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Preface

Skepticism is the chastity of the intellect, Santayana declared, and the
metaphor is apt. The mind that seeks the deepest intellectual fulfillment
does not give itself up to every passing idea. Yet what is sometimes
forgotten 1s the larger purpose of such a virtue. For in the end, chastity is
something one preserves not for its own sake, which would be barren, but
rather so that one may be fully ready for the moment of surrender to the
beloved, the suitor whose aim is true. Whether in knowledge or in love, the
capacity to recognize and embrace that moment when it finally arrives,
perhaps in quite unexpected circumstances, is essential to the virtue. Only
with that discernment and inward opening can the full participatory
engagement unfold that brings forth new realities and new knowledge.
Without this capacity, at once active and receptive, the long discipline
would be fruitless. The carefully cultivated skeptical posture would become
finally an empty prison, an armored state of unfulfillment, a permanently
confining end in itself rather than the rigorous means to a sublime result.

It 1s just this tension and interplay—between critical rigor and the
potential discovery of larger truths—that has always informed and
advanced the drama of our intellectual history. Yet in our own time, at the
start of a new millennium, that drama seems to have reached a moment of
climactic urgency. We find ourselves at an extraordinary threshold. One
need not be graced with prophetic insight to recognize that we are living in
one of those rare ages, like the end of classical antiquity or the beginning of
the modern era, that bring forth, through great stress and struggle, a
genuinely fundamental transformation in the underlying assumptions and
principles of the cultural world view. Amidst the multitude of debates and
controversies that fill the intellectual arena, our basic understanding of
reality is in contention: the role of the human being in nature and the
cosmos, the status of human knowledge, the basis of moral values, the
dilemmas of pluralism, relativism, objectivity, the spiritual dimension of
life, the direction and meaning—if any—of history and evolution. The



outcome of this tremendous moment in our civilization’s history is deeply
uncertain. Something is dying, and something is being born. The stakes are
high, for the future of humanity and the future of the Earth.

No recital is necessary here of the many formidable and pressing
problems—global and local, social, political, economic, ecological—facing
the world today. They are visible in every headline in our daily news,
monthly journals, and annual state of the world reports. The great enigma of
our situation is that we have unprecedented resources for dealing with those
problems, yet it is as if some larger or deeper context, some invisible
constraint, were negating our capacity and resolve. What is that larger
context? Something essential seems to be missing in our understanding,
some potent but intangible factor or set of factors. Can we discern the more
fundamental conditions in which our many concrete problems might
ultimately be rooted? What are the most important underlying issues that
confront the human mind and spirit in our era? Focusing particularly on the
“Western” situation, centered in Europe and North America though now
variously and acutely affecting the entire human community, we can
observe three especially fundamental factors:

First, the profound metaphysical disorientation and groundlessness that
pervades contemporary human experience: the widely felt absence of an
adequate, publicly accessible larger order of purpose and significance, a
guiding metanarrative that transcends separate cultures and subcultures, an
encompassing pattern of meaning that could give to collective human
existence a nourishing coherence and intelligibility.

Second, the deep sense of alienation that affects the modern self: here I
refer to not only the personal isolation of the individual in modern mass
society but also the spiritual estrangement of the modern psyche in a
disenchanted universe, as well as, at the species level, the subjective schism
separating the modern human being from the rest of nature and the cosmos.

And third, the critical need, on the part of both individuals and societies,
for a deeper insight into those unconscious forces and tendencies, creative
and destructive, that play such a powerful role in shaping human lives,
history, and the life of the planet.



These conditions, all intricately interconnected and interpenetrating,
surround and permeate our contemporary consciousness like the
atmosphere in which we live and breathe. From a longer historical
perspective, they represent the distillate of many centuries of extraordinary
intellectual and psychological development. The compelling paradox of this
long development is that these problematic conditions seem to have
emerged from, and be subtly interwoven with, the very qualities and
achievements of our civilization that have been most progressive, liberating,
and admired.

It was this complex historical drama that I explored in my first book,
The Passion of the Western Mind, a narrative history of Western thought
that followed the major shifts of our civilization’s world view from the time
of the ancient Greeks and Hebrews to the postmodern era. In that book,
published in 1991, I examined and attempted to understand the great
philosophical, religious, and scientific ideas and movements that, over the
centuries, gradually brought forth the world and world view we inhabit and
strive within today. As with many such works that seem to take hold of their
authors until they are completed, I was moved to write that book for more
reasons than I fully grasped when I began the ten-year task. But my
principal motive from the start was to provide, for both my readers and
myself, a preparatory foundation for the present work. For while The
Passion of the Western Mind examined the history that led to our current
situation, Cosmos and Psyche addresses more precisely the crisis of the
modern self and modern world view, and then introduces a body of
evidence, a method of inquiry, and an emerging cosmological perspective
that I believe could help us creatively engage that crisis, and our history
itself, within a new horizon of possibility. I hope this book will point
towards an enlarged understanding of our evolving universe, and of our
own still-unfolding role within it.

R.T.



Cosmos and Psyche



The Transformation of the Cosmos

In each age of the world distinguished by high activity,
there will be found at its culmination, and among the
agencies leading to that culmination, some profound
cosmological outlook, implicitly accepted, impressing its
own type on the current springs of action.

—Alfred North Whitehead
Adventures of Ideas

Our psyche is set up in accord with the structure of the
universe, and what happens in the macrocosm likewise
happens in the infinitesimal and most subjective reaches
of the psyche.

—C. G. Jung
Memories, Dreams, Reflections



The Birth of the Modern Self

The modern self began to emerge, with astonishing force and speed, just
over five hundred years ago. There is scarcely a major figure or idea in the
preceding cultural and intellectual history of the West that did not
contribute to the formation of the modern self, nor has there been any
aspect of our existence subsequently untouched by its unique character and
potency. One can date the period of its emergence in many ways, but it is
illuminating to see that historical epoch as framed by two definitive,
symbolically resonant events, Pico della Mirandola’s Oration on the
Dignity of Man in 1486 and Descartes’s Discourse on Method in 1637—that
is, the extraordinary century and a half that extends from Leonardo,
Columbus, Luther, and Copernicus to Shakespeare, Montaigne, Bacon, and
Galileo—climaxing, in a sense, in the Cartesian cogito ergo sum, “I think,
therefore I am.” We could extend this crucial window, this threshold of
transformation, by precisely another fifty years to encompass the 1687
publication of Newton’s Principia, by which time the full foundation had
been laid for the modern world and the sovereign confidence of the modern
mind. Not just a revolution had occurred but a new Genesis. Thus
Alexander Pope’s telling epigram for the Enlightenment:

Nature and Nature's laws lay hid in night:

God said, Let Newton be! and all was Light.

But the dawn had already begun to break in Pico della Mirandola’s
Oration, the Renaissance manifesto for the new human self. Composed for
the opening of a great gathering of philosophers invited to Rome by Pico
himself, the Oration described the Creation in a characteristically
Renaissance synthesis of ancient Greek and Judaeo-Christian sources,
combining the biblical Genesis and Plato’s Timaeus for its mythic narrative.
But Pico then went further, in prophetic anticipation of the new form of the



human self about to be born: When God had completed the creation of the
world as a sacred temple of his glory and wisdom, he conceived a desire for
one last being whose relation to the whole and to the divine Author would
be different from that of every other creature. At this ultimate moment God
considered the creation of the human being, who he hoped would come to
know and love the beauty, intelligence, and grandeur of the divine work.
But as the Creator had no archetype remaining with which to make this last
creation, no assigned status for it within the already completed work, he
said to this final being:

Neither a fixed abode nor a form that is thine alone nor any function
peculiar to thyself have We given thee, Adam, to the end that
according to thy longing and according to thy judgment thou mayest
have and possess what abode, what form, what functions thou
thyself shalt desire. The nature of all other beings is limited and
constrained within the bounds of laws prescribed by Us. Thou,
constrained by no limits, in accordance with thine own free will, in
whose hand We have placed thee, shalt ordain for thyself the limits
of thy nature. We have set thee at the world’s center that thou
mayest from thence more easily observe whatever is in the world.
We have made thee neither of heaven nor of earth, neither mortal
nor immortal, so that with freedom of choice and with honor, as
though the maker and molder of thyself, thou mayest fashion thyself
in whatever shape thou shalt prefer.

Thus the brilliant Pico, twenty-three years old, gave the prophecy. A
new form of human being announces itself: dynamic, creative,
multidimensional, protean, unfinished, self-defining and self-creating,
infinitely aspiring, set apart from the whole, overseeing the rest of the world
with unique sovereignty, centrally poised in the last moments of the old
cosmology to bring forth and enter into the new. In the decades that
followed, the prodigious generation that emerged immediately after this
prophetic declaration brought forth the decisive moment that in childbirth is
called “crowning”—that dramatic stage when the head of the new child
begins to appear. Within the time span of a single generation surrounding
the year 1500, Leonardo, Michelangelo, and Raphael created their many



masterworks of the High Renaissance, revealing the birth of the new human
as much in da Vinci’s multiform genius and the godlike incarnations of the
David and the Sistine Creation of Adam as in the new perspectival
objectivity and poietic empowerment of the Renaissance artist; Columbus
sailed west and reached America, Vasco da Gama sailed east and reached
India, and the Magellan expedition circumnavigated the globe, opening the
world forever to itself; Luther posted his theses on the door of the
Wittenberg castle church and began the enormous convulsion of Europe and
the Western psyche called the Reformation; and Copernicus conceived the
heliocentric theory and began the even more momentous Scientific
Revolution. From this instant, the human self, the known world, the
cosmos, heaven and earth were all radically and irrevocably transformed.
All this happened within a period of time briefer than that which has passed
since Woodstock and the Moon landing.

It was of course no accident that the birth of the modern self and the
birth of the modern cosmos took place at the same historical moment. The
Sun, trailing clouds of glory, rose for both, in one great encompassing
dawn.



The Dawn of a New Universe

It must have been a breathtaking experience to have been among those
earliest scientific revolutionaries of the modern era, Copernicus and his
immediate successors—Rheticus, Giese, Digges, Bruno, Maestlin, Kepler,
Galileo—as they first began to grasp the stupendous truth of the
heliocentric theory. The sense of cosmic upheaval and wonder would have
been nearly inexpressible. A view of the Earth and its place in the universe
that had governed the human mind virtually without question for untold
thousands of years was now suddenly recognized to be a vast illusion. We
in the twenty-first century, long accustomed to living in the new universe
those Renaissance visionaries first revealed, must call upon a profound act
of the intellectual imagination to enter again into that dramatic moment of
transition between worlds. To have it suddenly dawn upon one that the great
Earth itself, the most obviously stationary and immovable entity in the
cosmos, upon which one had lived in changeless solidity all one’s life, was
in fact at that moment moving freely through space, through the heavens,
spinning and circling around the Sun in an immensely expanded universe—
no longer the absolute fixed center of that universe, as had been assumed
since the beginning of human consciousness, but rather a planet, a
wanderer, an exalted celestial body in a new cosmos whose dimensions and
structure and meaning were now utterly transfigured: such a revelation must
have filled the mind and spirit with an awe seldom known in human history.

Yet it is not just the sheer magnitude of the Copernican revelation that
so easily escapes us today. We also tend to forget, and conventional
histories of the Scientific Revolution tend to overlook entirely, the degree to
which the original discovery was charged with intense spiritual
significance. The early scientific revolutionaries perceived their
breakthroughs as divine illuminations, spiritual awakenings to the true
structural grandeur and intellectual beauty of the cosmic order. These were
not merely abstract conceptual innovations or empirical findings of purely
theoretical interest. They were not, as had been true of astronomy since



classical antiquity, merely instrumentalist mathematical constructs, epi-
cyclic elaborations ingeniously devised for the purpose of marginally
increasing predictive accuracy. The new discoveries were triumphant
fulfillments of a sacred quest. For thousands of years, the celestial and
terrestrial realms had been regarded as unalterably separate realities, as
incommensurable as the divine was to the human. Because of their extreme
complexity, the true nature of the planetary motions had come to be seen as
fundamentally beyond the capacity of the human intellect to understand.
Concerning heavenly and divine matters, it seemed, only the Bible could
reveal the truth; human astronomy could produce nothing but artificial
constructions, as through a glass darkly. But now the true reality of the
divinely ordered cosmos had finally been revealed. The deep mysteries of
the universe were suddenly unfolding within the awestruck minds of the
new scientists through the grace of a sovereign Deity whose glory was now
dramatically unveiled. The stunning mathematical harmonies and aesthetic
perfection of the new cosmos disclosed the workings of a transcendent
intelligence of unimaginable power and splendor. In that very epiphany, the
human intelligence that could grasp such workings was itself profoundly
elevated and empowered.

The heliocentric discovery thus became the source and impetus for a
tremendously magnified confidence in human reason. It revealed the human
being’s divinely graced capacity for direct, accurate knowledge of the world
at the most encompassing macrocosmic level, something never before
known in the entire history of Western astronomy. It was specifically this
unprecedented claim to cosmological truth, the claim to represent the
objective reality of the great universe, not just a useful instrumentalist
fiction, that made the Copernican revolution so revolutionary, so
emancipatory, as the very paradigm of modern humanity’s new power of
self-definition and cosmic illumination through reason.

Moreover, contrary to the human-decentering consequences later drawn
from the Copernican shift, all of the great Copernicans from Copernicus
through Newton were deeply convinced that the cosmic order was expressly
created to be known and admired by the human intelligence. Here and now,
after millennia of dark ignorance in an exile that had been as much spiritual
as intellectual, the human mind had finally achieved direct contact with the



true cosmic order as the divine mind had long intended. Only thus can we
understand the full exaltation of Kepler, the pivotal figure of the Copernican
revolution, as he announced his discovery of the third law of planetary
motion, which completed the early mathematical foundation of the
heliocentric theory:

Now, since the dawn eighteen months ago, since the broad daylight
three months ago, and since a few days ago, when the full Sun
illuminated my wonderful speculations, nothing holds me back. I
yield freely to the sacred frenzy; I dare frankly to confess that I have
stolen the golden vessels of the Egyptians to build a tabernacle for
my God far from the bounds of Egypt. If you pardon me, I shall
rejoice; if you reproach me, I shall endure. The die is cast, and I am
writing the book—to be read either now or by posterity, it matters
not. It can wait a century for a reader, as God himself has waited six
thousand years for a witness.

A new universe had dawned, and the Sun, whose luminous centrality
Copernicus and Kepler perceived as the very image of the Godhead,
seemed to shine on the world a new light of divine intelligibility. Yet as
Kepler’s words remind us, these first discoverers were altogether alone in
their new cosmos, alone in a way we today can hardly comprehend. Now
that Copernicus and Kepler and the rest are seen as but the first of millions
to recognize the new universe, it is easy to forget how supremely isolated
they were. During their lifetimes, there were no millions but rather just one
or two, later a handful, who wrote letters to each other from one country to
another secretly encouraging each other in their scarcely believable
conviction. To put ourselves in their position, we would have to imagine
that we had made an epochal discovery that would be rejected out of hand
not only by the untutored masses but by virtually all the major intellectual
and cultural authorities of the time—all the most distinguished university
professors, the most respected scientists, the Nobel Prize winners, the pope
and other religious leaders, the most prominent philosophers, the scholarly
contributors to the New York Review of Books and the Times Literary
Supplement—all the conscientious and learned guardians of the cultural
world view. For decade after decade our new conception of the cosmos



would be, when noticed at all, forthrightly condemned by just about
everyone who counted—dismissed and ignored as absurd nonsense or, if
necessary, attacked and suppressed as a dangerous heresy.

Copernicus himself had anticipated such a reaction. In his preface to the
De Revolutionibus, he predicted that as soon as certain people heard of his
thesis they would “cry out that, holding such views, I should at once be
hissed off the stage.” Recalling the Pythagoreans’ habit of imparting their
“noble and arduously won discoveries” only to an inner circle of friends
and intimates, Copernicus stated that he had long hesitated to publish his
work lest it be despised by those too unintelligent or prejudiced to
comprehend it. And despised it was, by even the most advanced and
innovative thinkers of the time. History textbooks have long made us aware
that the major religious authorities of the time, first Protestant and later
Catholic, vehemently opposed the Copernican theory. Even before the De
Revolutionibus was published Luther is reported to have said, “People gave
ear to an upstart astrologer who strove to show that the Earth revolves, not
the heavens or the firmament, the Sun and the Moon.... This fool wishes to
reverse the entire science of astronomy; but sacred Scripture tells us that
Joshua commanded the Sun to stand still, and not the Earth.” And in his
Commentary on Genesis, Calvin wrote: “Who will venture to place the
authority of Copernicus above that of the Holy Spirit?” Yet secular
intellectuals were equally dismissive: “No one in his senses,” said the
influential liberal philosopher Jean Bodin, “or imbued with the slightest
knowledge of physics, will ever think that the Earth, heavy and unwieldy
from its own weight and mass, staggers up and down around its own center
and that of the Sun; for at the slightest jar of the Earth, we would see cities
and fortresses, towns and mountains thrown down.”

The new theory conflicted not only with common sense, and not only
with literal interpretations of certain passages of the Bible, but with the
most cogent and long-established principles of physics and cosmology.
Most of the leading academic scientists of the day thought the idea so
implausible as not to require serious examination. Impressive scientific
arguments (for example, concerning falling objects on the Earth) and
rigorous astronomical observations (such as the absence of annual stellar
parallax) strongly contradicted the heliocentric hypothesis. In the light of



scientific assumptions then current, the new idea seemed altogether
unreasonable. Arguments we find compelling today were not compelling
then. Without an entirely new cosmological framework and new principles
of interpretation through which to view the data, all the arguments and
evidence for a moving Earth lacked force. Both physically and
philosophically, the new theory was “impossible.” Though it depended in
part on hard-won conceptual advances made by the Scholastics of the
medieval universities, its implications radically challenged the entire
medieval world view. Today we can easily lose sight of what a bold, almost
reckless act of faith supported the revolutionaries’ belief in their new world.
It certainly was not empirically “proven.” Little wonder that to bolster their
fledgling hypothesis and give themselves encouragement, the early
Copernicans repeatedly brought up the names of every ancient authority
they could—Aristarchus, the Pythagoreans, Heraclides—as precursors of
their own view.

