would have seen, and also with those absent figures that had been removed 
and resituated in the British Museum; and Harrison (1966), who emphasised the 
fact that buildings and monuments elicit powerful reactions in their observers. To 
these we can add E.V. Walter (1988), who emphasised the sacred energies of the 
site, which ‘moved’ Freud ‘in a way he did not understand, and that his mind had 
no scheme to grasp’ (107).
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 20 Pallasmaa asserts:

The gray stone staircase, detached from the walls of its cubic spatial container, 
awakens the image of a dark stream solemnly flowing down from the level of 
the library itself. One can almost hear the rippling of the solitary stream. This 
is a liquid stairway. The oddly placed consoles of the lower part of the walls 
and the columns, all but devoured by the walls, create an experience of the 
pressure of being underwater. The stream turns into an underwater stream. 
Michelangelo’s stairhall speaks of another dimension of time; it speaks of the 
metaphysics of time.

(2000: 14)
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 Introduction 

 In this chapter and the next one, I try to show that it was Jung’s attempt 
to establish a psychology of nations that brought him into the same 
frame as Nazi anti-semitic ideology. In addition, Jung was absorbed by 
the question of leadership. Exploring these ideas as thoroughly as pos-
sible leads to a re-evaluation in more positive terms of what Jung was 
trying to do. Moreover, such an exploration is itself a necessary act of 
reparation. 

 In 1988 the London Library, a private institution much favored in 
intellectual and literary circles, set up an appeal to mark the centenary 
of the birth of their onetime president, T. S. Eliot. The appeal was to 
bene  t young writers. Instead, a storm of controversy broke out because 
of the great poet’s alleged anti-semitism. Examples were not hard to 
 nd. In the poem ‘Burbank with a Baedeker: Bleistein with a Cigar’ 

Eliot wrote: 

 The rats are underneath the piles. 
 The Jew is underneath the lot. 
 Money in furs. 

 In that poem, in thirty-two lines, Eliot compressed a whole range of 
anti-semitic stereotypes, from the small businessman to the Rothschild-
like aristocrat. Or, in the poem ‘Gerontion’: 

 My house is a decayed house 
 And the Jew squats on the window 
 sill the owner 
 Spawned in some estaminet in Antwerp. 

 The poems were written in the 1920s, but their sting persisted. In 1951, a 
young Jewish poet, Emanuel Litvinoff, gave a reading, at which Eliot was 
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present, of a poem which included the lines: 

 I am not accepted in your parish. 
 Bleistein was my relative. 

 By the time the furore over Eliot had entered the columns of popular 
newspapers, similar revelations concerning the philosophers Martin Hei-
degger and Paul de Man were the subject of scrutiny. Questions were also 
raised, by no means for the  rst time, about C. G. Jung’s alleged anti-sem-
itism and pro-Nazi stance. At least  ve letters, either attacking or defend-
ing Jung, appeared on the correspondence page of the  New York Times  
during 1988. A lengthy piece written by a popular American psychiatrist-
columnist, critical of Jung, appeared in the  Psychiatric Times  of Septem-
ber 1988. Peter Gay, Freud’s most recent biographer, devoted a third of a 
review published in  The Guardian,  also in 1988, of a recent Jung biogra-
phy to the subject. 

 My own experience, as an analytical psychologist interested in relating 
Jung’s work and legacy to that of psychoanalytic thinkers, is that relations 
between Freudians and Jungians are increasingly hampered by the repeated 
claims that Jung was a Nazi sympathizer and anti-semite. In 1987, I pre-
sented a clinical paper to a study group of the New York Psychoanalytic 
Institute. The  rst question concerned Jung’s supposed ‘admiration of Hit-
ler’ (in the questioner’s words). I had already noted that the entire audience 
on that occasion was, or seemed to be, Jewish, a fact which had produced in 
me a feeling of at-homeness up to the moment of that question. 

 To accomplish my task, I need to ask the reader to join me in explor-
ing two burning issues that were central to the ideology of fascism in the 
1930s. The two themes are (1) the idea of  nation  and (2) the principle of 
 leadership.  

 On not analyzing Jung 

 Readers of what follows may be disappointed that I scarcely mention 
Jung’s personal psychology or psychopathology – his father-complex, the 
scars of the break with Freud, his shadow problems, his Swiss bourgeois 
mentality, and so forth. Nor do I give much space to the abundant personal 
testimonies that exist, intended to show that Jung cannot be regarded as 
anti-semitic or to those accounts which prove the contrary, that he had a 
positive attitude to Jews and helped many Jews to achieve a relationship 
with their Jewishness for the  rst time. I must say here that I do not feel 
any sense of disappointment in Jung, that he has, in some personal way, 



Jung, anti-semitism and the Nazis 289

let me down. Clichés about Jung’s shadow problems concerning Jews 
strike me as rather shallow. I never saw him as ‘a perfect leader, a saint, 
someone who guides us, a guru’ so I do not have a reaction when he turns 
out to be a ‘very average collective human being’ (to use the dichotomy set 
out by Adolf Guggenbühl-Craig). 1  

 For a while I worried that these omissions added up to a failure of feel-
ing on my part. Obviously, I do not think that we should totally ignore 
Jung’s experiences and experiences of Jung, forgetting the usefulness of 
a simple answer. Indeed, in the next chapter, I consider Jung the man as 
an example of a leader or potential leader. But gradually I have come to 
see that  the true failure of feeling is found when the personal dimension 
is given too much weight or used to close an awkward issue once and for 
all.  A similar point was made by the editor of the  Journal of Psychol-
ogy and Judaism  introducing an issue composed of two major papers on 
the subject of Jung, anti-semitism and the Nazis. 2  I am sure I am not the 
only one to have mixed feelings about an analysis-at-a-distance of Jung’s 
internal life (his dreams, for example) that does not observe the rule of 
‘con  dentiality’ even to the slightest degree. I simply do not feel that this 
level of data is the fruitful one. One dif  culty with any psychological 
analysis of Jung the man is that a conclusion that the whole thing is very 
complicated can almost always be known in advance: Jung, by his own 
admission (regarding Number One and Number Two personalities), was 
an extremely complex person who excited equally complex reactions. So, 
for me, analyzing Jung is not the best way to proceed. Instead, I would 
like to cast as actors in this drama, not individuals, but  groups,  and sug-
gest that the play is about to-ing and fro-ing between groups: Nazis, Jews, 
Jungians, Freudians. I was amazed, and sometimes shocked, to discover 
the extent to which the groups, apparently so different, share a common 
process. 3  

 Was Jung anti-semitic? 

 I have chosen to locate my inquiry on an intergroup level, which is where 
the drama about Jung has been played out, a drama involving Christians 
as well as Jews, Freudians, Jungians and Nazis. This does not in itself 
constitute a magic solution to the dif  culties inherent in our themes. But 
it does go some way to rectifying a serious problem with what has been 
written about Jung to date. We have history. 4  We have attack. 5  We have 
defense. 6  We have at least half a dozen biographies of Jung. We have the 
 New York Times  letters. We have pleas for an imaginal approach. 7  But 
we have virtually no political analysis of this drama. There is very little 
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critical work on the relationship of what is politically dubious in Jung’s 
writings to the general cultural problems of Nazism and anti-semitism. 

 So, rather than attempt a new analysis of Jung the man (for which, not 
having met him, I feel I have not the slightest evidential basis), I sought a 
new use of what I had read. In these chapters, I ask whether there is some-
thing in the fundamental structure of Jung’s thinking about the Jews, in its 
heart or essence, that made anti-semitism inevitable. When Jung writes 
about the Jews and Jewish psychology, is there something in his whole 
attitude that brings him into the same frame as the Nazis, even if he were 
shown not to have been an active Nazi collaborator? Is there something to 
worry about? 

 My brief answer, in distinction to that of many well-known Jungians, 
is ‘yes’ and, as I said, my hope is that by exploring the matter as deeply 
as I can a kind of reparation will ensue. Then there will be the base from 
which to explore the full potential of what Jung was trying to do with his 
psychological thinking about culture in the 1930s. 

