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“The darkness around us is deep”—William Stafford 

 

 

Introduction: privileging individuation at the expense of group consciousness 

This paper is intended as an exercise or public-practice the purpose of which is to foster the 

self-awareness of the Jungian community(ies) for the sake of stimulating its "political 

energy" (Samuels, 1993, p. 53). Political energy can be activated in intimate or larger group 

settings; such settings have the advantage of drawing on the immediacy of affect, in 

aspiration or prejudice. It is also possible to trigger such energy at a distance through 

thought and imagination by appealing to our ideals and ideology. In the case of this paper I 

hope to take a different route. Instead of drawing on affect, group dynamics, or ideological 

identifications, I hope to activate political energy using a “psychological attitude” 

(Henderson, 1984). Following Joseph Henderson the psychological attitude differs from the 

philosophical attitude in that its goal is not simply understanding, no matter how 

penetrating, expansive, or encompassing; rather, adopting a psychological attitude requires 

some focus on intervention, trying to make a change for the better (p. 59). I invite us to see 

ourselves in terms of what restrains our political energy and to imagine ways of unleashing 

it. And, because we're not unique, this will aid our understanding of political energy more 

generally, which we could integrate into our psychology, making it more useful. 

We live in multiple communities based on where we reside, our professions, our 

organizational and ideological affiliations, our ethnicity, gender, and sexual orientations, 

and our national identifications. All of these communities are open to our active 

participation, that is, to our political energy. I hope to activate curiosity about ourselves 

(those of us studying and using Jung’s psychology) and about the possibility that we have 

a unique contribution to make to the politics of these communities, which has been 

recognized by political columnist Arianna Huffington when she writes: “we need less 

policy analysis and more psychology. Specifically, we need to hear from that under-

appreciated political pundit Carl Jung” (Huffington, 2010).  

 

Jung wrote extensively about the impact on our collective unconscious of the way the 

modern psyche has been disconnected from instinct. His analysis of the resulting mass-

mindedness, the risks of emotional contagion, and the power of unintegrated archetypal 

energies could help political scientists to understand collective phenomena. Such 

analyses have been carried forward by several Jungians, which I will mention in this 

paper. However, the contribution of the Jungian community(ies) to politics is limited by 

our adoption of Jung’s attitude toward groups and the inadvertent risk that brings for 



privileging the individual in our psychology. Such consideration could help us intervene 

to activate political energy throughout our multiple communities beginning, possibly, 

within the Jungian community(ies) themselves. This paper will explore these assertions. 

 

 

Privileging differences perpetuates a “cultural complex” between our “pubic” and 

“private” experience. 

 

Jung understood human development to be an individual task, for individual transformation 

is a far better thing than the changes groups go through. By following Jung it may be 

difficult to focus on our collective political identity; following Jung too closely we might 

even have an adverse reaction to the idea of attending to our collective identity because we 

might think that groups can only become mobs or worse— like animals. Jung writes, 

To experience transformation in a group and to experience it in oneself are two 

totally different things. If any considerable group of persons are united and 

identified with one another by a particular frame of mind, the resultant 

transformation experience bears only a very remote resemblance to the experience 

of individual transformation. The group experience takes place on a lower level of 

consciousness than the experience of the individual. This is due to the fact that, 

when many people gather together to share one common emotion, the total psyche 

emerging from the group is below the level of the individual psyche. If it is a very 

large group, the collective psyche will be more like the psyche of an animal, which 

is the reason why the ethical attitude of large organizations is always doubtful. The 

psychology of a large crowd inevitably sinks to the level of mob psychology 

(1939/50, CW 9.1 p. 125). 

Jung’s psychology is still prescient; however, his critique of groups is antiquated, derived 

from a critical attitude toward the collective that became prominent in Western culture in 

the 19
th

 century. While playing a significant role in the emergence of Western ethical 

consciousness, this attitude has now become a problem, particularly for those of us trying 

to use Jung’s psychology to bring about group or collective transformation. It restricts our 

interest in our own collective identity, which makes it difficult to move with shared interest 

and clarity toward articulating and answering the critical questions of our time.  

If we accept this analysis even tentatively, as a possibility or hypothesis, we would not 

suddenly quest to become or join a political party or movement. Instead we might use what 

Wilhelm Dilthey called our “historical consciousness,” that we have uniquely developed 

from a depth perspective thanks to Jung and many others, to wonder about the historical 

movement toward our professional identities and its impact on our citizenship.
1
 Has the 

professionalization of psychological knowing and practice been in part a retreat, has it 

fostered a divide in our consciousness between inner psychological development and outer 

political development? Could we use Jung's psychology to do something about this 

division, by returning enough of our attention to the public sphere to attempt to create 

groups that are conscious, that is, capable of having a conscience and acting in the world 

with increasing moral integrity?  