It was not primarily empirical considerations nor, in the narrow modern
sense, “rational” factors that were decisive in persuading the early
Copernican revolutionaries to pursue and elaborate the heliocentric
hypothesis. These were necessary but not sufficient conditions for such a
radical change. It was, above all, powerful spiritual and even aesthetic
intellectual predispositions that made the crucial difference. And it was
these predispositions—influenced by Renaissance Humanism and
Neoplatonism, Hermetic esotericism, and Christian mysticism, all
supporting a vastly expanded mystical-mathematical cosmology—that
effectively transformed the significance of the rational and empirical
factors. To conceive and propose the new vision of the cosmos required a
new Humanist confidence in the world-completing, self-realizing power
and role of the human being, capable of grasping and articulating the true
forms of the divinely created universe. To be attracted to the heliocentric
conception required as well a Platonic-Pythagorean conviction that the
Creator of the universe expressed the divine intelligence through
mathematical forms and geometric harmonies of an eternal, transcendent
nature, and that the problem of the apparent planetary motions,
bewilderingly complex, veiled a simpler, elegant truth. It further demanded
a Neoplatonic apprehension of the Sun as a visible reflection of the central
Godhead, a living metaphor of the divine creative principle, whose



luminous radiance and glory made it the most appropriate body in the
heavens to be the cosmic center. To adopt the Copernican idea in those first
decades took above all an overriding passion for a certain kind of
intellectual beauty and precision, a sensibility that so valued elegance,
harmony, simplicity, and coherence as intrinsic qualities of the divine
heavens that one would be willing to ignore both the evidence of the senses
and the arguments from contemporary physics against the movement of the
Earth, confident that in time adequate explanations could be found.

The first Copernicans had experienced a kind of inner conversion. Their
epiphany was at once intellectual and spiritual, psychological and
cosmological, and all their research and thinking served the new vision by
which they were happily possessed. Their intuition ran ahead far in advance
of all the theoretical and empirical work that had to be done before the new
theory could be fully justified and grounded. Even a century after
Copernicus, in the Dialogue Concerning the Two Chief World Systems,
Galileo underscored this point:

You wonder that there are so few followers of the Pythagorean
opinion [that the Earth moves] while I am astonished that there have
been any up to this day who have embraced and followed it. Nor
can | ever sufficiently admire the outstanding acumen of those who
have taken hold of this opinion and accepted it as true: they have,
through sheer force of intellect done such violence to their own
senses as to prefer what reason told them over that which sensible
experience showed them to be the contrary. For the arguments
against [the Earth’s rotation] we have examined are very plausible,
as we have seen; and the fact that the Ptolemaics and the
Aristotelians and all their disciples took them to be conclusive is
indeed a strong argument of their effectiveness. But the experiences
which overtly contradict the annual movement [of the Earth around
the Sun] are indeed so much greater in their apparent force that, I
repeat, there is no limit to my astonishment when I reflect that
Aristarchus and Copernicus were able to make reason so conquer

sense that, in defiance of the latter, the former became mistress of
their belief.



For the Copernican hypothesis to be made reasonable, an entirely new
conception of “reason” itself had to be forged: new ways of deciding what
counts as truth, new ways of recognizing patterns, new forms of evidence,
new categories of interpretation, a new understanding of causality. Long-
established rules of scientific methodology had to be overturned. An
entirely new epistemology and ontology had to be formulated. The nature
of the Copernican revolution was so fundamental that what had to be
rethought was not only all the conventional scientific theories but the entire
established hierarchy of humanity’s place in the universal scheme of things:
1ts relation to the rest of nature and to the cosmos, its relation to the divine,
the basis for its morality, its capacity for certain knowledge, its historical
self-understanding.

Such a radical transformation could not happen overnight. For the
cultural mind and psyche to support that transformation, the passage of
entire generations was required, including the deaths of the many
intellectual authorities who were incapable of escaping the hold of the
reigning paradigm. The required change was not just physical but
metaphysical: The entire world needed to be revisioned. In the end, the
implications of the great shift—cosmological, religious, moral,
epistemological, psychological, existential—were so far-reaching that it
would take centuries to work them out, even to become conscious of them.

Gradually, the passage of time, and heroic efforts against powerful
opponents and entrenched assumptions, brought about the complete triumph
of the Copernican shift. Yet as the modern age progressed, the passage of
yet more time brought forth, with what now seems a fateful inevitability, a
succession of new consequences and elaborations out of the deep matrix of
the Copernican revolution that could scarcely have been more paradoxical,
revealing implications often sharply antithetical to the cosmological vision
of its originators. Its larger meaning has been transformed with each
succeeding age, and is, today, still unfolding.



Two Paradigms of History

A paradox concerning the character and fate of the West confronts every
sensitive observer: On the one hand, we recognize a certain dynamism, a
luminous, heroic impulse, even a nobility, at work in Western civilization
and Western thought. We see this in the great achievements of Greek
philosophy and culture, and in the profound moral and spiritual strivings of
the Judaeo-Christian tradition. We see it embodied in the Sistine Chapel and
other Renaissance masterpieces, in the plays of Shakespeare, in the music
of Beethoven. We recognize it in the brilliance of the Copernican revolution
and the long sequence of dazzling scientific advances in many disciplines
that have unfolded in its wake. We see it in the titanic space flights of a
generation ago that landed men on the Moon, or, more recently, in the
spectacular images of the vast cosmos coming from the Hubble Space
Telescope that have opened up unprecedented perspectives reaching back in
time and outward into space billions of years and light-years to the primal
origins of the universe itself. No less vividly, we find it in the great
democratic revolutions of modernity and the powerful emancipatory
movements of our own era, all with deep sources in the Western intellectual
and spiritual tradition.

Yet at the same time, if we attempt to perceive a larger reality beyond
the conventional heroic narrative, we cannot fail to recognize the shadow of
this great luminosity. The same cultural tradition and historical trajectory
that brought forth such noble achievements has also caused immense
suffering and loss, for many other cultures and peoples, for many people
within Western culture itself, and for many other forms of life on the Earth.
Moreover, the West has played the central role in bringing about a subtly
growing and seemingly inexorable crisis—one of multidimensional
complexity, affecting all aspects of life from the ecological and economic to
the psychological and spiritual. To say that our global civilization is
becoming dysfunctional scarcely conveys the gravity of the situation. For
many forms of life on the Earth, catastrophe has already begun, as our



planet undergoes the most massive extinction of species since the demise of
the dinosaurs. How can we make sense of this tremendous paradox in the
character and meaning of the West?

If we examine many of the major debates in the post-traditional
intellectual culture of our time, it is possible to see looming behind them
two fundamental paradigms, two great myths, diametrically opposite in
character, concerning human history and the evolution of human
consciousness. As genuine myths, these underlying paradigms represent not
mere illusory beliefs or arbitrary collective fantasies, naive delusions
contrary to fact, but rather those enduring archetypal structures of meaning
that so profoundly inform our cultural psyche and shape our beliefs that
they constitute the very means through which we construe something as
fact. They invisibly constellate our vision. They filter and reveal our data,
structure our imagination, permeate our ways of knowing and acting.

The first paradigm, familiar to all of us from our education, describes
human history and the evolution of human consciousness as an epic
narrative of human progress, a long heroic journey from a primitive world
of dark ignorance, suffering, and limitation to a brighter modern world of
ever-increasing knowledge, freedom, and well-being. This great trajectory
of progress is seen as having been made possible by the sustained
development of human reason and, above all, by the emergence of the
modern mind. This view informs much, perhaps most, of what we see and
hear on the subject and is easily recognized whenever we encounter a book
or program with a title such as The Ascent of Man, The Discoverers, Man's
Conquest of Space, or the like. The direction of history is seen as onward
and upward. Humanity is typically personified as “man” (anthropos, homo,
['uomo, [’homme, el hombre, chelovek, der Mensch) and imaged, at least
implicitly, as a masculine hero, rising above the constraints of nature and
tradition, exploring the great cosmos, mastering his environment,
determining his own destiny: restless, bold, brilliantly innovative,
ceaselessly pressing forward with his intelligence and will, breaking out of
the structures and limits of the past, ascending to ever-higher levels of
development, forever seeking greater freedom and new horizons,
discovering ever-wider arenas for self-realization. In this perspective, the
apex of human achievement commenced with the rise of modern science



and democratic individualism in the centuries following the Renaissance.
The view of history is one of progressive emancipation and empowerment.
It 1s a vision that emerged fully in the course of the European
Enlightenment of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, though its roots
are as old as Western civilization itself.

As with all powerful myths, we have been, and many perhaps remain,
largely unconscious of this historical paradigm’s hold on our collective
imagination. It animates the vast majority of contemporary books and
essays, editorial columns, book reviews, science articles, research papers,
and television documentaries, as well as political, social, and economic
policies. It is so familiar to us, so close to our perception, that in many
respects it has become our common sense, the form and foundation of our
self-image as modern humans. We have been so long identified with this
progressive understanding of the human project, and particularly of the
modern Western project, that it is only in recent decades that we have begun
to be able to see it as a paradigm—that is, to be able to see, at least partly,
from outside its sphere of influence.

The other great historical vision tells a very different story. In this
understanding, human history and the evolution of human consciousness
are seen as a predominantly problematic, even tragic narrative of
humanity’s gradual but radical fall and separation from an original state of
oneness with nature and an encompassing spiritual dimension of being. In
its primordial condition, humankind had possessed an instinctive
knowledge of the profound sacred unity and interconnectedness of the
world, but under the influence of the Western mind, especially its modern
expression, the course of history brought about a deep schism between
humankind and nature, and a desacralization of the world. This
development coincided with an increasingly destructive exploitation of
nature, the devastation of traditional indigenous cultures, a loss of faith in
spiritual realities, and an increasingly unhappy state of the human soul,
which experienced itself as ever more isolated, shallow, and unfulfilled. In
this perspective, both humanity and nature are seen as having suffered
grievously under a long exploitative, dualistic vision of the world, with the
worst consequences being produced by the oppressive hegemony of modern
industrial societies empowered by Western science and technology. The



nadir of this fall is the present time of planetary turmoil, ecological crisis,
and spiritual distress, which are seen as the direct consequence of human
hubris, embodied above all in the spirit and structure of the modern Western
mind and ego. This second historical perspective reveals a progressive
impoverishment of human life and the human spirit, a fragmentation of
original unities, a ruinous destruction of the sacred community of being.

Something like these two interpretations of history, here described in
starkly contrasting terms for the sake of easy recognition, can be seen to
inform many of the more specific issues of our age. They represent two
basic antithetical myths of historical self-understanding: the myth of
Progress and what in its earlier incarnations was called the myth of the Fall.
These two historical paradigms appear today in many variations,
combinations, and compromise formations. They underlie and influence
discussions of the environmental crisis, globalization, multiculturalism,
fundamentalism, feminism and patriarchy, evolution and history. One might
say that these opposing myths constitute the underlying argument of our
time: Whither humanity? Upward or downward? How are we to view
Western civilization, the Western intellectual tradition, its canon of great
works? How are we to view modern science, modern rationality, modernity
itself? How are we to view “man”? Is history ultimately a narrative of
progress or of tragedy?

John Stuart Mill made a shrewd, and wise, observation about the nature
of most philosophical debates. In his splendid essay on Coleridge, he
pointed out that both sides in intellectual controversies tended to be “in the
right in what they affirmed, though in the wrong in what they denied.”
Mill’s insight into the nature of intellectual discourse shines light on many
disagreements: Whether it is conservatives debating liberals, parents
arguing with their children, or a lovers’ quarrel, almost invariably
something is being repressed in the service of making one’s point. But his
insight seems to apply with particular aptness to the conflict of historical
paradigms just described. I believe that both parties to this dispute have
grasped an essential aspect of our history, that both views are in a sense
correct, each with compelling arguments within its own frame of reference,
but also that they are both intensely partial views, as a result of which they
both mis-read a larger story.



It is not simply that each perspective possesses a significant grain of
truth. Rather, both historical paradigms are at once fully valid and yet also
partial aspects of a larger frame of reference, a metanarrative, in which the
two opposite interpretations are precisely intertwined to form a complex,
integrated whole. The two historical dramas actually constitute each other.
Not only are they simultaneously true; they are embedded in each other’s
truth. They underlie and inform each other, implicate each other, make each
other possible. One might compare the way the two perspectives coalesce
while appearing to exclude each other to those gestalt-experiment
illustrations that can be perceived in two different, equally cogent ways,
such as the precisely ambiguous figure that can be seen either as a white
vase or as two black profiles in silhouette. By means of a gestalt shift in
perception, the observer can move back and forth between the two images,
though the figure itself, the original body of data, remains unchanged.

One 1s reminded here of Niels Bohr’s axiom in quantum physics, “The
opposite of a profound truth may well be another profound truth,” or Oscar
Wilde’s “A Truth in art is that whose contradictory is also true.” What is
difficult, of course, is to see both images, both truths, simultaneously: to
suppress nothing, to remain open to the paradox, to maintain the tension of
opposites. Wisdom, like compassion, often seems to require of us that we
hold multiple realities in our consciousness at once. This may be the task
we must begin to engage if we wish to gain a deeper understanding of the
evolution of human consciousness, and the history of the Western mind in
particular: to see that long intellectual and spiritual journey, moving through
stages of increasing differentiation and complexity, as having brought about
both a progressive ascent to autonomy and a tragic fall from unity—and,
perhaps, as having prepared the way for a synthesis on a new level. From
this perspective, the two paradigms reflect opposite but equally essential
aspects of an immense dialectical process, an evolutionary drama that has
been unfolding for thousands of years and that now appears to be reaching a
critical, perhaps climactic moment of transformation.

Yet there is another important party to this debate, another view of
human history, one that instead of integrating the two opposing historical
perspectives into a larger, more complex one appears to refute them both
altogether. This third view, articulated with increasing frequency and



sophistication in our own time, holds that no coherent pattern actually exists
in human history or evolution, at least none that is independent of human
interpretation. If an overarching pattern in history is visible, that pattern has
been projected onto history by the human mind under the influence of
various non-empirical factors: cultural, political, economic, social,
sociobiological, psychological. In this view, the pattern—the myth or story
—ultimately resides in the human subject, not the historical object. The
object can never be perceived without being selectively shaped by an
interpretive framework, which itself is shaped and constructed by forces
beyond itself and beyond the awareness of the interpreting subject.
Knowledge of history, as of anything else, is ever-shifting, free-floating,
ungrounded in an objective reality. Patterns are not so much recognized in
phenomena as read into them. History is, finally, only a construct.

On the one hand, this robust skepticism that pervades much of our
postmodern thought is not far from that necessary critical perspective that
allows us to discuss paradigms at all, to make comparisons and judgments
about underlying conceptual structures such as those made above. Its
recognition of the radically interpretive factor in all human experience and
knowledge—its understanding that we are always seeing by means of
myths and theories, that our experience and knowledge are always patterned
and even constituted by various changing a priori and usually unconscious
structures of meaning—is essential to the entire exercise we have been
pursuing.

On the other hand, this seemingly paradigm-free relativism, whereby no
pattern or meaning exists in history except as constructed and projected
onto history by the human mind, is itself clearly another paradigm. It
recognizes that we always see by means of myths and interpretive
categories, but fails to apply that recognition consistently to itself. It excels
at “seeing through,” but perhaps has not seen through enough. In one sense,
this form of the postmodern vision may be best understood as a direct
outgrowth, possibly an inevitable one, of the progressive modern mind in its
ever-deepening critical reflexivity—questioning, suspecting, striving for
emancipation through critical awareness—reaching here in its most extreme
development what is essentially a stage of advanced self-deconstruction.
Yet this perspective may also be understood as the natural consequence of



the Enlightenment vision beginning to encounter its own shadow—the
darkly problematic narrative articulated by its opposing historical paradigm
—and being challenged and reshaped by that encounter. For just this reason,
the deconstructive postmodern perspective may represent a crucial element
in the unfolding of a new and more comprehensive understanding. There is
a deep truth in this view, though it too may also be a deeply partial truth, an
essential aspect of a much larger, more embracing, and still more richly
complex vision. The postmodern mind may eventually be seen as having
constituted a necessary transitional stage between epochs, a period of
dissolving and opening between larger sustained cultural paradigms.

To begin to explore how all this might be so, and to understand better
the historical and philosophical context for the perspective introduced in
this book, let us take a more precise look at the basic nature of the modern
world view.



Forging the Self, Disenchanting the World

Our world view is not simply the way we look at the world. It reaches
inward to constitute our innermost being, and outward to constitute the
world. It mirrors but also reinforces and even forges the structures,
armorings, and possibilities of our interior life. It deeply configures our
psychic and somatic experience, the patterns of our sensing, knowing, and
interacting with the world. No less potently, our world view—our beliefs
and theories, our maps, our metaphors, our myths, our interpretive
assumptions—constellates our outer reality, shaping and working the
world’s malleable potentials in a thousand ways of subtly reciprocal
interaction. World views create worlds.

Perhaps the most concise way of defining the modern world view is to
focus on that which distinguishes it from virtually all other world views.
Speaking very generally, what sets the modern mind apart is its
fundamental tendency to assert and experience a radical separation between
subject and object, a distinct division between the human self and the
encompassing world. This perspective can be contrasted with what has
come to be called the primal world view, characteristic of traditional
indigenous cultures. The primal mind does not maintain this decisive
division, does not recognize it, whereas the modern mind not only
maintains it but is essentially constituted on it.

The primal human being perceives the surrounding natural world as
permeated with meaning, meaning whose significance is at once human and
cosmic. Spirits are seen in the forest, presences are felt in the wind and the
ocean, the river, the mountain. Meaning is recognized in the flight of two
eagles across the horizon, in the conjunction of two planets in the heavens,
in the unfolding cycles of the Moon and Sun. The primal world is ensouled.
It communicates and has purposes. It is pregnant with signs and symbols,
implications and intentions. The world is animated by the same
psychologically resonant realities that human beings experience within



themselves. A continuity extends from the interior world of the human to
the world outside. In the primal experience, what we would call the “outer”
world possesses an interior aspect that is continuous with human
subjectivity. Creative and responsive intelligence, spirit and soul, meaning
and purpose are everywhere. The human being is a microcosm within the
macrocosm of the world, participating in its interior reality and united with
the whole in ways that are both tangible and invisible.