 Many of those who have heard me lecture on this topic have commented 
that the particular blend of intellect and emotion, logic and image, makes 
mine a post-modern contribution. Perhaps this is a consequence of expo-
sure to modernism’s shadow, the events, language and imagery of the Nazi 
era. As a Jewish man, I found that writing about Jung and anti-semitism 
turned into a personal odyssey. Travelling this road has enabled me to stay 
an analytical psychologist. But I know that, if the source of a thought-
less remark about Jewish people is the  Collected Works  of C. G. Jung, the 
possible outcome of the idea set loose in the political arena is the con-
centration camp and the gas chamber. The Jew of whom Jung writes is 
my relative and sometimes we do not feel accepted in Jung’s parish. But 
this is not a parochial matter, and others than Jews are involved. In 1946 
the Foreign Of  ce in London received a document entitled ‘The case of 
Dr Carl G. Jung – pseudo-scientist Nazi auxiliary’ suggesting a possible 
trial as a war criminal. I have seen this document, which did not excite the 
interest of the civil servants concerned; its signi  cance does not lie in its 
content, which is familiar, but rather in the degree of political outrage Jung 
managed to elicit. 8  

 Finally, I believe that the manifold strengths and subtleties of analytical 
psychology are being lost. Such loss results, not only from the alleged Nazi 
collaboration and anti-semitism (both of which Jung denied), but also from 
what can sometimes seem like an inability on the part of many Jungians to 
react to such charges in an intelligent, humane and honest way. Thus, psy-
choanalysis and other intellectual disciplines are permitted to continue to 
ignore the pioneering nature of Jung’s contributions and, hence, the work of 
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post-Jungian analytical psychologists. As Eli Weisstub puts it: 

 There is much to be done in answering some of these criticisms. . . . 
Only in so doing can we (that is, Jungians) get the rest of the world 
analytic community to respect what is valid and valuable and signi  -
cant in Jung’s contributions. . . . Trying to preserve a myth about ‘our 
leader’ will not further this effort. 9  

 Background information 

 Although what I write is primarily psychological, ideological and critical – 
not historical – it may help to provide some background information, 
which I will discuss throughout the chapters, for those not familiar with 
Jung’s activities in the 1930s. I will also try to summarize, but not at this 
point critique, some of his ideas about ‘Jewish psychology’. These activi-
ties and ideas have been the subject of intense argument from the 1930s to 
the present day. It has to be said that a de  nitive factual basis for clear-cut 
opinion is extremely dif  cult, if not impossible to establish. Nevertheless, 
when lecturing on the topic of Jung, anti-semitism and the Nazis, I have 
found widespread ignorance, even among Jungian analysts, of what it was 
that Jung did and said that has caused such a prolonged outcry. Non-Jung-
ian audiences, on the other hand, have often seemed to ‘know’ de  nitely 
that Jung was ‘anti-semitic’, a ‘supporter of Hitler’, and so on – but not to 
be aware of the details. 

 In 1933 Jung took on the presidency of the General Medical Society for 
Psychotherapy. This was a professional body with members from several 
countries but nevertheless based in Germany and coming under Nazi con-
trol. Jung claimed that he took this post expressly to defend the rights of 
Jewish psychotherapists and he altered the constitution of the GSMP so 
that it became a fully and formally international (later, ‘supranational’) 
body. The former General Society became the German national member 
group. Membership was by means of national societies with a special cat-
egory of individual membership (members-at-large). Jews were already 
barred from membership of the German national society and so, under 
Jung’s new provision, were enabled to join the Society via membership of 
the individual section. Jung always maintained that his motives for taking 
on the presidency were to protect Jewish colleagues in this way and to 
keep depth psychology alive in Germany. Freud’s books were burnt and 
he was ‘banned’ in 1933. 

 Jung also became editor of the  Zentralblatt für Psychotherapie,  the 
Society’s scienti  c journal. This was one of the leading journals of 
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psychotherapy in central Europe. Jung said that this was a  pro forma  
appointment and he was geographically distant from the editorial of  ces. 
He said he did not know that pro-Nazi statements of principles would be 
inserted for general distribution outside, as opposed to inside, Germany by 
Professor Göring (a cousin of the Reichsmarschall) who had been made 
President of the (dominant) German section. 

 Jung’s own editorials and articles in the  Zentralblatt,  extracts of which 
appear below, have also been a main reason why he has been accused of 
pro-Nazi sympathies and anti-semitism. 

 According to Geoffrey Cocks in  Psychotherapy in the Third Reich,  
Jung’s ideas had ‘of  cial approval’, he visited Nazi Germany to teach 
on two occasions, and, as a result, ‘German psychotherapists did all they 
could to link Jung’s name with their own activities’. 10  Jung’s work was 
cited by German racial theoreticians and appeared in of  cial Nazi bibliog-
raphies. Cocks points out that, following Jung’s denunciations in 1938–9 
of Hitler and the Nazis, his psychology never became the dominant school 
under the Nazis. 

 In an interview on Radio Berlin in 1933, Jung commented: 

 As Hitler said recently, the leader ( Führer ) must be able to be alone 
and must have the courage to go his own way. But if he doesn’t know 
himself, how is he to lead others? That is why the true leader is always 
one who has the courage to be himself, and can look not only others in 
the eye but above all himself. . . . Every movement culminates organi-
cally in a leader, who embodies in his whole being the meaning and 
purpose of the popular movement. 11  

 In his paper ‘The state of psychotherapy today’, published in the 
 Zentralblatt  in 1934, Jung wrote: 

 Freud did not understand the Germanic psyche any more than did his 
Germanic followers. Has the formidable phenomenon of National 
Socialism, on which the whole world gazes with astonishment, taught 
them better? Where was that unparalleled tension and energy while as 
yet no National Socialism existed? Deep in the Germanic psyche, in a 
pit that is anything but a garbage-bin of unrealizable infantile wishes 
and unresolved family resentments. 12  

 In the same paragraph, Jung makes the following comments about the 
Jews: ‘The “Aryan” unconscious has a higher potential than the Jewish.’ 
He also states that ‘The Jew, who is something of a nomad, has never yet 
created a cultural form of his own and as far as we can see never will, since 
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all his instincts and talents require a more or less civilised nation to act as 
host for their development’, and that ‘the Jews have this peculiarity with 
women; being physically weaker, they have to aim at the chinks in the 
armour of their adversary’. 

 Finally, Jung warns against ‘applying Jewish categories indiscrimi-
nately to Germanic and Slavic Christendom’. He says much the same in 
a footnote to the 1935 edition of  Two Essays on Analytical Psychology : 
‘It is a quite unpardonable mistake to accept the conclusions of a Jewish 
psychology as generally valid.’ 13  In a separate  Zentralblatt  editorial he had 
written in 1933 that ‘the differences which actually do exist between Ger-
manic and Jewish psychology and which have been long known to every 
intelligent person are no longer to be glossed over’. 14  

 In a letter to his pupil Dr Kranefeldt in 1934, Jung wrote: 

 As is known, one cannot do anything against stupidity, but in this 
instance the Aryan people can point out that with Freud and Adler 
speci  cally Jewish points of view are publicly preached, and as can 
be proven likewise, points of view that have an essentially corrosive 
character. If the proclamation of this Jewish gospel is agreeable to the 
government, then so be it. Otherwise there is also the possibility that 
this would not be agreeable to the government. 15  

 Jung was not new to speculations about the Jews. In 1918 he had written 
that the Jew 

 is badly at a loss for that quality in man which roots him to the earth 
and draws new strength from below. This chthonic quality is to be 
found in dangerous concentration in the German peoples. . . . The Jew 
has too little of this quality – where has he his own earth underfoot? 16  

 However, as we will see in a moment, Jung totally rejected the charge 
of anti-semitism. He said, in a letter to A. Pupato in 1934, that he ‘fought 
Freud’s psychology because of its dogmatic claim to sole validity’. 17  

 It is interesting to compare these extracts from Jung’s writings with the 
following: 

 Freud to Abraham in 1908: 

 Please do not forget that it is easier for you than for Jung to follow my 
ideas, for in the  rst place you are completely independent, and then you 
are closer to my intellectual constitution because of racial kinship . . . I 
nearly said that it was only by his appearance on the scene that psycho-
analysis escaped from the danger of becoming a Jewish national affair. 18  
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 Freud to Ferenczi in 1913: 

 Certainly there are great differences between the Jewish and Aryan 
spirit. We can observe that every day. Hence there would assuredly be 
here and there differences in outlook on life and art. But there should 
not be such a thing as Aryan or Jewish science. Results in science must 
be identical, though the presentation of them may vary. 19  

 Attacks and defenses: A discussion 

 Having absorbed the contents of the many attacks on Jung, based on 
the behavior and writing outlined in the previous section entitled ‘Back-
ground information’, my attention was stirred by the nature of the equally 
numerous defenses of Jung that have been put forward. I found myself 
reacting to a psychological similarity between the defenses and attacks. 
Both defenders and attackers of Jung are sitting in judgment on him. 
Both are looking for a ‘  nal solution’ to the Jung problem. Between the 
cries of ‘Let’s clear our man once and for all’ and ‘Let’s  nish the bas-
tard off’ there is a call for a middle way: Tot up carefully the competing 
claims of attackers and defenders so as to reach an apparently balanced 
point of view. It is said that the matter can never be settled decisively. 
Though it is tempting to join in this Olympian arbitration between attack 
and defense, that position can be seen as disengaged, morally supercil-
ious, politically evasive, pseudo-mature, and, in any case, as full of a 
kind of certitude as overt attack or defense! The shadows surrounding 
Jung are going to linger, for they want us to pay psychological attention 
to them. In the next section, I will let Jung speak for himself in his own 
defense. 

