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An examination of the theories of C.G. Jung : Does the work of C.G. Jung contain Gnostic overtones?

INTRODUCTION
By the dawn of the Christian era, there was a group of individuals who sought salvation through the search for knowledge and not through faith in dogmas crystallized by orthodox religions. The Gnostic focused their religious practice in reaching this different kind of knowledge, coming from insight instead of rational thinking.
Several centuries later, the psychologist Carl G Jung seeking to understand the human quest for wholeness, seems to have revisited the gnostic mythologems, adapting the contents to the twentieth-century psychological world view. The present essay develops a summarized review of both perspectives, analyzing the presence of gnostic influences in the work of Carl G. Jung.
Since these gnostic references are widely dispersed throughout Jung´s life work, it is a complex task to choose only a few of them. So, his own biography[footnoteRef:1] will be of use, as well as some sections of his collected works[footnoteRef:2]. As for primary Gnostic references, the texts On the origin of the world [footnoteRef:3] and The Exegesis of the Soul [footnoteRef:4] will be chosen as guiding lines.  [1:  Carl Gustav Jung, Memories, Dreams, Reflections, recorded and edited by Aniela Jaffé, translated from the German by Richard and Clara Winston. (London: Collins, 1967).]  [2:  Carl G. Jung, Gerhard Adler, Michael Fordham, R. F.C. Hull, and Herbert Read, Collected Works of C.G. Jung. (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2014).]  [3:  On the Origin of the World, translated by Hans-Gebhard Bethge and Bentley Layton, The Nag Hammadi Library (The Gnostic Society Library), http://gnosis.org/naghamm/origin.html]  [4:  The Exegesis of the Soul, translated by Harold W. Attridge and Dieter Mueller, The Nag Hammadi Library (The Gnostic Society Library), 1.15, http://gnosis.org/naghamm/tripart.htm ] 


GNOSTIC COSMOLOGY
Coming from Platonism, Christian, Jewish, pagan and eastern traditions, Gnosticism can be understood as a product of syncretism and a result ´of religious movements, including Hermeticism, which developed between 100BCE and 100CE. ´, says Campion.[footnoteRef:5]  Rudolph offers another useful overview  [5:  Nicholas Campion, The Dawn of Astrology: A Cultural History of Western Astrology. Vol. 1, the ancient and classical worlds. (London: Continuum, 2008) pp. 274.] 

Dualistic religion, consisting of various schools and movements, which took up a definitely negative attitude towards the world and society of the time, and proclaimed the deliverance ("redemption") of man precisely from the constraints of earthly existence through "insight" into his essential relationship, whether as “soul” or “spirit”, - a relationship temporarily obscured - with a supramundane realm of freedom and rest.[footnoteRef:6] [6:  Kurt Rudolph & Robert McLachlan Wilson, Gnosis: The Nature and History of an ancient religion. (Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1983) pp. 02.] 

In addition, Gilhus[footnoteRef:7] explains that ´the central concern of gnostic religion is the fallen soul of man, which must be restored to its original dwelling place, that is, the pneumatic (spiritual) world above´. The gnostic cosmology categorizes the manifested world as impure, an imperfect creation of a minor god, or Demiurge. This god would have usurped the power of authentic divinity and thus kept human life under a cloak of illusion. As quoted by Jonas, ´they (the Gnostics) maintain a radical dualism of realms of being—God and the world, spirit and matter, soul and body, light and darkness, good and evil, life and death´[footnoteRef:8], all of this being separated by ignorance. In this sense, although embedded in Platonic principles, the Gnostic perspective of the world is not pleasant. The material realm imprisons humanity from where the soul´s natural condition must be restored and reconducted to its previous otherworldly state of being. The Exegesis on the Soul says [7:  Ingvild Sælid Gilhus, ´Gnosticism: A Study in Liminal Symbolism´ Numen, vol. 31, no. 1. (Brill, 1984). pp.109.]  [8:  Jonas, The Gnostic Religion, loc 1077.] 

‘Now it is fitting that the soul regenerates herself and becomes again as she formerly was. And she received the divine nature from the father for her rejuvenation, so that she might be restored to the place where originally, she had been. This is the resurrection that is from the dead. This is the ransom from captivity. This is the upward journey of ascent to heaven. This is the way of ascent to the father.’[footnoteRef:9]  [9:  The Exegesis on the Soul, translated by William C. Robinson Jr (The Gnostic Society Library), http://gnosis.org/nagham/exe.htmal).] 