Primal experience takes place, as it were, within a world soul, an anima
mundi, a living matrix of embodied meaning. The human psyche is
embedded within a world psyche in which it complexly participates and by
which it is continuously defined. The workings of that anima mundi, in all
its flux and diversity, are articulated through a language that is mythic and
numinous. Because the world is understood as speaking a symbolic
language, direct communication of meaning and purpose from world to
human can occur. The many particulars of the empirical world are all
endowed with symbolic, archetypal significance, and that significance
flows between inner and outer, between self and world. In this relatively
undifferentiated state of consciousness, human beings perceive themselves
as directly—emotionally, mystically, consequentially—participating in and
communicating with the interior life of the natural world and cosmos. To be
more precise, this participation mystique involves a complex sense of direct
inner participation not only of human beings in the world but also of human
beings in the divine powers, through ritual, and of divine powers in the
world, by virtue of their immanent and transformative presence. The
participation is multi-directional and multidimensional, pervasive and
encompassing.

By contrast, the modern mind experiences a fundamental division
between a subjective human self and an objective external world. Apart
from the human being, the cosmos is seen as entirely impersonal and
unconscious. Whatever beauty and value that human beings may perceive
in the universe, that universe is in itself mere matter in motion, mechanistic
and purposeless, ruled by chance and necessity. It is altogether indifferent to
human consciousness and values. The world outside the human being lacks
conscious intelligence, it lacks interiority, and it lacks intrinsic meaning and
purpose. For these are human realities, and the modern mind believes that



to project what is human onto the nonhuman is a basic epistemological
fallacy. The world is devoid of any meaning that does not derive ultimately
from human consciousness. From the modern perspective, the primal
person conflates and confuses inner and outer and thus lives in a state of
continuous magical delusion, in an anthropomorphically distorted world, a
world speciously filled with the human psyche’s own subjective meaning.
For the modern mind, the only source of meaning in the universe is human
consciousness.

Another way we might describe this situation would be to say that the
modern mind engages the world within an implicit experiential structure of
being a subject set apart from, and in some sense over against, an object.
The modern world is full of objects, which the human subject confronts and
acts upon from its unique position of conscious autonomy. By contrast, the
primal mind engages the world more as a subject embedded in a world of
subjects, with no absolute boundaries between or among them. In the primal
perspective, the world is full of subjects. The primal world is saturated with
subjectivity, interiority, intrinsic meanings and purposes.

From the modern perspective, if I see the world as if it were
communicating humanly relevant meaning to me in some purposeful,
intelligent way, as if it were laden with meaning-rich symbols—a sacred
text, as it were, to be interpreted—then I am projecting human realities onto
the nonhuman world. Such an attitude toward the world is regarded by the
modern mind as reflecting an epistemologically naive state of awareness:
intellectually undeveloped, undifferentiated, childish, wishfully self-
indulgent, something to be outgrown and corrected through the
development of a mature critical reason. Or worse, it is a sign of mental
illness, of primitive magical thinking with delusions of self-reference, a
condition to be suppressed and treated with appropriate medication.
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Figure 1

We can illustrate the basic difference between primal and modern
experience with a simple diagram (Figure 1), in which the inner circle
representing the primal self has a porous boundary, suggesting its radical
permeability and embeddedness with respect to the world, while the inner
circle representing the modern self is formed by a solid line, suggesting the
modern experience of a sharp distinction and dichotomy between subject
and object, inner and outer. In the primal mind, the shaded area,
representing the presence of conscious intelligence and interiority, the
source of meaning and purpose, passes without distinction through the
entire self/world complex. In the modern mind, the shaded area is located
exclusively within the boundary of the self.

The systematic recognition that the exclusive source of meaning and
purpose in the world is the human mind, and that it is a fundamental fallacy
to project what is human onto the nonhuman, is one of the most basic
presuppositions—perhaps the basic presupposition—of modern scientific
method. Modern science seeks with obsessive rigor to “de-
anthropomorphize” cognition. Facts are out there, meanings come from in
here. The factual is regarded as plain, stark, objective, unembellished by the
human and subjective, undistorted by values and aspirations. We see this
impulse clearly evident in the emergence of the modern mind from the time
of Bacon and Descartes onward. If the object is to be properly understood,
the subject must observe and analyze that object with the utmost care taken



to inhibit the naive human tendency to invest the object with characteristics
that are properly attributable only to the human subject. For genuine and
valid cognition to occur, the objective world—nature, the cosmos—must be
viewed as something fundamentally lacking in all those qualities that are
subjectively, inwardly most present to the human mind as constituting its
own being: consciousness and intelligence, sense of purpose and intention,
capacity for meaning and communication, moral and spiritual imagination.
To perceive these qualities as existing intrinsically in the world is to
“contaminate” the act of knowing with what are in fact human projections.

It is easy for us today, still under the influence of the modern vision that
reifies modern experience and assumptions as absolute, to believe we truly
understand the primal vision when we see it as simply the naive
consequence of primitive fears, wishes, and projections. But to discern
more impartially the difference between these two world views, we must
grasp the stubborn fact that the primal cosmos was universally experienced,
for countless millennia, as tangibly and self-evidently alive and awake—
pervasively intentional and responsive, informed by ubiquitous spiritual
presences, animated throughout by archetypal forces and intelligible
meanings—in a manner that the modern perception does not and perhaps
cannot recognize.

Of course this fundamental difference between the primal and the
modern did not arise instantly in the seventeenth century, but evolved over
thousands of years, in many forms and through many cultural
developments. Not just modernity but the entire human project can be seen
as impelling the gradual differentiation between self and world. An
emergent distinction between subject and object seems to have been present
already at the very birth of Homo sapiens, with its novel capacity and
impulse to consciously plan rather than act automatically on instinct, to rely
on one’s own wits and will to make one’s way in the world, to manipulate
and control nature rather than be so embedded in it as to be its passive
subject. As soon as our species first developed linguistic symbolization, we
began to differentiate ourselves further from the world, objectifying our
experience in ways that could articulate the world’s acting on us and our
acting on the world. As soon as we first used a tool, we began to act as a
subject vis-a-vis an object. All the epochal advances in human evolution—



bipedalism and an upright posture, the larger and more complex brain, the
making of tools, the control of fire, the development of hunting-and-
gathering societies, the division of labor, the domestication of plants and
animals, the formation of settled communities and then large urban centers,
the increasingly complex and hierarchical social organization, the evolving
capacities for linguistic, religious, and artistic symbolization, the emergence
of the earliest forms of science and philosophy—all these both reflected and
impelled new stages in the progressive differentiation of the human self
from the encompassing world.

A memorable image at the beginning of Kubrick’s film 2001: A Space
Odyssey captures one aspect of this larger coherence in the vector of the
human epic. In the opening sequence, entitled “The Dawn of Man,” a
protohuman primate has just made the primordial discovery of using a tool
for the first time, successfully employing a large bone as a weapon in a life-
and-death struggle. In the ecstasy of that discovery, he hits the bone over
and over again on a rock, on which it eventually shatters and, soaring high
into the air, metamorphoses in slow motion into an orbiting space satellite
at the turn of the twenty-first century. In that single montage we see the
entire Promethean trajectory, the alpha and the omega of the Promethean
quest to liberate the human being from the bonds of nature through human
intelligence and will, to ascend and transcend, to gain control over the
larger matrix from which the human being was attempting to emerge. This
quest climaxes in modernity, especially in modern science, where the
dominant goal of knowledge is ever-increasing prediction and control over
an external natural world seen as radically “other”: mechanistic,
impersonal, unconscious, the object of our powerful knowledge.

From the time of Bacon and Descartes, Hobbes and Locke, and more
pervasively in the aftermath of the Enlightenment, the modern
understanding is gradually so transformed that the world is no longer seen
as a locus of pregiven meanings and purposes, as had been true not only in
the immemorial primal vision but also for the ancient Greeks, medieval
Scholastics, and Renaissance Humanists. With the full ascension of the
modern mind, the world is no longer informed by numinous powers, gods
and goddesses, archetypal Ideas, or sacred ends. It no longer embodies a
cosmic order of meanings and purposes with which the human self seeks to



be aligned. Rather, the world is viewed as a neutral domain of contingent
facts and potential means to our secular purposes. In Max Weber’s famous
term at the beginning of the twentieth century, which developed Schiller’s
insight of a century earlier, the modern world is “disenchanted”
(entzaubert): 1t has been voided of any spiritual, symbolic, or expressive
dimension that provides a cosmic order in which human existence finds its
ground of meaning and purpose. Instead, the world is viewed entirely in
terms of neutral facts, the detached rational understanding of which will
give the human being an unprecedented capacity to calculate, control, and
manipulate that world.

Yet such a great shift in understanding also accomplishes something
else of scarcely less importance for the modern self. Disenchantment, the
denial of intrinsic meaning and purpose, essentially objectifies the world
and thereby denies subjectivity to the world. Objectification denies to the
world a subject’s capacity to intend, to signify intelligently, to express its
meaning, to embody and communicate humanly relevant purposes and
values. To objectify the world is to remove from it all subjective categories,
such as meaning and purpose, by perceiving these as projections of what are
now regarded as the only true subjects, human beings. This in turn
tremendously magnifies and empowers human subjectivity: the felt interior
capacity of the human being to be self-defining, self-revising, self-
determining—to be both outwardly world-shaping and inwardly
consequential and autonomous. It makes possible a new freedom from
externally imposed meanings and orderings that had previously been seen
as embedded in the cosmos, and that had typically been upheld and
enforced by traditional structures of cultural authority, whether religious,
social, or political. Charles Taylor has well described the consequences of
this deep shift for the modern self:

One of the powerful attractions of this austere vision, long before it
paid off” in technology, lies in the fact that a disenchanted world is
correlative to a self-defining subject, and that the winning through
to a self-defining identity was accompanied by a sense of
exhilaration and power, that the subject need no longer define his
perfection or vice, his equilibrium or disharmony, in relation to an
external order. With the forging of this modern subjectivity there



comes a new notion of freedom, and a newly central role attributed
to freedom, which seems to have proved itself definitive and
irreversible.

Depriving the world of subjectivity, of its capacity for intentional
significance, by objectification and disenchantment radically enhances the
human self’s sense of freedom and autonomous subjectivity, its underlying
conviction that it can shape and determine its own existence.
Simultaneously, disenchantment enhances the human being’s capacity to
view the natural world as primarily a context to be shaped and a resource to
be exploited for human benefit. As the world loses its traditional structures
of pregiven meaning, as these are successively “seen through” and
deconstructed, the conditions of human existence—both outer and inner—
become increasingly open to change and development, ever more subject to
human influence, innovation, and control. It was through just this
extraordinary shift of vision that there developed an effective psychological
and philosophical foundation for the rapid ascent of modern science, secular
society, democratic individualism, and industrial civilization.

The history of the human mind’s movement from a state of
participation mystique to a more fully differentiated mode of awareness is
in many respects the history of the human mind itself. Impelled by the
powerful human drive to achieve ever-greater autonomy relative to the
conditions of existence, virtually the entire evolution of human
consciousness has served this psychological and epistemological impulse to
distinguish the human self from the world, subject from object, part from
whole. The Promethean project seems to be intrinsic to the human
condition. Yet this project has been carried out most vigorously and
brilliantly by the Western mind, above all by the modern mind, that avatar
and apex of Promethean progress.

If we look again at the comparison (Figure 2) between the primal
experience of participation mystique and the modern experience of a
subject-object dichotomy, we can readily see what has happened in the
process of moving from the world view depicted on the left to that depicted
on the right. In the long evolution from primal to modern consciousness,
there has taken place a complexly intertwined and interpenetrating two-



sided process: on the one hand, a gradual differentiation of the self from the
world, of the human being from nature, of the individual from the
encompassing matrix of being; on the other hand, a gradual disenchantment
of the world, producing a radical relocation of the ground of meaning and
conscious intelligence from the world as a whole to the human self alone.
What once pervaded the world as the anima mundi is now seen as the
exclusive property of human consciousness. The modern human self has
essentially absorbed all meaning and purpose into its own interior being,
emptying the primal cosmos of what once constituted its essential nature.

Y WORLD

Primal World View Modern World View
In the evalution From the primal world view bo the modern, the human self has been radical by

differentiated from the waorld, ard the ground of meaning and purpeseful intelligence has been
relcated From a now-disenchanted cosmos o an empowered autonomous human s

Figue 2

But we misunderstand this evolutionary process if we consider it only in
the generally secular terms so far discussed. The modern differentiation of
the autonomous human self and the disenchantment of the empirical
cosmos were also profoundly influenced and even impelled by the historical
evolution of religion, again particularly in the Western context—ancient,
medieval, and early modern. From its beginnings, the Western self was
informed by the momentous disclosure of humanity’s special relationship to
a transcendent divine reality, a monotheistic supreme being who was both
the creator of the world and the ultimate locus of meaning and value: “Man
was made in the image of God.” Thus God’s absolute uniqueness,
separation, and superiority with respect to the mundane world of mortal
finitude and unredeemed nature deeply strengthened the human being’s
sense of uniqueness, separation, and superiority with respect to the rest of
nature and the created universe.



Modifying our diagram accordingly, we can recognize the crucial
intervening stage in the evolution from the primal world view to the modern
one provided by this immense religious development. With the revelation of
a transcendent divine being as the ultimate ground of meaning and value,
supraordinate to and separate from the empirical world of nature, combined
with the human being’s unique association with that transcendent divinity,
an enormous intellectual and psychological step is taken in the separative
elevation of the human from a universe gradually voided of intrinsic
meaning. In the monotheistic revelation, a self-subsistent divine Subject
created the world as Object, within which the special human subject and its
divinely ordained history unfolds. As the diagram in Figure 3 suggests (and
as Descartes’s careful arguments for the existence of God at the birth of
modern philosophy affirm), what eventually becomes the modern self
receives its unique ontological status from its privileged association with
the transcendent divine reality that stands above an empirical cosmos that
has been increasingly emptied of all inherent significance and value apart
from the human.

This epochal transformation of the triadic relationship between divinity,
humanity, and the world was already set in motion with the emergence of
the great world religions and philosophies of transcendence during that
period of the first millennium BCE named by Karl Jaspers the Axial Age.
The differentiation between self, world, and God was given special force
and new definition with the unfolding of the biblical tradition from the later
Hebrew prophets through early Christianity to Saint Augustine and the
medieval era. It was decisively forwarded, and in a sense absolutized, by
the Reformation’s militant desacralizing of the world in service of the
human being’s exclusive allegiance to the sovereign majesty of the Creator.
Finally, in the wake of the Scientific Revolution and Enlightenment, this
privileged position of the human vis-a-vis the rest of creation was assumed
and expanded in entirely secular terms—here too, partly as a result of forces
set in motion by the Western religious legacy—as the modern self
progressed in its unprecedented development of autonomy and self-
definition.
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A host of significant complications and exceptions, ambiguities and
nuances could be usefully discussed concerning this long and complex
historical development.! But speaking very broadly, we may say here that
as the human self, guided by its evolving cultural, religious, philosophical,
and scientific symbolizations, has gained increasing substantiality and
distinction with respect to the world, that self has increasingly appropriated
all the intelligence and soul, meaning and purpose it previously perceived in
the world, so that it eventually locates these realities exclusively within
itself. Conversely, as the human being has appropriated all the intelligence
and soul, meaning and purpose it previously perceived in the world, it has
gained more and more substantiality and distinction with respect to the
world, accompanied by ever-greater autonomy as those meanings and
purposes are seen as ever more malleable to human will and intelligence.
The two processes—constellating the self and appropriating the anima
mundi—have been mutually supportive and reinforcing. But their joint
consequence has been to gradually empty the external world of all intrinsic
meaning and purpose. By the late modern period, the cosmos has
metamorphosed into a mindless, soulless vacuum, within which the human



being is incongruently self-aware. The anima mundi has dissolved and
disappeared, and all psychological and spiritual qualities are now located
exclusively in the human mind and psyche.

It appears that this evolutionary trade-off has fostered the emergence of
a centered autonomous self, one decisively set off from yet dynamically
engaged with the encompassing world, a world that in turn has been voided
of all those qualities with which the human being is uniquely identified. The
forging of the self and the disenchantment of the world, the differentiation
of the human and the appropriation of meaning, are all aspects of the same
development. In effect, to sum up a very complex process, the achievement
of human autonomy has been paid for by the experience of human
alienation. How precious the former, how painful the latter. What may be
viewed as the fundamental epistemological strategy of the evolving human
mind—the systematic separation of subject from object—one carried forth
to its fullest extent by the modern mind, has proved to be powerfully
effective and indeed liberating. Yet many of that strategy’s long-term
consequences have also proved to be highly problematic.



The Cosmological Situation Today

In the course of the past century, the modern world view has seen both its
greatest ascendancy and its unexpected breakdown. Every field and
discipline, from philosophy, anthropology, and linguistics to physics,
ecology, and medicine, has brought forth new data and new perspectives
that have challenged long-established assumptions and strategies of the
modern mind. This challenge has been considerably magnified and made
more urgent by the multitude of concrete consequences produced by those
assumptions and strategies, many of them problematic. As of the first
decade of the new millennium, almost every defining attitude of the modern
world view has been critically reassessed and deconstructed, though often
not relinquished, even when failure to do so is costly. The result in our own,
postmodern time has been a state of extraordinary intellectual ferment and
fragmentation, fluidity and uncertainty. Ours is an age between world
views, creative yet disoriented, a transitional era when the old cultural
vision no longer holds and the new has not yet constellated. Yet we are not
without signs of what the new might look like.

Recently there have been emerging from the deconstructive flux of the
postmodern mind the tentative outlines of a new understanding of reality,
one very different from the conventional modern view. Impelled by
developments in many fields, this shift in intellectual vision has
encompassed a wide range of ideas and principles, among which can be
identified a few common themes. Perhaps the most conspicuous and
pervasive of these can be summed up as a deeper appreciation of both the
multidimensional complexity of reality and the plurality of perspectives
necessary to approach it. Closely related to this new appreciation, as both
cause and effect, is a critical reappraisal of the epistemological limits and
pragmatic consequences of the conventional scientific approach to
knowledge. This reappraisal includes a more acute sensitivity to the ways in
which subject and object are mutually implicated in the act of knowing, a
revised understanding of the relationship of whole and part in all



phenomena, a new grasp of complex interdependence and subtle order in
living systems, and an acknowledgment of the inadequacy of reductionist,
mechanistic, and objectivized concepts of nature.

