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Does the Work of C.G. Jung Contain Gnostic Overtones?
The work of the Swiss psychologist Carl Gustav Jung (1875-1961) has often been linked with Gnosticism, a loosely-defined philosophical movement originating in Alexandria shortly before the commencement of the Common Era.[footnoteRef:2] Described as ‘the mythical expression of Self-experience’, Gnosticism was the search for God through a self-guided, introspective examination.[footnoteRef:3] Jung’s signature theory of Individuation describes a similar examination of one’s own psyche in order to achieve a different result: psychological integration.[footnoteRef:4] Although these disciplines are related in their internal quests for knowledge, their end goals are radically different. This essay examines Gnosticism as it appears in two of Jung’s works, his 1958 book Answer to Job, and the third and concluding part of The Red Book, entitled ‘Scrutinies’ (1916).[footnoteRef:5] Despite the superficial similarities, Jung himself was not a Gnostic; his investigations seek a different outcome, and any Gnostic overtones are merely the artefacts left from a borrowed process.  [2:  Gilles Quispel, 'Hermes Trismegistus and the Origins of Gnosticism', Vigiliae Christianae, 46 (1992), 1-19 (p. 48) <DOI:https://doi.org/10.2307/1583880>.]  [3:  Quispel, 'Hermes Trismegistus’, p. 46.]  [4:  C.G. Jung, Anthony Storr and John Beebe, 'Introduction', in The Essential Jung, REV - Revised edn (Princeton University Press, 1983), pp. 13-28 (p. 22) <DOI: https://doi.org/10.2307/j.ctt46n45n.6>.]  [5:  C. G. Jung (and others), The Red Book = Liber Novus : A Reader's Edition (New York: W.W. Norton, 2009) <https://librarysearch.uwtsd.ac.uk/permalink/44WHELF_UWTSD/11c0l68/alma99100407099402421> [accessed 11 November 2021].
C. G. Jung, Sonu Shamdasani and R. F. C. Hull, 'Answer to Job', in Answer to Job, Revised edn (Princeton University Press, 1958), pp. 3-108 <http://www.jstor.org/stable/j.ctt7sbjc.6> [accessed 18 November 2021].] 

Gnostic Belief and Process
‘Gnosticism’ is difficult to define. Altizer claims the term almost defies definition, and Williams calls it ‘a protean label that has all but lost any reliably identifiable meaning’, even suggesting that there is no textual evidence that the Gnostics identified themselves as Gnostics’.[footnoteRef:6] Gnosticism is easier to identify by what it does. Neusner defines Gnosis as ‘changing persons through knowledge’.[footnoteRef:7] McGuire says, ‘Gnosis . . . calls one to turn back to [God,] the true source of one’s existence and repose’.[footnoteRef:8] Altizer adds that ‘Gnosticism . . . might be defined as a violent reaction against the world of self-conscious and rational thinking evolved by Greek culture and an ecstatic return to the mythical world of the Oriental religious sensibility’.[footnoteRef:9] [6:  Thomas J. J. Altizer, 'Science and Gnosis in Jung's Psychology', The Centennial Review of Arts & Science, 3 (1959), 304-320, (p. 304) <http://www.jstor.org/stable/23737578> [accessed 19 November 2021].
Michael A. Williams, ‘“Gnosticism” as a Category', in Rethinking "Gnosticism" (Princeton University Press, 1996a), pp. 29-53, (p. 3, 32) <http://www.jstor.org.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/stable/j.ctt7tbrf.8> [accessed 19 November 2021].]  [7:  Jacob Neusner, 'From Mishnaic Philosophy to Talmudic Religion: The Transformation of Judaism between 200 and 400 AD', Journal of the American Academy of Religion, 58 (1990), 633-651, (p. 641) <http://www.jstor.org.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/stable/1465183> [accessed 14 November 2021].]  [8:  Anne McGuire, 'Conversion and Gnosis in the "Gospel of Truth"', Novum Testamentum, 28 (1986), 338-355, (p. 345) <DOI: https://doi.org/10.2307/1560588>.]  [9:  Altizer, ‘Science and Gnosis’, p. 304.] 

Gnosticism can be recognised by certain distinguishing characteristics:
God versus the demiurge. The presence of evil in the world created a paradox for the Gnostics, who felt that a Creation containing evil could not have been made by God. Instead, by making an abrupt departure from Scripture, they posited a material universe created by a lesser being (or beings) they called the demiurge(s).[footnoteRef:10]  [10:  Williams, ‘“Gnosticism”’, p. 4.] 