 One particular defense of Jung that is often put forward is that he was 
only expressing the attitudes of his time. Many other eminent men and 
women were equally guilty of a kind of  trahison des clercs.  Moreover, it 
is said that casual, social anti-semitism was apparently so widespread, nor-
mal and acceptable in Jung’s culture and time that remarks about the Jews, 
even when couched in scienti  c language, did not seem  outré.  (Much the 
same defense has been advanced regarding Eliot, Heidegger and de Man.) 
Conversely, Jung has been defended by the argument that he should  not  
be seen as an important man but rather as just a typical, petit-bourgeois, 
unthinking, small-minded anti-semitic Swiss burgher. According to Adolf 
Guggenbühl-Craig, ‘the anti-semitism of Jung was a sheer banality of the 
collective he belonged to’. 20  

 But these claims, themselves contradictory, actually  stimulate  a search 
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for evidence that would contradict them and, therefore, there is a risk of 
undermining the intention of defending Jung. For it seems that there could 
have been other attitudes available to Jung at the time, other choices that 
he could have made, other viewpoints possible, particularly given that he 
was not under direct personal threat. Even in Germany, there were the 
 Judenfreunde,  ‘friends of the Jews’ – not just the anecdotal good Germans 
but people actually prosecuted in the courts by the Gestapo for their atti-
tudes and behavior. Then there were the  Rassenschänder,  ‘race de  lers’, 
who were imprisoned for doing what hundreds and thousands had done 
quite legally before 1933, as the intermarriage statistics show. 21  

 We know from a fascinating letter in the London  Times  on November 13, 
1988 – from a typical  Times  correspondent, an Anglican (Episcopalian) 
clergyman of the old school – that problems faced by Jews were openly 
and frequently discussed in Germany in the late 1930s. 22  Closer to home, 
there was the public admonition of Jung by Dr Bally in 1934. 23  In 1935 the 
Dutch section of the International General Medical Society for Psycho-
therapy refused to host the annual congress on political grounds. Jung was 
critical of this decision because, he said, it brought politics into science. 
In 1936, when Jung was invited to speak at the tercentenary celebrations 
of Harvard University, and to receive an honorary degree, a public row 
broke out in the pages of the Harvard  Crimson,  the university newspaper, 
over the appropriateness of inviting Jung. Gordon Allport felt that Jung’s 
‘scienti  c integrity’ had been ‘partially sti  ed under the Nazi thumb’. 
Henry Murray defended Jung’s independence of thought in very strong 
terms. The point is that, even at the time, Jung’s position was not regarded 
as unproblematic in intellectual circles. 24  Therefore, Adolf Guggenbühl-
Craig’s point about Jung being a ‘collective intellectual’ is a very dubious 
one. To criticize Jung is not a case of ‘present-ism’, seeing the past from 
today’s vantage point. He was criticized in similar terms at the time, dur-
ing the 1930s. 

 Indeed, the  necessity  of deliberately linking politics with ‘science’ 
was on the minds of many intellectuals during this period. It follows 
that Jung’s repeated attempts to divorce the two cannot be regarded as 
absolutely conditioned by the epistemological climate of the day. For 
instance, the philosopher and critic Walter Benjamin wrote to Judaic 
scholar Gershom Scholem in 1937 that he intended to devote a period 
to an intensive study of Jung’s works, not only so as to critique Jung’s 
‘doctrines on archaic images and the collective unconscious’, but for 
openly political reasons. In Benjamin’s opinion, Jung had ‘leaped to 
the rescue of the Aryan soul with a therapy reserved for it alone’. This, 
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Benjamin felt, was an ‘auxiliary service to National Socialism [that had] 
been in the works for some time’. A month later, in the middle of his 
study period, Benjamin wrote to Scholem that Jung’s psychology was 
‘the devil’s work’. 25  

 So a result of the claim that the world displayed a universal anti-semi-
tism in the 1920s and 1930s, and that the ideas of Jung and the others were 
just part of that  Zeitgeist,  has been to constellate a counterclaim, one that 
is potentially damaging to Jung: Alternative opinions and ways of thinking 
did exist. Other non-Jewish analysts, who might also have been expected 
to re  ect ‘ordinary’ anti-semitism, felt the need to get involved in a differ-
ent way. D. W. Winnicott, for instance, wrote the following letter to Mrs 
Neville Chamberlain in 1938 urging her to question her husband over his 
silence on the subject of the Jews and Nazi persecution: 

 Dear Mrs Chamberlain, 

 I feel the Prime Minister is too busy to answer questions but I do want 
to know [something]. Would you try to answer this as many of us are 
urgently in need of answers that we cannot get . . . 

 Why does the Prime Minister never mention the Jews. Does he 
secretly despise them? When in England we say WE, we include Jews 
who are people like ourselves. I am not asking him to be pro-Jew, but 
I want to know de  nitely whether he is or is not secretly anti-Jew . . . 
at present we seem to be secretly sharing Germany’s anti-Jew insanity, 
and this is not where we want our leaders to lead us. 26  

 Many of the articles that appeared in the  Zentralblatt für Psychothera-
pie  under the banner of Jung’s editorship go well beyond ‘ordinary’, petit-
bourgeois anti-semitism. There are repeated attacks on ‘Jewish’ mental 
states and a general lauding of ‘northern’, Aryan psychology. There is a 
great deal of praise for Hitler and the Nazi party and, in the opinion of 
some, even coded messages of support for measures such as the extermi-
nation of mental patients. In any event, these articles appeared long after 
the initial confusion over whether a statement of support for the Nazis 
was to be printed in the  Zentralblatt  proper for 1933 or only in the Ger-
man national supplement, due in 1934. 27  Jung claimed that it was because 
of this confusion that his name appeared attached to such a statement. 
The question is whether Jung knew of the disgusting (and absurd) nature 
of these further articles published in the years 1933–39. He would have 
heard some of them at conferences. If he did nothing about it, could it 
have been because he was completely divorced from the editorial pol-
icy and activity of the  Zentralblatt ? But we do know that editorial work  
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was  carried out in Zürich. C. A. Meier, Jung’s associate, wrote to James 
Kirsch that he personally corrected numerous insulting reviews of ‘Jew-
ish books and articles’. Jung, on the other hand, did nothing; according to 
Meier’s account, he left everything to Meier. 28  

 Here, Meier’s memory is at fault. For, in 1937 Jung wrote to Göring as 
follows: 

 Dr Meier has drawn my attention to your short review of Rosenberg’s 
book. For anyone who knows Jewish history, in particular Hasidism, 
Rosenberg’s assertion that the Jews despise mysticism is a highly 
regrettable error. I would therefore suggest that we pass over this book 
in silence. I cannot allow my name to be associated with such lapses. 29  

 In the same year of 1937 the  Zentralblatt  published a paper by Victor 
Frankl, so it seems that Jewish writers could have their work published. 

 Our sense of relief and desire to applaud the attempts by Jung and Meier 
to keep the more egregious parcels of anti-semitic thinking out of the col-
umns of the  Zentralblatt  need to be tempered. For the realization that the 
power to do this was available to the team in Zürich, even after Göring 
became joint editor in 1936, raises the uncomfortable question of why it 
was not exercised more often. Are we to assume that, if Jung could keep 
out anti-semitic ideas that he did not approve of, the anti-semitic ideas 
of which he did approve are the ones that remain? I do not think that a 
simple answer exists. I know from experience how complicated the inter-
nal politics of a learned journal can be. It has proved very hard to achieve 
an accurate portrait of how the  Zentralblatt für Psychotherapie  organized 
itself in these years but, as we will see in a moment, it is vital to establish 
the degree of involvement Jung had. 

 Even if Jung played little or no editorial role on the  Zentralblatt,  surely 
he at least  read  it? He was sole editor from 1933 to 1936 when Göring 
became joint editor. If he didn’t read it at all, did nobody ever tell him 
what was in it? 