Other major characteristics of this emerging intellectual vision include a
deeper understanding of the pivotal role of the imagination in mediating all
human experience and knowledge; an increased awareness of the depth,
power, and complexity of the unconscious; and a more sophisticated
analysis of the nature of symbolic, metaphoric, and archetypal meaning in
human life. Behind many of these themes can be seen a rejection of all
literalistic and univocal interpretations of reality—of the tendency, as
Robert Bellah has put it, to identify “one conception of reality with reality
itself.” Equally fundamental to this shift is a growing recognition of the
need for and desirability of a radical opening of the mainstream Western
intellectual and cultural tradition to the rich multiplicity of other traditions
and perspectives that have evolved both within the West and in other
cultures.

Yet this emphatic embrace of pluralism has been balanced by—and to a
great extent been in the service of—a profound impulse for reintegration, a
widely felt desire to overcome the fragmentation and alienation of the late
modern mind. Underlying the variety of its expressions, the most distinctive
trait of this new vision has been its concern with the philosophical and
psychological reconciliation of numerous long-standing schisms: between
human being and nature, self and world, spirit and matter, mind and body,
conscious and unconscious, personal and transpersonal, secular and sacred,
intellect and soul, science and the humanities, science and religion.

For some time this emerging consensus of convictions and aspirations
has seemed to me, as to many others, the most interesting and hopeful
intellectual development of our age and perhaps the one most likely to
produce a viable successor to the rapidly deteriorating modern world view.
Yet from its beginning this new vision or paradigm has confronted a
seemingly insurmountable problem. The present world situation could
hardly be more ripe for a major paradigm shift, and many thoughtful
observers have concluded that such a shift, when it comes, should and very
probably will be based on principles resembling those just cited. But to



succeed in becoming a broad-based cultural vision, or even to achieve its
own implicit program of psychological and intellectual integration, this new
outlook has been lacking one essential element, the sine qua non of any
genuinely comprehensive, internally consistent world view: a coherent
cosmology.

In retrospect it 1s evident that the fundamental intellectual turning point
of Western civilization was the Copernican revolution, understood in its
largest sense. Nothing so effectively bestowed confidence in the supreme
power of human reason. Nothing so emphatically and comprehensively
affirmed the superiority of the modern Western mind over all others—all
other world views, all other eras, all other cultures, all other modes of
cognition. Nothing emancipated the modern self from a cosmos of
established pregiven meanings more profoundly or more dramatically. It is
impossible to think of the modern mind without the Copernican revolution.

Yet the luminosity of that great revolution has cast an extraordinary
shadow. The radical displacement of the Earth and humanity from an
absolute cosmic center, the stunning transference of the apparent cosmic
order from the observed to the observer, and the eventual pervasive
disenchantment of the material universe were all paradigmatic for the
modern mind, and these have now come to epitomize humankind’s
underlying sense of disorientation and alienation. With the heavens no
longer a separate divine realm and with the Earth no longer embedded in a
circumscribed celestial order of planetary spheres and powers, humanity
was simultaneously liberated from and thrust out of the ancient-medieval
cosmic womb. The essential nature of reality underwent an immense shift
for the Western mind, which now engaged a world possessed of entirely
new dimensions, structure, and existential implications.

For all the exalted numinosity of the Copernican birth, the new universe
that eventually emerged into the light of common day was a spiritually
empty vastness, impersonal, neutral, indifferent to human concerns,
governed by random processes devoid of purpose or meaning. At a deep
level human consciousness was thereby radically estranged and decentered.
It no longer experienced itself as an essential expression and focus of an
intrinsically meaningful universe. “Before the Copernican revolution,”



wrote Bertrand Russell, “it was natural to suppose that God’s purposes were
specially concerned with the earth, but now this has become an unplausible
hypothesis”: mankind must instead be regarded as a “curious accident.” The
Copernican revolution was the modern mind’s prototypical act of
deconstruction, bringing both a birth and a death. It was the primordial
cataclysm of the modern age, a stupendous event which destroyed an entire
world and constituted a new one.

Not only the subsequent evolution of modern cosmology, from Newton
and Laplace to Einstein and Hubble, but virtually the entire modern
intellectual trajectory has sustained and magnified the primary Copernican
insight: Descartes, Locke, Hume, Kant, Schopenhauer, Darwin, Marx,
Nietzsche, Weber, Freud, Wittgenstein, Russell, Heidegger, Sartre, Camus.
From seventeenth-century rationalism and empiricism to twentieth-century
existentialism and astrophysics, human consciousness has found itself
progressively emancipated yet also progressively relativized, unrooted,
inwardly i1solated from the spiritually opaque world it seeks to comprehend.
The soul knows no home in the modern cosmos. The status of the human
being in its cosmic setting is fundamentally problematic—solitary,
accidental, ephemeral, inexplicable. The proud uniqueness and autonomy of
“Man” have come at a high price. He is an insignificant speck cast adrift in
a vast purposeless cosmos, a stranger in a strange land. Self-reflective
human consciousness finds no foundation for itself in the empirical world.
Inner and outer, psyche and cosmos, are radically discontinuous, mutually
incoherent. As Steven Weinberg famously summarized modern cosmology,
“The more the universe seems comprehensible, the more it also seems
pointless.” With the encompassing cosmos indifferent to human meaning,
with all significance deriving ultimately from the decentered and accidental
human subject, a meaningful world can never be more than a courageous
human projection. Thus did the Copernican revolution establish the
essential matrix for the modern world view in all its disenchanting
ramifications. The most celebrated of human intellectual achievements, it
remains the watershed of human alienation, the epochal symbol of
humanity’s cosmic estrangement.

Here we face the crux of our present predicament. For it is this post-
Copernican cosmological context that continues to frame the current effort



to forge a new paradigm of reality, yet that context, utterly at variance with
the deep transformations now being urged, thereby confounds them.
Although many of the post-Copernican ramifications (Cartesian, Kantian,
Darwinian, Freudian) have been grappled with, criticized, and reconceived
to one extent or another, the great starting point for the whole trajectory of
modern consciousness remains untouched. The cosmological metastructure
that implicitly contained and precipitated all the rest is still so solidly
established as to be beyond discussion. The physical sciences of the past
hundred years have flung open wide the nature of reality, dissolving all the
old absolutes, but the Earth still moves—along with, now, everything else,
in a postmodern explosion of centerless, free-floating flux. Newton has
been transcended but not Copernicus, who has rather been extended in
every dimension.

For all the notable strides made in deconstructing the modern mind and
moving towards a new vision, whether in science, philosophy, or religion,
nothing has come close to questioning the larger Copernican revolution
itself, the modern mind’s first principle and foundation. The very idea is as
inconceivable now as was the idea of a moving Earth before 1500. That
most fundamental modern revolution, along with its deepest existential
consequences, still prevails, subtly yet globally determining the character of
the contemporary mind. The continuing implacable reality of a purposeless
cosmos places an effective glass ceiling on all attempts to reconstruct or
soften the various alienating post-Copernican ramifications, from
Descartes’s subject-object dualism to Darwin’s blind evolution. A straight
line of disenchantment extends from astronomy and biology to philosophy
and religion, as in Jacques Monod’s well-known synopsis of the human
condition in the later twentieth century: “The ancient covenant is in pieces:
Man knows at last that he is alone in the universe’s unfeeling immensity,
out of which he emerged only by chance.”

From the cosmological perspective, the various movements now
pressing for the creation of a more humanly meaningful and spiritually
resonant world have been taking place in an atomistic void. In the absence
of some unprecedented development beyond the existential framework
defined by the larger Copernican revolution, these less primordial
intellectual changes can never be more than brave interpretive exercises in



an alien cosmic environment. No amount of revisioning philosophy or
psychology, science or religion, can forge a new world view without a
radical shift at the cosmological level. As it now stands, our cosmic context
does not support the attempted transformation of human vision. No genuine
synthesis seems possible. This enormous contradiction that invisibly
encompasses the emerging paradigm is precisely what is preventing that
paradigm from constituting a coherent and effective world view.

As a long line of thinkers from Pascal to Nietzsche have recognized, the
cosmic spaces of meaningless vastness that surround the human world
silently oppose and subvert the meaning of the human world itself. In such
a context, all human imagination, all religious experience, all moral and
spiritual values, can only too readily be seen as idiosyncratic human
constructs. Despite the many profound and indispensable changes that have
taken place in the contemporary Western mind, the larger cosmological
situation continues to sustain and enforce the basic double bind of modern
consciousness: Our deepest spiritual and psychological aspirations are
fundamentally incoherent with the very nature of the cosmos as revealed by
the modern mind. “Not only are we not at the center of the cosmos,” wrote
Primo Levi, “but we are alien to it: we are a singularity. The universe is
strange to us, we are strange in the universe.”

The distinctive pathos and paradox of our cosmological situation
reflects a deep historical schism within modern culture and the modern
sensibility. For the modern experience of a radical division between inner
and outer—of a subjective, personal, and purposeful consciousness that is
incongruously embedded in and evolved from an objective universe that is
unconscious, impersonal, and purposeless—is precisely represented in the
cultural polarity and tension in our history between Romanticism and the
Enlightenment. On the one side of this divide, our interior selves hold
precious our spiritual intuitions, our moral and aesthetic sensibilities, our
devotion to love and beauty, the power of the creative imagination, our
music and poetry, our metaphysical reflections and religious experiences,
our visionary journeys, our glimpses of an ensouled nature, our inward
conviction that the deepest truth can be found within. This interior impulse
has been carried in modern culture by Romanticism, understood in its
broadest sense—from Rousseau and Goethe, Wordsworth and Emerson all



the way through to its spirited renascence, democratized and globalized, in
the post-Sixties counterculture. In the Romantic impulse and tradition, the
modern soul found profound psychological and spiritual expression.

On the other side of the schism, that soul has dwelled within a universe
whose essential nature was fully determined and defined by the Scientific
Revolution and Enlightenment. In effect, the objective world has been ruled
by the Enlightenment, the subjective world by Romanticism. Together these
have constituted the modern world view and the complex modern
sensibility. One could say that the modern soul’s sustaining allegiance has
been to Romanticism, whereas the modern mind’s deeper loyalty has been
to the Enlightenment. Both live within us, fully yet antithetically. An
impossible tension of opposites thereby resides deep in the modern
sensibility. Hence the underlying pathos of the modern situation. The
biography of the modern soul has taken place completely within a
disenchanted Enlightenment cosmos, thereby contextualizing and rendering
the entire life and striving of the modern soul as “merely subjective.” Our
spiritual being, our psychology, is contradicted by our cosmology. Our
Romanticism is contradicted by our Enlightenment, our inner by our outer.

Behind the Enlightenment/Romanticism division in high culture
(mirrored in the academic world by the “two cultures” of science and the
humanities) looms the deeper and more ancient cultural schism between
science and religion. In the wake of the Scientific Revolution, many
spiritually sensitive individuals have found resources to help them cope
with the human condition in the modern cosmological context in ways that,
to one extent or another, answer their religious longings and existential
needs. Paradoxically, it seems to be this very context, with its absolute
erasure of all inherited orders of pregiven cosmic meaning, that has helped
make possible in our time an unprecedented freedom, diversity, and
authenticity of religious responses to the human condition. These have
taken a multitude of forms: the pursuit of the individual spiritual journey
drawing on many sources, the personal leap of faith, the life of ethical
service and humanitarian compassion, the inward turn (meditation, prayer,
monastic withdrawal), involvement with the great mystical traditions and
practices from Asia (Hindu, Buddhist, Taoist, Sufi) and from diverse
indigenous and shamanic cultures (Native North American, Central and



South American, African, Australian, Polynesian, Old European), recovery
of various gnostic and esoteric perspectives and practices, the pursuit of
psychedelic or entheogenic exploration, devotion to creative artistic
expression as a spiritual path, or renewed engagement with revitalized
forms of Jewish and Christian traditions, beliefs, and practices.

Yet all these engagements have taken place in a cosmos whose basic
parameters have been defined by the determinedly nonspiritual
epistemology and ontology of modern science. Because of science’s
sovereignty over the external aspect of the modern world view, these noble
spiritual journeys are pursued in a universe whose essential nature is
recognized—whether consciously or subconsciously—to be supremely
indifferent to those very quests. These many spiritual paths can and do
provide profound meaning, solace, and support, but they have not resolved
the fundamental schism of the modern world view. They cannot heal the
deep division latent in every modern psyche. The very nature of the
objective universe turns any spiritual faith and ideals into courageous acts
of subjectivity, constantly vulnerable to intellectual negation.

Only by strenuously avoiding the reality of this contradiction, and thus
engaging in what is in essence a form of psychological
compartmentalization and denial, can the modern self find any semblance
of wholeness. In such circumstances, an integrated world view, the natural
aspiration of every psyche, is unattainable. An inchoate awareness of this
underlies the reaction of religious fundamentalists to modernity, their rigid
refusal to join the seemingly impossible spiritual adventure of the modern
age. But for the more fully embracing and reflective contemporary
sensibility, with its multiple commitments and alertness to the larger
dialectic of realities in our time, the conflict cannot be dismissed so readily.

The problem with this dissociative condition is not merely cognitive
dissonance or internal distress. Nor is it only the “privatization of
spirituality” that has become so characteristic of our time. Since the
encompassing cosmological context in which all human activity takes place
has eliminated any enduring ground of transcendent values—spiritual,
moral, aesthetic—the resulting vacuum has empowered the reductive values
of the market and the mass media to colonize the collective human



imagination and drain it of all depth. If the cosmology is disenchanted, the
world is logically seen in predominantly utilitarian ways, and the utilitarian
mind-set begins to shape all human motivation at the collective level. What
might be considered means to larger ends ineluctably become ends in
themselves. The drive to achieve ever-greater financial profit, political
power, and technological prowess becomes the dominant impulse moving
individuals and societies, until these values, despite ritual claims to the
contrary, supersede all other aspirations.

The disenchanted cosmos impoverishes the collective psyche in the
most global way, vitiating its spiritual and moral imagination—*“vitiate” not
only in the sense of diminish and impair but also in the sense of deform and
debase. In such a context, everything can be appropriated. Nothing is
immune. Majestic vistas of nature, great works of art, revered music,
eloquent language, the beauty of the human body, distant lands and
cultures, extraordinary moments of history, the arousal of deep human
emotion: all become advertising tools to manipulate consumer response.
For quite literally, in a disenchanted cosmos, nothing is sacred. The soul of
the world has been extinguished: Ancient trees and forests can then be seen
as nothing but potential lumber; mountains nothing but mineral deposits;
seashores and deserts are oil reserves; lakes and rivers, engineering tools.
Animals are perceived as harvestable commodities, indigenous tribes as
obstructing relics of an outmoded past, children’s minds as marketing
targets. At the all-important cosmological level, the spiritual dimension of
the empirical universe has been entirely negated, and with it, any publicly
affirmable encompassing ground for moral wisdom and restraint. The short
term and the bottom line rule all. Whether in politics, business, or the
media, the lowest common denominator of the culture increasingly governs
discourse and prescribes the values of the whole. Myopically obsessed with
narrow goals and narrow identities, the powerful blind themselves to the
larger suffering and crisis of the global community.

In a world where the subject is experienced as living in—and above and
against—a world of objects, other peoples and cultures are more readily
perceived as simply other objects, inferior in value to oneself, to ignore or
exploit for one’s own purposes, as are other forms of life, biosystems, the
planetary whole. Moreover, the underlying anxiety and disorientation that



pervade modern societies in the face of a meaningless cosmos create both a
collective psychic numbness and a desperate spiritual hunger, leading to an
addictive, insatiable craving for ever more material goods to fill the inner
emptiness and producing a manic techno-consumerism that cannibalizes the
planet. Highly practical consequences ensue from the disenchanted modern
world view.

The ambition to emancipate ourselves as autonomous subjects by
objectifying the world has in a sense come full circle, returned to haunt us,
by turning the human self into an object as well—an ephemeral side effect
of a random universe, an isolated atom in mass society, a statistic, a
commodity, passive prey to the demands of the market, prisoner of the self-
constructed modern “iron cage.” Thus Weber’s famous prophecy:

No one knows who will live in this cage in the future, or whether at
the end of this tremendous development entirely new prophets will
arise, or there will be a great rebirth of old ideas and ideals, or if
neither, mechanized petrification, embellished with a sort of
convulsive self-importance. For of the last stage of this cultural
development, it might well be truly said: “Specialists without spirit,
sensualists without heart; this nullity imagines that it has attained a
level of civilization never before achieved.”

Defined in the end by its disenchanted context, the human self too is
inevitably disenchanted. Ultimately it becomes, like everything else, a mere
object of material forces and efficient causes: a sociobiological pawn, a
selfish gene, a meme machine, a biotechnological artifact, an unwitting tool
of its own tools. For the cosmology of a civilization both reflects and
influences all human activity, motivation, and self-understanding that take
place within its parameters. It is the container for everything else.

This, therefore, has become the looming question of our time: What is
the ultimate impact of cosmological disenchantment on a civilization? What
does it do to the human self, year after year, century after century, to
experience existence as a conscious purposeful being in an unconscious
purposeless universe? What is the price of a collective belief in absolute
cosmic indifference? What are the consequences of this unprecedented



cosmological context for the human experiment, indeed, for the entire
planet?

It was Friedrich Nietzsche who seems to have recognized most
intensely the full implications of the modern development, and experienced
in his own being the inescapable plight of the modern sensibility: the
Romantic soul at once liberated, displaced, and entrapped within the vast
cosmic void of the scientific universe. Using hyper-Copernican imagery to
depict the dizzying annihilation of the metaphysical world and death of God
wrought by the modern mind, and reflecting that peculiarly tragic
combination of self-determining will and inexorable fate, Nietzsche
captured the pathos of the late modern existential and spiritual crisis:

What were we doing when we unchained this earth from its sun?
Whither is it moving now? Whither are we moving? Away from all
suns? Are we not plunging continually? Backward, sideward,
forward, in all directions? Is there still any up or down? Are we not
straying as through an infinite nothing? Do we not feel the breath of
empty space? Has it not become colder? Is not night continually
closing in on us?

