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Introduction

You could timidly explore the
coasts of Africa to the south,
but going west there was nothing
except fear, the unknown, not
“our sea” but the Sea of Mystery,
Mare Ignotum.
Carlos Fuentes
The Buried Mirror

The summer Jung died, T was preparing to go to college. It was
1961. Humans were beginning to explore outer space, and the race
was on to see who would be the first to reach the moon, the
Americans or the Russians. All eyes were focused on the great
adventure of space exploration. For the first time in human his-
tory, people were succeeding in leaving terra firma and traveling
toward the stars. What I did not realize at the time was that our
century has been marked just as decisively by the journeys inward,
the great explorations of the inner world undertaken by the likes of
Carl Jung in the decades before Sputnik and Apollo. What John
Glenn and Neil Armstrong have meant to us as explorers of outer
space, Jung signifies with regard to inner space, a courageous and
intrepid voyager into the unknown.

Jung died peacefully in his house just outside Ziirich, in a room
that faced the calm lake to the west. To the south one could see the
Alps. The day before he passed away he asked his son to help him
to the window to take a last look at his beloved mountains. He had
spent a lifetime exploring inner space and describing what he
found there in his writings. By coincidence it happened that the



2 Jung's Map of the Soul

year Neil Armstrong stepped onto the surface of the moon I
embarked on a journey to Ziirich, Switzerland to study at the Jung
Institute. What I am sharing in this volume is the distillation of
nearly thirty years of studying Jung’s map of the soul.

The aim of this book is to describe Jung’s findings as he pre-
sented them in his published writings. First discovering Jung can
itself be something like plunging into that “Sea of Mystery” writ-
ten about by Fuentes in his account of earlier explorers who ven-
tured across the Atlantic from Spain. It is with a sense of
excitement, but also fear, that one launches out into these far-
reaching places. I remember my first attempts. I was swept away
by so much excitement at the prospect that I anxiously sought the
advice of several of my university professors. I wondered if this
was “safe.” Jung was so attractive that he seemed too good to be
true! Would T become lost, confused, misled? Luckily for me,
these mentors gave me the green light, and I have been journey-
ing and finding treasures ever since.

Jung’s own original journey was even more frightening. He lit-
erally had no idea if he was going to find a treasure or fall over the
edge of the world into outer space. The unconscious was truly a
Mare Ignotum when he first let himself into it. But he was young
and courageous, and he was determined to make some new dis-
coveries. So away he went. ‘

Jung often referred to himself as a pioneer and explorer of the
uncharted mystery that is the human soul. He seems to have had
an adventuresome spirit. For him—as for us still—the human psy-
che was a vast territory, and in his day it had not yet been much
studied. It was a mystery that challenged the adventuresome with
the prospect of rich discovery and frightened the timid with the
threat of insanity. For Jung the study of the soul also became a
matter of grave historical importance, for, as he once said, the
whole world hangs on a thread and that thread is the human psy-
che. It is vital that we all become more familiar with it.

The great question is, of course: Can the human soul ever be
known, its depths plumbed, its vast territory charted? It was per-
haps some leftover nineteenth-century scientific grandiosity that
led early pioneers of depth psychology like Jung and Freud and
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Adler ever to undertake this effort and to think that they could
define the ineffable and the supremely inscrutable human psyche.
But set out into this Mare Ignotum they did, and Jung became a
Christopher Columbus of the inner world. The twentieth century
has been an age of scientific breakthroughs and technological
wonders of all kinds; it has also been an age of deep introspection
and probing into our common human subjectivity, which have
resulted in the field broadly known today as depth psychology.

One way to familiarize ourselves with the psyche is to study
the maps of it that have been drawn up and made available by
these great pioneers. In their works we can find many points of
orientation for ourselves, and perhaps we too will be stimulated to
carry out further investigations and to make new discoveries.
Jung’s map of the psyche, as preliminary and perhaps unrefined
and open-ended as it is—as are all first attempts at charting
unknown territories—can still be a great boon to those who want
to enter inner space, the world of the psyche, and not lose their
way completely.

