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While there is little evidence that the form a t i ve period of the neo-Pa g a n

m ovement was influenced by Jungian methodology, the populari za t i on of

J u n g’s work in the 60s and 70s proved to be enorm o u s ly influential in prov i d-

ing neo-Paganism with a theore t i cal model and language with which to legit-

i m i ze its religious beliefs , ritual pra c t i c e s , and histori c o - c u l t u ral identity. In the

f o rm a t i ve period of the 1940s neo-Pa g a n s , like their predecessors in the 19th

c e n t u ry spiritualist move m e n t s , l e g i t i m i zed their beliefs by appro p riating a

v a ri e ty of romanticist histories and interp re t a t i ons of folklore . Writers such as

James Fra ze r, Jules Mich e l e t , and Margaret Murray were principal expon e n t s
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of this appro a ch . G e rald Gard n e r, founder of the Wi c can move m e n t , cl a i m e d

that con t e m p o ra ry neo-Paganism was a linear descendant of a pre - C h ri s t i a n

Pagan fe rt i l i ty cult, persecuted during the witch hunts of the late middle ages.

The model of witch c ra ft and neo-Pagan history postulated by Gardner was an

almost literal re c on s t ru c t i on of the model of witch c ra ft persecutions pre s e n t e d

in Margaret Murray’s “Wi t ch Cult in We s t e rn Euro p e” ( M u r ray, 1 9 6 2 ) .G a rd-

ner combined this with an ideological affiliation with romantic thought and a

f o l k l o ric variant of English nation a l i s m .This pattern of claiming empiri cal sup-

p o rt for a con t e m p o ra ry model of witch c ra ft and paganism, by borrowing from

romanticist historians and collated examples of folklore, was the standard

f o rmat for legitimating neo-Pagan beliefs , s ym b o l s , and rituals in the form a-

t i ve years of the neo-Pagan move m e n t .

The con c e p t i on of spiri t u a l i ty in Gard n e r’s vision of a pagan witch c u l t

e s ch ews con s t ru c t i ons of the divine, the mys t i ca l , or psych o - s p i ritual tra n s f o r-

m a t i on of Judeo-Christian tra d i t i on s . Ra t h e r, it claims that witch c ra ft should be

p ractised and rev i ve d , p ri m a ri ly because it is an authentic English re l i g i on tied

to an eternal and uniquely English national identity. This authentic English re l i-

gious identity is manifested in folklore and ritual allied to an ideology of liber-

alism and romantic anti-modern i s m .

While Gardner drew on myt h o l o g i cal and folkloric sources extensive ly,

his work tended to utilize them haph a za rdly. T h ey are most fre q u e n t ly applied

in accordance with the symbols and images associated with the “m e r ry Eng-

l a n d” of romanticist poets and art i s t s . The neo-Pagan model established by

G a rdner re s onates with the ideals and imagery of romantic thought. The focus

of belief is pro f o u n dly worl dly with divinity perc e i ved to be immanent in the

n a t u ral world and not separate from the phys i ca l . Sp i ritual expre s s i on is

focused in the sense of com mu n i ty or c o m m u n i ta s e x p e rienced in the pra c t i c e

of coll e c t i ve ri t u a l , a sense of heritage imbued in an invented tra d i t i on ro o t e d

in English folklore and history and a ph i l o s o phy of life embracing Gard n e r’s

c on c e p t i on of libera t i on from the stultifying and arb i t ra ry burden of Chri s-

tian belief and industrial modern i ty. G a rdner felt that embracing a re c on-

s t ructed Paganism would serve as an antidote to the dehumanizing and

a rtificial impact of industrialism and the taxonimizing effect of tech n o l o gy
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and ra t i on a l i s m . Sym b o l i ca lly, G a rd n e r’s model of neo-Paganism draws heav-

i ly on an idealized view of nature and a con s t ructed vision of an etern a l

English heritage cl o s e ly resembling the “m e r ry England” of Byron and Te n-

nys on , albeit with an underlying Pa n t h e i s t / Pagan belief system (Crow l ey, 2 0 0 2 ;

G a rd n e r, 1 9 5 4 , 1 9 5 9 ) .

This method of con s t ructing witch c ra ft beliefs , s ym b o l s , and heri t a g e

came under serious ch a llenge from historians and folklori s t s . The rom a n t i c i s t

hypothesis of the early modern witch c ra ze s , being a sys t e m a t i zed persecution

of pre - C h ristian paganism, had been under systemic empiri cal attack since the

1920s and by the late 1970s had been almost com p l e t e ly discre d i t e d . M u r ray’s

thesis of a pre - C h ristian fe rt i l i ty cult had come under part i c u l a rly cri t i ca l

s c ru t i ny. C ontinental European studies based upon ve ry loca l i zed empiri cal stud-

ies of Wi t ch c ra ft had become incre a s i n g ly available in English and the ev i d e n c e

d e m on s t rated that history bore ve ry little resemblance to the model of Wi t ch-

c ra ft beliefs port rayed by romanticist historians and folklori s t s . Fu rt h e rm o re,

the claims of seve ral of the pri m a ry leaders of the neo-Pagan move m e n t ,

most notably Gerald Gard n e r, also came under question . It was found that mu ch

of the material he claimed originated with a secret coven of witches in ru ra l

England was, in fact, d e ri ved from his interp re t a t i ons of Hindu manuscri p t s

and the ritual magic of Aleister Crow l ey and other occultists and spiri t u a l i s t s

of the early 20th century (Gu i l ey, 1 9 9 2 , p p. 4 1 1 - 4 2 4 ; H u t t on , 1 9 9 9 , p p. 2 1 7 -