If we again look at the diagram illustrating the difference between the
primal and the modern experience of the world, taking into account the full
effect of the post-Copernican, post-Nietzschean situation, we see the
extremity of the late-modern human’s differentiation and alienation in the
cosmos (Figure 4). The source of all meaning and purpose in the universe
has become at once infinitesimally small and utterly peripheral. The lonely
island of human meaning is now so incongruent, so accidental, so
ephemeral, so fundamentally estranged from its vast surrounding matrix, as
to have become, in many senses, insupportable.
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Yet it is perhaps the very starkness and self-contradictory absurdity of
this situation that suggests the possibility of another perspective. The
modern mind has long prided itself on its repeated success in overcoming
anthropomorphic distortions in its understanding of reality. It has constantly
sought to purify its world view from any naive anthropocentrism and self-
fulfilling projections. Each revolution in modern thought from Copernicus
onward, each great insight associated with a canonical name in the grand
procession—from Bacon and Descartes, Hume and Kant to Darwin, Marx,
Nietzsche, Weber, Freud, Wittgenstein, Heidegger, Kuhn, and the entire
postmodern turn—has brought forth in its own manner another essential
revelation of an unconscious bias that had until then blinded the human
mind in its attempts to understand the world. The gist and consequence of
this long, incomparably intricate modern and postmodern epistemological
development has been to compel us with ever-increasing acuity to recognize
how our most fundamental assumptions and principles, so long taken for
granted as to fully escape our notice, imperceptibly bring into being the
very world we consider unarguably objective. As the post-Kuhnian
philosopher of science Paul Feyerabend recognized:

A change of universal principles brings about a change of the entire
world. Speaking in this manner we no longer assume an objective
world that remains unaffected by our epistemic activities, except
when moving within the confines of a particular point of view. We



concede that our epistemic activities may have a decisive influence
even upon the most solid piece of cosmological furniture—they may
make gods disappear and replace them by heaps of atoms in empty
space.

Let us, then, take our strategy of critical self-reflection one crucial and
perhaps inevitable step further. Let us apply it to the fundamental governing
assumption and starting point of the modern world view—a pervasive
assumption that subtly continues to influence the postmodern turn as well—
that any meaning and purpose the human mind perceives in the universe
does not exist intrinsically in the universe but is constructed and projected
onto it by the human mind. Might not this be the final, most global
anthropocentric delusion of all? For is it not an extraordinary act of human
hubris—Iliterally, a hubris of cosmic proportions—to assume that the
exclusive source of all meaning and purpose in the universe is ultimately
centered in the human mind, which is therefore absolutely unique and
special and 1n this sense superior to the entire cosmos? To presume that the
universe utterly lacks what we human beings, the offspring and expression
of that universe, conspicuously possess? To assume that the part somehow
radically differs from and transcends the whole? To base our entire world
view on the a priori principle that whenever human beings perceive any
patterns of psychological or spiritual significance in the nonhuman world,
any signs of interiority and mind, any suggestion of purposefully coherent
order and intelligible meaning, these must be understood as no more than
human constructions and projections, as ultimately rooted in the human
mind and never in the world?

Perhaps this complete voiding of the cosmos, this absolute privileging
of the human, is the ultimate act of anthropocentric projection, the most
subtle yet prodigious form of human self-aggrandizement. Perhaps the
modern mind has been projecting soullessness and mindlessness on a
cosmic scale, systematically filtering and eliciting all data according to its
self-elevating assumptions at the very moment we believed we were
“cleansing” our minds of “distortions.” Have we been living in a self-
produced bubble of cosmic isolation? Perhaps the very attempt to de-
anthropomorphize reality in such an absolute and simplistic manner is itself
a supremely anthropocentric act.



I believe that this criticism of the hidden anthropocentrism permeating
the modern world view cannot be successfully countered. Only the blinders
of our paradigm, as is always the case, have prevented us from recognizing
the profound implausibility of its most basic underlying assumption. For as
we gaze out now at the immense starry heavens surrounding our precious
planet, and as we contemplate the long and richly diverse history of human
thinking about the world, must we not consider that in our strangely unique
modern commitment to restrict all meaning and purposive intelligence to
ourselves, and refusing these to the great cosmos within which we have
emerged, we might in fact be drastically underestimating and misperceiving
that cosmos—and thus misperceiving, at once overestimating and
underestimating, ourselves as well? Perhaps the greater Copernican
revolution is in a sense still incomplete, still unfolding. Perhaps a long-
hidden form of anthropocentric bias, increasingly destructive in its
consequences, can now at last be recognized, thus opening up the
possibility of a richer, more complex, more authentic relationship between
the human being and the cosmos.

Questions and issues like these compel us to direct our attention with
new eyes both outward and inward. Not only inward, as we habitually do in
our search for meaning, but also outward, as we seldom do because our
cosmos has long been regarded as empty of spiritual significance and
unable to respond to that search. Yet our gaze outward must be different
from before. It must be transformed by a new awareness of the interior: The
questions and issues we have confronted here require us to explore yet more
deeply the nature of the self that seeks to comprehend the world. They press
us to discern yet more clearly how our subjectivity, that tiny peripheral
island of meaning in the cosmic vastness, subtly participates in configuring
and constellating the entire universe we perceive and know. They compel us
to examine that mysterious place where subject and object so intricately and
consequentially intersect: the crucial meeting point of cosmology,
epistemology, and psychology.



I

In Search of a Deeper Order

There are more things in heaven and earth, Horatio,
Than are dreamt of in our philosophy.

—William Shakespeare

Hamlet (First Folio)



Two Suitors: A Parable

Imagine, for a moment, that you are the universe. But for the purposes of
this thought experiment, let us imagine that you are not the disenchanted
mechanistic universe of conventional modern cosmology, but rather a deep-
souled, subtly mysterious cosmos of great spiritual beauty and creative
intelligence. And imagine that you are being approached by two different
epistemologies—two suitors, as it were, who seek to know you. To whom
would you open your deepest secrets? To which approach would you be
most likely to reveal your authentic nature? Would you open most deeply to
the suitor—the epistemology, the way of knowing—who approached you as
though you were essentially lacking in intelligence or purpose, as though
you had no interior dimension to speak of, no spiritual capacity or value;
who thus saw you as fundamentally inferior to himself (let us give the two
suitors, not entirely arbitrarily, the traditional masculine gender); who
related to you as though your existence were valuable primarily to the
extent that he could develop and exploit your resources to satisfy his
various needs; and whose motivation for knowing you was ultimately
driven by a desire for increased intellectual mastery, predictive certainty,
and efficient control over you for his own self-enhancement?

Or would you, the cosmos, open yourself most deeply to that suitor who
viewed you as being at least as intelligent and noble, as worthy a being, as
permeated with mind and soul, as imbued with moral aspiration and
purpose, as endowed with spiritual depths and mystery, as he? This suitor
seeks to know you not that he might better exploit you but rather to unite
with you and thereby bring forth something new, a creative synthesis
emerging from both of your depths. He desires to liberate that which has
been hidden by the separation between knower and known. His ultimate
goal of knowledge is not increased mastery, prediction, and control but
rather a more richly responsive and empowered participation in a co-
creative unfolding of new realities. He seeks an intellectual fulfillment that
is intimately linked with imaginative vision, moral transformation,



empathic understanding, aesthetic delight. His act of knowledge is
essentially an act of love and intelligence combined, of wonder as well as
discernment, of opening to a process of mutual discovery. To whom would
you be more likely to reveal your deepest truths?

This is not to say that you, the universe, would reveal nothing to the
first suitor, under the duress of his objectifying, disenchanting approach.
That suitor would undoubtedly elicit, filter, and constellate a certain
“reality” that he would naturally regard as authentic knowledge of the
actual universe: objective knowledge, “the facts,” as compared with the
subjective delusions of everyone else’s approach. But we might allow
ourselves to doubt just how profound a truth, how genuinely reflective of
the universe’s deeper reality, this approach might be capable of providing.
Such knowledge might prove to be deeply misleading. And if this
disenchanted vision were elevated to the status of being the only legitimate
vision of the nature of the cosmos upheld by an entire civilization, what an
incalculable loss, an impoverishment, a tragic deformation, a grief, would
ultimately be suffered by both knower and known.

I believe that the disenchantment of the modern universe is the direct
result of a simplistic epistemology and moral posture spectacularly
inadequate to the depths, complexity, and grandeur of the cosmos. To
assume a priori that the entire universe is ultimately a soulless void within
which our multidimensional consciousness is an anomalous accident, and
that purpose, meaning, conscious intelligence, moral aspiration, and
spiritual depth are solely attributes of the human being, reflects a long-
invisible inflation on the part of the modern self. And heroic hubris is still
indissolubly linked, as it was in ancient Greek tragedy, to heroic fall.

The postmodern mind has come to recognize, with a critical acuity that
has been at once disturbing and liberating, the multiplicity of ways in which
our often hidden presuppositions and the structures of our subjectivity
shape and elicit the reality we seek to understand. If we have learned
anything from the many disciplines that have contributed to postmodern
thought, it is that what we believe to be our objective knowledge of the
world is radically affected and even constituted by a complex multitude of
subjective factors, most of which are altogether unconscious. Even this is



not quite accurate, for we must now recognize subject and object, inner and
outer, to be so deeply mutually constituted as to render problematic the very
structure of a “subject” knowing an “object.” Such a recognition—hard-
won and, for most of us, still being slowly integrated—can initially produce
a sense of intellectual disorientation, irresolution, or even despair. Each of
these responses has its time and place. But ultimately this recognition can
call forth in us a fortifying sense of joyful co-responsibility for the world
we elicit and enact through the creative power of the interpretive strategies
and world views we choose to engage, to explore, and to evolve with.

What is the cure for hubristic vision? It is, perhaps, to listen— to listen
more subtly, more perceptively, more deeply. Our future may well depend
upon the precise extent of our willingness to expand our ways of knowing.
We need a larger, truer empiricism and rationalism. The long-established
epistemological strategies of the modern mind have been both relentlessly
limiting and unconsciously “constructing” a world it then concludes i1s
objective. The objectifying ascetic rationalism and empiricism that emerged
during the Enlightenment served as liberating disciplines for the nascent
modern reason, but they still dominate mainstream science and modern
thought today in a rigidly undeveloped form. In their simplistic myopia and
one-sidedness, they seriously constrain our full range of perception and
understanding.

The disenchanting strategy can be said to have served well the purposes
of its time—to differentiate the self, to empower the human subject, to
liberate human experience of the world from unquestioned pregiven
structures of meaning and purpose inherited from tradition and enforced by
external authority. It provided a powerful new basis for criticism and
defiance of established belief systems that often inhibited human autonomy.
It also at least partly succeeded in disciplining the human tendency to
project onto the world subjective needs and wishes. But this differentiation
and empowerment of the human being has been striven for so single-
mindedly as to now be hypertrophic, pathologically exaggerated. In its
austere universal reductionism, the objectifying stance of the modern mind
has become a kind of tyrant. The knowledge it renders is literally narrow-
minded. Such knowledge is at once extremely potent and deeply deficient.
A little knowledge may be a dangerous thing, but a massive amount of



knowledge based on a limited and self-isolating set of assumptions may be
very dangerous indeed.

The remarkable modern capacity for differentiation and discernment
that has been so painstakingly forged must be preserved, but our challenge
now is to develop and subsume that discipline in a more encompassing,
more magnanimous intellectual and spiritual engagement with the mystery
of the universe. Such an engagement can happen only if we open ourselves
to a range of epistemologies that together provide a more
multidimensionally perceptive scope of knowledge. To encounter the depths
and rich complexity of the cosmos, we require ways of knowing that fully
integrate the imagination, the aesthetic sensibility, moral and spiritual
intuition, revelatory experience, symbolic perception, somatic and sensuous
modes of understanding, empathic knowing. Above all, we must awaken to
and overcome the great hidden anthropocentric projection that has virtually
defined the modern mind: the pervasive projection of soullessness onto the
cosmos by the modern self’s own will to power.

Objectifying the world has given immense pragmatic power and
dynamism to the modern self but at the expense of its capacity to register
and respond to the world’s potential depths of meaning and purpose.
Contrary to the coolly detached self-image of modern reason, subjective
needs and wishes have unconsciously pervaded the disenchanted vision and
reinforced its assumptions. A world of purposeless objects and random
processes has served as a highly effective basis and justification for human
self-aggrandizement and exploitation of a world seen as undeserving of
moral concern. The disenchanted cosmos is the shadow of the modern mind
in all its brilliance, power, and inflation.

As we assimilate the deepening insights of our time into the nature of
human knowledge, and as we discern more lucidly the intricate mutual
implication of subject and object, self and world, we must ask ourselves
whether this radically disenchanted cosmology is, in the end, all that
plausible. Perhaps it was not as truly neutral and objective as we supposed,
but was in fact a reflection of historically situated evolutionary imperatives
and unconscious needs—Ilike every other cosmology in the history of
humanity. Perhaps disenchantment is itself another form of enchantment,



another highly convincing mode of experience that has cast its spell over
the human mind and played its evolutionary role but is now not only
limiting for our cosmological understanding but unsustainable for our
existence. Perhaps it is time to adopt, as a potentially more fruitful
hypothesis and heuristic starting point, the second suitor’s approach to the
nature of the cosmos.

Of the many disciplines that have begun to challenge the dominance of
the disenchanted universe, there is one field in particular whose
development over the past century has brought forth a series of insights,
concepts, and data of unexpected relevance to the cosmological crisis I have
outlined here. It is that discipline and its historical evolution, which is
closely intertwined with the larger history of the modern self, to which we
now turn our attention.



The Interior Quest

The history of a culture, the inner history of a civilization, can sometimes
bear suggestive resemblances to the unfolding of an individual human life.
In Joseph Campbell’s classic description of the archetypal journey of the
hero—the liberator, the shaman, the mystic, the creator, the discoverer of
new worlds—a dramatic progression takes place that involves certain
characteristic stages: a decisive separation from the community, detaching
the self from the larger whole in which it has until then been embedded; an
experience of the physical and spiritual life of the world as undergoing a
great danger, an encroaching shadow, a fall into ruin; and a radical shift of
emphasis from external realities to the interior realm, moving “from the
world scene of secondary effects to those causal zones of the psyche where
the difficulties really reside.” There follows a dark night of the soul, an
interior descent, bringing a crisis of meaning, a transformative encounter
with human suffering and mortality, and a disorienting dissolution of the
self’s basic structures of identity and being. Only through such a descent
does the hero penetrate to a source of greater knowledge and power opened
by a direct experience of the archetypal dimension of life. Along the way of
this perilous journey certain humble clues and anomalies unexpectedly
appear that challenge and destabilize the confident knowledge of the old
self, yet ultimately point the way to the threshold of another world.

In the dramatic evolution of the Western psyche, which has proved so
consequential for the planet, the enduring archetypal patterns visible in the
myths of the hero also seem to function with extraordinary potency at the
level of history and the collective cultural psyche. But if so, the shift in
context from myth to history, and from the individual person to a
civilization, has involved a surprising change in the terms of the narrative.
For in the history of Western thought and culture, the community and larger
whole from which the heroic self was separated was not simply the local
tribal or familial matrix, but rather the entire community of being, the Earth,
the cosmos itself. Different stages of such a separation, descent, and



transformation have taken place in each great epoch of Western cultural
history, in what in retrospect appears not unlike a vast evolutionary rite of
passage played out on the stage of history and the cosmos, and now
reaching an especially precarious moment of truth.

We see such a pattern in late antiquity, against the backdrop of classical
civilization’s ruinous decline, as the ancient cosmological vision eventually
reached an opaque boundary within the overarching fixed structure of the
geocentric Ptolemaic-Aristotelian universe. The complexity of the celestial
movements was seen as increasingly inscrutable, the power of the planetary
spheres over human life increasingly all-determining. The cultural psyche
could not penetrate farther under that established set of assumptions and
was thereby forced to go within, to move deeply into the interior world of
the human soul and spirit, and bring forth a new form of being. So it was at
this moment, after the intense struggles and epiphanies of late biblical
Judaism and early Christianity, Gnosticism, and the mystery religions,
amidst the skeptical and religious crisis of the late classical age, that there
took place the great interior journey of Saint Augustine, and then of the
entire medieval West he so profoundly influenced and anticipated.

So too in the modern world, but on a new scale and with a more radical
separation: As the larger implications of the Copernican revolution
gradually emerged in the course of the modern era, the impenetrable
boundaries of the disenchanted cosmic vision began again to force the
cultural psyche to the interior. Pascal was among the first to confront the
dark entailments of the new cosmic reality: “The eternal silence of these
infinite spaces fills me with dread.” Kant, though filled with wonder by
those same spaces, struggled mightily to overcome the stark disjunction
between “the starry heaven above me and the moral law within me,” the
realm of science and the realm of religion. Finally Nietzsche, fully
recognizing the plight of the modern self in the scientifically revealed
cosmos, “straying as through an infinite nothing,” began his paradigmatic
descent into the interior depths. Thus he foreshadowed the depth
psychology that was conceived and developed in the immediate aftermath
of that descent, by Freud and Jung in Europe and, in a different but closely
related mode, by William James in America. Against the historical
background of the great crises, both inner and outer, that overtook modern



civilization, the twentieth century became, as Peter Homans has observed,
“the psychological century.”

It was Freud who first recognized the deep affinity and continuity
linking the Copernican revolution with the depth psychology revolution. As
the former event had irrevocably transformed the outer cosmos, so the latter
irrevocably transformed the inner cosmos, in each case radically
overturning humankind’s naive conviction of its centricity as the price for
radically enlarging the compass of its vision. Just as the Copernicans had
displaced the Earth from the center of the universe to reveal a much larger
unknown cosmos of which the Earth was now but a tiny peripheral
fragment, the Freudians displaced the conscious self from the center of the
inner universe to reveal the much larger unknown realm of the unconscious.
The modern self had to acknowledge that it was not master of its own
house, as the confident Cartesian cogito had implied, but was rather a
peripheral epiphenomenon of far more powerful processes working
unfathomed beyond the boundaries of its awareness.

Both revolutions, cosmological and psychological, were simultaneously
decentering and emancipatory. But where Copernicus’s came as the modern
self began its great ascent, with Leonardo and Columbus, Luther and
Montaigne, Bacon and Galileo, Descartes and Newton, by contrast Freud’s
emerged at the other end of the trajectory as the modern self began its great
descent, with Nietzsche and Weber, Kafka and Picasso, Heidegger and
Wittgenstein, Woolf and Beauvoir, Camus and Beckett. The two revolutions
heralded, as it were, the dawn and sunset of the modern self’s solar journey:
While the Copernican revolution impelled and symbolized the outward-
moving ascent and construction of the modern self that began in the
Renaissance and brought forth the Enlightenment, the depth psychology
revolution reflected the inward-turning descent and deconstruction of the
self that commenced at the end of the nineteenth century and brought forth
the postmodern era.