 In the  Zentralblatt,  there were a number of pieces co-signed by Jung 
with others. Some of these troubling little pieces are included in the 
General Bibliography of Jung’s writings but are not included in the  Col-
lected Works  (some pieces are not even in the bibliography). The pattern 
of exclusion of co-signed pieces from the bibliography and/or published 
works is not consistent and it has been suggested to me that this might 
re  ect doubt in the minds of the editors of the  Collected Works  over 
whether Jung wrote some of the pieces signed by him with others. In 
other words, there would be no need to include these pieces in Jung’s cor-
pus because it cannot be established that the articles truly expressed Jung’s 



298 The political psyche

views. However, as far as I can tell,  Jung never disowned any of these 
pieces, nor protested that his name had been taken in vain.  We should 
remember that, for much of this time, he was sole editor of the  Zentralblatt  
and we have already seen that he could control the content of the journal 
when he felt strongly about it. My view is that these pieces, co-signed by 
Jung and apparently not the subject of intra-editorial dissent at the time, 
may be taken as expressive of his views. (I must add that it is special 
pleading to argue that, because these pieces are co-signed, they cannot be 
connected to Jung. Probably the argument is based on the misunderstand-
ings over the statement of pro-Nazi principles that found its way into the 
 Zentralblatt,  as mentioned earlier. But that piece was neither signed nor 
co-signed by Jung; it appeared in a journal of which he was the editor.) 

 I have recently made a study of one of these co-signed pieces which 
was published in 1934 (following the matter of the pro-Nazi statement that 
appeared in the  Zentralblatt  in 1933). Maybe Jung was taken by surprise once 
again and his name used as co-signatory without permission. We simply can-
not know for sure but, as stated above, I do not think that such  lèse-majesté  
took place for, if it had, Jung or his associates would have done something 
about it at the time. The contents of this piece make for instructive reading. 

 The piece is innocuous-looking – a seventieth-birthday greeting to 
Dr Robert Sommer, one of the co-founders in 1926 of the GMSP, by 
 Matthias Göring and Jung. 30  However, Sommer, according to Geoffrey 
Cocks, was the ‘moving spirit’ behind attempts to translate the ideas of 
‘social and racial hygiene’ into the mental health  eld. 31  Sommer founded 
an organization in 1923 called  Deutscher Verband für Psychische Hygiene  
(German Association for Mental Hygiene). In their birthday tribute, 
Göring and Jung say of this group that it was a ‘comparatively small asso-
ciation before the turning-point, today of extraordinary importance’. The 
‘turning-point’ was, of course, the coming to power of the Nazis. 

 Göring and Jung go on to praise Sommer’s book  Familienforschung, 
Vererbungs- und Rassenlehre  (which can be effectively translated as Fam-
ily Studies, Hereditology and Raceology – there are no present-day terms 
for the last two disciplines). In particular, they praise the new chapter of 
the book, written in 1927 and added to the existing text of 1907. I won-
dered why, in 1934, Göring and Jung would go out of their way to praise 
one particular chapter added in 1927 to a book  rst published in 1907. 
Jung certainly knew of Sommer’s book, citing it in both the original and 
the revised versions of a paper on the father (1909 and 1949). 32  But this 
may have been the  rst edition. It may not be a  reason,  but we have to 
recall, as Robert Jay Lifton has pointed out, that from the mid-1930s the 
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Nazi notion of ‘life unworthy of life’ became  rmly established together 
with the concept of ‘medical killing’. 33  (Eugenics fascinated any thinker 
concerned with equality and we  nd proposals for the extermination of 
‘ethnic trash’ in the writings of Bernard Shaw and Friedrich Engels.) 
In the chapter of Sommer’s book speci  cally referred to by Göring and 
Jung in the  Zentralblatt  we  nd many statements along the following 
lines: 

 There has been an intrusion of alien blood into the Germanic race. 
 The morphological differences of human races are in part based on 

changes in the formation of the skull. 
 The long-headedness of the so-called Nordic races is of particular 

importance. 
 The type of the Nordic race . . . forms a contrast . . . to the backwards 

sloping forehead of the primitive human races. 
 Often the formation of the nose is used as a racial criterion in human 

anthropology. A special emphasis is given to the straight or slightly 
bow-shaped formation of the nose with regard to. . . . Further, a 
hook-shaped protuberance is regarded as. . . . 

 Recently blood research has become of great importance for raceology. 
 Practical psychiatry is . . . most closely linked with raceology. 
 The selection of the gifted has to be performed. . . . 

 There are several possible reasons why – even if he  did  know what 
was being published in his journal, sometimes over his name – Jung 
might still have done nothing in contradiction. First, he might have 
been in full agreement with these views. But, given the Sommer 
encomium, that would make him an overt Nazi supporter and rabid 
‘scientific’ anti-semite and he denies both of these charges. Second, 
he might have been playing a long-term political game, continuing 
his strategy of helping Jewish psychotherapists to go on working. 
But there is no written or oral evidence that he held back for this 
reason and, were it the case, I think that there would be some evi-
dence. Third, and I believe this is the answer, Jung’s position at the 
head of the German psychotherapy profession was desirable from the 
point of view of the development of analytical psychology. The issue 
here is Jung’s leadership. After all, Freud had once written to Jung 
that psychoanalysis would never find its true status until it had been 
accepted in Germany. The conquest of Germany was the goal of the 
psychoanalytic conquistador. 34  History, and Hitler, put that goal within 
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Jung’s grasp, and I shall look at Jung as a conquering leader of the 
field of psychology in the next chapter. 

 Whether Jung read the  Zentralblatt  or not, contemporary study of that 
journal is certainly worthwhile. For example, we  nd an announcement 
from Jung’s co-editor Matthias Göring that Jung informed the presidents of 
the national societies of his intention to resign as President of the IGMSP 
in ‘the summer of 1940’. 35  This is at least one year and maybe two years 
later than many accounts have hitherto suggested and would place the date 
of the resignation after the start of the war. Similarly, we  nd that, as late 
as 1939, Jung is praising the efforts of Matthias Göring to set up institu-
tions ‘where the new generation of psychotherapists can be trained in a 
spirit and atmosphere that offers the best guarantee for the German people 
( das Volk ) to be served by these young doctors in the future’. 36  

 Another issue of dating on which the  Zentralblatt  sheds light concerns 
the time at which Jung became involved with the GMSP (as it then was). 
It appears that Jung became a participant in 1928 and vice-president in 
1930. He was not brought in as a distinguished outsider in 1933 but as a 
distinguished insider. 37  

 Similarly, accounts of the proceedings of the congresses of the IGMSP 
make it clear that Jung was in attendance and, indeed, actually spoke. 
Therefore he was present to hear Matthias Göring make the following 
statement at the 1934 congress in Bad Nauheim. Göring began by saying 
that he expected all members to have studied  Mein Kampf,  going on as 
follows: 

 Today I say that  Mein Kampf  has to be called a scienti  c book. . . . 
Whoever reads the book and the speeches of the Führer and studies his 
way of being will recognize that he has got something that most of us 
lack: Jung calls it intuition. It is more important than all science. It is 
because of that that I demand of all of you that until the next congress, 
which will take place here in Bad Nauheim once again, you study this 
book and the speeches of Adolf Hitler thoroughly. 38  

 Jung’s ‘not-ordinary’ anti-semitism is further demonstrated by his 
involvement with Jacob Hauer, a professor of Indology and founder in 
1933 of the German Faith Movement. Jung co-led seminars with Hauer 
on Kundalini Yoga in 1932 and was interested in his work. The German 
Faith Movement was an attempt to construct a religion more in tune with 
German history and traditions than Christianity, with its Semitic  a-
vor. The new religion would, according to its founder, be different from 
Christianity on account of the fact that the ‘founder of Christianity and its 
standard documents have reached us from a different racial and cultural 
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area’. Hauer says he could have as easily called his Movement the ‘Nordic–
Teutonic Faith Movement’. Hauer goes on: 

 The German Faith Movement must be understood in close relation 
with the national movement which led to the formation of the Third 
Reich. Like the latter, the German Faith Movement is an eruption from 
the biological and spiritual depths of the German nation. . . . 

 We want the German people to regard its history and territory 
with religious devotion. . . . We can see God advancing over German 
soil. . . .  39  

 The translators say, in their introduction to Hauer’s book, that one ‘odd 
note’ in a typical service of the German Faith Movement would be the 
expression in a hymn of undying loyalty to Hitler. 

 It is hard to assess what Jung really thought about the German Faith 
Movement. In the relevant passage in ‘Wotan’, published in 1936, he 
refers to adherents of German Faith Movement as ‘decent and well-
meaning people’ but also analyzes them as ‘possessed’ by the ‘god of the 
 Germans’ – Wotan. On the other hand, it is no ‘disgrace’ to know that the 
God of the Germans is Wotan ‘and not the Christian God’. What is clear 
is that this is in no way a repudiation or condemnation of Hauer; in fact, 
the passage could be read as an imprimatur for Hauer’s group compared 
to other new religions. 40  

 Another defense of Jung is so interesting that I intend to discuss it in 
some detail. This defense attempts a divorce of Jung’s behavior (includ-
ing any casually expressed attitudes) from the formal presentation of his 
ideas in books and articles. These defenders do not excuse Jung’s actions 
but dispute that the true importance of his ideas is affected by them. This 
defense of Jung can  nd expression the other way round: though Jung 
wrote stupid and offensive things about Jews, which he should have cor-
rected, he did not  do  anything that could be regarded as destructive in the 
real world. The problem with the defense is that, even if one could make 
such a dissociation between life and work credible in the case of a psy-
chologist, the problem of the in  uence of the writer’s words on the behav-
ior of others still remains an issue. The use of the writer’s words by others 
has to be considered. Obviously the writer cannot prevent exploitation, but 
he can protest at it. Did Jung? 