In this book, T accept Jung in his self-designated role of
explorer and mapmaker, and I let this image guide me in present-
ing this introduction to his theory of the human psyche. The psy-
che is the territory, the unknown realm he was exploring; his
theory is the map he created to communicate his understanding
of the psyche. So it is Jung’s map of the soul that I will attempt to
describe in this book by leading you, the reader, into and through
the territory of his writings. In doing so, I am presenting a map of
a map, but one that T hope will be useful to you in your own fur-
ther journeys into Jung’s life and work.

Like all mapmakers, Jung worked with the instruments and
evidence available to him in his time. Born in 1875, he completed
his basic medical studies at the University of Basel in Switzerland
by 1900 and his psychiatric training at the Burghélzli Klinik in
Zirich by 1905. His important association with Freud extended
from 1907 to 1913, after which he spent some years in a deep self-
analysis and then emerged with his own distinctive psychological
theory—called analytical psychology—which he presented to the
world in 1921 in the book Psychological Types.' By 1930, aged 55,
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he had created most of the basic features of his theory but had not
yet detailed a number of important items. The details would be
presented in the years following 1930 and would continue to flow
from Jung’s pen until he died in 1961.

The project of exploring the human psyche scientifically was
begun early in Jung’s adult life. His first official expedition is
described in his doctoral study, On the Psychology and Pathology
of So-Called Occult Phenomena.> This gives a psychological
account of the inner world of a gifted young woman whom we
now know was actually his own cousin, Helene Preiswerk. As a
teenager, she had the unusual ability to act as a medium for spir-
its of the dead, who would speak through her in remarkably accu-
rate historical voices and accents. Jung was fascinated and set out
to understand and interpret this puzzling psychological phenom-
enon. Pressing ahead, he used the word association test to
uncover hidden features of the psychic landscape that had not
been classified before. These were published in numerous papers,
which are now housed in Volume 2 of his Collected Works. The
newly discovered features of the unconscious he named “com-
plexes,” a term that would stick and make him famous. After that,
he took up two burning psychiatric problems of the day, psychosis
and schizophrenia, and produced a book, The Psychology of
Dementia Praecox,® which he sent to Freud as an example of his
work and as a suggestion for how some of Freud’s ideas could be
applied in psychiatry (Freud was a neurologist). After receiving
Freud’s warm and enthusiastic response, he entered into a profes-
sional relationship with him and quickly became the leader of the
fledgling psychoanalytic movement. With this he began his study
of the shadowy regions of neurotic conditions, landing finally on
the discovery of more or less invariant universal fantasies and pat-
terns of behavior (the archetypes) in an area of the deep psyche
that he called the “collective unconscious.” The description and
detailed account of the archetype and the collective unconscious
would become his signature, a mark that sets his map apart from
those of all other explorers of the deep psyche, the unconscious.

The year 1930 divides Jung’s professional life almost exactly in
half: in 1900 he began his training and psychiatric studies at the
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Burgholzli Klinik, and in 1961 he died a wise old man in his home
at Kiisnacht on Lake Ziirich. In retrospect, one can see that Jung’s
first thirty years of professional activity were profoundly creative.
During these years, he generated the basic elements of a monu-
mental psychological theory as well as addressed major collective
issues of the day. The second thirty years were perhaps less inno-
vative of new theoretical constructs, but the output of books and
articles was even greater than it had been earlier. These were the
years of deepening and validating earlier hypotheses and intu-
itions. He extended his theories further to include studies of his-
tory, culture, and religion and to create a key link to modern
physics. Jung’s clinical work with psychiatric patients and with
analysands was more consuming and intense in the first half of
his professional life; it tapered off to a minimum after 1940, when
the war interrupted normal collective life in Europe and Jung
himself shortly thereafter also suffered a heart attack.

Jung’s investigation of the psyche was also highly personal.
His exploration of the unconscious mind was not only carried
out on patients and experimental subjects. He also analyzed
himself. In fact, for a time he became his own prime subject of
study. By carefully observing his own dreams and developing the
technique of active imagination, he found a way to enter ever
more deeply into the hidden spaces of his inner world. To under-
stand his patients and himself, he developed a method of inter-
pretation that drew upon comparative studies in human culture,
myth, and religion; in fact, he used any and all materials from
world history that had a bearing on mental processes. This
method he called “amplification.”