This arc-like symmetry revealed itself in yet another important way. For
each revolution was also both disenchanting and spiritually renewing in its
effects. But whereas the Copernican awakening of outward ascent began
within an ambiance of spiritual exaltation and then moved gradually but



inexorably towards the random mechanistic universe of the later modern
world view, the unfolding of the depth psychology revolution of inward
descent enacted rather the reverse sequence. Freud, by temperament and
intellectual commitment, emphasized from the start the disenchanting
implications of the psychological awakening: all psychic motivation rooted
in unconscious biological instinct; all human experience and aspiration, no
matter how elevated or sublime, reduced finally to mechanistic impulse. Yet
even Freud, in the poetic and mythic cast of his vision and his enduring
emotional investment in archaic numinosity (classical mythology, dream
interpretation, ancient religious icons, cultic secrecy), betrayed signs of an
underlying ambivalence. James and Jung, however, with different
sensibilities from Freud’s, pointed decisively to more spiritually expansive
potentials of the new discoveries, and ultimately to a vaster and more
mysterious inner universe than Freud had been able to acknowledge. Like
the Copernican revolution, depth psychology resulted from the
extraordinary convergence of a multiplicity of intellectual and cultural
streams, and proved to be just as generative and paradoxical in its
developing vision.

Of all the fields and disciplines of the modern intellectual world, it was
uniquely depth psychology, by the very nature of its historical moment, its
cultural sources, and its therapeutic aims, that located itself at the precise
intersection of the two great polarities of the modern sensibility, the
Enlightenment and Romanticism. With roots nourished by both streams,
depth psychology was a tradition inspired not only by the scientific
principles of Newton and Darwin but also by the imaginative aspirations of
Goethe and Emerson—hence the promise it held for so many as a via regia
for healing the schisms of the modern self. Depth psychology took up the
enduring passions and concerns of the Romantic project, exploring the
depths of consciousness and the unconscious, emotion and instinct, memory
and imagination, visions, dreams, myth, art, creativity. It pursued
introspection to new heights and abysses, examined the psyche’s shadows
and pathologies, discerned hidden motivations, ambivalence, and
ambiguity. It studied the mysteries of religious experience, ancient rituals
and shamanic initiations, mystical revelations and gnostic doctrines,



esoteric traditions and divinatory practices, the wisdom and visions of many
other cultures and other ages.

All this it did with an Enlightenment commitment to lucid rational
analysis and systematic investigation as it sought therapeutically effective
knowledge in a context of collective empirical research. Throughout their
lives James, Freud, and Jung pressed the scientific mind beyond its
conventional limits to engage realities known by visionaries and poets,
mystics and initiates. Striving to combine the intellectual rigor of scientific
observation with the intuitive insight of the poetic and spiritual imagination,
depth psychology attempted to bring the light of reason to the deep
mysteries of human interiority, yet often witnessed the converse: the light of
reason reevaluated, transformed, and deepened by the very mysteries it
sought to illuminate.

Moreover, as especially Jung understood, depth psychology engaged the
Enlightenment’s epistemological challenge set by Kant as it attempted to
discern the deep structural principles that inform human subjectivity, those
enduring patterns and forms that unconsciously permeate and configure
human knowledge and experience (hence Jung’s understanding of depth
psychology as the direct successor and heir of critical philosophy). Yet
contrary to Kant’s narrow list of a priori categories, those underlying forms
were repeatedly discovered, beginning with Nietzsche and Freud and above
all by Jung and his successors, to be mythic, symbolic, even numinous in
nature, pervading and impelling human consciousness from the unconscious
depths. Such a discovery fundamentally undermined the Enlightenment
project to extend rational mastery over the inner world in the same manner
it had done, or appeared to have done, so successfully over the outer world.
With depth psychology, reason revealed ever-expanding and deepening
interior realities that challenged reason’s compass. The very nature of those
disclosures ultimately subverted Freud’s reductionist Enlightenment
assumptions and moved the modern mind, from James and Jung onward, to
engage and assimilate dimensions of consciousness and principles of the
subjective universe that could no longer be easily accommodated by what
James saw as the prematurely “closed universe” of conventional scientific
belief.



Just as depth psychology subverted the naive orthodoxies of the
scientific mind while extending the range of scientific inquiry, so it
subverted the naive orthodoxies of traditional religion while extending the
range of spiritual inquiry. The relationship of depth psychology to religion
was complex. The directions opened by both James and Jung pointed
towards the human universality of spiri tual aspiration, contrary to the
secularist assumptions of much modern thought, and provided new grounds
for affirming the religious dimension of life as essential to psychological
health and wholeness. Insights into transcultural archetypal structures
underlying the world’s religions brought new understanding to the human
quest for spiritual meaning. That understanding proved to be both enriching
and relativizing. On the one hand, it undermined absolutist claims by
various religious traditions to unique spiritual authority, thus freeing many
individuals from their dogmatic chains while honoring their spiritual quests.
On the other hand, the new insights also made possible for many an
unexpected spiritual renewal and deepening of relationship to the central
symbols of those same traditions, now seen and understood in a larger, less
literal, more directly meaningful and experientially vivid light.

Especially affected were those many spiritual seekers whose experience
of the sacred no longer readily fit within the structures of their inherited
religious tradition, a phenomenon increasingly widespread in the late
modern and postmodern era. For these, depth psychology provided new
ways of articulating their encounter with the numinous, and affirmed the
many fruitful sources of spiritual disclosure from which the human psyche
could draw beyond those sanctioned by a particular tradition—nonordinary
states of consciousness, creativity, dreams, intimate relationships, sexuality
and the body, nature, sacred traditions and transformative practices from
other eras and cultures. Like science, religion possessed its own tendencies
towards reifying a prematurely closed interpretation of the universe. Depth
psychology offered an evolving frame of reference that opened the horizon
of authentic religious experience to engage the mysteries of human
existence beyond the constraints and mutual antagonisms widely
characteristic of the world’s religious traditions.

Given the modern mind’s radical divisions between self and world and
between conscious and unconscious, the continuing centrality in twentieth-



century thought of depth psychology can be recognized as in some sense
inevitable. For the radiant emergence of the modern rational self—the
highly focused, centered, empowered, detached, objectifying, self-reflective
and self-identifying Cartesian consciousness—effectively constellated an
“unconscious,” as light creates shadow, which then needed to be theorized,
explored, and painstakingly integrated. The discovery of the unconscious
was thus significant on many fronts, with multiple implications needing to
be addressed—not only psychological and therapeutic but cultural and
historical, philosophical and political, existential and spiritual. Jung
described that significance in the strongest possible terms: “We have not
understood yet that the discovery of the unconscious means an enormous
spiritual task, which must be accomplished if we wish to preserve our
civilization.”

The fate of depth psychology was nevertheless problematic throughout the
twentieth century. It provided the modern mind with a host of irreplaceable
insights and concepts, from the discovery of the unconscious itself, both
personal and collective, to the understanding of the ego’s various
mechanisms of defense, the psyche’s symbolic modes of expression, and
the dynamics of psychospiritual transformation. But because the larger
cultural world view within which depth psychology was embedded
continued to sustain the basic schism between human self and disenchanted
world, the reintegration and healing of the modern psyche could go only so
far. The problem was indirectly reflected in criticism from scientific
disciplines indifferent or antagonistic to the Romantic project that charged
depth psychology with an alleged lack of objectivity and empirically
measurable results. These scientistic critiques were effectively refuted by
psychologists, as well as by philosophers such as Jiirgen Habermas, who
affirmed depth psychology’s emancipatory potential through deepened self-
understanding. In contrast with the physical sciences, its essential focus was
on meanings that can never be quantified. Yet the discipline continued to be
constrained by a more encompassing problem: Its insights were apparently
relevant only to the psyche, to the subjective aspect of things, not to the
world in itself. Those insights could not change the larger cosmic context
within which the human being sought psychological integrity and spiritual
fulfillment. That primal rupture remained untouched, and unhealed.



Within the established structure of the modern world view, no matter
how subjectively convincing might be the psychological evidence for a
transcendent spiritual dimension, an archetypal realm, an anima mundi, a
universal religious impulse, or the existence of God, the discoveries of
psychology could reveal nothing with certainty about the actual constitution
of reality. The experiences and inner knowledge explored by depth
psychology could be regarded only as an expression of the human psyche
and its intrinsic structures. Human spirituality and religion were still, in
effect, confined to the subjective universe. What existed beyond this could
not be said. Depth psychology had perhaps rendered a deeper and richer
inner world for the modern soul, but the objective universe known by
natural science was still materialistically opaque and purposeless. With the
chasm in the modern world view between religious, Romantic, and depth
psychological interiority on the one hand and the mechanistic world picture
of the physical sciences on the other, there appeared to be no possibility for
an authentic bridge or mediation between self and world, subject and object,
psyche and cosmos. At its core and essence, modernity had constellated a
seemingly irresolvable tension of opposites, a fundamental antithesis
between an objectivist cosmology and a subjectivist psychology.

The great descent of the modern self had reached an apparently
intractable impasse. Extending into and permeating every aspect of human
experience, this metaphysical and epistemological predicament in one form
or another engaged virtually every major thinker of the twentieth century.
Many courageous responses to this encompassing dilemma emerged in the
course of that century, some resigned to its inevitability, others anticipating
its transformation. Among the latter, from within the field of depth
psychology itself, the study of one provocative category of phenomena in
particular has suggested with special directness that the chasmic division
between interior self and objective world might not be absolute.



Synchronicity and Its Implications

Most of us in the course of life have observed coincidences in which two or
more independent events having no apparent causal connection nevertheless
seem to form a meaningful pattern. On occasion, this patterning can strike
one as so extraordinary that it is difficult to believe the coincidence has
been produced by chance alone. The events give the distinct impression of
having been precisely arranged, invisibly orchestrated.

Jung first described the remarkable phenomenon he named
synchronicity in a seminar as early as 1928. He continued his investigations
for more than twenty years before at last attempting a full formulation in the
early 1950s. He presented his influential, still-evolving analysis of
synchronicity in the final paper he gave at the Eranos conferences, and
immediately followed this with a long monograph. Developed in part
through discussions with physicists, particularly Einstein and Wolfgang
Pauli, the principle of synchronicity bore parallels to certain discoveries in
relativity theory and quantum mechanics. Yet because of its psychological
dimension, Jung’s concept possessed a special relevance for the schism in
the modern world view between the meaning-seeking human subject and
the meaning-voided objective world. From the beginning, it has held a
unique position in contemporary discussions, having been simultaneously
described by physicists as posing a major challenge to the philosophical
foundations of modern science and by religious scholars as holding deep
implications for the modern psychology of religion. With each decade,
increasing numbers of books and heightened attention, both scholarly and

popular, have been devoted to the concept and the phenomenon. !

Jung took particular interest in meaningful coincidences, in the
beginning no doubt because their frequent occurrence had exerted a
considerable influence on his own life experience. He also observed that in
the therapeutic process of his patients such events repeatedly played a role,
sometimes a powerful one, especially in periods of crisis and



transformation. The dramatic coincidence of meaning between an inner
state and a simultaneous external event seemed to bring forth in the
individual a healing movement toward psychological wholeness, mediated
by the unexpected integration of inner and outer realities. Such events often
engendered a new sense of personal orientation in a world now seen as
capable of embodying purposes and meanings beyond the mere projections
of human subjectivity. The random chaos of life suddenly appeared to veil a
deeper order. A subtle sign, as it were, had been given, an unexpected color
in the pale void of meaning—an intimation, in William James’s phrase, of
“something more.”

Accompanying the more profound occurrences of synchronicity was a
dawning intuition, sometimes described as having the character of a
spiritual awakening, that the individual was herself or himself not only
embedded in a larger ground of meaning and purpose but also in some
sense a focus of it. This discovery, often emerging after a sustained period
of personal darkness or spiritual crisis, tended to bring with it an opening to
new existential potentialities and responsibilities. Both because of this felt
personal import and because of its startling metaphysical implications, such
a synchronicity carried a certain numinosity, a dynamic spiritual charge
with transformative consequences for the person experiencing it. In this
respect, the phenomenon seemed to function, in religious terms, as
something like an intervention of grace. Jung noted that such
synchronicities were often kept secret or carefully guarded, to avoid the
possibility of ridicule concerning an event possessing such significant
personal meaning.

The classic example of a pivotal synchronistic experience is Jung’s
well-known description of the “golden scarab” case:

My example concerns a young woman patient who, in spite of
efforts made on both sides, proved to be psychologically
inaccessible. The difficulty lay in the fact that she always knew
better about everything. Her excellent education had provided her
with a weapon ideally suited to this purpose, namely a highly
polished Cartesian rationalism with an impeccably “geometrical”
idea of reality [as in Descartes’s characteristic mode of logical



demonstration]. After several fruitless attempts to sweeten her
rationalism with a somewhat more human understanding, I had to
confine myself to the hope that something unexpected and irrational
would turn up, something that would burst the intellectual retort into
which she had sealed herself. Well, I was sitting opposite her one
day, with my back to the window, listening to her flow of rhetoric.
She had had an impressive dream the night before, in which
someone had given her a golden scarab—a costly piece of jewelry.
While she was still telling me this dream, I heard something behind
me gently tapping on the window. I turned round and saw that it was
a fairly large flying insect that was knocking against the window-
pane from outside in the obvious effort to get into the dark room.
This seemed to me very strange. I opened the window immediately
and caught the insect in the air as it flew in. It was a scarabaeid
beetle, or common rose-chafer (Cefonia aurata), whose gold-green
colour most nearly resembles that of a golden scarab. I handed the
beetle to my patient with the words, “Here is your scarab.” This
experience punctured the desired hole in her rationalism and broke
the ice of her intellectual resistance. The treatment could now be
continued with satisfactory results.

The acute coincidence between the symbolically resonant image that the
woman had experienced in her dream the night before and was just then
recounting and the spontaneous appearance at the window of an insect that
was “the nearest analogy to a golden scarab that one finds in our latitudes”
effectively broke through the intellectual armoring that had been blocking
her psychological development. Now ‘“her natural being could burst
through...and the process of transformation could at last begin to move.”

In another such instance, recounted in Esther Harding’s notebooks, a
patient whose dreams were filled with sexual imagery kept attempting to
interpret the dreams in nonsexual symbolic terms, despite Jung’s efforts to
persuade her of their more plausible straightforward meaning. On the day of
her next appointment, two sparrows fluttered to the ground at the woman’s
feet and “performed the act.”



On rare occasions a synchronicity proves to have an extraordinary
power through its impact on an historically significant individual, so that it
ultimately plays a pivotal role in the collective life of the larger culture. The
famous coincidence that formed a turning point in the life of Petrarch took
place at the climax of his ascent of Mont Ventoux in April 1336, an event
that has long been regarded by scholars as representing the symbolic
beginning of the Renaissance. For many years Petrarch had sensed a
growing impulse to ascend the mountain, to see the vast panorama from its
peak, though doing such a thing was virtually unheard of in his time.
Finally choosing the day, with his brother for a companion, he made the
long ascent, marked by intense physical exertion and inward reflection.
When he at last attained the summit, with clouds below his feet and winds
in his face, Petrarch found himself overwhelmed by the great sweep of the
world that now opened out to him—snowcapped mountains and the sea in
the distance, rivers and valleys below, the wide expanse of skies in every
direction. James Hillman recounts the event:

At the top of the mountain, with the exhilarating view of French
Provence, the Alps, and the Mediterranean spread before him, he
had opened his tiny pocket copy of Augustine’s Confessions.
Turning at random to book X, 8, he read: “And men go abroad to
admire the heights of mountains, the mighty billows of the sea, the
broad tide of rivers, the compass of the ocean, and the circuits of the
stars, and pass themselves by....”

Petrarch was stunned at the coincidence between Augustine’s
words and the time and place they were read. His emotion both
announced the revelation of his personal vocation and heralded the
new attitude of the Renaissance.... Petrarch draws this crucial
conclusion from the Mont Ventoux event: “Nothing is admirable but

the soul” (nihil praeter animum esse mirabile).?

Petrarch was so moved by the coincidental force of Augustine’s words
that he remained silent for the entire descent down the mountain. He at once
recognized the coincidence as part of a larger pattern of such transformative
moments that had happened to others in the history of spiritual conversions:



“I could not believe that it was by a mere accident that I happened upon
them. What I had there read I believed to be addressed to me and to no
other, remembering that Saint Augustine had once suspected the same thing
in his own case.” For indeed Augustine had undergone a nearly identical
experience at his own momentous spiritual turning point: In the garden of
Milan in 386, in a frenzy of spiritual crisis, he heard a child’s voice from a
nearby house mysteriously repeating the words “Tolle, lege” (“Pick up and
read”). Uncertain of their significance, he finally opened at random a copy
of Saint Paul’s epistles and there read words that spoke with uncanny
precision to the nature of his lifelong conflict and its resolution,
immediately after reading which “the light of certainty flooded my heart
and all dark shadows of doubt fled away” (Confessions, VIII, 29).

Here too Augustine’s emotion in the garden of Milan both announced
the revelation of his personal vocation and heralded the new attitude of the
Christian epoch being born. A thousand years later, Augustine’s own words
randomly encountered provided a strikingly similar catalyzing force for
Petrarch on Mont Ventoux. This time the synchronistic epiphany unfolded
in a new direction and with different consequences—one revelation in the
garden, pointing to Christianity and the Middle Ages, the other on the

mountain, pointing to the Renaissance and modernity.>

Jung believed that synchronicities generally seemed to serve the same role
as dreams, psychological symptoms, and other manifestations of the
unconscious, namely, to compensate the conscious attitude and move the
psyche from a problematic one-sidedness toward greater wholeness and
individuation. Not only did the unexpectedly externalized pattern of
meaning seem to represent more than mere chance coincidence; it also
appeared to serve a definite purpose, impelling the psyche toward a more
complete psychological and spiritual realization of the individual
personality. This self-realization was achieved through a deeper integration
of conscious and unconscious, which ultimately required of the individual a
discerning surrender of the usual conscious attitude of knowing superiority.
In this view, the perceptive interpretation of synchronistic phenomena, as
with all expressions of the unconscious, rather than inflating the egocentric



importance of the individual in a narcissistic manner, could correct
precisely these tendencies and open the psyche to a larger vision.

