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Jung
and the
Postmodern

Condition  Edward S. Casey

Jung and the postmodern condition? This seems at first glance a most
unlikely and unpromising topic—especially if one focuses, as I propose
to do, on his conception of images. For when it comes to his treatment
of images, Jung appears to be altogether premodern. This is above all
cvident in his frequent recourse to medieval and Greek terminology.
In several places, he speaks of image or fantasy as esse in anima or being-
in-the-soul. In a letter of January 1929, he writes: “I am indeed con-
vinced that creative imagination is the only primordial phenomenon
accessible to us, the real Ground of the psyche, the only immediate
teality. Therefore I speak of esse in anima, the only form of being we
can experience directly.™

When Jung says in Psychological Types that “between intellectus and
res there is still anima, and this esse in anima makes the whole ontolog-
ical argument superfluous” (CIW 6: par. 66, p. 45), he invokes not only
medieval nomenclature but a privileged form of medicval reasoning as
well: as in the case of God, the existence of the soul (and thus of the
images that proceed from soul) is contained in its very essence, its be-
ing. As if to clinch this point by a still further reversion, this time to
the pre-premodern Greek world, Jung asserts in a letter of December
1949, that “I firmly believe . . . that psyche is an ousia [substance, cs-
sence].”* Since it is a root premise of Jung's that “psyche is image” (CW
13: par. 75, p. s0)—soul is not only expressed in images but exists in
them—it follows ineluctably that images arc also substances: psychic
substances, possessing a “psychic reality” whose recognition, adds
Jung, is “the most important achievement of modern psychology™
(CW 8: par. 683, p. 354). From this last statement it would seem that
“modern psychology” is limited to rediscovering what the Greek and
medieval thinkers already knew and had better described.

There arc other ways as well in which Jung presents himself as pre-
modern—quite apart from his constant recourse to the “archaic” factor
in human beings, their phylogenetic heritage. His railing against lan-
guage, for example, would seem to dissociate him from the extreme
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equate approach to images—which provide the primary content of
“psychic cxpcricncc"—-will be phenomenology, which is designed
precisely to describe “immediate experience” in detail. Indeed, Jung
goes so far as to say that, strictly speaking, there can be “only phenom-
enology” in psychology today (CIW 18: par. 1738, p. 774). This is to
say that there can be only a phenomenology of images in a genuincly
psychological investigation. And this is just what we should expect to
be the case if psyche is in fact image.

Why then, you will ask, does Jung persist in employing the heavily
metaphysical language of “ousia” and “esse in anima’ in designating im-
ages if he is so much in step with phenomenological thinkers of this
century? Is he being deliberately perverse? I do not think so. Like Hei-
degger (who continued to use such terms as “Being” and “essence’),
Jung is making an adroit maneuver that, in focusing our attention on
conspicuously premodern language, forces us to draw a crucial dis-
tinction between modern and postmodern conceptions of the image.
In the explicitly modern, post-Cartesian view, the image is a merc
“copy of an impression,” as Hume put it, or in Jung’s own phrase, “the
psychic reflection of an external object” (CW 6: par. 743, p- 442). It is
just this reductive approach that prevailed in Western philosophy and
psychology from the seventeenth until the late nineteenth centuries—
and that cannot possibly do justice to Jung’s axiom that “the psyche
consists essentially of images™ (CW 8: par. 618, p. 325). Not only does
the modernist conception make the image utterly subordinate to that
of which it is an image—whether a sensory impression or an external
object that gives rise to this impression—but it also converts the truly
psychic image into a sign instead of acknowledging its symbolic status.
To return to a premodern conception of images as essences, beings, or
substances is thus to be reminded of the autonomy of the psyche that
such images display in their symbolic power—just as this same auton-

omy is underlined in Jung’s apparently cqually regressive attempt to
link image and instinct. Both moves, onc expressly philosophical and
the other inherently biological, serve the same basic purposc of con-
testing the modernist interpretation of images as bare copies or signs
of that which they represent in and to the mind—a mind that is with-
out soul, since it has become the mere container of icons deriving from
external sense experience.

But if we are to grasp Jung’s final dismissal of
manner, what of postmodernism? It is one thing to suggest that earlier,

thought is more appreciative of the den-
as I have called

modernism in this

premodern (as well as archaic)
sity and richness of imagistic life—its “polyformity”
it—but it is another matter to bring this appreciation into line with
contemporary, postmodern thinking. We have already discovered one
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ing on this mattc
thinking his own
(la masse parlante)
tial form. Language s no morc
parole) than primordial images are

Jl’!!‘\’ BTILE BIsL & wmmroso o
1e very years in which Jung was first

way to analytical psychology, the “speaking mass”
is determinative for language (la langue) in its essen-=
a4 matter of an individual speech act (la
affairs of the isolated ego. Each pro-
impersonal: “col-

r, formulated in tl

the psyche that is profoundly
lective” in Jung’s preferred term, “ipstitutionalized” in Saussurc’s an-
swering notion. In this way, image and word come together in the end
after all—despite Jung’s sometimes heroic efforts to hold them apart.
But they come together at a level of human being that has been given
full recognition only in postmodernist thought. Jung and Saussure are
not alone in their insistence on the collective basis of image and word
that earlier modernists failed to acknowledge. They are joined by
thinkers as diverse as Lévy-Bruhl and Chomsky, both of whom also
Lssert the transpersonal foundation of imagination and language,

whether in the guise of collective representations or universally shared
rules of gcncrativc grammar. What matters, however, is not the his-
tory of the trend, or who in particular belongs to it. What matters is
the vision it cmbodies. This 1s a vision that gives back to images, as it
back to words, a grounding in the spontaneous action of the psy-
nd, in being both at once, transcends
the egological confines—in sign and copy—of the modernist concep-
tion of the human sclf, a conception that renders the self incapable of

the symbolic activity of the psyche in its cosmic and collective dimen-

sions.

ceeds from a level of

gives
che, which is image as it is word, a
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