The many sources and origins of Jung’s thought have not yet
been clearly worked out in detail. In his writings, he acknowl-
edges a debt to many earlier thinkers, among them Goethe, Kant,
Schopenhauer, Carus, Hartmann, and Nietzsche; most impor-
tantly, he places himself in the lineage of the ancient Gnostics and
the medieval alchemists. His philosopher of choice was Kant. The
influence of Hegel’s dialectic is also apparent in his theorizing.
And Freud left a mark. While Jung’s thought can be shown to
have developed and grown over the years that span his career,
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however, there is a remarkable continuity in his basic intellectual
orientation. Some of Jung’s readers have found seeds of his later
psychological theories already apparent in some college papers
delivered at his fraternity and published as The Zofingia Lectures.
These were composed before 1900 while he was still an under-
graduate at the University of Basel. The historian Henri
Ellenberger goes so far as to claim that the “germinal cell of Jung’s
analytical psychology is to be found in his discussion of the
Zofingia Students Association and in his experiments with his
young medium cousin, Helene Preiswerk.”* The Zofingia lectures
show Jung’s early struggles with issues that would occupy him
throughout his life, such as the question of exposing religion and
mystical experience to scientific, empirical investigation. Even as
a young man, Jung argued that such subjects should be opened up
to empirical research and approached with an open mind. When
he met William James in 1909 at Clark University, it was a high
point, because James had adopted the same position and had pro-
duced his classic study, Varieties of Religious Experience, using
precisely this type of method.

From all of this study and experience, then, Jung drew up a
map of the human soul. It is a map that describes the psyche in
all of its dimensions, and it also tries to explain its internal
dynamics. But Jung was always careful to respect the psyche’s
ultimate mystery. His theory can be read as a map of the soul, but
it is the map of a mystery that cannot be ultimately captured in
rational terms and categories. It is a map of a living, Mercurial
thing, the psyche.

In reading Jung, also, one needs to keep in mind that the map
is not the territory. Knowledge of the map is not the same as an
experience of the deep psyche. At best, the map can be a useful
tool for those who want orientation and guidance. For some who
are lost, it can even be a lifesaver. For others, it will stimulate a
powerful urge to experience what Jung is talking about. I began to
write down my dreams when I first read Jung. Later I even jour-
neyed to Ziirich and studied for four years at the Jung Institute.
Through analysis and personal experience of the unconscious, I
have gained firsthand knowledge of many of Jung’s findings. And
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yet my inner world is not identical to his. His map can show the
way and can indicate general outlines, but it does not offer spe-
cific content. This must be discovered for oneself.

For many features of the map, Jung relied on scientific intu-
ition and an amazingly vigorous imagination. The methods of sci-
ence in his day could not confirm or disprove his hypothesis
about the collective unconscious, for instance. Today we are
closer to being able to do that. But Jung was an artist who used
his creative thoughts to fashion a picture of the inner world of the
mind. Like those beautifully illustrated maps of Antiquity and the
Renaissance—drawn before mapmaking became scientific—the
map that Jung created is gorgeous, not only abstract. Here one
can find mermaids and dragons, heroes and evil characters. As a
scientific investigator, of course, he was obliged to test his
hunches and hypothetical constructs empirically. But this still left
plenty of room for mythic imagination.

Jung worked in the discipline of psychiatry, or medical psy-
chology as he sometimes refers to it. His chief teacher in the early
years of his apprenticeship at the Burghélzli Klinik in Ziirich was
the well-known Swiss psychiatrist Eugen Bleuler, who coined the
term “schizophrenia” to refer to one of the most severe of mental
illnesses and wrote a great deal about the psychological issue of
ambivalence. As much as possible, Jung searched for evidence
and verification for his theories and hypotheses from sources out-
side of himself and his own immediate experience. His range of
reading and study was vast. His claim was that as an empirical
investigator of the psyche he was drawing a map that described
not only the territory of his own inner world but one that referred
to the features of the human soul in general. Like other great
artists, the pictures he painted would have the power to speak to
people of many generations and cultures.