 I disagree with Geoffrey Cocks who, in his pathbreaking history of 
psychotherapy in Germany during the Nazi era, offers a version of this 
defense when he writes that ‘Jung conceded more to the Nazis by his 
words than by his actions’. 41  As noted previously, Cocks himself points 
out that Jung’s analytical psychology had of  cial approval and therefore 
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‘German psychotherapists did almost all they could to link Jung’s name 
with their own activities’. From a political, if not a strictly legal stand-
point, Jung’s professional activities and his psychological theories can 
be regarded as intertwined. They may not be causally connected in a 
super  cial sense but, if we split them radically, we deny the negative 
synergy of word and action. If Jung did admit to Rabbi Leo Baeck that 
he ‘slipped up’, when they met in Zürich in 1946, then the slip may 
be understood as referring to this synergy: The in  uence of thought 
on action, action on thought. We would not be concerned with Jung’s 
reputation to anything like the same extent if he had merely taken on the 
presidency of the General Medical Society of Psychotherapy in 1933. 
Then his efforts to protect the rights of Jewish psychotherapists by 
altering the constitution of the GMSP (so that it became a fully and for-
mally international body with membership units composed of national 
societies and a special category of individual membership) would prob-
ably seem less controversial. If he had con  ned himself to the political 
and institutional arena, then the ingenious way in which his constitu-
tional reforms permitted Jews, barred from the German national society, 
to practice as individual members would not require justi  cation  fty 
years later. 

 But, at exactly the same desperate moment in history, Jung’s papers 
and editorials of the period, dwelling on questions of differing racial and 
national psychologies and containing disturbing generalizations about 
Jewish culture and psychology, could easily be misunderstood as support-
ing Nazi racial ideology. For instance, as we noted earlier, Jews are said 
‘never to have created a cultural form of their own’ but rather to need 
a ‘host nation’ for their development. The implication of Jew as ‘para-
site’ (a favorite image of Hitler’s) follows on easily (though Jung said 
he meant something quite speci  c by the term ‘cultural  form ’ – see pp. 
318–21 below). Similarly, Jews are referred to as ‘physically weaker’ than 
others – like women in relation to men. Therefore, like women, they have 
developed subtle and indirect techniques of attacking and overcoming oth-
ers. Says Jung, Jews deal with Germans the way women deal with men! 

 At the very least, the twin presence of action and thought explains why 
there is such concern today. But I simply cannot persuade myself that the 
synergy did not exist at the time and is relevant only in terms of our current 
responses. After all, was not Jung the author of the theory of meaningful 
coincidences (‘synchronicity’), including the idea that the psychic world 
(his ideas on Jewish psychology, perhaps) and the social world (German 
politics, perhaps) are acausally intertwined? 
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 Once again, the intended defense is capable of undermining Jung still 
more. 

 There are other defenses of Jung which exist and, while I do not want 
to discuss them in as much detail as the two defenses already mentioned, 
I will give a brief account. 

 Many of those who knew Jung recall that he was also generous and, 
eventually, protective in his personal behavior toward Jews. This seems to 
be the consensus of most colleagues and personal friends. 42  The snag here 
is that we are all familiar with the ‘some of my best friends are Jews’ line; 
it is quite possible to combine good personal relations with a much deeper 
prejudice. Further, when Jung writes about the Jews he seems to do it as 
a member of a dominant and ‘positive’ race. This can be compared with 
Freud’s position as ‘the object of racialist concern who uses and projects 
this difference onto his perceived enemies and friends’. 43  

 Actually, there is in existence a considerable amount of testimony that 
Jung was not always personally well disposed toward Jews. Michael Ford-
ham, the senior British Jungian analyst, recalls meeting Jung for the  rst 
time in 1933 and being treated to a ‘harangue’ on the Jews and the ‘para-
sitic elements in Jewish psychology’. Jung wondered what the Jews had 
been feeding on during the forty years in the wilderness. The clear impli-
cation was that they were grazing their herds on other people’s land. Then 
Jung said that the Jews were not the same as other races and hence they 
should wear different clothes so as to emphasize this fact. 44  In similar vein, 
Jung apparently told an American student of his not to let her daughter 
marry a Jew as such marriages never worked. 45  

 Perhaps the most interesting material that shows Jung as displaying a 
personal as opposed to an ideological anti-semitism is to be found in a pre-
viously unpublished letter from Jung to Mary Mellon written in 1945, a few 
months after the end of the war in Europe. Mary Mellon was the inspira-
tion and planner behind the Bollingen Foundation which was endowed by 
her and her husband Paul Mellon. The Bollingen Foundation was undoubt-
edly the means by which Jung’s ideas were disseminated widely in the 
English-speaking world and the Foundation provided  nancial support for 
the publication of Jung’s  Collected Works  as well as many other scholarly 
works in the  eld of collective and cultural psychology. We may suppose 
that Jung regarded Mary Mellon, who had been a patient of his before the 
war, as an important person and patron. In the letter, Jung writes: 

 you probably have heard the absurd rumor that I am a Nazi. This rumor 
has been started by Freudian Jews in America. Their hatred of myself 
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went as far as India, where I found falsi  ed photo’s [sic] of mine in the 
Psychological Seminar of Calcutta University. It was a photo retouched 
in such a way as to make me appear as an ugly Jew with a pince-nez! 
These photo’s came from Vienna! This rumor has been spread over the 
whole world. Even with us it has been picked up with such alacrity, that 
I am forced to publish all the things I have written about Germany. It 
is however dif  cult to mention the anti-christianism of the Jews after 
the horrible things that have happened in Germany. But Jews are not 
so damned innocent after all – the role played by the intellectual Jews 
in prewar Germany would be an interesting object of investigation. 46  

 One thing to note here is Jung’s ideational process. It would seem that, 
in Jung’s opinion, the way to ruin a man’s reputation is to make him look 
Jewish and that this tactic was used in an organized way against him by 
‘Freudian Jews’. It is possible that Jung was temporarily insane or very 
unbalanced following his heart attack in 1944 but I think we do get an idea 
of the spleen with which he seems to have regarded Jews. 

 The second thing to note is the argument in the last two sentences – 
that it is dif  cult to discuss the ‘anti-christianism’ of the Jews and that 
‘intellectual Jews in prewar Germany’ were not innocent. I wonder what 
Jung saw as the role of intellectual Jews – is he suggesting some kind of 
responsibility for the ‘horrible things’ that he knows were done to them? 
It is dif  cult to know what to think but the letter is unsettling, to say the 
least, and needs to be set alongside the idea that Jung was not anti-Jewish 
in any personal way. 

 Sometimes, Jung’s work is divided up in such a way that the problem-
atic material is quarantined by detaching it from the main body of Jung’s 
writings which are not subject to current critical disapproval. It would 
help these defenders if the contentious passages and behavior had been the 
work of extreme youth, say, which they are not. Even so, Jung’s work on 
Judaic themes from, say, 1946 onward is outstanding and can be favorably 
contrasted with what he had to say on the subject prior to that. But when 
the problematic material is isolated it is inevitably highlighted. Very little 
in the way of a defense of Jung is gained by red-lining Jung’s work and 
behavior between 1933 and 1946. 

 Finally, Jung may be defended by pointing out that it is only human 
to make mistakes and that his reputation should therefore remain intact. 
What is more, there are no absolute standards of good and bad behavior, 
and who are we to judge Jung? One’s sympathy for this line of argument 
should be tempered by the re  ection that condemning mistakes in another 
is not anti-human; it is just as human as making mistakes! If you feel 
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critical of Jung, why not express it? It would be tragic if people were to 
suppress, or to be prevented from expressing, their real feelings. 