2 2 0 ; Bishop and Chapin-Bishop, 2 0 0 0 , p p. 4 8 - 5 5 ) . It became incre a s i n g ly

doubtful whether he had actually met with any surviving witches at all . E ve n

G a rd n e r’s closest associates, D o reen Valiente and Ray Buck l a n d , began to cl a i m

that while they believed the core of his ideas came from actual experiences with

a surviving cult of witch e s , mu ch of his writings reflected attempts to fill the

gaps in his data with pro j e c t i ons from his own studies in anthro p o l o gy and ri t u a l

magic (Hutton ,1 9 9 9 ,p p. 2 0 7 - 2 0 8 ; Va l i e n t e, 1 9 8 9 ,p p. 4 1 - 4 2 ; Wa l d ron ,2 0 0 1 ,

p p. 1 6 - 2 2 ) .

The ultimate result of these attacks on Gard n e r’s model of Wi t ch c ra ft and

Paganism was that his reliance on claiming empiri cal legitimacy for what prove d

to be an invented religious tra d i t i on , had become a liability for his Wi c can move-

ment and, m o re import a n t ly, m a ny neo-Pagans began to re a l i ze that empiri ca l
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l e g i t i m a cy was on ly peri ph e ra lly related to the practice and experience of being

Pa g a n . In this con t e x t ,m a ny neo-Pagan wri t e r s , most notably St a rhawk (1989),

Vivianne Crow l ey (1989), and Margot Adler (1986), i n s p i red by the incre a s i n g

p o p u l a ri ty of Jung’s work in the 60s and 70s, t o ok an altern a t i ve appro a ch .

Using Carl Jung’s theories as a tool for understanding the role of the sym-

bolic and the spiritual in human experi e n c e, and re lying on his con c e p t

of the coll e c t i ve uncon s c i o u s , t h ey described witch c ra ft history as re p-

re s e n t a t i ve of universal psychic tru t h s , independent of empiri cal history.

From this perspective, the incre a s i n g ly problematic fixation on empiri-

cal history as the pri m a ry legitimizing factor in religious belief could be

e s ch ewed and the ri ch netw o rk of sym b o l i s m , m yt h o l o gy, and spiri t u a l

belief could be explored in terms of psych o - c u l t u ral re s onance of re l i g i o u s

a rch e types and mys t i cal experiences (Adl e r, 1 9 8 6 , p p. 2 8 , 3 0 , 3 1 , 4 4 , 8 8 ;

St a rh a w k , 1 9 8 9 , p p. 2 2 - 2 4 ) .

M a r got Adler is perhaps the most prominent and influential neo-Pa g a n

a d v o cating a Jungian appro a ch as a means of providing histori cal cultural iden-

t i ty and authentica t i on of various rituals and symbols within the neo-Pa g a n

m ove m e n t . Her study of the neo-Pagan movement within the US, Draw i n g

Down the Moon, is heavily based upon a Jungian appro a ch tow a rds religious sym-

b o l i s m . She proposes the pri m a ry significance of psych o l o g i cal and cultural sym-

bols emanating from within the coll e c t i ve uncon s c i o u s , rather than re lyi n g

u p on specific claims of histori cal legitimacy. She wri t e s , “Goddess worship has

an ancient unive r s a l i ty about it but it appeared in diffe rent places in diffe re n t

t i m e s ” a n d , “The Old re l i g i on may not have existed geogra ph i ca lly or histori-

ca lly but existed in the Jungian sense that people are tapping into a com m on

s o u rc e . ” These observ a t i ons are typ i cal examples of neo-Pagans taking a Jun-

gian appro a ch to the significance and impact of symbols in religious belief and

s p i ritual experience (Adl e r, 1 9 8 6 , p p. 5 6 - 5 8 , 5 9 , 9 0 ) .

Ac c o rding to Adl e r, this idealizing of the spiritual and the symbolic is ve ry

c om m on throughout the neo-Pagan movement and has largely come to sup-

plant the reliance upon empiri cal claims to histori cal authenticity espoused by

t ra d i t i onalist neo-Pagans during the 1950s. In a series of interv i ew s , she ve ri-

fied that many neo-Pagans focused on symbolic experience as an indicator of
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past legitimacy. This focus is ill u s t rated by statements such as, “When you are

doing a ritual and you suddenly get the feeling that you are experiencing som e-

thing genera t i ons of your forebears experi e n c e d , it is pro b a b ly tru e . ” Other neo-

Pagans Adler interv i ewed cl a i m e d , “It doesn’t matter whether the gra n d m o t h e r

was a phys i cal re a l i ty or a figment of our imagination . One is subjective, the other

o b j e c t i ve but we experience both.”