My view is that this Swiss psychologist, whose name is today
so widely known and highly regarded but whose own work is
often not carefully read and frequently criticized for being incon-
sistent and contradictory, actually produced a coherent psycho-
logical theory. I think of it as a three-dimensional map that shows
the levels of the psyche as well as the dynamic interrelations
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among them. It is a self-consistent work of art that appeals to
some and not to others. Its postulates are cast as scientific propo-
sitions, and yet many of these are extremely hard to prove or dis-
prove empirically. Important work is going on in this area, but
whatever the outcomes may show, Jung’s body of work will con-
tinue to attract attention and admiration. Works of art never
become outdated, although maps may lose their relevance with
the progress of time and changes in methodology.

To describe Jung’s map of the psyche in a brief book is not a
completely novel project, and others, notably Jolande Jacobi and
Frieda Fordham, have produced similar introductory works in
days of yore. What my work adds, I hope, is an emphasis on the
overarching coherence within the theory and its subtle network of
interconnections. As the theory is often presented, there is a bit of
this and a bit of that, and the point that all the pieces stem from
a single unified vision—which I see as a sublime vision of the
soul—is not so obvious. It is also the case that a considerable
number of years have passed since these earlier introductions to
Jung’s theory were offered, and the time is ripe for a new one.

My aim is to show that while gaps and inconsistencies do exist
in Jung’s map, there is a more profound underlying unity of vision
that far outweighs the occasional lapses from logical precision.
My main interest in this account is not to show the development
of Jung’s thought or to consider at any length its practical appli-
cations in psychotherapy and analysis. It is rather to expose the
underlying intellectual unity beneath the welter of commentary
and detail that constitute his complete oeuvre. The careful reader
will, T hope, come away from this book with a general picture of
the theory of analytical psychology as Jung himself expounded it,
as well as a grasp on the most important details and how they
belong to a single whole.

The reason for the remarkable unity in Jung’s account of the
psyche stems, I believe, from a feature of his thought that did
not grow out of his empirical methodology. Jung was an intuitive
creative thinker, after the fashion of oldtime philosophers like
Plato and Schopenhauer. He created his map of the psyche from
the ideas available in the general scientific and intellectual
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community of his day, but he gave these ideas a unique twist. He
did not come up so much with radical new notions as take what
was generally available and fashion a new and highly distinctive
pattern out of it. Like a great artist working in a tradition of paint-
ing, he used the images and materials that were available to him
and made something new which had not been seen before in quite
the same combination of elements.

Jung was also a visionary in the tradition of Meister Eckhart,
Boehme, Blake, and Emerson. Many of his most important intu-
itions originated in his experiences of the sublime, which came to
him in dreams, visions, and active imagination. He confesses this
openly in his autobiography, where he writes that his prime
teacher about the “reality of the psyche” was the figure Philemon,
who first appeared to him in a dream and whom he then engaged
for years in active imagination.? Direct experience of the soul is
the ultimate source of Jung’s theory, and this accounts for its deep
internal unity and self-consistency.

But Jung was also a dedicated scientist, and this sets his work
apart from the writings of poets and mystics. He worked with the
scientific method, which meant that he held his work accountable
to the scientific community and subjected it to empirical tests. His
visions, intuitions, and inner realizations were not simply allowed
torest on their own merit; they were checked against the evidence
of human experience in general. Jung’s strong need to be scientific
and empirical accounts for the unbeveled edges in his theory, for
the rough approximations that could have been made much
smoother by pure intellect and imagination. The empirical
world—life as it is experienced—is messy and does not fit neatly
into the boxes made by human thought and imagination. Because
Jung was both a visionary intuitive thinker and an empirical sci-
entist, his map of the human psyche is both coherent and yet only
loosely systematic and self-consistent.