Jung was interested in using his psychology to transform political culture. He imagined a 

reciprocal relationship between individual development and cultural transformation that 

could be understood, which I discuss elsewhere as his nascent theory of “psychocultural” 

development (Jung 1919/1969, CW 8, p. 314; 1921/1971, CW 6, p. 448; Dunlap, 2014). 

Many Jungians are following Jung’s political desire by using his psychology to help 

address our collective ills. But, the negative attitude toward groups that Jung was caught up 

in interferes with the development of a distinctive Jungian political psychology, and we can 

understand this position and take responsibility for its unintended consequences. 

The critique of groups that arises from nineteenth century thinking is penetrating. Its desire 

to differentiate the individual’s conscience is part of the moral imperative of that time. 

However, by following Jung and the mainstream of twentieth century psychological 

thought and practice, by focusing so intently on the individual, we inadvertently participate 

in a divide in human consciousness between a public-side focused on the transformation of 

social structures and a private-side focused on self-development (Bellah, 1985; Samuels, 

1993; Sandel, 1996). This public/private divide is a "cultural complex" that prevents the 

development of a collective consciousness that could be used to alleviate human suffering. 

Drawing from the work of Tom Singer and Sam Kimbles, I define cultural complex as a 

pattern of individual and collective thought, feeling, behavior, communication, and a 

world-view that restricts transformation, that is, the emergence of new consciousness. 

Tragically, many Jungian ideas contribute to this complex. Despite the moral and spiritual 

brilliance of ideas like "individuation," "diversity," and "psychic multiplicity" our interest 

in them is, in part, symptomatic. This interest can be one-sided, placing us at risk for being 

part of a middle-incomed malaise within which people are too separate from each another, 

not needing one another nor inclined to be curious about what they could create together. 

Simply put, we are at risk for privileging difference.  

The allure of our uniqueness can make us sleepy, inclined to hibernate and dream dreams 

in which we explore the individuating terrain of our own consciousness while our energy 

for the world is restrained in heroic images of self-exploration, of individualism. We risk 

focusing too intently on individuality and its fractal sense(s) of direction. Such a myopic 

focus on multiplicity may diffuse our ability to work together or to recognize the 

opportunity we have to preserve and develop the natural and cultural resources available to 

all. In fact, we might be inclined to abandon this Commons altogether, trading our identity 

as citizens for our identity as psychological practitioners or teachers. 

As a result of privileging our professional identities over our citizenship we may be 

inclined to leave the Commons to crusaders on the Left and Right (whether Tea-partiers, 

Occupy, or more traditional advocates) whom we accuse—probably rightly—of being 

driven by a power complex. As Marie Von-Franz notes, Jung emphasized “that every 

change begins with the individual himself and not with trying to improve other people; the 

latter he regarded as a display of the power complex” (1976, p. x). While this thought is 

insightful, by too readily adopting it we risk separating ourselves from politics and 

disconnecting from the social, political, and ecological realities of our time that need our 

political energy.  



Of course, this is not to say that the pursuit of individuation is essentially dissociative; it is 

to say that, if we let our interest in individuation dominate our attention we become 

submerged in a trend in Western consciousness that raises the individual over the group in 

a once valuable but now reactive manner. Following the traditions of analytical 

psychology, we bring to each gathering of our tribes the fruits of our own process of 

individuation. Harvesting and enjoying this diversity is a primary purpose of our coming 

together. However, we are still largely moderns, and our interest in diversity can lead to our 

privileging difference. For all our efforts to separate ourselves from the shortsightedness, 

greed, and isolation of individualism, as Westerners it is still simply in our bones. While 

Jung's mission of individuation is trustworthy and radically more complex than the 

individualism of Western culture, it is still grounded in that soil; it still privileges our 

differences. This divide between our separate interests may represent a divergent phase of 

inquiry, one in which the species is exploring human possibility through Western culture. 

As we shift our focus, even a little, to our shared concerns, we could craft the attention 

needed to converge back toward renewing our faith in groups and have something more to 

say and do about collective human problems. 

I understand that groups suffer from unconscious assumptions about what is real and what 

matters. Our difficulty focusing attention on the global warming crisis is evidence of this. I 

understand that a primary way through this is for the individual to withdraw projection and 

to recognize the importance of difference and thus to be able to engage the world as it 

really is. However, I think we will not solve collective problems without helping groups 

gain the capacity for this objective awareness and for acting with a conscience. We have 

gone far enough along the individuating path to return part of our attention to the 

cultivation of the conscious group. 

Do we in fact focus too much attention on our differences? Where would we look to make 

this assessment? I think we would look to our gathering places, that is, to what we are like, 

what we focus on, when we come together. Two such places come to mind, the IAJS 

listserv and conference space. Both of these gathering places appear to be governed by an 

overemphasis on individual difference, one that prizes divergence without sufficiently 

valuing the need to pull back together, to converge on some shared meaning and purpose. I 

will talk about these two ways we gather together for the sake of cultivating this 

perspective. 