What these statements indicate is that the fundamental issue of truth and

l e g i t i m a cy in many neo-Pagan validations is based upon symbolic impact, p o p-

ular appeal and the psychic experience manifested in ritual pra c t i c e s . T h e s e

t ruths are perc e i ved as existing in their own ri g h t , independent of issues

relating to empiri cal ve ra c i ty (Adl e r, 1 9 8 6 , p p. 5 6 - 5 8 , 5 9 , 9 0 ) . From this

p e r s p e c t i ve, e m p i ri cal history is perc e i ved as largely irre l ev a n t . What is re l-

evant is the psychic re a l i ty of symbolic re p re s e n t a t i ons arising from the col-

l e c t i ve uncon s c i o u s .

Jungian understanding of the nature and function of the symbolic has

p roved to be an invaluable model for the legitimiza t i on of Pagan ri t u a l s ,m yt h o l-

o gy, and histori cal narra t i ve . By giving pri o ri ty to the psychic significance of sym-

bols that have arisen from the coll e c t i ve uncon s c i o u s ,n e o - Paganism has attained

a means of legitimating Pagan ritual outside of empiri cal history, while at the

same time ensconcing itself within the fra m ew o rk of a coh e rent and re l a t i ve ly

respectable psych o l o g i cal and epistemological fra m ew o rk . In this, it has found

a con t e m p o ra ry authentica t i on for Pagan beliefs and pra c t i c e . From this Jungian

p e r s p e c t i ve, the rituals and symbols of the neo-Pagan tra d i t i on are not so mu ch

By giving pri o ri ty to the psy chic sign i f i cance 
o f symbols that have arisen from the collective

u n c o n s c i o u s , n e o - Pa ganism has attained a means of
l egitimating Pa gan ri tual outside of e m p i ri cal history,

while at the same time ensconcing itsel f within the
f ra m ew o rk of a coh erent and rel a t ively re s p e c ta bl e

p sy ch o l o gi cal and episte m o l o gi cal fra m ew o rk .
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valued in terms of their indexical re l a t i onship to a particular Pagan tra d i t i on of

the past but rather as indices of a deve l o pment into psych o l o g i cal maturi ty. I f

ra d i ca lly diffe rent cultural tra d i t i ons are integrated together, s u ch as those of Na t i ve

Am e ri cans and pre - R oman Celts, it is not perc e i ved as a violation of cultura l

a u t h e n t i c i ty but ra t h e r, re c o g n i t i on of the com m on source of myt h o l o g i cal sym-

bolism in the coll e c t i ve unconscious and the universal search for psych o l o g i ca l

d eve l o pm e n t . Prominent Au s t ralian neo-Pagan author, C a s s a n d ra Cart e r, c om-

ments on the significance of Pagan ritual in terms of its ca p a c i ty to explain Jun-

gian models of psychic deve l o pm e n t .

In Jungian terms the descent of the Goddess teaches the need for
a woman to go on her own quest in search of her a n i m u s—not wait-
ing for the knight on a white charger who will rescue her from the
need to make her own ch o i c e s , but going to con f ront the Dark Lo rd
and solve his mys t e ri e s — going of her own choice and will into the
K i n g d om of the Unconscious mind. For a man, he has been suc-
c e s s f u l , with the help of the Goddess, his anima, in exploring and
winning the battles within his own uncon s c i o u s , and he and she are
h a p p i ly reunited in the underw o rld of the uncon s c i o u s . ( C a rt e r,
1 9 9 2 , p. 6 )

The impact of Jung’s works upon the neo-Pagan movement led to pro f o u n d

changes in the nature of neo-Pagan appro a ches to history, c u l t u re, and spiri-

t u a l i ty. The focus of neo-Pagan appro a ches to history shifted from one of eso-

t e ric ritual and empiri cal claims to histori cal legitimacy, to a search for images

and arch e types that ev oked strong emotion s , a sense of affinity or cultura l

i m p a c t . M o re specifica lly, m a ny members of the neo-Pagan movement began

to search for images and symbols in myt h o l o gy and popular culture that could

be interp re t e d , via Jung’s theore t i cal perspective, as universal arch e types loca t e d

within the coll e c t i ve uncon s c i o u s . This adoption of Jungian theory was com-

bined with a strong symbolic ori e n t a t i on tow a rds the re p re s e n t a t i ons of the past

and the myt h i ca l . It was now possible to apprehend these images and rituals as

a source of signs and symbols in the struggle to ach i eve psych o l o g i cal whole-

ness or, in Jung’s term s , i n t e g ra t i on .

Vivianne Crow l ey’s textb o ok for witch e s , The Old Religion in the New Age,
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is a part i c u l a rly pertinent example of Jung’s impact on the neo-Pagan move-

m e n t . While the book is cert a i n ly based on Gerald Gard n e r’s Wi c can move-

ment and the history of Murray’s Wi t ch Cult in We s tern Euro p e, C row l ey also

i n c o rp o rates Kundalini meditational practices and Hindu rituals into the

p ractice of Wi t ch c ra ft . As a practising Jungian psych o a n a lys t , she bases the ra t i o-

nale for her work firm ly in Jungian theory. She argues that the ca p a c i ty to inte-

g rate the practice of Wi c ca with the sym b o l s , m yt h o l o gy, and rituals of other

t ra d i t i ons is a metaphor of a person’s rise to self-fulfilment through the attain-

ment of psych o l o g i cal integra t i on . For Crow l ey, the growth of neo-Pa g a n i s m

is intri n s i ca lly linked with its appro p ri a t i on of Jungian discourse, even as

on e’s struggle to find religious expre s s i on is intri n s i ca lly linked to a search for

p s ych o l o g i cal wholeness. Jungian discourse re a d i ly translates into the lan-

guage of magic and myt h o l o gy, and the language of Jungian analyt i cal psy-

ch o l o gy flows natura lly for practising neo-Pagans because it “reflects back to

them their own spiritual experi e n c e s . ” In fact, the entire text of The Old Rel i-

gion in the New Age is replete with re fe rences to the work of Jung and the uti-

l i za t i on of Wi c ca as a manife s t a t i on of Jungian analyt i cal psych o l o gy in

p ractice (Crow l ey, 1 9 8 9 ) .