One reason I have continued to appreciate Jung’s writings and
have read him steadily for over twenty-five years is that he is not
compulsively consistent. When T have studied truly systematic
thinkers such as Tillich or Hegel, I have always squirmed in the
tight jaws of their steely minds. Their thoughts are too highly
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organized for me. Where is the messiness, the juiciness of life?
This has led me to look to artists and poets for wisdom rather than
primarily to philosophers and theologians. I am suspicious of
rigid systems. They feel paranoid to me. Jung’s writings have
never affected me in this way.

Reading Jung, I have always sensed his deep respect for the
mysteries of the human psyche, and this attitude allows the hori-
zons to go on expanding. His map opens vistas up rather than
closes them off. I hope I will be able to communicate this same
impression to you, the reader.

This is an introductory work. Although I do hope that even
advanced students of Jung’s psychology will benefit from reading
it, my true audience is those who would like to know what Jung
said but have not yet found the right entry into his massive writ-
ings and complex thinking. Each chapter of this book is focused
on one theme in his theory. I look at specific passages from his
Collected Works that lay out that piece of his map. The especially
motivated and diligent reader can consult those references later at
leisure. My text-centered presentation will, I hope, offer a friendly
invitation to become immersed in the primary documents and to
face the challenge of teasing out Jung’'s sometimes obscure mean-
ing and reflecting upon its implications.

The selection of these readings is my own personal choice.
Other equally valuable texts could have been cited and used just
as well. I have tried to choose the clearest and most representative
essays and passages from Jung’s work to demonstrate the essen-
tial coherence of his vision. Jung’s map of the psyche is a massive
achievement of intellect, observation, and creative intuition. Few
modern thinkers have come close to equaling this towering work,
which is housed in the eighteen volumes of the Collected Works,
the three volumes of Letters, the various collections of interviews
and occasional writings, and his autobiography (written with
Aniela Jaffe). From this mountain of material I have selected the
topics that belong most essentially to his theory and have left out
those that have to do with analytical practice and interpretation
of culture, history, and religion.
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I come back to the question I asked before: Is there really a sys-
tem in Jung’s works? Is he a systematic thinker? The answer is
probably a guarded yes. The theory is coherent, in the same way
that Switzerland is a coherent country although the population
speaks four different languages. The whole hangs together even
though the parts look as if they could stand alone and function
quite independently. Jung did not think systematically in the way
a philosopher does, building on basic premises and making cer-
tain that the parts fit together without contradiction. He claimed
to be an empirical scientist, and so his theorizing matches the dis-
orderliness of the empirical world. An intuitive thinker, Jung lays
out big concepts, elaborates them in some detail, and then pro-
ceeds to other big concepts. He backtracks frequently, repeats
himself, and fills in gaps as he goes along. This quality makes for
difficulty in reading him. One has to know all of his work in order
to get the picture. If you read more or less randomly in his works
for a while, you begin to suspect that the pieces fit together some-
how in Jung’s own mind, but only after reading his whole work
and considering it for a long time can you see how they really do.

I think Jung felt that, having become aware of the profundity
and far reaches of the human psyche through his clinical work
and his own experience, he had to work patiently over a consider-
able length of time in order to formulate responsibly this sublime
vision of the human soul. He would not rush it, and often he
delayed publishing for years while he worked at building the
structures that could support his thought in the intellectual com-
munity. As we try to grasp this vision in its full magnitude, we
need to bear in mind that he elaborated it over a period of some
sixty years. We should not be overly obsessed with exact consis-
tency in a work this large and in one that is attuned to empirical
reality.

A story is told of Jung by his students in Ziirich. Once when he
was criticized for being inconsistent on some point of theory, he
responded: I have my eye on the central fire, and I am trying to
put some mirrors around it to show it to others. Sometimes the
edges of those mirrors leave gaps and don'’t fit together exactly. I
can’t help that. Look at what I'm trying to point to!






1

Surface:
(Ego-Conconscious)

I will begin unrolling Jung’s map of the psyche by looking at his
description of human consciousness and its most central feature,
the ego. “Ego” is a technical term whose origin is the Latin word
meaning “I.” Consciousness is the state of awakeness, and at its
center there is an “I.” This is an obvious starting point, and it is the
entrance to the vast inner space that we call the psyche. It is also
a complex feature of the psyche, one that still holds many puzzles
and unanswered questions.