Receiving ´the divine nature´[footnoteRef:10] so the soul of man can be restored is a formula intrinsically connected to the meaning of the word gnosis. The Greek word, according to Bultman, is first met ´in Plutarch, who in his De Iside et Osiride 1 and 2[footnoteRef:11] reproduces an Alexandrine tradition, which speaks of gnosis as the highest potentiality of life; [footnoteRef:12]. In the Hellenistic world, the word came to be used with different shades of meaning but, in the religious context ´to know means to recognize one´s true nature´[footnoteRef:13] as a means for the soul to be reborn. According to Jonas, ´in the gnostic context, knowledge has an emphatically religious or supranatural meaning and refers to objects which we nowadays should call those of faith rather than of reason´[footnoteRef:14].  [10:  The Exegesis on the Soul, (The Gnostic Society Library).]  [11:  In this sentence, Bultman refers to R. E. Witt, ‘Plutarch’s De Iside Et Osiride - J. Gwyn Griffiths: Plutarch’s De Iside et 0stride. Edited with introduction, translation, and commentary. pp. Xviii+648. (Cardiff, University of Wales Press, 1970). The Classical Review, (1972).]  [12:  Rudolf Bultman, ´GNOSIS´, The Journal of Theological Studies, vol. 3, no. 1. (Oxford University Press, 1952). pp. 10. ]  [13:  Giovanni Filoramo, A History of Gnosticism (Oxford: Blackwell, 1990) pp.41.]  [14:  Hans Jonas, The Gnostic Religion: the message of the alien God and the beginnings of Christianity. (Boston: Beacon Press, 1963). pp.34.] 

So, knowledge, from a gnostic point of view, is not a rational impulse seeking excellence in objective or mathematical thinking, but instead the product of sensitive-religious insight which ultimately frees man from earthly suffering. Still, explains Jonas that for the Gnostics ‘knowledge is not just theoretical information but is itself, as a modification of the human condition, charged with performing a function in the bringing about of salvation.’[footnoteRef:15]  [15:  Jonas, The Gnostic Religion, loc 1077.] 

The Gnostics conceived a tripartite cosmos, a sort of organized map through which man must cross over in order to reach his Divine essence. That includes the pneumatic sphere from above, the material world of men and a space between, that is ´an intermediate realm of the Archons, the rulers of the seven spheres of the planets´.[footnoteRef:16] Beyond these seven spheres lies the place of the fixed stars. Furthermore, above that, lies the ninth sphere where Sophia – the creator goddess has her dwelling place. A journey through this mythic space is necessary at both the ascent (salvation) and the descent (birth) of the soul.  In On The Origin of the World, the gnostic creation myth is reenacted. [16:  Gilhus, Gnosticism: A Study in Liminal Symbolism, pp.109.] 


These are the seven forces of the seven heavens of chaos. And they were born androgynous, consistent with the immortal pattern that existed before them, according to the wish of Pistis: so that the likeness of what had existed since the beginning might reign to the end.[footnoteRef:17] [17:  On the Origin of the World, (The Gnostic Society Library).] 

Although Gnostic cosmology organizes the human experience on earth as a minor condition, it provides a method so the soul can become whole again. Gnostic myths present a scheme of the cosmos where human dual personality traits are presented into spatial areas through where a journey towards the centre of life becomes possible. In other words, gnostic methods imply the crossing over this threshold area - all that is between body and soul - so one can solve duality in order to become one with God. 

JUNG AND GNOSIS
Centuries after the appearance of Gnostic sects, the psychologist Carl Gustav Jung was born in Kesswil, Switzerland, in 1875, the son of Émilie Preiswerk and Paul Jung. His father was a Protestant pastor, as were many of his uncles. The young boy, thus, grew up in a deeply religious environment, which made an intense impression on his childhood.
When Carl was three years old, his mother, Émilie, was taken ill, and he had to live for several months with an aunt. McLynn[footnoteRef:18] provides a piece of information that does not appear in the other biographies. According to him, Émilie went to a ´clinic for the mentally ill´. Even if Jung does not mention this fact in his autobiography, his statements about his mother's personality traits suggest something similar: ´By day she was a loving mother, but at night she seemed uncanny. Then she was like one of those seers who is at the same time a strange animal, like a priestess in a bear’s cave. ´[footnoteRef:19] [18:  Frank McLynn, Carl Gustav Jung (London: Bantam Press, 1996). pp. 27-30.]  [19:  Carl Gustav Jung, Memories, Dreams, Reflections, pp. 66-67.] 