The appro p ri a t i on of Jungian thought and, in part i c u l a r, J u n g i a n - b a s e d

understandings of magic, m i ra cl e s , G o d s , G o d d e s s e s , m a s c u l i n i ty, fe m i n i n i ty,

ri t u a l ,e n l i g h t e n m e n t , and sym b o l s , has had a pronounced influence on the neo-

Pagan movement since the onset of the 60s counterc u l t u re . This is part i c u l a rly

evidenced in the works of St a rh a w k , Aiden Kelly, M a r got Adl e r, and La u ri e

Cabot (1993). The emphasis in these works is on psychic re a l i ty, e x p e ri e n t i a l

i m p a c t , and Pagan consciousness rather than histori cal authenticity or adher-

ence to doctri n e . The emphasis is not on proving the histori cal ve ra c i ty of par-

ticular forms of Pagan belief nor is it on adherence to ritual pro c e s s e s . Ra t h e r,

it is focused upon a “Pagan con s c i o u s n e s s ” w h i ch manifests itself around sev-

e ral prominent themes:

a : D i v i n i ty is not manifested solely in an abstract deity who
imposes his will from heaven.

b : D i v i n i ty has both masculine and feminine elements and is
manifest in many different forms and symbols.
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c : Pagans should live in close con c e rt with nature and natura l
rhythms and cycles rather than being part of a tech n o - c e n t ri c
c u l t u re .

d: Paganism is based in the pursuit of cooperation with people in
their com mu n i ty and re p resents a constant struggle for person a l
growth and spiritual fulfillment.

T h e re is a con s i s t e n cy in the movement of neo-Paganism away from

e m p i ri cal histori cal ve ri f i ca t i on tow a rds a validation that lies in the almost mys-

t i cal realms of the coll e c t i ve uncon s c i o u s . The essence of neo-Pa g a n i s m ,a c c o rd-

ing to Mich ael Yo rk (2000, p. 7 ) , resides in its sym p a t hy with the rhythms of

the eart h , its ca p a c i ty to apprehend those aspects of being which lie beyond the

ra t i on a l , that are, in some sense, t o u ching on the elemental powers of the

e a rt h . J u n g’s pro p o s i t i on of the existence of the coll e c t i ve unconscious and of

the interp l ay of anima and animus in the human psych e, re s onates cl o s e ly with

the ideology and on t o l o g i cal con s t ru c t i on of neo-Pa g a n i s m , n ow re cast in

t e rms and concepts more consistent with an empiri cal explora t i on of the human

p s ych e .

It should not be assumed how eve r, that this was simply an attempt to cir-

c u mvent the unsustainability of empiri cal claims to histori cal legitimacy. J u n g’s

model of interp re t a t i on of the role of religious belief, s ym b o l i s m , and myt h o l-

o gy also provided a mu ch needed fra m ew o rk through which neo-Pagans could

e x p ress their beliefs and experiences in terms that the broader society could

u n d e r s t a n d . M o re specifica lly, the adoption of Jung’s holistic appro a ch to cul-

t u re, p e rceiving the histori cal origins of symbols as fundamentally interw ove n

and dependent upon the transcendent significance of the coll e c t i ve uncon s c i o u s ,

has given the neo-Pagan movement a theore t i cal model that can accom m o d a t e

a diverse range of form s , ri t u a l s , and sym b o l s . Fu rt h e rm o re, the Jungian per-

c e p t i on that images of divinity and the sacred are re p re s e n t a t i ve of arch e typ e s

within the coll e c t i ve unconscious has given the neo-Pagan movement a con-

ceptual fra m ew o rk within which it has been possible to accommodate polyt h e i s t i c

religious belief. As Margot Adler wri t e s ,

M u ch of the theore t i cal basis for a modern defence of polyt h e i s m
c omes from Jungian psychologists who have long argued that the
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Gods and Goddesses of myt h , legend and fairy tale re p resent arch e-
typ e s , real potencies and potentialities deep within the psych e,
w h i ch , when all owed to flower permit us to be more fully human.
( Adl e r, 1 9 8 6 , p. 28) 

Si m i l a rly from a neo-Pagan perspective, Vivianne Crow l ey argues that the

c e n t ral issue in Jung’s model of religious experience is that of rel i ga re or re j o i n-

ing (Crow l ey, 2 0 0 2 ) .T h rough myt h o l o gy and the embracing of the uncon s c i o u s ,

as manifested through deeply re s onant arch e typal sym b o l s , one can find

wholeness and a sense of re c on n e c t i on in a fundamentally alienated and dis-

c onnected worl d .