Although Jung was more interested in discovering what lay
beneath consciousness in the hinterlands of the psyche, he also
took on the task of describing and explaining human conscious-
ness. He wanted to create a complete map of the psyche, so this
was unavoidable: ego-consciousness is a prime feature of the ter-
ritory he was exploring. Jung cannot really be called an ego psy-
chologist, but he did place a social value on the ego. He offered an
account of the ego’s functions, and he recognized the critical
importance of greater consciousness for the future of human
life and for culture. Moreover, he was acutely aware that ego-
consciousness is itself the prerequisite for psychological investiga-
tion. It is the tool. Our knowledge as human beings about anything
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at all is conditioned by the capacities and limitations of our con-
sciousness. To study consciousness, therefore, is to direct atten-
tion to the instrument that one is using for psychological
investigation and exploration.

Why is it so important, especially in psychology, to understand
the nature of ego-consciousness? It is because one needs to make
adjustments for distortion. Jung said that every psychology is a
personal confession.! Every creative psychologist is limited by his
or her own personal biases and unexamined assumptions. Not all
that seems true to even the most earnest and sincere investigator’s
consciousness is necessarily accurate knowledge. Much that
passes for knowledge among human beings is actually, upon
closer and more critical inspection, merely prejudice or belief
based on distortion, bias, hearsay, speculation, or pure fantasy.
Beliefs pass as knowledge and are clung to as reliable certainties.
“I believe in order that I may understand,” a famous remark from
St. Augustine, may sound strange to our modern ears today, and
yet this is often the case when people begin to speak about psy-
chological reality. Jung seriously sought to examine the founda-
tions of his own thinking by critically examining the instrument
he was using to make his discoveries. He argued strongly that a
critical understanding of consciousness is essential for science,
just as it has been for philosophy. Accurate understanding of the
psyche, or of anything else for that matter, depends upon the state
of one’s consciousness. Jung wanted to offer a critical under-
standing of consciousness. This was his primary objective in writ-
ing the key work, Psychological Types, which describes eight
cognitive styles that distinguish human consciousness and
process information and life experience differently.

The Relation of Ego to Consciousness

Jung therefore writes a great deal about ego-consciousness
throughout his published works. For my purposes here, T will dis-
cuss primarily the first chapter of the late work Aion, entitled “The
Ego,” as well as some related texts and passages. These summa-
rize his position adequately and represent his mature thinking on
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the subject. At the end of this chapter I will also include some ref-
erences to Psychological Types.

Aion can be read on many different levels. It is a work of Jung’s
later years and reflects his profound engagement with Western
intellectual and religious history and their future, as well his most
detailed thoughts about the archetype of the self. The first four
chapters were added to the book later to provide the new reader
with an introduction to his general psychological theory and to
offer an entry point into the vocabulary of analytical psychology.
While these introductory pages are not detailed or particularly
technical, they do contain Jung’s most condensed discussions
about the psychic structures called ego, shadow, anima, animus,
and self.

Here Jung defines the ego as follows: “It forms, as it were, the
centre of the field of consciousness; and, in so far as this com-
prises the empirical personality, the ego is the subject of all per-
sonal acts of consciousness.”> Consciousness is a “field,” and what
Jung calls the “empirical personality” here is our personality as we
are aware of it and experience it firsthand. The ego, as “the sub-
ject of all personal acts of consciousness,” occupies the center of
this field. The term ego refers to one’s experience of oneself as a
center of willing, desiring, reflecting, and acting. This definition
of the ego as the center of consciousness is consistent throughout
all of Jung’s writings.