The nocturnal side of the mother caused the boy great dread and uneasiness. Neverthless, at the same time, he saw in her a pearl of mysterious, esoteric wisdom. The two faces of the mother corresponded with the two personalities that Jung attributed to himself and which he named as personality number one and number two:
At such moments she was the embodiment of what I call the ´natural mind´. I too have this archaic nature, and in me it is linked with the gift – not always pleasant – of seeing things and people as they are.[footnoteRef:20] [20:  Carl Gustav Jung, Memories, Dreams, Reflections, pp. 66-67.] 

Just as Jung noted opposite personality traits in himself in his mother, he seems to have realized that the human mind (personality) is constantly susceptible to duality. Even God, when observed through these lenses, can appear as if a product of a dual reality. He questions 
In fact, if God is the highest good, why is the world, His creation, so imperfect, so corrupt, so pitiable? Obviously it has been infected and thrown into confusion by the devil, I thought. But the devil, too, was a creature of God.´[footnoteRef:21] [21:  Carl Gustav Jung, Memories, Dreams, Reflections, pp. 59.] 

In 1900, at the age of 25, he became assistant to Dr Bleuler in the psychiatric clinic of Burghölzi and two years later defended his doctoral thesis. After his marriage in 1903 to E. Rauschenbach, he was appointed Privatdozent and, in collaboration with Bleuler, carried out experiments with the word association test, from which he elaborated his theory of complexes. As early as 1900, the root of his reading of Freud's Interpretation of Dreams[footnoteRef:22], he began to take an interest in psychoanalysis. Both met in 1907, during a trip by Jung to Vienna. There was a mutual fascination and an intense exchange that developed until 1912. [22:  Sigmund Freud, Angela Richards and James Strachey, The Interpretation of Dreams (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1991).] 

Despite this close relationship, a series of theoretical discrepancies led to their break-up. One of the reasons was Jung's understanding of the libido. Clearly, for him, the libido responded to the creative impulse (the energy of life), which, in other words, transcends individual sexual instincts, as Freud claimed. Jung also insisted on the existence of another kind of organizing force, beyond the individual perspective, which contains imprinted symbols common to all human beings. The collective unconscious or ´supra-individual soul´[footnoteRef:23] was the name given to this repository; thus, according to him  [23:  Sonu Samdasani, Jung and the Making of Modern Psychology: The Dream of a Science (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, 2003) pp. 239.] 

Our mind has its history just as our body has its history . . . Our unconscious mind, like our body, is a storehouse of relics and memories of the past . . . it carries with it the traces of that history, exactly like the body, and if you grope down into the basic structure of the mind you naturally find traces of the archaic mind.[footnoteRef:24] (CW 18, § 84) [24:  Gilhus, Gnosticism: A Study in Liminal Symbolism, pp.109.] 

In exploring beneath this layer, Jung came across not only another kind of knowledge (not based in rationality) but also with ´human striving for wholeness´[footnoteRef:25]. This impulse was observed to be often symbolized by God or the Divine. He affirmed that ´ the imago Dei is imprinted on the human soul´ and has the capacity to dissolve worldly dualities so man can get in contact with totality. He adds [25:  John Pennachio, ´Gnostic Inner Illumination and Carl Jung’s Individuation´ Journal of Religion and Health, vol. 31, no. 3. (Springer, 1992) pp. 244.] 

Empirically it can be established, with a sufficient degree of probability, that there is in the unconscious an archetype of wholeness which manifests itself spontaneously in dreams, etc., and a tendency, independent of the conscious will, to relate other archetypes to this centre. Consequently, it does not seem improbable that the archetype produces a symbolism which has always characterized and expressed the Deity.[footnoteRef:26] [26:  Carl Gustav Jung, Psychology and Religion (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1992) pp. 468.] 