An instructive example of this self-critical, compensatory approach
toward synchronicity in Jung’s own life was recounted by Henry Fierz
when he described a meeting with Jung in the 1950s. Fierz had come to
discuss whether Jung thought a manuscript by a scientist who had recently
died should be published. At the appointed hour of five o’clock, Fierz
arrived for the meeting and the discussion began:

Jung had read the book and he thought that it should not be
published, but I disagreed and was for publication. Our discussion
finally got rather sharp, and Jung looked at his wristwatch,
obviously thinking that he had spent enough time on the matter and
that he could send me home. Looking at his watch he said: “When
did you come?”” I: “At five, as agreed.” Jung: “But that’s queer. My
watch came back from the watch-maker this morning after a
complete revision, and now I have 5:05. But you must have been
here much longer. What time do you have?” I: “It’s 5:35.” Whereon
Jung said: “So you have the right time, and I the wrong one. Let us
discuss the thing again.” This time I could convince Jung that the
book should be published.

Here the synchronistic event is of interest not because of its intrinsic
coincidental force but because of the meaning Jung drew from it, essentially
using it as a basis for challenging and redirecting his own conscious
attitude. The unexpected stopping and resulting error of the watch was
immediately recognized by Jung as paralleling—and as thereby bringing to
his attention—what he then suspected might be a comparable stoppage and
error in his own thinking about the matter at hand. He was alert to the fact
that the two events, one inner and the other outer, would have taken place at
virtually the same moment. Rather than automatically assuming that there
could be no significant connection between the state of his watch and the
state of his thinking, which would certainly be the usual assumption, his
immediate intuition was of a larger field of meaning underlying and
patterning all that happened in the room at the time. In that field, events
having no apparent causal connection in the conventional sense could be



recognized as participating in a more subtly ordered whole, a larger pattern
of meaning that was discernible to the prepared mind—even if that meaning
challenged his conscious attitude.

For Jung, the symbolic connection between the two events was as
transparently intelligible as if he were reading a newspaper, and he acted
accordingly. What made the correlation between the inner and outer events
intelligible was the presence of two factors: first, a developed capacity for
thinking and perceiving symbolically, a cultivated sensitivity to metaphoric
and analogical patterns that connect and thereby illuminate diverse
phenomena; and second, an epistemological openness to the possibility that
such meaning can be carried by the outer world as well as the inner, by all
of nature and one’s surrounding environment, not just by the human psyche.

Yet the recognition of synchronicities requires subtle judgments made in
circumstances usually pervaded by ambiguity and open to multiple
interpretations. The suggestive patterning and often delicate precision of
detail in such coincidences notoriously escape the net of objectivistic
assessments and experimental tests. Synchronicities seem to constitute a
lived reality the experience of which depends deeply on the sensitive
perception of context and nuance. For synchronicities have a shadow side,
as in the exaggeration of the trivial to discover a self-inflating meaning.
Another form this shadow can take is the paranoid’s morbidly narrow
interpretation of coincidences in terms of other people’s malign plots
cunningly directed at the self, or psychotic delusions of self-reference. Such
interpretations are, as Jung once suggested, pre-Copernican, egocentric.
They center the world of meaning naively on the old narrow self, inflating
the separate ego or persecuting it, and thereby evade the more complex and
often painful emergence of the individuated self that is in dialogue with the
whole.

Such an emergence requires attending to the claims and
communications of the larger cosmos of the unconscious. A painstaking
cultivation of self-knowledge must be undertaken to avoid succumbing to
mere projection. Discriminating such events requires a self-critical
awareness of unconscious tendencies towards narcissistic distortion by
which random or peripheral events are continually transformed into signs of



an egocentric universe. No less crucial 1s the development and balanced
interplay of multiple faculties of cognition—empirical, rational, emotional,
relational, intuitive, symbolic. A capacity for acute yet balanced
discernment has to be forged, founded not only on an alertness to
meaningful pattern but also on a disciplined mindfulness of the larger whole
within which the individual self seeks orientation.

Today, a half century after Jung’s original formulation of the principle
of synchronicity, with both the concept and the phenomenon now so widely
recognized, one can discern a typical sequence and progression in the
nature of synchronistic events and responses. The first stage is usually
marked by the experience of various ambiguously suggestive coincidences
and patternings that may seem somewhat remarkable, curious, or even
vaguely uncanny, but can still be regarded as perhaps merely fortuitous or
subjective, and are therefore usually ignored and forgotten. Eventually,
there may occur one or more especially powerful synchronicities,
unambiguous in their coincidental force and precision of patterning, that
have a revelatory effect on the individual and mark a decisive threshold in
his or her psychological and spiritual development. Not infrequently,
synchronicities of this category occur in association with births, deaths,
crises, and other major turning points in life. On occasion, there may take
place a sudden convergence of many such synchronicities, intricately
interconnected, occurring in close proximity or in rapid succession, and
having the effect of an overpowering epiphany of new meaning and purpose
in the life of the individual.

Over time, however, after this threshold has been crossed, a new attitude
toward synchronicities often emerges as their frequency and character come
to seem part of life’s pervasive intelligence and artistry—Iess a paradigm-
shifting revelation of a new order of reality and more a continuing source of
meaning and orientation with which to participate in life with greater
sensitivity and intelligence. A disciplined alertness to significant pattern in
the outer world as well as inner begins to develop as an essential aspect of
living a more conscious life. The occurrence of synchronicities is seen as
permitting a continuing dialogue with the unconscious and the larger whole
of life while also calling forth an aesthetic and spiritual appreciation of
life’s powers of symbolically resonant complex patterning.



Although Jung himself did not explicitly describe this later stage in his
principal monograph on synchronicity, it is evident from many scattered
passages in his writings and from the recollections and memoirs of others
that he both lived his life and conducted his clinical practice in a manner
that entailed a constant attention to potentially meaningful synchronistic
events that would then shape his understanding and actions. Jung saw
nature and one’s surrounding environment as a living matrix of potential
synchronistic meaning that could illuminate the human sphere. He attended
to sudden or unusual movements or appearances of animals, flocks of birds,
the wind, storms, the suddenly louder lapping of the lake outside the
window of his consulting room, and similar phenomena as possessing
possible symbolic relevance for the parallel unfolding of interior
psychological realities. For the woman who had the dream of the golden
scarab, the next day’s synchronistic visitation through the window was
dramatically transformative, whereas the same event for Jung represented a
striking but not uncharacteristic example of the meaningful patterning of
inner and outer events to which he had long before learned to be attentive.

In sharp contrast to the modern world view, Jung ceased to regard the
outer world as merely a neutral background against which the human
psyche pursued its isolated intrasubjective quest for meaning and purpose.
Rather, all events, inner and outer, whether emanating from the human
unconscious or from the larger matrix of the world, were recognized as
sources of potential psychological and spiritual significance. From this
perspective, not only the individual psyche and not only humanity’s
collective unconscious but all of nature supported and moved the human
psyche towards a larger consciousness of purpose and meaning.* Each
moment in time possessed a certain tangible character or quality which
pervaded the various events taking place at that moment.

It seems, indeed, as though time, far from being an abstraction, is a
concrete continuum which contains qualities or fundamentals which
can manifest themselves in relative simultaneousness in different
places and in a parallelism which cannot be explained, as in cases of
simultaneous appearance of identical thoughts, symbols, or psychic
conditions.... Whatever is born or done at this particular moment of
time has the quality of this moment of time.””



Central to Jung’s understanding of such phenomena was his observation
that the underlying meaning or formal factor that linked the synchronistic
inner and outer events—the formal cause, in Aristotelian terms—was
archetypal in nature. Building on insights from Freud, and drawing from the
classical Platonic philosophical vocabulary and from esoteric traditions,
Jung had long regarded and defined archetypes as the fundamental
governing principles of the human psyche. On the basis of his own analyses
as well as those of others, not only of a diverse range of clinical phenomena
but also of the art, myths, and religions of many eras and cultures, Jung had
come to view archetypes as innate symbolic forms and psychological
dispositions that unconsciously structure and impel human behavior and
experience at both the personal and collective level. They are “self-
portraits” of the instincts and render human experience meaningful
according to certain timeless universal patterns or forms: Light and Dark,
Birth and Death, Rebirth, the Hero, the Great Mother, the Child, the
Trickster, the Shadow, Good and Evil, Eros and Logos, Feminine and
Masculine, as well as more specifically personified and culturally inflected
forms such as Aphrodite, Oedipus, Dionysus, Prometheus, Saturn, Shakti,
Kali, Shiva, Wotan, Isis, and Sophia. Another major category of the
archetypes comprises the mathematical principles of number and geometric
form, as in the Pythagorean-Platonic tradition, and traditional sacred forms
such as the mandala, the circle, and the cross. All these principles were seen
as possessing a primordial, mythic, and numinous character grounded in the
deepest layers of the psyche and expressing a collective unconscious shared
by all human beings.

For most of his career, Jung worked and wrote within the modern
Cartesian-Kantian philosophical framework of a basic division between the
human subject and the objective world, and thus tended to restrict
archetypes to the interior world of the human psyche. His view of
archetypes in the early and middle periods of his career was generally
equivalent to Kant’s notion of a priori forms and categories: They were
inherited psychological structures or dispositions that preceded and shaped
the character of human experience but could not be said to transcend the
human psyche. In his later work, however, and most explicitly in the
context of his analysis of synchronicities, Jung moved towards a conception
of archetypes as autonomous patterns of meaning that inform both psyche



and matter, providing a bridge between inner and outer: “Synchronicity
postulates a meaning which is a priori in relation to human consciousness
and apparently exists outside man.” Jung’s later work thus intimated the
ancient understanding of an ensouled world, of an anima mundi in which
the human psyche participates and with which it shares the same ordering
principles of meaning. Jung noted parallels between synchronistic
phenomena and the Chinese understanding of the Tao, the ancient Greek
conception of the cosmic sympathy of all things, the Hermetic doctrine of
microcosm and macrocosm, the medieval and Renaissance theory of
correspondences, and the medieval concept of the preexistent ultimate unity

of all existence, the unus mundus (the unitary world).®

In each case of synchronicity, Jung discerned an underlying archetypal
coherence that linked the otherwise unconnected events, informed the larger
field of meaning, and gave to the time of the synchronicity’s occurrence a
specific fundamental quality. In the first case cited above, for example, the
symbolically charged image of the golden scarab expressed the archetypal
principle of rebirth and renewal, visible in the Egyptian myth of the Sun-
god who in the nether-world during the night sea journey changes himself
into a scarab, then mounts the barge to rise again reborn into the morning
sky at dawn. In Egyptian religion, the mythic journey of the Sun mediated
the spiritual journey of the soul, providing the individual with a
transformative symbolic pattern of descent and renewal, death and rebirth.

The case of the stopped watch, by contrast, was pervasively informed
by the complex archetype of Saturn-Kronos, the senex principle, a central
symbol and figure in the Western cultural tradition from the ancient Greek
and Hellenistic era through the Middle Ages and Renaissance.’ In this
synchronicity, the Saturn archetype was visible not only in all the concrete
details involving time, but also in the intricately interrelated themes of
stoppage and being stuck (in both mind and watch), of opposition and
rejection, error, fault, correction, judgment and self-judgment, the superego.
Each element and stage of the event suggested another dimension of the
Saturn principle’s multivalent spectrum of meanings: the precise meeting
time, the task at hand, the problem to be solved, the pronouncement of
judgments, the strife of disagreement, the attempt to bring an end to the
task, the careful checking and comparing of the time, the act of negation



and criticism first directed outward towards the other and then inward
towards the self, the self-correction followed by repetition, engaging the
problem again and trying this time to get it right. Finally, the overarching
themes, deciding the fate of the manuscript, judging the legacy of the
deceased, death as the stopping of time: all characteristic expressions of
Saturn and the senex discernible within the hour of the meeting.

Because synchronicities seemed to reflect and embody the same
archetypal forms that Jung and many others came to see as basic underlying
principles of the human psyche, the occurrence and recognition of such
meaningful coincidences gave a crucial new dimension to the archetypal
perspective. The empirical conformity between the event occurring in the
external world and the archetypal quality of the internal state of
consciousness suggested that the active archetype could not be localized as
an exclusively subjective intrapsychic reality. Rather, both psyche and
world, inner and outer, were informed by the archetypal pattern and thereby
united by the correlation. It was specifically the experiential potency of this
spontaneous archetypal resonance that seemed to act as a healing solvent on
the hardened polarities—between self and world, subject and object,
conscious and unconscious—of the person experiencing the synchronicity.

The collective unconscious surrounds us on all sides.... It is more
like an atmosphere in which we live than something that is found in
us.... Also, it does not by any means behave merely
psychologically; in the cases of so-called synchronicity it proves to
be a universal substrate present in the environment rather than a
psychological premise. Wherever we come into contact with an
archetype we enter into relationship with transconscious,
metapsychic factors.

This development in Jung’s thought thus constituted a major shift in his
understanding of the religious situation confronting the modern psyche.
From early in his career, Jung saw both the psychological and the spiritual
path of the modern self as requiring a sustained direct encounter with the
archetypal unconscious. Here lay the possibility not only of deeper
psychological self-awareness but also of spiritual transformation, permitting
an engagement with those numinous realities that could profoundly heal the



psyche and provide it with an orienting purpose and transcendent meaning.
Throughout most of his writings this engagement was understood as taking
place within what Jung essentially regarded as the sacred circle of the
human psyche. Eventually, however, Jung’s many years of studying
synchronicities moved him to recognize this engagement as something that
is enacted within the larger sacred circle of nature as a whole. In this
perspective, not just the interior depths of the human psyche but also the
interior depths of nature itself supports the unfolding of human spirituality

and each person’s struggle towards individuation.®

The recognition of synchronicities’ potential metaphysical implications
not only suggested a transformation in the psychology of religion; it
represented a critical step towards bridging the schism between religion and
science in the modern era so long embodied in the seemingly unbridgeable
chasm between psyche and world. As the physicist Victor Mansfield has
written, speaking for many: “I have encountered too many synchronistic
experiences, both in my life and that of others, to ignore them. Yet these
surprisingly common experiences pose tremendous psychological and
philosophical challenges for our world view. They are especially troubling
experiences for me as a physicist trained within the culture of scientific
materialism.” With these implications in mind, both philosophical and
psychological, Jung’s student and close associate Marie-Louise von Franz
stated in an interview late in her life that “the work which has now to be
done 1s to work out the concept of synchronicity. I don’t know the people
who will continue it. They must exist, but I don’t know where they are.”

Despite synchronicities’ enigmatic and often readily dismissed
character, it was with such humble clues that Jung began to open up the
possibility of a fundamental redefinition of both the modern religious
situation and the scientific world picture, beyond the closed universe of the
spiritually aspiring psyche encompassed by a disenchanted world. Recalling
the diagram illustrating the modern world view, the existence of
synchronicities implied that the large outer circle representing the world
could no longer be seen as a definitively meaningless void. The dynamic
relationship between different dimensions of being—both between the
human self and the encompassing world and between consciousness and the
unconscious—had to be reconceived. It appears to have been Jung’s



growing recognition of the magnitude of these implications for the modern
world view that impelled him to labor so strenuously, even courageously, to
bring critical awareness of the phenomenon of synchronicity into the

intellectual discourse of the twentieth century.’

The psychological and spiritual quest of the modern self now extended
beyond an exclusively subjective, intrapsychic horizon, for that quest took
place within the matrix of a world that evidently possessed an intrinsic
capacity for expressing and supporting meaning and purpose. Subtly and
tenuously, the larger context within which the modern psyche pursued its
search for wholeness had begun to shift.



The Archetypal Cosmos

So it comes to pass that, when we pursue an inquiry beyond a
certain depth, we step out of the field of psychological categories
and enter the sphere of the ultimate mysteries of life. The
floorboards of the soul, to which we try to penetrate, fan open and
reveal the starry firmament.

—Bruno Schulz

Over the years, many researchers have taken a special interest in the
problem of coincidences, precisely because such events could be interpreted
as evidence that the world possesses more underlying unity, order, and
meaning than the modern mind has assumed. Not unlike the anomalous
situation that confronted Newtonian physics in the late nineteenth century
with the Michelson-Morley experiment that measured the speed of light,
synchronicity represented a phenomenon that, simply put, should not have
been occurring, at least not in a random, purposeless universe. Yet the
problem has remained ambiguous, for although coincidences are often
personally significant, they tend to resist objective assessment. Only if such
phenomena were in some sense public and pervasive rather than private and
exceptional—only if the archetypal patternings were more universally
discernible and associated more widely with collective experience and the
world at large rather than sporadically with isolated special cases—could
the suggestion of a deeper order be effectively substantiated in a way that
could influence the cultural world view.

One special, highly controversial class of synchronicities, however, did
appear to resemble this description. In the course of his career Jung’s
attention was increasingly drawn to the ancient cosmological perspective of
astrology, which posits a systematic symbolic correspondence between
planetary positions and the events of human existence. Here was the thesis,
widely accepted in most other cultures as well as in earlier eras of the West,
that the universe is so ordered that the movements and patterns of the



heavens are synchronously correlated with the movements and patterns of
human affairs in such a manner as to be both intelligible and meaningful to
the human mind. Jung began to examine astrology as early as 1911, when
he mentioned his inquiries in a letter to Freud. (“My evenings are taken up
very largely with astrology. I make horoscopic calculations in order to find
a clue to the core of psychological truth. Some remarkable things have
turned up....”) The interest gradually developed into a major focus of
investigation, and in his later years Jung devoted himself with considerable
passion to astrological research. “Astrology,” he stated, “represents the sum
of all the psychological knowledge of antiquity.” Though his published
writings presented varying and at times ambiguous views of the subject
over the course of his life, it is evident that insights from his astrological
studies influenced many of his most significant theoretical formulations in
the final, extraordinarily fruitful phase of his life’s work (archetypal theory,
synchronicity, philosophy of history). It is also clear from reports from his
family and others close to him that in his last decades he came to employ
the analysis of birth charts and transits as a regular and integral aspect of his
clinical work with patients in analysis.!®

Of course, astrology has not been held in high esteem during most of
the modern era, for a variety of compelling reasons. Certainly its popular
expressions have seldom been such as to inspire confidence in the
enterprise. More fundamentally, astrology could not be reconciled with the
world picture that emerged from the natural sciences of the seventeenth to
nineteenth centuries, wherein all natural phenomena, from the motion of
planets to the evolution of species, were understood in terms of material
substances and mechanistic principles that functioned without purpose or
design. Nor could it prevail against that tendency of the modern mind,
established during the Enlightenment, to uphold its own rational autonomy
and to depreciate earlier thought systems that seemed to support any form
of primitive participation mystique between the human psyche and a world
endowed with pregiven structures of meaning. One can appreciate Jung’s
reluctance to make more public the extent of his use of astrology. In the
context of twentieth-century beliefs and the dominance of scientific
thinking, he had already pressed the boundaries of intellectual discourse
about as far as could be sustained.