Jung continues this text by commenting on the function of the
ego within the psyche: “The relation of a psychic content to the
ego forms the criterion of its consciousness, for no content can be
conscious unless it is represented to a subject.”® The ego is a “sub-
ject” to whom psychic contents are “represented.” It is like a mir-
ror. Moreover, a connection to the ego is the necessary condition
for making anything conscious—a feeling, a thought, a percep-
tion, or a fantasy. The ego is a kind of mirror in which the psyche
can see itself and can become aware. The degree to which a psy-
chic content is taken up and reflected by the ego is the degree to
which it can be said to belong to the realm of consciousness.
When a psychic content is only vaguely or marginally conscious,
it has not yet been captured and held it in place upon the ego’s
reflective surface.
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In the passages that follow this definition of the ego, Jung
makes a crucial distinction between conscious and unconscious
features of the psyche: consciousness is what we know, and
unconsciousness is all that we do not know. In another text, writ-
ten at about the same time, he makes this a little more precise:
“The unconscious is not simply the unknown, it is rather the
unknown psychic; and this we define . . . as all those things in us
which, if they came to consciousness, would presumably differ in
no respect from the known psychic contents.” The distinction
between conscious and unconscious, so fundamental in Jung’s
general theory of the psyche, as it is in all of depth psychology,
posits that some contents are reflected by the ego and held in con-
sciousness, where they can be further examined and manipulated,
while other psychic contents lie outside of consciousness either
temporarily or permanently. The unconscious includes all psychic
contents that lie outside of consciousness, for whatever reason or
whatever duration. Actually, this is the vast bulk of the psychic
world. The unconscious was the major area of investigation in
depth psychology, and Jung’s most passionate interest lay in
exploring that territory. But more of that later.

Often in his writings Jung refers to the ego as a “complex,” a
term that will be discussed extensively in the next chapter. In the
Aion passage, however, he simply calls it a specific content of con-
sciousness, stating by this that consciousness is a broader cate-
gory than the ego and contains more than only the ego.

What is consciousness itself, this field in which the ego is
located and where it occupies and defines the center? Most sim-
ply, consciousness is awareness. It is the state of being awake, of
observing and registering what is going on in the world around
and within. Humans are not, of course, the only conscious beings
on earth. Other animals are conscious as well, since obviously
they can observe and react to their environments in carefully
modulated ways. Plants’ sensitivity to their environment can also
be taken as a form of consciousness. By itself, consciousness does
not set the human species apart from other forms of life. Nor is
consciousness something that sets human adults apart from
infants and children. In the strictest sense, human consciousness
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does not depend for its essential quality upon age or psychologi-
cal development at all. A friend who observed the birth of his
daughter told me how moved he was when, after the placenta was
removed and her eyes were cleaned, she opened them and looked
around the room, taking it in. Obviously this was a sign of con-
sciousness. The eye is an indicator of the presence of conscious-
ness. Its aliveness and movement is the signal that an aware being
is observing the world. Consciousness depends not only on sight,
of course, but on the other senses as well. In the womb, before the
infant’s eyes are functioning to see, it registers sounds, reacts to
voices and to music, and indicates a remarkable degree of respon-
siveness. We do not yet know exactly when the embryo first
attains a level of awareness and reactiveness that could definitely
be called conscious, but it is early and it is certainly in the prena-
tal period.

The opposite of consciousness is deep dreamless sleep, the
total lack of responsiveness and sentient awareness. And the per-
manent absence of consciousness from a body is practically a def-
inition of death, except in cases of longterm coma. Consciousness,
even if it is only the potential for future consciousness, is the “life
factor”; it belongs to living bodies.

What development does to consciousness is add specific con-
tent. In theory, human consciousness can be separated from its
contents—the thoughts, memories, identity, fantasies, emotions,
images, and words that crowd its space. But in practice this is
almost impossible. In fact, only advanced spiritual adepts seem
able to make this distinction convincingly. It is truly a sage who
can separate consciousness from its contents and keep them
apart, whose consciousness is not defined by identifications with
selected thoughts and images. For most people, consciousness
without a stable object to ground it seems to be an exceedingly
ephemeral and transient thing. The substantiality of conscious-
ness and the feeling of solidity are typically provided by stable
objects and contents such as images, memories, and thoughts.
Substance and continuity in consciousness are made of these. Yet,
as evidence from stroke victims attests, the contents and even the
ego functions of consciousness—thinking, remembering, naming
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and speaking, recognizing familiar images and persons and
faces—are actually more transient and fragile than is conscious-
ness itself. It is possible to lose one’s memory entirely, for exam-
ple, and still be conscious. Consciousness is like a room that
surrounds the psychic contents that temporarily fill it. And con-
sciousness precedes the ego, which becomes its eventual center.