 One piece of historical information that was recently made widely 
available has certainly aroused a good deal of anguished feeling in the 
Jungian community. In 1944, a secret appendix was added to the by-laws 
of the Analytical Psychology Club of Zürich, limiting the proportion of 
Jews who could be members at any one time. The quota for full mem-
bers was 10 per cent and for guest members 25 per cent. The Club was, 
at that time, the main forum for the discussion of themes of interest to 
analytical psychology and it was also an important social center for those 
in Zürich to study or analyze with Jung or one of his collaborators. For 
whatever reason, this appendix was drawn up and signed by the executive 
committee and it has become unmistakably clear from massive interview 
testimony that Jung knew of the quota (though the general membership 
do not seem to have been told of  cially). Moreover, the quota for Jews 
was not removed until 1950. It is not surprising that this information has 
caused a stir. 47  

 Jung’s self-assessment 

 In 1934 the Swiss psychotherapist Gustav Bally published his article criti-
cal of Jung’s writings and actions in the  Neue Zürcher Zeitung.  Jung pub-
lished ‘A rejoinder to Dr Bally’ in the same periodical a few months later. 
In this piece (and also, in similar vein, in his letters) Jung defended himself 
as follows: 

 As to the difference between Jewish and ‘Aryan–Germanic – Christian–
European’ psychology, it can of course hardly be seen in the individual 
products of science as a whole. But we are not so much concerned 
with these as with the fundamental fact that in psychology the object of 
knowledge is at the same time the organ of knowledge, which is true of 
no other science. It has therefore been doubted in all sincerity whether 
psychology is possible as a science at all. In keeping with this doubt 
I suggested years ago that every psychological theory should be criti-
cised in the  rst instance as a subjective confession. For, if the organ 
of knowledge is its own subject, we have every reason to examine the 
nature of that organ very closely indeed, since the subjective prem-
ise is at once the object of knowledge which is therefore limited from 
the start. This subjective premise is identical with our psychic idiosyn-
crasy. The idiosyncrasy is conditioned (1) by the individual, (2) by the 
family, (3) by the nation, race, climate, locality, and history. . . . 
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 May it not therefore be said that there is a Jewish psychology . . . 
which admits the prejudice of its blood and its history? And may it not 
be asked wherein lie the peculiar differences between an essentially Jew-
ish and an essentially Christian outlook? Can it really be maintained that 
I alone among psychologists have a special organ of knowledge with a 
subjective bias, whereas the Jew is apparently insulted to the core if one 
assumes him to be a Jew? . . . I must confess my total inability to under-
stand why it should be a crime to speak of ‘Jewish’ psychology. . . . 

 Are we really to believe that a tribe which has wandered through 
history for several thousand years as ‘God’s chosen people’ was not 
put up to such an idea by some quite special psychological peculiar-
ity? If no differences exist, then how do we recognise Jews at all? 48  

 In a letter to James Kirsch of 1934, Jung defends himself in a somewhat 
different manner: 

 You ought to know me suf  ciently well to realize that an unindividual 
stupidity like anti-semitism cannot be laid at my door. You know well 
enough how very much I take the human being as a personality and 
how I continually endeavor to lift him out of his collective condition 
and make him an individual. 49  

 The question of apology 

 What did Jung do when he recognized after the war that he might have 
made a mistake? (Did he recognize it as deeply as all that?, is another 
question.) Why didn’t he listen to Drs Bally and Kirsch? Why didn’t he 
retract? Did he try to make amends? 

 In 1946 Jung published a slim volume which appeared in English in 
1947 as  Essays on Contemporary Events.  50  In it, Jung republished sev-
eral of his pre-war papers on Germany and the Nazi phenomenon plus 
a preface, introduction and epilogue that were specially written for the 
book. Nowhere in this book does Jung explicitly say that he was caught 
up in the contemporary atmosphere, that he became a devotee of Wotan, 
that he became so excited by the potential of the Aryan unconscious that 
he developed a corresponding ‘problem’ about Jews. He does not retract 
anything, nor apologize for anything. But, in the preface to the book, he 
does refer to the ‘violence of the impact of world events on the individual 
analyst’. 51  In the introduction Jung writes of the need to know that ‘your 
worst enemy is right there in your own heart’. 52  Elsewhere, Jung was 
writing, also in 1946, of the shadow as ‘the thing a person has no wish to 
be’ and yet, somehow,  is.  53  One could go on to say, as Jung did, that for 



Jung, anti-semitism and the Nazis 307

anything or anyone to have substance and worth, he, she or it would have 
to possess a shadow. 

 It is my belief that  Essays on Contemporary Events  represents some sort 
of attempt on Jung’s part to rehabilitate himself. However, I know from 
talking with many Jungian analysts that the question of an explicit expres-
sion of regret by Jung, in a clear, substantial and published form, is a very 
painful issue. 

 There is little doubt that Jung minded very much that his reputation 
and standing had been undermined by what he said and did in the 1930s. 
Recently available correspondence between Jung and his American support-
ers between 1947 and 1950 show Jung more-or-less orchestrating a con-
certed campaign to clear his name. Not for the  rst time, any notion that Jung 
could rise ‘above’ such things as personal reputation has to be dispelled. 54  

 Once again, I must part company with Adolf Guggenbühl-Craig. His 
idealization of Jung is revealed when he asserts that Jung, as a ‘genius’, 
‘ let  himself be drawn into the collective madness’ (emphasis added). 55  I 
think he was  drawn in,  he did not decide to do it, any more than analysts 
 decide  to let their patients affect them. Then he failed to comprehend his 
‘countertransference’. 

 Certain of Jung’s ideas can themselves be explained and clari  ed and 
hence made less objectionable. For instance, when he writes that the Jews 
have no cultural forms of their own, he obviously cannot mean that they 
have no culture at all. The remark about the Aryan unconscious having a 
higher potential than the Jewish unconscious can be taken in two ways. 
The alarming way is to hear Jung as saying that Aryans can go higher and 
further than Jews. The more reassuring way is to hear Jung as saying that 
Aryans have a long, long way to go before they reach the level that Jews 
have reached. But, as Jewish civilization is so much older, Jews may have 
already ful  lled much of their cultural potential. Is Jung suggesting that 
we should not expect all that much more from them? Reassurance tips 
back into alarm. 

 Finally, there is the question of forgiveness. In 1946, Jung managed to 
convince Leo Baeck of his bona  des. Baeck, in turn, convinced Gershom 
Scholem to attend the Eranos conference in 1947 and accept a collegial 
relation to Jung; the conference was on Jewish mysticism. 

 Jung and the psychology of the nation 

 I will argue that the main dif  culty with Jung’s work in the general area 
of national psychology is an unwarranted expansion of his psychology, 
and hence his authority as a leading psychologist, into complicated  elds 
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where psychology on its own is an inadequate explanatory tool, especially 
concepts like the ‘collective unconscious’. 

   To handle the obvious fact of cultural differences in the forms the arche-
types of the collective unconscious assume, Jung asserted that there is a 
‘collective psyche limited to race, tribe, and family over and above the 
“universal” collective psyche’. 56  This concept of a restrictedly collective 
level of psyche is depicted in Jolande Jacobi’s book  The Psychology of 
C. G. Jung,  published in 1942 with Jung’s express approval, by a ‘psychic 
genealogical tree’ ( Figure 12.1 ). She describes the diagram as follows: 

 At the very bottom lies the unfathomable, the central force out of 
which at one time the individual psyche has been differentiated. This 
central force goes through all further differentiations and isolations, 
lives in them all, cuts through them to the individual psyche. 

 Resting upon this ‘unfathomable ground’, Jacobi arranges different strata; 
there are eight in all, arranged like the layers of a cake: The central force, 
animal ancestors, primitive human ancestors, groups of people, nation, 
tribe, family, individual. Though Jacobi does not use the word ‘race’, it is 
clear from the text as well as from Jung’s remarks quoted above that this 

Figure 12.1 Jacobi’s ‘psychic genealogical tree’
  Source : Diagram from Jolande Jacobi,  The Psychology of C. G. Jung  (New Haven: Yale University Press, 
1973), diagram XI, p. 34. Copyright © 1973 by Yale University Press. Reprinted by permission of Yale 
University Press. 
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is what is meant by ‘groups of people’ (also referred to in the English trans-
lation as ‘human groups’ and in a later, post-war edition as ‘ethnic groups’ – 
in the German original, it is  Volksgruppe ). 57  

 The hypothesis of a racial layer in Jung’s model of the collective psyche 
has caused as great a furore as his alleged anti-semitism. As a result, a 
serious charge of racism has been levelled against him and against his 
psychology. According to most modern de  nitions, racism involves divid-
ing humankind into distinct and hierarchically gradeable groups on the 
basis of biological or quasibiological characteristics. A racist is therefore 
someone who believes that people of a particular race, color or origin are 
inherently inferior, so that their identity, culture, self-esteem, views and 
feelings are of less value and may be treated as less important than those 
of the groups believed to be superior. 58  

 We have to ask: Does Jung’s idea of a racial layer of the psyche conform 
to this de  nition? 