The renunciation of material reality. Since God existed beyond and separate from Creation, the Gnostics cultivated their inward gaze to the exclusion of the physical world. They felt that ‘personal identity is a consequence of corporeity and therefore, of little interest; it is in fact seen as a hindrance to get rid of’.[footnoteRef:11] This interior focus went as far as a total renunciation of material reality ‘in favour of their inner divinity’.[footnoteRef:12]  [11:  Giovanni Filoramo, The Discourse of Revelation as Source for the Gnostic Process of Individuation, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013) (p. 435) <https://oxford-universitypressscholarship-com.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk//mobile/view/10.1093/acprof:oso/9780199674503.001.0001/acprof-9780199674503-chapter-16> [accessed 19 November 2021].]  [12:  Williams, ‘“Gnosticism”’, p. 4.] 

The associations between the Self and the Divine / demiurge. The Gnostics linked the eternal part of themselves that was eligible for salvation with the Divine God, traces of whom are available within us. Transcendence required ‘insert[ing] themselves . . . into [this] universal Self’.[footnoteRef:13] Everything else was material, created by the demiurge and destined to pass away.[footnoteRef:14]  [13:  Filoramo, Discourse of Revelation, (p. 435). ]  [14:  McGuire, ‘Conversion and Gnosis’, p. 343.] 

A contrarian disposition. The Gnostics were notable for ‘an attitude of “protest” or of “revolt,” an “anti-cosmic attitude”’ illustrated by the way Gnostics ‘reversed the values of Scripture’.[footnoteRef:15]  [15:  Williams, ‘“Gnosticism”’, p. 5.] 

The Gnostic process then, is an introspective ‘quest, a search for the divine’ within oneself in order to achieve transcendence.[footnoteRef:16]  [16:  John Pennachio, 'Gnostic Inner Illumination and Carl Jung's Individuation', Journal of Religion and Health, 31 (1992), 237-245 (p. 238) <http://www.jstor.org/stable/27510698> [accessed 13 November 2021].] 

Carl Gustav Jung 
Throughout his professional career, Jung explored the possibility that mental illness is the product of disunity, a divided self characterised by a lack of integration between the conscious and unconscious mind.[footnoteRef:17] Jung felt that disunity leads to dissociation—a splitting of the personality—that could be cured by ‘making the divided selves conscious of each other’, thus reunifying the psyche.[footnoteRef:18] He termed this process Individuation, a technique which requires examining the subconscious for clues to highlight the divisions within a psyche.[footnoteRef:19] The goal is to join the conscious and the unconscious to create ‘an individual being . . . [the] innermost, final, incomparable uniqueness, becoming one’s own Self’.[footnoteRef:20]  [17:  Jung, Storr and Beebe, 'Introduction', p. 14.]  [18:  Jung, Storr and Beebe, 'Introduction', p. 14.]  [19:  Jung, Storr and Beebe, 'Introduction', p. 14.]  [20:  Altizer, ‘Science and Gnosis’, pp. 308-309.] 

His approach involved the analysis of the products of the subconscious mind, including dreams, visions, and hallucinations.[footnoteRef:21] Over time he realised that many of these recurring images were archetypal, suggesting some sort of linking of subconscious minds which he called the collective unconscious, ‘a myth-producing level of mind which was common to all men’.[footnoteRef:22] He felt these images that arose were ‘expressions of aspects of the individual which were neglected or unrealised; or, [symptoms of] divergence from the individual's proper path’.[footnoteRef:23] [21:  Jung, Storr and Beebe, 'Introduction', p. 15.]  [22:  Jung, Storr and Beebe, 'Introduction', p. 16.]  [23:  Jung, Storr and Beebe, 'Introduction', p. 18.] 

Jung and Gnosticism
The Gnostics’ desire for unity was macro—to be rejoined with the eternal Divine through introspection. Jung’s process resembles that of the Gnostics, but is decidedly micro. He seeks instead the reunification of the individual self, a ‘wholeness through inner knowledge’.[footnoteRef:24] Personality was not something to be shed (per the Gnostics), but something to be earned.[footnoteRef:25] Unlike the Gnostics, Jung embraces the shards of identity he finds, attempting to reunify them into a distinct and unique human personality.[footnoteRef:26]  [24:  Pennachio, ‘Gnostic Inner Illumination’, p. 237.]  [25:  Jung, Storr and Beebe, 'Introduction', p. 18.]  [26:  Craig Chalquist, '"Hidden in what is Visible": Deliteralizing the Gnostic Worldview', Jung Journal: Culture & Psyche, 4 (2010a), 46-64 (p. 49) <DOI: https://doi.org/10.1525/jung.2010.4.4.46>.] 