For many Jungian inspired neo-Pagans the struggle for psych o l o g i ca l

wholeness and connectedness is a struggle against the enlightenment defi-

n i t i on of pro g ress and universal taxon i m i za t i on , ra t i on a l i za t i on , and indus-

t ri a l i s m . It is, at the same time, a re-shaping of the psychic experience of the

p resent as a means to pro g re s s . Si m i l a rly, n e o - Pagans are intensely focused

on re p re s e n t a t i ons of the past and the myt h o l o g i cal as a means of com i n g

to a re c o g n i t i on of the self. It is not surp rising that the neo-Pagan move m e n t

re c o g n i zed aspects of Jungian theory with which they could identify and, c on-

s e q u e n t ly, i n c o rp o rate into their own religious fra m ew o rk . This identifica-

t i on and incorp o ra t i on has also provided the neo-Pagan movement with a

t e l e o l o g i cal ori e n t a t i on , a ve h i cle that enables its existence to span both the

past and the future with intellectual and conceptual integri ty. Ne o - Pagan adap-

t a t i on of the Jungian psych o a n a lyt i cal fra m ew o rk is based upon a funda-

m e n t a lly romanticist notion which posits human cre a t i v i ty and con n e c t e d n e s s

as the essential ingredient in the fulfilment of human potential and con s t ru c t s

the image of human pro g ress within a continual re i n t e rp re t a t i on and re c on-

s t ru c t i on of the past.

This paradigm shift in defining neo-Pagan identity is further ill u s t rated by

Yo rk ’s art i cle D efining Pa ga n i s m. Yo rk argues that neo-Pa g a n i s m , as a re l i g i o u s

t ra d i t i on , is part i c u l a rly difficult to define because of the breadth of cultural form s

u t i l i zed by Pa g a n s . The sheer quantity of diffe rent cultural associations within

Paganism and Wi t ch c ra ft is such that any definition re lying upon cultura l

f o rms and rituals is impossible. I n s t e a d , he argues that neo-Pagan move m e n t s
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a re linked by their shared attitude tow a rds culture, n a t u re and spiri t u a l i ty, a n d

at the heart of this shared perspective is an underlying cultural question i n g, d e e p ly

rooted in a romanticist critique of modern i ty.

Ac c o rd i n g ly, to Jungian neo-Pa g a n s , it is in the broader context of a pro-

f o u n dly ra t i onalistic and taxonimizing appro a ch to the world and the human

c on d i t i on that the increase in belief systems seeking an emotive, m o re pri m i-

t i ve, and earth-bound re s p on s e, h a ve abounded in the last few deca d e s . In a worl d

w h e re the irra t i on a l ,p ri m i t i ve, and symbolic aspects of the unconscious psych e

a re denigra t e d , it is natural for people to feel a ye a rning for a psychic experi-

e n c e, s omething to fill the void cre a t e d . From this perspective, Jungian psych o l o gy

p rovides a notional and intellectual fra m ew o rk by which the growth of the neo-

Pagan movement can be interp re t e d . It is also in this context that Jungian ana-

lyt i cal psych o l o gy has provided a fra m ew o rk in which the deepest, most arch a i c

impulses of the human psyche have a healthy place to function and in which

t h ey may claim legitimacy within the con t e m p o ra ry con t e x t . It is thus not sur-

p rising that in the last few deca d e s ,n e o - Pa g a n i s m , with its tra d i t i onal deep affil-

i a t i on to the cycles of nature and to the arca n e, is one of the movements that

has most enthusiastica lly embraced Jungian con c e p t s .

The approach to Jungian theory currently utilized by the neo-Pagan move-

ment is thus heavily entrenched in a strongly romanticist critique of modernity

in which modernity is caricatured as harbouring profound and slavish allegiance

to rationality and logic.The stance has some difficulties.Concomitant with the

p rom o t i on of a romanticist critique of industrial modern i ty, Jung also con s t ru c t e d

himself as a ra t i onal seeker of knowledge in enlightenment term s . At eve ry

p o i n t , he stressed that he was not inventing concepts but extra p o l a t i n g, f rom the

e m p i ri cal evidence gathere d , that which must exist because all the ev i d e n c e

points to its existence.This ambivalence regarding the necessity of the irrational

in the human condition yet retaining an essentially enlightenment approach to

knowledge, is a particular ly poignant aspect of Jung’s work. Furthermore, Jung

argues that psych o l o g i cal wholeness lies not in the embracing of the irra t i onal but

in achieving a balance between the rational and irrational aspects of the human

p s ych e .J u n g’s work attempts to take account of the seemingly inexplicable intru-

sion of the irrational into the rationally dominated thinking of European soci-
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e ty, both coll e c t i ve ly and in the thinking and actions of individuals. It is this intru-

s i on that Jung accommodates within his wholistic perc e p t i on of the psych e .

J u n g’s integra t i on of the irra t i onal unconscious into the totality of the psyche offe r s

the irrational a valid place in the fabric of society. The alternative to this accom-

m o d a t i on is a knee-jerk tra d i t i on a l i s m , that is, in Jung’s term i n o l o gy, an eru p t i on

of the unconscious into the psyche, resulting in madness. To a large extent this

need for balance contrasts strongly with the neo-Pagan embracing of the anti-

rational and its almost myopic focus on the symbolic as the ultimate expression

of human experience and psychic reality.