 In a paper entitled ‘Jung: a racist’, Farhad Dalal thoroughly surveyed 
Jung’s writings, especially on Africa and Africans. 59  He concluded that 
Jung was indeed a racist in that he thought that blacks were inferior and 
not just different. Dalal understood Jung to be saying that Africans lack a 
complete layer of consciousness altogether, that whites are inherently less 
‘primitive’ and that therefore individuation is reserved for them alone, and 
that it is methodologically correct to use modern Africans to exemplify the 
psychologist’s assertions about the prehistoric human. 

 Reviewing now the whole question of Jung’s racism, I am conscious 
of an opportunity lost, not only by me in my reply to Dalal, 60  but by Jung 
himself. As so often with Jung, it is the intuitive cast of his thought which 
causes the dif  culty. Jung’s psychological intuitions about the malaise in 
Western culture were important, but his thinking was handicapped by the 
means he had available for the communication of his intuitive insights. 
I certainly do not mean to join in knee-jerk defenses of Jung here, but 
we should recognize that, alongside the unfortunate excursions into racial 
typology, we can also discern the seeds of a surprisingly modern and con-
structive attitude to race and ethnicity. For example, in 1935 Jung argued 
against the imposition of ‘the spirit’ of one race upon another, referring 
to a Eurocentric, judgmental approach to other cultures. 61  Here and else-
where in Jung’s writings, there is also a respect for and interest in the 
evolution of different cultures. 

 But it is clear that something goes very wrong with Jung’s thought 
when he goes beyond the boundaries of psychology into what has been 
termed  racial typology.  When Jung’s African stays an imaginal African, 
the African of dreams, or when Jung studies African myth, he makes a 
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creative though politically limited contribution to social thought. But 
when Jung generalizes about African  character,  and does so from a solely 
psychological point of view, ignoring economic, social, political and his-
torical factors, then he spoils his own work, inviting the severe criticism he 
has received. This literalism also plagues his comments about Jews in the 
1930s, when the political reality of Jung’s own position broke down any 
possibility of his ‘Jews’ being safely metaphorical. 

 What was it that led Jung to spoil his own work, leaving him open to 
the charge that his theories resemble Nazi ideology? When Jung ceases to 
serve the psyche and  nds a new lodestar in the politics of psychotherapy 
in Germany, he can scarcely avoid being linked to the Nazis and castigated 
as an anti-semite. We have to look beyond the general danger of a racial 
psychology to  nd an explanation of Jung’s behavior and attitudes in the 
1930s.  It is far too vague and facile a conclusion to advance Jung’s own 
racism as the linkage between analytical psychology and Nazi ideology.  
There is more in Hitler’s theorizing that resembles Jung’s than its undeni-
ably racist element. There is also a comprehensive political and historical 
theory that is hard to disentangle from the racial ideas. The political dogma 
also uses a  nationalistic  vocabulary and focuses on the idea of the nation. 

 The key questions that require answers are these: Why did Jung get 
involved with German political affairs  in the way he did ? Why did he feel 
 obliged  to publish his thoughts on ‘Jewish psychology’ at such a sensi-
tive moment? Was there anything in the  structure  of his work that made 
his active involvement an inevitability? Simply to dismiss Jung as a rac-
ist does not help us to address these issues. If we want to know more 
about Jung, the Nazis, and anti-semitism, then, without in any way mini-
mizing the question of Jung’s racism, we have to explore the idea of the 
nation as it appeared, not only in National Socialism, but also in analytical 
psychology. 

 Look again at the layers in Jacobi’s diagram. Notice that at layer D, 
‘nation’, a quality change has come into the diagram. The introduction 
of the idea of the nation leads inevitably to the introduction of economic, 
social, political and historic factors. For the ‘national level’ of the psyche, 
unlike levels such as those of the ‘animal ancestors’, involves an eco-
nomic, social, political and historical construct of relatively modern ori-
gin: the nation. I hope it becomes clearer why I stress that ‘race’ is too 
general a theme to serve as an overarching backdrop to the drama which 
has engulfed Jung. When we look a little more closely at Jung’s not-
absolutely-collective layer of the collective unconscious, we  nd that it is 
not ‘race’, not ‘tribe’, and not ‘family’ that engage Jung, but  nation.  Jung 
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makes numerous references to the ‘psychology of the nation’ and to the 
in  uence of a person’s national background, saying that the ‘soil of every 
country holds [a] mystery . . . there is a relationship of body to earth’. 62  

 When Jung wrote about America and the Americans in 1918, he intro-
duced the idea that the land in or on which an individual lived in  uenced 
the psyche and the psychological development of that individual. ‘The 
mystery of the American earth’ was so powerful that, according to him, it 
had even changed the physiognomy of the citizens. The skull and pelvis 
measurements of second-generation Americans were becoming ‘indian-
ized’. 63  Consideration of this absurd idea shows that Jung is not thinking 
solely along racial lines, for the immigrants from Europe and the indig-
enous Indians come from  different  races. No – living in America, living 
on American soil,  being part of the American nation  all exert profound 
psychological and, according to Jung, physiological effects. Though 
the effects may be described along roughly racial lines, they have not 
been caused by race; it is ‘the foreign land’ that has ‘assimilated the con-
queror’. 64  Mary Loomis, a contemporary American Jungian analyst, has 
written in similar terms about ‘the phenomenon of the Native American 
in  uence on the psyche’ of Americans of European (and presumably Afri-
can) descent. 65  

 There is an important case that Jung wrote about in 1937, a signi  cant date 
considering the topic of this chapter. A young woman from Europe had been 
born in Java. As an infant she had a local woman as an  ayah  (which Jung 
takes to mean a wet-nurse, though the term often describes a nanny). The 
patient returned to Europe to go to school and quite forgot her childhood, 
including her one-time  uency in Malay. During the analysis, the patient’s 
dreams included imagery of a marked Indonesian kind. Jung claimed that 
‘tantric philosophy’ (which he read while writing the case up) was most 
helpful in understanding his patient’s dynamics. At one point in the case his-
tory, Jung comments that the patient had ‘sucked in the local demonology 
with the  ayah ’s milk’. 66  Here again, the argument is not based on race but on 
the idea that ‘earth and native culture constitute the matrix from which we 
evolve’, to use Loomis’s words. For Jung, earth plus culture equals nation. 

 In my view, Jung’s account of the relations between a nation and the 
individuals who are part of it is simplistic. For example, he frequently 
asserts that ‘nations are made up of individuals’ 67  or that ‘the psychology 
of the individual is re  ected in the psychology of the nation’. 68  Statements 
like these form the basis for Jung’s argument that there is a ‘psychology 
of the nation’. 

 However, as early as 1921, the writer and critic Robert Musil had 
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pointed out that the idea that ‘the will of the nation does not represent the 
sum of its individuals is nothing new . . . it has been an often-discussed 
and carefully investigated subject’. 69  In the same paper, entitled ‘“Nation” 
as ideal and as reality’, Musil makes the observation that what happens is 
that a style of thinking suitable for addressing an invariant category (such 
as race) is employed in an unsuitable context of speculation about a highly 
variable social construct (such as nation). 70  Though ‘race’ is itself also a 
culturally constructed category, it is clear what Musil is getting at, and we 
can see the relevance of his point for Jung’s thought about national psy-
chology. To the extent that race implies, or has come to mean, something 
biologically determined, it must be distinguished from concepts such as 
‘nation’. For, on the level of nation, there are no equivalents to the exis-
tence of genetically determined features of race (for example, color of the 
skin). Once again, reviewing Musil’s ideas, we can see that Jung was not 
merely ‘a man of his time’ whom it is silly to contradict with the bene  t of 
hindsight; other thinkers held other views at the time. 

 Furthermore, nationalism has as its social and political functions the 
 overriding  of individual distinctions, often including the overriding of 
so-called racial differences within a single state. Far from being a phe-
nomenon that is somehow secondary to the individual, the nation sets its 
stamp on her or him through its ideology and power structures – a closely 
textured web of assumptions about society and the individual’s place 
in it, about morality (what Durkheim called ‘collective conscience’), 
about the rules and concepts of behavior, about politics, about life itself. 
Although nationalism requires the equation of state and people, the one 
is not ‘made up’ of the other and to say that they are is to fall victim to 
false consciousness. Of course, we should not forget that de  ning the 
differences between ‘nation’, ‘state’, and ‘people’ is still a thorny prob-
lem. Germany’s divided condition used to be referred to as ‘two states, 
one nation’. 

