
Archetypes & Complexes

Archetypes and the Collective Unconscious
Jung dreamt that he was on the top floor of an old house, well furnished and with fine 
paintings on the walls. He marvelled that this should be his house and thought ‘Not bad!’ 
But then it occurred to him that he had no idea what the lower floor was like, so he went 
down to see. There everything was much older. The furnishings were medieval and 
everything was rather dark. He thought, ‘Now I really must explore the whole house.’ He 
looked closely at the floor. It was made of stone slabs, and in one of these he discovered a 
ring. When he pulled it, the slab lifted, and he saw narrow stone steps leading down into 
the depths. He went down and entered a low cave cut out of the rock. Bones and broken 
pottery were scattered about in the dust, the remains of a primitive culture, and he found 
two human skulls, obviously very old and half-disintegrated. Then he awoke. 

To Jung, the house was an image of the psyche. The room on the upper floor represented 
his conscious personality. The ground floor stood for the first level of the unconscious, 
which he was to call the personal unconscious, while in the deepest level of all he 
reached the collective unconscious. There he discovered the world of the primitive man 
within himself. To him, the skulls belonged to our human ancestors, who helped shape 
the common psychic heritage of us all. 

Jung’s hypothesis of a collective unconscious proved to be his most important single 
contribution to psychology. What Jung was proposing was no less than a fundamental 
concept on which the whole science of psychology could be built. Potentially, it is of 
comparable importance to quantum theory in physics. Just as the physicist investigates 
particles and waves, and the biologist studies genes, so Jung held it to be the business of 
the psychologist to investigate the collective unconscious and the functional units of 
which it is composed – the archetypes, as he eventually called them. Archetypes are 
‘identical psychic structures common to all’ (CW5, para. 224), which together constitute 
‘the archaic heritage of humanity’ (CW5, para. 259). 

Essentially, he conceived them to be innate neuropsychic centres possessing the capacity 
to initiate, control, and mediate the common behavioural characteristics and typical 
experiences of all human beings. Thus, on appropriate occasions, archetypes give rise to 
similar thoughts, images, mythologems, feelings, and ideas in people, irrespective of their 
class, creed, race, geographical location, or historical epoch. An individual’s entire 
archetypal endowment makes up the collective unconscious, whose authority and power 
is vested in a central nucleus, responsible for integrating the whole personality, which 
Jung termed the Self. 
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A diagrammatic representation of Jung’s model of the psyche will help to make this clear. 
The model should be visualized as a globe or a sphere, like a three-layered onion. 

Schematic Diagram of Jung’s Model of the Psyche

At the centre, and permeating the entire system with its influence, is the Self. Within the 
inner of the three concentric circles is the collective unconscious, composed of 
archetypes. The outer circle represents consciousness, with its focal ego orbiting the 
system rather like a planet orbiting the sun, or the moon orbiting the earth. Intermediate 
between the conscious and the collective unconscious is the personal unconscious, made 
up of complexes, each of which is linked to an archetype, for complexes are 
personifications of archetypes; they are the means through which archetypes manifest 
themselves in the personal psyche. They are common to all humanity, yet nevertheless 
manifest themselves in every human being in a way peculiar to him or to her. Archetypes 
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actively seek their actualization in the personality and the behaviour of the individual as 
the life cycle unfolds in the context of the environment. 

The Actualization of Archetypes 
The most important archetype to be actualized in the personal psyche of a child is the 
mother archetype. Actualization (Jung also speaks of ‘evocation’ and ‘constellation’) of 
an archetype seems to proceed in accordance with the laws of association worked out by 
psychologists at the end of the nineteenth century. Two of these laws are particularly 
relevant: they are the law of similarity and the law of contiguity. Thus, the mother 
archetype is actualized in the child’s psyche through being in direct contact with a female 
caretaker whose behaviour and personal characteristics are sufficiently similar to the 
built-in structure of the maternal archetype for the child to perceive her and experience 
her as ‘mother’. Then, as the attachment relationship develops, the archetype becomes 
active in the personal psyche of the child in the form of the mother complex. At the same 
time, through similarity and direct contact, the infant activates the child archetype in the 
mother. Each partner of this dyad creates the perceptual field responsible for evoking the 
archetype in the other. 

Throughout Jung’s lifetime, most psychologists maintained that children were passive 
recipients of maternal care and that they became attached to their mothers because they 
were fed by them (the so-called ‘cupboard love’ theory). Jung maintained, on the 
contrary, that children actively participated in the formation of all their relationships with 
the world, insisting that it was ‘a mistake to suppose that the psyche of the newborn child 
is a tabula rasa in the sense that there is absolutely nothing in it’ (CW9i, para. 136). We 
bring with us an innate psychic structure enabling us to have the experiences typical of 
our kind.

Thus the whole nature of man presupposes woman, both physically and 
spiritually. His system is tuned into woman from the start, just as it is 
prepared for a quite definite world where there is water, light, air, salt, 
carbohydrate, etc. The form of the world into which he is born is already 
inborn in him as a virtual image. Likewise parents, wife, children, birth, 
and death are inborn in him as virtual images, as psychic aptitudes. These 
built-in categories have by nature a collective character; they are images of 
parents, wife, and children in general, and are not individual predestina-
tions. We must therefore think of these images as lacking in solid content, 
hence as unconscious. They only acquire solidity, influence, and eventual 
consciousness in the encounter with empirical facts, which touch the 
unconscious aptitude and quicken it to life. They are, in a sense, the 
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deposits of all our ancestral experiences, but they are not the experiences 
themselves (CW7, para. 300).