Within Jung’s model, the dominance of the ra t i on a l , embedded in enlight-

enment appro a ches to modern i ty, is not an expre s s i on of auton omy and human

potential but is instead sym p t omatic of a dangerous imbalance in the coll e c-

t i ve psych e . J u n g’s theory proposes a modern i ty no longer unilatera lly defined

by tech n o l o gy and re a s on but one that incorp o rates these into the stru c t u re of

a psychic struggle for wholeness (Yo u n g - E i s e n d ra t h , 1 9 9 1 , p. 1 2 ; Ta c ey, 2 0 0 1 ,

p p. 1 2 - 1 3 ) . Within this context modern i ty, as pro g re s s , is redefined so as to incor-

p o rate the spiritual and the ra t i on a l . Su ch a search for wholeness would also

i n clude the past with its myths and sym b o l s . Jung posits these as the window s

into the uncon s c i o u s . Both facets of existence are essential aspects of the psych e

that must be taken into con s i d e ra t i on if we are to con s t ruct a wholistic search

for pro g ress and deve l o pm e n t .

In applica t i on , the Jungian appro a ch to religious and social movements is

d e e p ly con c e rned with the role of symbols and myt h o l o gy as means of expre s s-

ing deep unconscious aspects of the human psych e .J u n g’s appro a ch to sym b o l i s m

was pro f o u n dly influenced by his perc e p t i on that there are intrinsic com m on-

alities and unifying stru c t u res shared by a diverse range of cultures and societies

who have little or no apparent com m on ancestry or heri t a g e .These are ev i d e n c e d

in their com m on sym b o l s ,m yt h s , and civiliza t i onal forms and are encountere d

also in a com m on a l i ty of dre a m s ,s t o ri e s , ri t u a l s , and religious symbols and pra c-

t i c e s . It was in his explora t i on of this ph e n omena that Jung found further ev i-

dence of the deve l o pment of what he described as the coll e c t i ve uncon s c i o u s ,

a stru c t u re of images, f o rm s , and symbols held in com m on by all humanity. A s

Jung wri t e s ,
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The coll e c t i ve unconscious is part of the psyche which can be neg-
a t i ve ly distinguished from a personal unconscious by the fact that it
does not, like the latter, owe its existence to personal experience and
c on s e q u e n t ly is not a personal acquisition . . . The concept of the
a rch e typ e, w h i ch is an indispensable correlate of the idea of the
c o ll e c t i ve uncon s c i o u s , i n d i cates the existence of definite forms in
a psyche which seem to be present alw ays and eve ry w h e re . . . ( J u n g,
1 9 8 0 , p p. 4 2 - 4 3 )

Ac c o rd i n g ly, for cultural symbols to be dynamic they must relate to an

u n c onscious factor that the individuals within that culture or sub-culture have

in com m on . For the symbol to have cultural re l evance it must appear to have

a functional value. H ow eve r, f rom Jung’s perspective, this does not con t ra d i c t

the essential nature of a symbol as something unconscious and numinous. Ra t h e r

a symbol has a functional value on ly by virtue of the fact that its perc e i ved his-

t o ri cal significance and social function is apprehended and given value by virt u e

of its re l evance to the coll e c t i ve uncon s c i o u s . The more potent the impact of

a symbol upon the coll e c t i ve unconscious of a social gro u p i n g, the greater the

e f fect that symbol has upon the culture . As Cirlot wri t e s ,

The symbolic in no way excludes the histori ca l , since both forms may
be seen–from the ideological point of view–as functional aspects of
a third : the metaphys i cal pri n c i p l e, the platonic “i d e a” ; or all thre e
m ay be seen as re c i p ro cal expre s s i ons of one meaning on diffe re n t
l evels . . . C on s e q u e n t ly the sym b o l i c , being independent of the
h i s t o ri ca l , not on ly does not exclude it but, on the con t ra ry, tends to
root it firm ly in re a l i ty, b e cause of the para llelism between the col-
l e c t i ve unconscious and the individual worl d . And because of the gre a t
depth of the hidden roots of all systems of meanings, a further con-
sequence is our tendency to espouse the theory that all symbolist tra-
d i t i on s , both We s t e rn and ori e n t a l ,s p ring from one com m on sourc e .
( C i rl o t , 1 9 7 1 , p. xv) 

From the perspective of Jungian-based neo-Pagan myt h o l o gy, a ll sym b o l-

ism and ritual serve as a metaphor of psychic deve l o pment and the meaning and

s i g n i f i cance of these symbols is defined by their role as re p re s e n t a t i ons of the

c o ll e c t i ve uncon s c i o u s . Ps ychic deve l o pment and human contentment ca n n o t
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be ach i eved through will or intention alon e . People re q u i re symbols and ri t u-

als to express realities beyond the scope of conscious thought in order to

a ch i eve wholeness. The coll e c t i ve uncon s c i o u s , the well s p ring of intentional and

u n i n t e n t i onal thought is, by definition ,u n k n owable and cannot be grasped within

the confines of conscious ra t i onal intent. The mediation of symbols is re q u i re d

to give a person’s psych o l o g i cal deve l o pment meaning beyond that of the

p u re ly ra t i on a l . From this perspective, when a Jungian-oriented neo-Pa g a n

u t i l i zes ri t u a l , it is as a metaphor to describe psychic realities in re l a t i on to cer-

tain arch e typ e s , within the coll e c t i ve uncon s c i o u s , that pre s c ribe unive r s a l

meaning to a person’s psych o l o g i cal state. Jung describes the coll e c t i ve uncon-

scious as foll ow s :