 The modern version of ‘nation’ stems from the late eighteenth and 
early nineteenth centuries. The idea gradually arose that nationality was 
a natural possession of everyone and that a person could only participate 
in civic and political life as part of a nation. It has been argued that it was 
only when large-scale colonization produced encounters on a mass level 
with other cultures and colors that the idea of nation came into being, 
the ‘Other’ de  ned the ‘Self’ as a nation. 71  Just as political allegiance 
had hitherto not been determined by nationality, so civilisation had not 
been regarded as nationally de  ned. During the Middle Ages, civiliza-
tion de  ned itself religiously and, in the Renaissance and Enlightenment 
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periods, the classical cultures of Greece and Rome became the yardsticks. 
When civilisation started to be de  ned on the basis of nationality, it was 
felt for the  rst time that people should be educated in their own mother 
tongue, not in the language of other civilisations. Poets and scholars 
began to emphasize cultural nationalism. They reformed the national lan-
guage, elevated it to literary status, and celebrated the traditional past of 
their native culture for nationalist ends. 

 The German nation, as a cultural and political phenomenon, did not 
exist in these terms before the rise of Prussia at the end of the eighteenth 
century. German cultural nationalism has been portrayed as stressing 
instinct over reason, the power of historical tradition over modernization 
and democracy, the historical differences between nations over their com-
mon aspirations. 72  If we analyze typical nationalist ideology (Germany 
being only one example), we  nd that much more is involved than empha-
sis on the geographical unit. We also  nd an emphasis on some kind of eth-
ical principle, or at least ethical expression, and this is usually couched in 
comparative (and self-congratulatory) terms: Our soldiers are the bravest, 
the quality of our family life is the  nest, we have the best constitution or 
royal family, we have a special relationship to higher forces, our articles of 
manufacture are of the highest quality, our upper lips the stiffest. In other 
words,  nationalism always involves a form of psychological expression 
and self-characterization. It follows, therefore, that nationalism elicits the 
services of psychologists,  who can readily succumb to the notion that this 
particular cultural project needs their help. 

 It is my contention that, in C. G. Jung, nationalism found its psychologist 
and that, in spite of his theoretical concern with the racial unconscious, it 
is as a psychologist of nationhood that we should also understand Jung’s 
statements about political problems. He was a psychologist who lent his 
authority to nationalism, thereby legitimizing ideas of innate, psychological 
differences between nations. Jung’s admittedly problematic pan-psychism, 73  
the tendency to see all outer events in terms of inner, usually archetypal 
dynamics, the neglect in his writing of economic, social, political and his-
torical factors,  nds its most extreme reductive expression in the phrase 
‘the psychology of the nation’. Unfortunately, even among contemporary 
Jungian analysts, one  nds direct echoes of Jung’s contempt for everything 
that is not psychology: ‘Nations constitute a powerful phenomenon and, 
like all important psychological phenomena, they cannot be explained; they 
can only be approached by mythological images’, according to Adolf Gug-
genbühl-Craig writing in 1991. 74  He goes on to make the following claim, 
which I see as typical of the arrogant psychological reductionism that ruined 



314 The political psyche

Jung’s attempts to bring depth psychology to bear on the events of his day: 
‘All the other explanations, based on economics and sociology, look impov-
erished compared with the tremendous mythological images by which Jung 
approached National Socialism.’ 75  I regret such statements for they make the 
much-needed interdisciplinary work on culture, society and politics harder 
to organize. 

 With these insights in mind, Jung’s offensive generalizations about 
Jews can be understood more profoundly. There are hardly any references 
to ‘Aryans’ in Jung’s  Collected Works.  But there are numerous references 
to Germany and, indeed, to most of the countries of the world. There are 
also frequent uses of the term ‘Germanic’, and at  rst glance it might seem 
that Jung has made the important distinction between Germany the nation 
state and Germanic culture, an identi  able, communal and ethnic tradition 
established over a very long time, to which Jung was committed because it 
was his chief cultural source. Had Jung consistently made this distinction, 
we would be able to distinguish clearly the racial from the nationalistic 
trends in his thought. 

 Unhappily, the situation is extremely confused, and this confusion can-
not all be laid at the door of Jung’s English translator. In the index to Vol-
ume 10 of the  Gesammelte Werke,  under ‘ Germanisch ’ we  nd ‘ s. auch 
Deutschland ’. In ‘Wotan’, which is the piece of Jung’s where the distinc-
tion is probably most needed, we  nd a sentence which has been cor-
rectly translated in the following manner: ‘Wotan is a  Germanic  datum of 
 rst importance, the truest expression and unsurpassed personi  cation of 

a fundamental quality that is particularly characteristic of the  Germans. ’ 76  
Later in the same text we  nd a reference to ‘the Germans who were adults 
in 1914’, so it does seem that Jung had a speci  c historical and geographi-
cal entity in mind when he writes of Germans and Germany. At one point, 
Jung even refers to himself as a ‘Germanic’, if we attend to the German 
language original! 77  But, after the war (and even before it), Jung often 
recalled that he was Swiss, in contradistinction to being German. It fol-
lows that modern nations were very much in his mind, as well as large-
scale supranational cultural groupings. 

 Sensing and recasting Jung as the psychologist of nations does not do 
away with the problem of his racism. But I suggest that his nationalism is 
the more important factor in understanding the theoretical overlap which 
occurs, often at a feeling as much as at a thinking level, between Jung and 
those Nazis whom he so often asserted did not have his political support 
and whom, in common with other citizens of Western democracies, he 
came to fear and hate without reservation. 

 Jung got into trouble less because of Nazi politics than because of his 



Jung, anti-semitism and the Nazis 315

attempt to write a psychology of nations. We have already seen how com-
plex are the historical, economic, political and cultural forces which go 
into the development of a nation and its nationalism. Jung’s mistake was 
to expand his role as a psychologist to the point where he could seem 
to regard the nation as an exclusively psychological fact to be observed 
solely from a psychological point of view. Jung’s uncritical psychologiz-
ing is illustrated in his favorable response to Count Hermann Keyserling’s 
somewhat eccentric books, two of which he reviewed in the 1920s and 
1930s. In these popular works, Keyserling opined that each nation has a 
de  nite psychological character and that each contributes one feature to 
a sort of world personality. In one of these reviews Jung writes that ‘the 
“nation” (like the “state”) is a personi  ed concept that corresponds in real-
ity only to a speci  c nuance of the individual psyche . . . [The nation] is 
nothing but an inborn character.’ 78  

 Jung was in  uenced by C. G. Carus, the German Romantic philosopher 
of the early nineteenth century, who thought that the relation of the pas-
sage of the sun to any given area in  uenced the character of those living 
there. According to Carus, one of the  rst formulators of the idea of the 
unconscious, new inhabitants of a geographical area acquire the charac-
teristics of its previous, unrelated inhabitants. By this hypothesis, posses-
sion of land, central to nationhood, is elevated to a mystical level. Here I 
would say that Jung followed Carus rather closely, as in his remarks about 
the ‘mystery’ to be found in a country’s soil. The Germans, according 
to Carus, acquire and recapitulate the development and achievements of 
the Caucasians, Persians, Armenians, Semites (sic), Pelasgians, Etruscans, 
Thracians, Illyrians, Iberians, Romans, and Celts. Carus is not advancing 
a racial theory, for literal biology plays little part in his formulations. For 
Carus, even though he was a philosopher, and for his follower Jung, the 
concern is with psychology, not biology. 

 But Jung went so far in this direction that his ideas about national psy-
chology degenerate into nothing more than a glib typology. His method 
is to assemble lists of complementary characteristics to serve as stepping 
stones toward a de  nition, whether of German or of Jew – exactly the 
same method that he used to de  ne the psychological attributes of the 
two sexes. 79  The emphasis is on what a Jew  is,  rather than on what being 
a Jew is like. Jung’s focus is on the prede  ning of difference via a clas-
si  cation by characteristics. He does not say much about the experience 
or living out of difference. Just as with the sexes, we  nd Jung promot-
ing the ethos of complementarity so that any two opposite lists can be 
combined to produce an absolutely wonderful sounding ‘wholeness’. 
Jew and German seem to constitute two halves of a whole: Rational, 
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sophisticated, erudite city-dweller complementing irrational, energetic, 
earthy peasant-warrior. This fantasy of ‘opposites’ is presented as some-
thing factual, as if revealed by an empirical, psychological method. At 
no point does Jung admit to being part of a myth-making process, nor 
does he claim a metaphorical intent, though it is convenient nowadays to 
claim that Jung’s writings on nations were just ‘fantasy’ and hence only 
part of his stock-in-trade as a psychologist. 

 But is what Jung writes really psychology, or is it the use of psychologi-
cal terminology and Jung’s authority as a leading psychologist to convert 
anecdote, prejudice and desire into de  nitory, typological statements? I 
shall return to that question at the end of the next chapter but for now I’d 
like to ask my readers to hold the idea of Jung as a psychologist of nations 
in their minds for a while so that I can turn my attention to certain relevant 
aspects of the political theories of Adolf Hitler. Remember, up to now we 
have been discussing the hypertrophy of psychology,  its  expansionism,  its  
search for  Lebensraum,  ‘living space’.  