Although beyond the scope of this paper, Jung seems to have understood the importance of Gnosis like it is also found in many oriental religious strands ´as a mystical mode of knowledge which could realize itself only by means of a process of dissolving all awareness of the world.´[footnoteRef:27] Indeed, according to Shamdasani, Jung found ´mythological parallels, such as to the wheel of Ixion, the gnostic text Poimandres, the crater of Zosimos and the Rig Veda.´[footnoteRef:28] They all point to this other kind of knowledge - not of a rational kind – essential to move man closer to unity and transformation.  [27:  Thomas J. J. Altizer, ´Science And Gnosis In Jung’s Psychology´, The Centennial Review Of Arts & Science, Vol. 3, No. 3. (Michigan State University Press, 1959). pp. 305.]  [28:  Sonu Samdasani,  Jung and the Making of Modern Psychology: The Dream of a Science (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, 2003) pp. 312.] 

Jung´s conclusions raise an important parallel between Gnosticism and analytical psychology. ´It is clear that Jung believes self-knowledge is synonymous with the centre and transcends the boundaries of the physical world. This is also the basis for the ancient religious philosophy of Gnosticism´[footnoteRef:29], says Pennachio. Jung and Gnosticism seem to agree with some kind of inner impulse towards self-knowledge and, thus, unity. This force would enable man to reach beyond his earthly dual mental state. Pennachio adds that ´each holds that ultimate knowing or truth emerges only as a consequence of the inward path. They maintain similar positions regarding selfhood, the attainment of which is divine´[footnoteRef:30].   [29:  Pennachio, ´Gnostic Inner Illumination and Carl Jung’s Individuation´, pp. 238.]  [30:  Pennachio, ´Gnostic Inner Illumination and Carl Jung’s Individuation´, pp. 238.] 


CONCLUSION
Gilhus briefly summarizes Gnosticisms as ´a religion where man faces an existential dilemma: how shall man overcome the tension between his spiritual self and his material self?´[footnoteRef:31] Indeed, in the first part of this paper the search for an inner experience of God is highlighted as one of the main goals of Gnosticism. Through attaining supranatural divine insight, man can be freed from the burden of earthly duality. Gnostic cosmological myths do not propose an easy perspective of worldly life, but, on the other hand, suggest a straightforward method towards the liberation of the spirit.  [31:  Gilhus, Gnosticism: A Study in Liminal Symbolism, pp.124.] 


The journey between bodily life and returning to the Divine is quite demanding. In the sky, through the seven planetary spheres, man should face the Archons, creatures born from Yaldabaoth, a disrupted Demiurge. They are presented as the burdens of personality - evil characteristics from the ego - that have to be fought and crossed over. Centuries later, the psychologist Carl G. Jung, researching this area between bodily instincts and the experience of a spiritual soul, perceived in Gnostic myths as a primitive draft of the psyche. Filoramo says that ´Jung's reflections had long been immersed in the thought of the ancient Gnostics to such an extent that he considered them the virtual discoverers of depth psychology´.[footnoteRef:32] [32:  Filoramo, A History of Gnosticism, pp.15] 


Searching to understand how the libido works, Jung came across not only with the idea of a collective unconscious, but with the concept of an archetype of totality. In contrast to Freud who perceived sexual duality as the libido, Jung insisted that life force could not be restricted to sexual tension since another kind of impulse intends to reunite opposites. Samdasani adds that ´he held that the solution to the problem of opposites could not be solved through pragmatism, but only through a positive act of creation which assimilated the opposites´[footnoteRef:33].  [33:  Samdasani, Jung and the Making of Modern Psychology, pp. 77.] 


In other words, both Jung and the ancient Gnostic tradition proclaim an inner development based on self-knowledge and the reunion of opposites. Both perceive an impulse towards God or the centre of the psyche in Jungian terms. Pennachio observes that ´the goals of both Gnosticism and individuation are similar in that they highlight the importance of the center, or self. This is the link with ultimate reality.[footnoteRef:34]´ Jung adds [34:  Pennachio, ´Gnostic Inner Illumination and Carl Jung’s Individuation´, pp. 238.] 

The unavoidable internal contradictions in the image of a Creator-god can be reconciled in the unity and wholeness of the self as the coniunctio oppositorum of the alchemists or as a unio mystica. In the experience of the Self it is no longer the opposites "God" and "man" that are reconciled, as it was before, but rather the opposites within the God-image itself.[footnoteRef:35]  (338 MDR) [35:  Carl Gustav Jung, Memories, Dreams, Reflections, pp. 338.] 
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