T h e re exists a second psychic system of a coll e c t i ve, u n i ve r s a l , a n d
i m p e r s onal nature which is identical in all individuals. This coll e c-
t i ve unconscious does not develop individually but is inheri t e d . It con-
sists of pre-existent form s , the arch e typ e s , w h i ch can on ly becom e
c onscious secon d a ri ly and which give definite form to certain psy-
chic con t e n t s . ( J u n g, 1 9 7 5 , p. 6 0 )

From the perspective of the neo-Pagan appropriation of Jung, the collective

u n c onscious is a com m on ,s h a red symbolic heritage to all human beings that give s

meaning to experi e n c e .C e rtain shared symbols or arch e types are perc e i ved to re p-

resent universals in all human psychic experi e n c e . Pe rhaps the most com m on exam-

ple is the concept of a n i m a and a n i m u s, the masculine and feminine com p on e n t s

of the human mind,possessed by both men and women.In Jung’s analysis there

are certain aspects to social and cultural behaviour that can be ascribed to uni-

versal masculine and feminine qualities that are distinct from gender.These re p-

resent unique universal qualities com m on to both men and wom e n . In other word s ,

where a culture may have a legend about a knight and princess, from a Jungian

p e r s p e c t i ve this may be interp reted in terms of the re l a t i onship between the mas-

culine and feminine com p onents of the psyche on the journ ey tow a rds wholeness.

C row l ey ill u s t rates the use of the arch e types of masculine (a n i m u s) and fe m i n i n e

(anima) from a neo-Pagan perspective as the under lying psychological truth of

the Gardnerian postulate that divinity is expressed in an equally matched God

and Goddess, espousing universal masculine and feminine qualities.
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The role of both a n i m a and a n i m u s is to port ray those function s
w h i ch we have not yet brought into con s c i o u s n e s s , but the goal of
the spiritual quest is to absorb these qualities into our self-image, t o
own them as ours. For a man the goal is to find in the Goddess those
aspects of himself that society has denied him. These qualities are
n e c e s s a ry if we are to be cre a t i ve people, for cre a t i v i ty comes from
w h o l e n e s s . The role of the Goddess was to act as a muse to inspire
the man. The man finds the Goddess, the real mu s e, when he ceases
to look for her in women and turns inw a rd to seek her in himself.
( C row l ey, 1 9 8 9 , p. 1 6 9 )

H ow eve r, while the applica t i on of Jungian terms such as a n i m u s , a n i m a ,

a rch e ty p e, and c o l l e c t ive unconscious i m p ly a direct corre l a t i on with Jungian ana-

lyt i cal psych o l o gy, the use of these terms by Jungian-inspired neo-Pagans ca n

be seen as a point of depart u re from Jungian analyt i cal psych o l o gy. This is par-

t i c u l a rly significant with respect to the neo-Pagan move m e n t’s insistence that

one can and should con s c i o u s ly create on e’s own images of divinity and psy-

ch o l o g i cal arch e type and con s c i o u s ly ascribe them meaning. In his re s e a rch ,J u n g

attempted to take note of the sym b o l , its impact upon the culture, and its cul-

t u ral con t e x t . When a symbol is re m oved from its cultural context its meaning

is altere d , for meaning is bound up with the sym b o l’s re l a t i onship to the col-

l e c t i ve, the com mu n i ty, the social gro u p i n g, and context from which it deri ve s

its unconscious meaning. Symbol cannot exist in a cultural vacuum but becom e s

s ymbolic because of its cultural con t e x t .C on s e q u e n t ly, the neo-Pagan pench a n t

for con s c i o u s ly selecting and re m oving images from their cultural context fun-

d a m e n t a lly changes the nature and meaning of the sym b o l . Fu rt h e r, the selec-

Symbol cannot exist in a cultu ral vacuum but 
becomes symbolic because of its cultu ral contex t .

C o n s e q u e n t l y, the neo-Pa gan penchant for consciously
s electing and removing images from their cultu ral 

c o n text fundamentally ch a n ges the natu re and 
meaning of the sy m b o l .
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t i on of the symbols to be re m oved is based upon a person’s own sense of affin-

i ty or ri g h t n e s s ,w h i ch is itself perc e i ved according to a con s c i o u s ly deri ved set

of cri t e ri a .T h u s , not on ly is the sym b o l’s content altered in the process of re m ov-

ing it from its cultural and social womb by virtue of depri v a t i on of con t e x t , i t

is further altered by the imposition of another context in that it is tra n s p o s e d

into a neo-Pagan culture .