Because of this shared process, Jung’s work might be classified as Gnostic. However, Jung rejects this characterisation. In his ‘Reply to Martin Buber’, he asks, ‘Why is so much attention devoted to the question of whether I am a Gnostic or an agnostic? Why is it not simply stated that I am a psychiatrist whose prime concern is to record and interpret his empirical material?’.[footnoteRef:27] Miller also warns against labelling Jung as Gnostic, quoting Jung himself saying, ‘In strictest contrast to Gnosticism and theology, I confine myself to the psychology of anthropomorphic ideas and have never maintained that I possess the slightest trace of metaphysical knowledge’.[footnoteRef:28] Miller also cites Jung’s response to the charge of Gnosticism by a fellow academic: ‘A Gnostic would reproach me for having no cosmogony’.[footnoteRef:29] Although interested in their writing and methodology, Jung distances himself from Gnostic spirituality. [27:  C. G. Jung, 'Religion and Psychology: A Reply to Martin Buber (1952)', in Collected Works of C.G. Jung, Volume 18, ed. by Gerhard Adler and R. F. C. Hull (Princeton University Press, 1976), pp. 663-670 (p. 663) <http://www.jstor.org.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/stable/j.ctt5hhr3v.100> [accessed 18 November 2021].]  [28:  David L. Miller, Misprision, (Oxford University Press, 2011) (p. 12) <DOI: 10.1093/acprof:oso/9780199735426.001.0001>.]  [29:  Miller, ‘Misprison’, p. 12.] 

Despite his objections, there are superficial Gnostic overtones in Jung’s work. For example, in his book Answer to Job, Jung displays some of the contrarian nature of the Gnostics himself when he likens the Old Testament Yahweh to a Gnostic demiurge. He claims Yahweh’s testing of Job is cruel and entirely selfish: ‘Job is . . . exposed to a rigorous moral test, quite gratuitously and to no purpose’.[footnoteRef:30] Jung says Yahweh had let himself be influenced by his son, Satan, who had aroused his insecurity, jealousy, and suspicion. Of Yahweh’s torture of Job, Jung claims, ‘God does not want to be just; he merely flaunts might over right’.[footnoteRef:31] Yahweh’s damaged psyche needs Job’s loyalty so much ‘that he shrinks at nothing in carrying out his test’.[footnoteRef:32] Jung studies Yahweh like a psychiatric patient, observing: [30:  Jung, Shamdasani and Hull, ‘Answer to Job’, p. 13.]  [31:  Jung, Shamdasani and Hull, ‘Answer to Job’, p. 16.]  [32:  Jung, Shamdasani and Hull, ‘Answer to Job’, p. 22.] 

At one moment Yahweh behaves as irrationally as a cataclysm; the next moment he wants to be loved, honoured, worshipped, and praised as just. He reacts irritably to every word that has the faintest suggestion of criticism, while he himself does not care a straw for his own moral code if his actions happen to run counter to its statues.[footnoteRef:33] [33:  Jung, Shamdasani and Hull, ‘Answer to Job’, pp. 22-23.] 

Like Job, Jung is ‘certain . . . of the evil in Yahweh’, a demiurge ‘who does not care a rap for any moral opinion and does not recognise any form of ethics as binding’.[footnoteRef:34] Jung’s characterisation of the Old Testament God is notable and reminiscent of Gnostic thought—the concept of the demiurge does not exist in orthodox Christianity. However, Jung’s treatment of Yahweh is purely that of a psychiatrist; Answer to Job is a case study of a damaged psyche.  [34:  Jung, Shamdasani and Hull, ‘Answer to Job’, p. 7.] 

Another of Jung’s works which is often accused of having Gnostic overtones is ‘Scrutinies’, written in 1916, first published separately as ‘Septem Sermones ad Mortuos’ in 1961, and added as a third and final section of The Red Book at the time of its publication by its editor Sonu Shamdasani.[footnoteRef:35] This is a work Jung had argued with Martin Buber about, dismissing it as a poem wherein he ‘expressed a number of psychological aperçus in “Gnostic” style, because I was then studying the Gnostics with enthusiasm’.[footnoteRef:36] He characterises the work as ‘a ‘sin of my youth’’ and insists it is ‘not to be taken seriously’.[footnoteRef:37]  [35:  Sonu Shamdasani, ‘Liber Novus: The “Red Book” of C. G. Jung’, The Red Book = Liber Novus: A Reader's Edition, (New York: W.W. Norton, 2009) 193-226,  (p. 120) <https://librarysearch.uwtsd.ac.uk/permalink/44WHELF_UWTSD/11c0l68/alma99100407099402421> [accessed 11 November 2021].
Murray Stein, 'Jung, C. G., the Red Book: Liber Novus Edited by Sonu Shamdasani', Journal of Analytical Psychology, 55 (2010), 423-434 (p. 426) <DOI: 10.1111/j.1468-5922.2010.01853.x>.]  [36:  Jung, ‘Reply to Martin Buber’, pp. 663-664.]  [37:  Jung, ‘Reply to Martin Buber’, p. 663.] 