All those factors, therefore, that were essential to our near and remote 
ancestors will also be essential to us, for they are embedded in the inherited 
organic system (CW8, para. 717).

Very similar ideas to Jung’s have become current in the last forty years in the relatively 
new science of ethology (that branch of behavioural biology which studies animals in 
their natural habitats). Every animal species possesses a repertoire of behaviours. This 
behavioural repertoire is dependent on structures which evolution has built into the 
central nervous system of the species. Ethologists call these structures innate releasing 
mechanisms, or IRMs. Each IRM is primed to become active when an appropriate 
stimulus – called a sign stimulus – is encountered in the environment. When such a 
stimulus appears, the innate mechanism is released, and the animal responds with a 
characteristic pattern of behaviour which is adapted, through evolution, to the situation. 
Thus, a mallard duck becomes amorous at the sight of the handsome green head of a 
mallard drake, the green head being the sign stimulus which releases in the duck’s central 
nervous system the innate mechanism responsible for the characteristic patterns of 
behaviour associated with courtship in the duck. 

This is very much how Jung conceived of archetypes operating in human beings, and he 
was aware of the comparison. An archetype, he said, is not ‘an inherited idea’ but rather 
‘an inherited mode of functioning, corresponding to the inborn way in which the chick 
emerges from the egg, the bird builds its nest, a certain kind of wasp stings the motor 
ganglion of the caterpillar, and eels find their way to the Bermudas. In other words, it is a 
‘pattern of behaviour’ (CW18, para. 1228). 

Lifted from Jung: A Very Short Introduction by Anthony Stevens, pp. 46-52

Complexes
Having obtained his medical degree with distinction at the end of 1900, Jung had the 
good fortune to be taken on to the staff of the Burghölzli Psychiatric Hospital in Zürich as 
an assistant to Eugen Bleuler (1857–1939), one of the outstanding psychiatrists of his 
time. Jung regarded the years he spent at the Burgholzli as an invaluable apprenticeship. 
Bleuler was quick to recognize Jung’s brilliance and did much to advance his career, 
promoting him to be his deputy, making him head of the outpatient department, and 
arranging his appointment as lecturer in psychiatry and psychotherapy at Zürich 
University. More important still, Bleuler set him to work on Galton’s word-association 
test. This research was to earn Jung considerable fame in the world of psychology.
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Word Association Experiment
The word-association experiment is a simple procedure. The experimenter reads out to 
the subject a series of words from a carefully prepared list, pausing after each word to 
allow the subject to respond with the first word that comes to mind. The response word is 
recorded together with the time, in seconds, taken to elicit the response. When all the 
words have been presented, the procedure is repeated, the subject being asked to respond 
with the same words as on the previous occasion. A prolonged reaction time, or failure to 
repeat the answer given the first time around, occurred when a stimulus word was 
associated in the subject’s mind with some disagreeable or disturbing idea. When all 
words resulting in delayed responses or incorrect answer were gathered together, it was 
sometimes possible to detect in them a cluster of related ideas. [Lifted from “Jung: A Very 
Short Introduction by Anthony Stevens,” pp. 16-17] 

Furthermore, the results of this experiment provide a “map” of the patient’s personal 
complexes. This can be valuable both for self-understanding and in recognizing 
disruptive factors that bedevil the person’s relationships.

Definition of a Complex
These findings about disturbances in producing an answer to the stimulus word led to the 
definition of a complex as an emotionally charged group of ideas or experiences. A 
complex ‘is the image of a certain psychic situation which is strongly accentuated 
emotionally and is, moreover, incompatible with the habitual attitude of 
consciousness’ (CW8, para. 201).  

Formally, complexes are “feeling-toned ideas” that over the years accumulate around 
certain archetypes, for instance "mother" and "father." When complexes are constellated, 
they are invariably accompanied by affect. They are always relatively autonomous. 

Complexes interfere with the intentions of the will and disturb the 
conscious performance; they produce disturbances of memory and 
blockages in the flow of associations; they appear and disappear according 
to their own laws; they can temporarily obsess consciousness, or influence 
speech and action in an unconscious way. In a word, complexes behave like 
independent beings (CW8, para. 253).

Complexes are in fact "splinter psyches." They frequently originate from a so called 
trauma, an emotional shock or some such thing, that splits off a bit of the psyche. 
Certainly one of the most common causes is a moral conflict resulting from ‘the apparent 
impossibility of affirming the whole of one's nature’ (CW8, para. 204). 
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‘Everyone knows nowadays that people have complexes. What is not so well known, 
though far more important theoretically, is that complexes can have us’ (CW8, para. 200).  
Jung stressed that complexes in themselves are not negative; only their effects often are.

In the same way that atoms and molecules are the invisible components of physical 
objects, complexes are the building blocks of the psyche and the source of all human 
emotions. ‘Complexes are focal or nodal points of psychic life which we would not wish 
to do without; indeed, they should not be missing, for otherwise psychic activity would 
come to a fatal standstill’ (CW 6, para. 925). 

Lifted from Jung Lexicon by Daryl Sharp, pp. 37-39

Peggy Voth
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