It is one thing to ack n owledge that symbols and arch e typal images have a deep

impact on the human psyche through religious experi e n c e . It is a pro f o u n dly dif-

fe rent thing to believe that one can con s c i o u s ly and arb i t ra ri ly create and ascri b e

meaning to symbols, based upon that which is seen to be suited to consciously

designated psychic needs. Jung cl e a rly diffe rentiates between symbols and arch e-

types embedded in culture and consciously constructed forms designed to have

p s ych o - c u l t u ral impact or re p resent linkages with a con s t ructed re p re s e n t a t i on of

the past. Ac c o rding to Jung, c on s c i o u s ly con s t ructed images are all e go ries and signs

that give reference to psychological archetypes deeply buried in the unconscious

mind.These do not represent the archetypes themselves and are thus not sym-

bolic as such .A ll e go ries and signs have a conscious and known meaning where a s

a symbol must always and necessarily be an unknown quantity. If a symbol can

be totally explained or ra t i onalised within the confines of the conscious mind, t h e n

it ceases to exercise the power of a symbol and becomes an allegoric reference.

From Jung’s perspective, symbols represent those unquantifiable aspects of the

unconscious that have a numinous quality, creating meaning for the individual

or coll e c t i ve .These play an illuminating ro l e, revealing hidden aspects of the psych e .

However, when a symbol becomes a consciously apprehended and constructed

image, it ceases to be a symbol and, although it may masquerade as a symbol, it

b e c omes a re p re s e n t a t i on of the person a .T h e re f o re it ceases to be a union of oppo-

sites and becomes a collaborator in the suppression of the shadow. The shadow

c ontains the parts of an individual and society that cannot be ack n owledged and,

as a consequence, these unconscious contents become projected onto individu-

als and representations in the external world.

It is important to note that Jung’s model arose out of an empiri cal attempt

to ch a rt a ph e n om e n on found within the human psych e, that is the com m on-

a l i ty of symbols within divergent cultural settings that had no previous con t a c t .
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For Jung, the re a l i ty of that com m on a l i ty was the impetus for his positing the

existence of the coll e c t i ve uncon s c i o u s . Jung is not con c e rned with the on t o-

l o g i cal existence or non-existence of the coll e c t i ve uncon s c i o u s , nor does he con-

c e rn himself with the question of an external or internal deity. He is far more

c on c e rned with the experience of the human psych e . J u n g’s posits his model of

the psyche on ly for the purpose that it enables a better understanding and better

w ay to effe c t i ve ly interact with the human con d i t i on . If there is an external numi-

nous re a l i ty, the pri m a ry interest of Jungian analyt i cal psych o l o gy is the extent

to which it impacts on human existence and human experi e n c e .The actual exis-

tence of a divine source or its ultimate numinous or transcendent ch a racter is

l a r g e ly irre l ev a n t . As Jung com m e n t s ,

The idea of God is an absolutely necessary function of an irra t i on a l
n a t u re, w h i ch has nothing to do with the question of God’s existence.
( J u n g, 1 9 9 0 , p. 7 1 )

While Jung’s works have had a profound effect upon the neo-Pagan move-

ment in terms of providing a theore t i cal fra m ew o rk in which to function , it is

also true that Jung would never have imagined his work becoming the means

by which any religious movement might validate its own perc e p t i on of the numi-

n o u s . Jung was pri m a ri ly con c e rned with exploring the role of the religious func-

t i on within the human psych e . The process by which the neo-Pagan move m e n t

c on s t ructs its own sym b o l s , a rch e typ e s , and images of divinity is also re f l e c t e d

in the way in which it has adapted the works of Carl Jung. E ven as it has uti-

l i zed Jung’s works in ways that it is doubtful Jung would have env i s i oned or con-

While Jung’s works have had a profound effect upon the
n e o - Pa gan movement in terms of p roviding a theore t i ca l
f ra m ew o rk in which to function, it is also true that Jung

would never have imagined his work becoming the means
by which any rel i gious movement might va l i d a te its own

p erception of the numinous.
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d on e d , it utilizes the symbols and rituals of other re l i g i ons in ways , p l a c e s ,c u l-

t u re s , and conceptual fra m ew o rks quite alien to those in which the sym b o l s ,

i m a g e s , and rituals had ev o lved and prev i o u s ly serve d . In this sense, the nature

of the symbols is fundamentally changed by their usage and makes the supposed

s ymbolic impact of these signs as expre s s i ons of unconscious arch e types som e-

what pro b l e m a t i c . To this end it can be argued that the neo-Pagan appro p ri a-

t i on of Jungian theory has become diffe rentiated from its origins in Jungian

a n a lyt i cal psych o l o gy and has become a unique interp re t a t i on of culture and re l i-

gious experience in its own ri g h t .

A l t e rn a t i ve ly, the neo-Pagan may argue that Jung is not omnipotent and

i s , like all of us, s e a rching for tru t h . His ideas are, like the appro p riated sym-

b o l s , i m p e rfect and incom p l e t e, and the pro p e rty of all humankind, to be

a p p ro p riated and used as and when they are helpful. The question remains as

to how mu ch a system may be adapted and dissected before it may no lon g e r

be claimed as validly serving the purposes of its user, b e f o re it must be re a l i ze d

that what has emerged is something quite diffe re n t , not on ly in the detail but

also in intention and spiri t . At this point, the systematic fra m ew o rk is no

l onger the father and mother and the appro p riator must re c o g n i ze they have

b e c om e, of their own volition , a bastard orphaned ch i l d , both com p e lled and

f reed to make his or her own way in the worl d .
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