The work was inspired just prior to World War I by a series of visions / hallucinations of the dead which tormented Jung. Initially fearing madness, he came to realise that these ‘ghosts’ were actually emanations from the collective unconscious—perceptible products of the growing anxiety of pre-war Europe.[footnoteRef:38]  [38:  Shamdasani, ‘Liber Novus’, p. 205.] 

In order to understand these visions, Jung wrote ‘Septem Sermones’, which Shamdasani characterises as a ‘psychological cosmology cast in the form of a gnostic creation myth’.[footnoteRef:39] As in Jung’s visions, the dead appear, saying they had travelled to Jerusalem but did not find what they were seeing there.[footnoteRef:40] Jung’s narrator is Basilides, a Gnostic teacher who engages in dialogue with the winged Philemon, one of the important characters of Jung’s subconscious appearing throughout The Red Book.[footnoteRef:41] Jung characterises Philemon as ‘a pagan [who] brought with him an Egyptologist-Hellenic atmosphere with a Gnostic coloration . . . It was he who taught my psychic objectivity, the reality of the psyche’.[footnoteRef:42] As his subconscious guide, Philemon ‘represented superior insight’.[footnoteRef:43]  [39:  Shamdasani, ‘Liber Novus’, p. 45.]  [40:  Shamdasani, ‘Liber Novus’, p. 122.]  [41:  Stein, ‘The Red Book’, p. 439. ]  [42:  Jung, C. G. (and others), Memories, Dreams, Reflections: An Autobiography (London: William Collins, 2019) p. 207 <https://www-vlebooks-com.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/Vleweb/Product/Index/1304591?page=0> [accessed 20 November 2021].]  [43:  Jung, Memories, p. 164.] 

‘Scrutinies’ begins with a solitary Basilides wrestling with his own ‘I’, struggling to tamp down his Id in hopes of finding greater meaning: ‘I resist, I cannot accept this hollow nothing that I am. What am I? What is my I? . . . You are not my soul, you are my bare, empty nothing’.[footnoteRef:44] This monologue serves to illustrate Basilides’ fragmented psychology which is a stand-in for Jung’s own issues, setting up the work as an exploration of the human psyche, not the eternal soul.  [44:  Jung, The Red Book, p. 507. ] 

Using Basilides as a case study, the seven sermons dip in and out of Gnosticism to discuss the notion of psychic integration. They begin in Sermon One with the arrival of Philemon and an audience of the dead who discuss the pleroma, a spiritual realm transcending consciousness which was central to Valentinian Gnosticism.[footnoteRef:45] Jung states that we cannot inhabit the pleroma because ‘our essence is confined within time and space’, illustrating both Gnostic ideology of the Divine and Jung’s own opposing interest in the material reality of human personality.[footnoteRef:46] Sermon Two discusses the nature of God, who, residing in the pleroma, is separate from creation in the Gnostic sense. For Jung, this dichotomy of pleroma vs. creation represents disunity of the sort he portrays in Basilides, and the disorder he attempts to resolve with Individuation.  [45:  Jung, The Red Book, p. 347. ]  [46:  Jung, Storr and Beebe, 'Introduction', p. 24.] 

Sermons Three and Four introduce the demiurge Abraxas, the Lord of the Toads, the union of God and Satan described as ‘the mightiest created being and in him creation is afraid of itself’.[footnoteRef:47] As the full synthesis of good and evil in a single psyche, Abraxas represents the power which comes from integrating all aspects of one’s being into a single whole, and the solution to the issues of disunity raised in Sermon Two. Jung has repurposed the notion of the Gnostic demiurge to illustrate his idea of psychic Individuation, which is distinct from the spiritual unification the Gnostics sought with the Divine. [47:  Jung, The Red Book, p. 350. ] 

However evocative of Gnosticism, ‘Scrutinies’ was not designed as, nor does it serve as, a mystical text for Gnostic enlightenment; instead it is an exercise to explore and understand Jung’s disturbing mental crisis of 1916. Its purpose was to heal personal psychological wounds, an aim diametrically opposed to the goals of the Gnostics, who dismissed material personality in their quest for spiritual transcendence.
Conclusion
Jung and the Gnostics share a process. Both concentrate their gaze inwards to the products of the subconscious in hopes of finding answers, but the questions they ask are different. Whereas Gnosticism is an active process of self-reflection designed to help believers rise above their empirical identities in order to embrace the eternal Divine within, Jungian Individuation is disinterested in spirituality, striving instead for a synthesis of personality—the ‘perfect wholeness of psychic integration’.[footnoteRef:48] Despite recognisable Gnostic overtones in his works such as ‘Answer to Job’ and ‘Scrutinies’, Jung refuses the label. Each of these works acts instead as a case study of a fractured psyche which he explores using Gnostic imagery. His ultimate desire is the healing through Individuation, an ambition that stands opposed to the goals of the divine-centred Gnostics. [48:  Pennachio, ‘Gnostic Inner Illumination’, p. 238.] 
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