Like most products of a modern education, I myself long viewed any
form of astrology with automatic skepticism. Eventually, however,
influenced not only by Jung’s example but also by a number of colleagues
whose intellectual judgment I had reason to trust, I came to think that some
essence of the astrological thesis might be worth investigating. Several
factors contributed to my interest. Once [ moved past the usual
disparagements of the conventional accounts, I noticed that the history of
astrology contained certain remarkable features. It seemed curious to me
that the historical periods during which astrology flourished in the West—
classical Greek and Roman antiquity, the Hellenistic era in Alexandria, the
High Middle Ages, the Italian Renaissance, the Elizabethan age in England,
the sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries in Europe generally—all
happened to be eras in which intellectual and cultural creativity was
unusually luminous. The same could be said of astrology’s prominence
during the centuries in which science and culture were at their height in the
Islamic world, and so too in India. I thought it curious as well that astrology
had provided the principal foundation for the earliest development of
science itself, in the ancient civilizations of Mesopotamia, and that its
intimate bond with astronomy had played a significant role in the evolution
of Western cosmology for two thousand years, from its Greek origins
through the pivotal period of the Copernican revolution. I was also
impressed by the high intellectual caliber of those philosophers, scientists,
and writers who in one form or another had supported the astrological
thesis, a group that to my surprise turned out to include many of the greatest
figures of Western thought: Plato and Aristotle, Hipparchus and Ptolemy,
Plotinus and Proclus, Albertus Magnus and Thomas Aquinas, Dante,

Ficino, Kepler, Goethe, Yeats, Jung.!!

Beyond these several historical factors, I was also impressed by a
number of commonalities between that ancient thought system and the new
conception of reality currently emerging in many fields out of the
postmodern matrix: the affirmation of the multidimensional nature of
reality, the complex holistic understanding of part and whole in all
phenomena, the recognition of an “ecology of mind” in nature, the new
discernment of subtle dimensions of order in seemingly random natural
processes, the openness to sources of knowledge and traditions of thought
beyond those sanctioned by conventional modern rationality, the



acknowledgment of the spiritual dimension of existence, the appreciation of
the role of symbolic, mythic, and archetypal meaning in human experience.
Unlike i1ts mechanistic modern predecessor, the emerging paradigm
provided a general conceptual framework that in many respects was not
inherently incompatible with the astrological perspective.

But what especially stimulated and, in the end, compelled my
reconsideration of astrology was, as in Jung’s case, the unexpected results
of research I myself decided to undertake. I believe now that only this direct
encounter with empirical data that one has personally investigated can
effectively serve to overcome the extreme resistance that virtually every
person educated within the modern context must initially experience
towards astrology. Despite the parallels with the other emerging theories
and perspectives just mentioned, and despite its perhaps noble ancient
lineage, astrology has for too long represented the very antithesis of modern
thought and cosmology to permit most educated individuals today to
approach astrology effectively in any other way. Of all “new paradigm”
perspectives and theories, astrology is the most uncomfortably beyond the
prevailing paradigm boundary line, the most likely to evoke immediate
scorn and derision, the most apt to be known more through its caricature in
the popular media than through its serious research, journals, and
scholarship. Above all, astrology is that perspective which most directly
contradicts the long-established disenchanted and decentered cosmology
that encompasses virtually all modern and postmodern experience. It posits
an intrinsically meaning-permeated cosmos that in some sense is focused on
the Earth, even on the individual human being, as a nexus of that meaning.
Such a conception of the universe uniquely controverts the most
fundamental assumptions of the modern mind.

For just this reason, astrology has long been uncompromisingly
opposed, often with vehement intensity, by most contemporary scientists.
As they frequently point out, if astrology were in any sense valid, the very
foundations of the modern world view would be placed in question. Its
inherent absurdity has been regarded as so self-evident as to be beyond
discussion: Astrology is the last lingering vestige of primitive animism, a
strangely enduring affront to the objective rationality of the modern mind.



These are formidable obstacles confronting anyone considering this
perspective and method of inquiry. Yet human knowledge constantly
evolves and changes, sometimes in quite unexpected ways. What is
unequivocally rejected in one age may be dramatically reclaimed in another,
as happened when the ancient heliocentric hypothesis of Aristarchus, long
ignored by scientific authorities as valueless and absurd, was resurrected
and vindicated by Copernicus, Kepler, and Galileo. Widespread or even
universal conviction at any given moment has never been a reliable
indication of the truth or falsity of an idea. I could not dogmatically rule out
the possibility that there was more to astrology than the modern mind had
assumed.

After learning the rudiments of how to calculate natal charts, I directed
my attention to a curious phenomenon of which I had heard reports
circulating among professionals in the mental health field, corroborating an
observation that Jung also had made. The reports concerned planetary
“transits,” which are alignments formed between the current positions of the
orbiting planets and the planetary positions at an individual’s birth.
Beginning with a small sample and then steadily augmenting it, I found to
my considerable astonishment that individuals engaged in various forms of
psychotherapy and transformational practices showed a consistent tendency
to experience psychological breakthroughs and healing transformations in
coincidence with a certain category of planetary transits to their natal
charts, while periods of sustained psychological difficulty tended to
coincide with a different category of transits involving other planets. The
consistency and precision of these initial correlations between clearly
definable psychological states and coinciding transiting alignments seemed
too significant to be explained by chance. Yet given currently accepted
views of the universe, such correlations simply should not have been
happening. What especially drew my attention was the inexplicable fact that
the character of the observed psychological states corresponded so closely
to the supposed meanings of the relevant transiting and natal planets as
described in standard astrological texts. For there to be any consistent
correlations at all was obviously puzzling; for the correlations also to match
the traditional meanings of the planets was startling.



As I investigated further, it soon became apparent that the nature of the
planetary correlations was far more complex than my initial observations
concerning a simple dichotomy between positive and negative
psychological states had led me to believe. A deeper understanding of
astrological principles, combined with recent theoretical advances in depth
psychology, particularly from the archetypal and transpersonal schools,
gave me a glimpse into a much larger range of correlations between
planetary movements and human experience. These findings impelled me to
step back and approach the research task in a more fully prepared and
systematic manner. | decided to examine the history and principles of
astrology in earnest by reading carefully through the canon of major
astrological works, from Ptolemy’s summation of classical astrology, the
Tetrabiblos, and Kepler’s On the More Certain Fundamentals of Astrology,
to modern texts by Leo, Rudhyar, Carter, Ebertin, Addey, Harvey, Hand,
Greene, and Arroyo.!? I studied planetary ephemerides—astronomical
tables that list the positions of the Sun, Moon, and planets for any given day
and year in terms of degrees and minutes of celestial longitude as measured
along the zodiac—until I could decipher the changing planetary patterns
and alignments with some facility. Because this was before the advent of
personal computers, I learned to make fairly quickly the numerous
calculations necessary for constructing accurate natal charts, showing the
exact planetary positions at a person’s birth, and for determining other basic
astrological indicators such as transits. The mathematics required for these
operations, I discovered, is relatively simple. But more important, and more
revealing, I found the symbolic principles associated with the planets at the
core of the astrological tradition unexpectedly easy to assimilate, since they
proved to be surprisingly similar—indeed, essentially identical—to the
archetypes of modern depth psychology familiar from the work of Freud
and Jung and their successors in archetypal and transpersonal psychology.

Equipping myself in this manner, I first made an intensive examination
of my own natal chart and the charts of forty to fifty other individuals I
knew well, attempting to ascertain whether a significant correlation existed
between the planetary positions at birth on the one hand and the personal
character and biography on the other. Keeping in mind the suggestibility
inherent in such assessments, I was nevertheless deeply impressed by the
range and complex precision of the empirical correspondences. It was as if



an uncommonly gifted depth psychologist, after long acquaintance with my
own or another individual’s life and personality, had determined the
archetypal dynamics operative in that person’s biography and then
constructed an appropriate planetary diagram to match—though in reality
this diagram represented the actual positions of the planets at the time of
that person’s birth.

This certainly would have been striking in itself, yet even more
extraordinary were the correlations between specific transits and the timing
of major events and psychological conditions. Expanding upon my initial
observations, I observed that the continuously moving planets as listed in
the astronomical tables consistently seemed to cross, or transit, the
planetary positions in the birth chart in coincidence with times in a person’s
life that in archetypal terms were uncannily appropriate. In each instance
the particular meaning and character of significant life experiences closely
corresponded to the postulated meaning of the planetary transits occurring
at that time. The more systematically I examined the two sets of variables—
planetary positions and biographical events—the more impressive were the
correspondences.

Yet there were also problems and discrepancies. A considerable portion
of the astrological tradition was so vague, overspecific, or quaintly
irrelevant as to make useful correlations unobtainable. I came to suspect
that a number of conventional astrological tenets were no more than
inherited ad hoc formulae that had been gradually solidified into established
doctrine, elaborated, and passed down over the centuries much like the
epicyclical accretions of medieval astronomy. Certainly much astrological
theory and practice entirely lacked critical rigor. It seemed to me that
considerable waste, misdirection, and even harm occurred as a result of
many astrological teachings and consultations.

Nevertheless, a certain core of the astrological tradition—above all, the
planetary correspondences with specific archetypal principles, and the
importance of major geometrical alignments between the planets—appeared
to have a substantial empirical basis. As time passed, I applied the same
mode of analysis to the lives of more and more persons in a widening circle
of inquiry, with equally illuminating results. The more exact the available



data and the more deeply familiar I was with the person or event, the more
compelling were the correspondences. Both the quantity and the quality of
positive correlations made my initial skepticism difficult to sustain. The
coincidence between planetary positions and appropriate biographical and
psychological phenomena was in general so precise and consistent as to
make it altogether impossible for me to regard the intricate patterning as
merely the product of chance.

I should clarify that the focus of this research was not the astrology of
the fortune-teller and the newspaper columns. It bore no resemblance to
sun-sign horoscope predictions. In contrast to my previous uninformed
impression of the subject, the mode of inquiry that gradually emerged was, I
discovered, an intellectually demanding method of analysis, mathematically
precise and even elegant in form, that used all the planets and their shifting
geometrical alignments with each other, and that required a constant
reciprocal interaction between archetypal insight and empirical rigor.
Moreover, an essential characteristic of this analysis was that it did not
predict specific events or personality traits. Rather, it articulated the deeper
archetypal dynamics of which events and traits were the concrete
expression. This it seemed to do with astonishing precision and subtlety.

Compared with the more rigid determinism and literalism that
characterized much of the astrological tradition, the evidence I encountered
pointed to a rather different understanding of astrological “influence” on
human affairs. This newer understanding better recognized the critical
significance of both the particular context and the participatory human role,
and it challenged the possibility and appropriateness of specific concrete
prediction. A key to this emerging perspective, I came to realize, was the
concept of archetype as developed by Jung, taking into account not only its
complex Platonic, Kantian, and Freudian background but also its more
recent evolution in depth psychology through the work of James Hillman,
Stanislav Grof, and others. Only as I more fully appreciated the
multidimensional and multivalent nature of archetypes—their formal
coherence and consistency that could give rise to a plurality of meaning and
possible manifestation—did I begin to discern the precise nature of
astrological correlations.



The archetypes associated with specific planetary alignments were
equally apt to express themselves in the interior life of the psyche as in the
external world of concrete events, and often both at once. In addition, any
particular manifestation of a given archetype could be “positive” or
“negative,” benign or destructive, admirable or ignoble, profound or trivial.
Closely linked yet entirely opposite polarities contained in the same
archetypal complex could be expressed in coincidence with the same
planetary configuration. Individuals with the same alignment could be on
either the acting or the receiving end of the same archetypal gestalt, with
altogether different experiential consequences. Which of all these related
multivalent possibilities occurred seemed to be determined largely by
contingent circumstances and individual response rather than by anything
observable in the birth chart or planetary alignments per se. My eventual
conclusion was that the archetypal principles at work in these correlations
were powerful but radically participatory in nature. That is, though they
represented enduring, structurally decisive forms or essences of complex
meaning, and were clearly discernible underlying the flux and diversity of
the observed phenomena, these principles were also both fundamentally
shaped by many relevant circumstantial factors and co-creatively modulated
and enacted through human will and intelligence.

Because of this distinctive combination of dynamic archetypal
multivalence and sensitivity to particular conditions and human
participation, I gradually came to recognize that, contrary to its traditional
reputation and deployment, such an astrology is not concretely predictive
but, rather, archetypally predictive. Compared with, for example, the aims
and modus operandi of various forms of intuitive divination and
clairvoyance, with which astrology in earlier eras was often systematically
conjoined, the essential structure of this emerging astrological paradigm
appeared to be focused not on the prediction of specific concrete outcomes
but rather on the precise discernment of archetypal dynamics and their
complex unfolding in time.!® This understanding greatly clarified for me
numerous long-standing issues surrounding astrology, such as the question
of fate versus free will, the problem of identical planetary configurations
coinciding with concretely different though archetypally parallel
phenomena, and the fundamental inadequacy of statistical tests for
detecting most astrological correlations.



In essence, astrology seemed to offer a singularly valuable kind of
insight into the dynamic activity of archetypes in human experience—
indicating which ones were most operative in a specific instance, in what
combinations, during which periods of time, and as part of what larger
patterns. In providing such a perspective, this emerging development of the
astrological tradition can be seen as essentially continuing and deepening
the depth psychology project: namely, to make conscious the unconscious,
to help free the conscious self from being a puppet of unconscious forces
(as 1n acting out, projection, inflated identification, drawing towards one as
“fate” what is repressed or unconscious, and so forth). Such an astrology
appeared to possess a unique capacity for mediating a heightened level of
communication and coordination between consciousness and the
unconscious, with “the unconscious” now suggestive of considerably larger
dimensions than originally conceived—Iess exclusively personal, less
subjective, more cosmically embedded. It provided this mediation,
however, not by spelling out anything in a literalistic predictive manner, but
rather by disclosing intelligible patterns of meaning whose very nature and
complexity—multivalence, indeterminacy, sensitivity to context and
participation, and a seemingly improvisatory creativity—were precisely
what made possible a dynamically co-creative role for human agency in
participatory interaction with the archetypal forces and principles involved.

As the evidence itself pointed in this direction, I eventually extended
my research to encompass various categories of historical and cultural
phenomena. Compared with the psychotherapeutic data and biographical
material involving nonfamous individuals on which I initially had focused,
the timing and character of historically significant events and the
biographical data of major cultural figures presented the advantage of being
publicly verifiable, so that planetary correspondences were more open to
rigorous evaluation. Beyond this methodological concern, the possibility
that the larger historical process might itself possess some intrinsic order
relative to planetary cycles and universal archetypes seemed especially
deserving of investigation. Evidence for such an order would obviously
have serious implications in many fields—history, cosmology, philosophy,
psychology, ethics, religion. I therefore took the basic principles for which
the earlier correlations had given support and began a systematic study in
this larger domain of research.



Together with many colleagues and students, I have now steadily
pursued this research for three decades. What I have found far surpassed my
expectations. Much remains a mystery, and certainly much will always
remain a mystery, but I have become convinced, after the most painstaking
investigation and critical assessment of which I am capable, that there does
in fact exist a highly significant—indeed a pervasive—correspondence
between planetary movements and human affairs, and that the modern
assumption to the contrary has been erroneous. The evidence suggests not
that the planets themselves cause various events or character traits, but
rather that a consistently meaningful empirical correspondence exists
between the two sets of phenomena, astronomical and human, with the
connecting principle most fruitfully approached as some form of
archetypally informed synchronicity.

In the following chapters I set forth several of the major categories of
evidence with which I personally have been concerned, and I discuss their
broader implications. I have striven to present this material to readers new
to the field in such a way that it is at once readily comprehensible,
manageable in size, and representative of the whole, even though the
accumulated evidence from which the present sampling is drawn comprises
many thousands of meticulously analyzed correlations. This larger body of
research has been the subject of many lecture courses and seminars I have
taught over the past decade in graduate programs in psychology,
philosophy, and cultural history. A systematic treatment of this research will
require more than a single book. Yet it seemed desirable to set forth first a
preliminary survey of evidence that would give the interested reader a
general sense for the nature of the observed correspondences.

Many critics will of course object to the entire project of this book.
Anything astrological, they will say, must be both simplistic and absurd.
Having once held that opinion myself, I now believe that such an
indiscriminate rejection is virtually always based on personal and cultural
prejudice rather than conscientious inquiry. I can sympathize with such a
prejudice, and I appreciate its background. For myself, however, a sustained
examination of the evidence has been decisive. I believe that the open-
minded reader who sincerely seeks to discover the potential validity and
value of this perspective and method of analysis and who carefully



examines the evidence—above all, the evidence pertaining to his or her
own life and fields of personal expertise, which that person is especially
able to assess—will be as impressed as I continue to be with the striking
character and precision of the correlations. The method of analysis
described in the following chapters is highly democratic: It is not unlike the
telescope in Galileo’s time, through which any interested person could
observe the new body of evidence supporting the Copernican hypothesis.
Every reader with a modest degree of preparation can take the principles set
forth in this book, focus on those experiences and events that are most
personally significant in his or her life, and determine whether the
archetypal astrological understanding offers a larger perspective, sheds new
light, brings deeper meaning, provides greater intelligibility.

To help the reader make an informed judgment on these matters is one
of the principal purposes of this book. In the following chapters, therefore, |
present both the basic technical knowledge necessary to begin the
exploration and illustrative examples of correlations in history and in the
lives of significant cultural figures. These examples are presented as
information perhaps interesting and instructive in itself but also as an aid in
developing, or awakening, what Hillman has called “an archetypal eye™:
that form of imaginative intelligence, imp