The ego, like consciousness, also transcends and outlasts the
particular contents that occupy the room of consciousness at any
particular moment. The ego is a focal point within consciousness,
its most central and perhaps most permanent feature. Against the
opinion of the East, Jung argues that without an ego, conscious-
ness itself becomes questionable. But it is true that certain ego
functions can be suspended or seemingly obliterated without
destroying consciousness completely, and so a sort of ego-less
consciousness, a type of consciousness that shows very little evi-
dence of a willful center, an “I,” is a human possibility at least for
short periods of time.

For Jung, the ego forms the critical center of consciousness
and in fact determines to a large extent which contents remain
within the realm of consciousness and which ones drop away into
the unconscious. The ego is responsible for retaining contents in
consciousness, and it can also eliminate contents from conscious-
ness by ceasing to reflect them. To use Freud’s term, which Jung
found useful, the ego can “repress” contents it does not like or
finds intolerably painful or incompatible with other contents. It
can also retrieve contents from storage in the unconscious (i.e.,
from the memory bank) so long as (a) they are not blocked by
defense mechanisms, such as repression, which keep intolerable
conflicts out of reach, and (b) they have a strong enough associa-
tive connection to the ego—they are “learned” strongly enough.

The ego is not fundamentally constituted and defined by the
acquired contents of consciousness such as momentary or even
chronic identifications. It is like a mirror or magnet that holds
contents in a focal point of awareness. But it also wills and acts.
As the vital center of consciousness, it precedes the acquisition of
language, personal identity, and even awareness of a personal
name. Later acquisitions of the ego, such as recognition of one’s
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own face and name, are contents that cluster closely around this
center of consciousness, and they have the effect of defining the
ego and enlarging its range of executive command and self-aware-
ness. Fundamentally, the ego is a virtual center of awareness that
exists at least from birth, the eye that sees and has always seen the
world from this vantage point, from this body, from this individ-
ual point of view. In itself it is nothing, that is, not a thing. It is
therefore highly elusive and impossible to pin down. One can even
deny that it exists at all. And yet it is always present. It is not the
product of nurture, growth, or development. It is innate. While it
can be shown to develop and gain strength from this point
onward through “collisions” with reality (see below), its core is
“given.” It comes with the infant.

As Jung describes the psyche, there is a network of associa-
tions among the various contents of consciousness. All of them
are linked directly or indirectly to the central agency, the ego. The
ego is the center of consciousness not only geographically but also
dynamically. It is the energy center that moves the contents of
consciousness around and arranges them in orders of priority.
The ego is the locus of decisionmaking and free will. When I say,
“I am going to the post office,” my ego has made a decision and
mobilizes the physical and emotional energy necessary to do the
job. The ego directs me to the post office and gets me there. It is
the executive who sets the priorities: “Go to the post office, don'’t
get distracted by your wish to go for a stroll in the park.” While
the ego can be regarded as the center of selfishness (ego-ism), it is
also the center of altruism. In and of itself, the ego, as Jung under-
stood and described it, is morally neutral, not a “bad thing” as one
hears it referred to in common parlance (“oh, he’s got such an
ego!”) but a necessary part of human psychological life. The ego is
what sets humans apart from other creatures of nature who also
possess consciousness; it also sets the individual human being
apart from other human beings. It is the individualizing agent in
human consciousness.

The ego focuses human consciousness and gives our conscious
behavior its purposefulness and direction. Because we have an
ego, we possess the freedom to make choices that may defy our
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instincts for self-preservation, propagation, and creativity. The
ego contains our capacity to master large amounts of material
within consciousness and to manipulate them. It is a powerful
associative magnet and an organizational agent. Because humans
have such a force at the center of consciousness, they are able to
integrate and direct large quantities of data. A strong ego is one
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