The following sections are significantly abbreviated for the sake of this seminar. The full 

version of this paper is to be published in the planned IJJS special Phoenix conference 

edition coming in the near future. 
 

The IAJS listserv and conference space 

While the conversations taking place online are interesting and helpful they are not 

building the group consciousness that we need to forge consensus regarding critical 

questions and shared research. Instead, the communication on the list over-values the 

assertion of our individual differences. Many of our ‘debates’ could be analyzed to explore 



my assertion. Over the seven years I’ve followed the listserv I've witnessed or participated 

in many conversations that exhibit this dynamic (see my full paper for one recent example 

regarding the importance of the indigenous psyche). 

A second place to look for our privileging of difference is how we organize conference 

space. Our use of conference space is both healthy and has its limitations. While an 

"academic" conference must focus on individual presentations and while such presentations 

are informative, our modeling ourselves after other disciplines may underestimate what is 

possible when conference space is organized psychologically. Does our pre-paradigmatic 

status get reinforced as we listen to individuals talk about their passions without responding 

to some more coordinated reflection on what the world needs from our discipline? What 

would we have to learn to do in order to take depth public? 

Attending to the Commons 

We need to work together to learn how to refine and use the many concepts that are 

emerging at the interface between analytical psychology and sociopolitical phenomena. For 

example, we need to refine and practice using the concept of cultural complex, including 

using it to join in conversations taking place in other fields of inquiry. It implies a 

distinctive use of the psychological attitude. As a psychological concept it offers more than 

analysis. It implies treatment or intervention. Intervening in the regressive dynamics of 

cultural complexes requires the capacity to work at a depth level in groups. Jung was 

responsive to the scope of the problem and in his introverted intuitive manner offers us an 

image of the capacity actually needed. Notice that his imagery borders on some 

combination of the mythic, science fiction and fantasy when he writes:   

If it were possible to personify the unconscious, we might think of it as a collective 

human being combining the characteristics of both sexes, transcending youth and age, 

birth and death, and, from having at its command a human experience of one or two 

million years, practically immortal. If such a being existed, it would be exalted above 

all temporal change; the present would mean neither more nor less to it than any year in 

the hundredth millennium before Christ; it would be a dreamer of age-old dreams and, 

owing to its limitless experience, an incomparable prognosticator. (Jung, 1931, p. 348). 

In my own research I refer to the development of this group consciousness as “generational 

attention,” by which I mean some combination of Dilthey’s historical consciousness with 

an ability to feel history in a manner that focuses our collective attention and will on the ills 

of our time. (Dunlap, 2013). 

Conclusion and next steps 

I assert, tentatively, that it is Jung’s dismissal of groups that interferes with the movement 

from individual insight and embodiment to new collective consciousness and institutional 

identities, which I referred to as the movement from image to institution (Dunlap, 2008, p. 

99; 2011). As a result of this interference, we end up privileging our differences, which 



inadvertently reinforces psychology’s pre-paradigmatic status, as it implies that we need 

not come together and work out answers to the critical questions of our time. Articulating 

these questions not only requires that we think amongst ourselves about what is important 

and what we could accomplish but that we also connect to the concerns of theorists and 

practitioners in other disciplines. The cultivation of this generational attention requires 

that we redirect our focus; while differences matter, attending to what we hold in 

common may now be required. 

To activate this new, shared focus of attention we need to attend to the way Jung’s 19th-

century attitude toward groups still infuses our current values, as well as our individual 

and institutional identities. Through such efforts we can release the political energy 

bound up in the private/public cultural complex. Releasing this energy can begin in our 

own organizations as well as at the sites of action where many of us are already turning 

our psychological attitude toward the Commons. Such points of contact become 

opportunities for social science research into this cultural complex, which will lead to the 

establishment of new cultural practices that intervene in its remediation.  

 

In order to build the group consciousness that we need I have a few suggestions. We could: 

 

1. Turn part of our attention toward the developments in group theory that have been 

emerging over the last 20 years, including “systems-centered training” (SCT). This 

could include setting aside some conference space within which to develop our own 

group theory and practices, which I will be doing at our 2015 Yale pre-conference. 

Historically, significant effort has already gone in this direction; however, I am not 

sure whether that interest has been sustained and how it informs our communities. 

In particular, we can draw from research into large group interaction to better 

understand Jung's idea about how individual intuition becomes communicable ideas 

that activates new collective consciousness. 

 

2. Pay as much attention to the differentiation of feeling as we have to the 

differentiation of the imagination and thinking, particularly extroverted feeling, for 

it functions to bring people together. Thanks to Jung and many of the rest of you we 

are successfully differentiating the imagination as a source of objective cultural 

knowledge (Nicolaus, 2012, p. 106). We need to do that same work for the feeling 

function. Such work is already taking place in clinical psychology, cultural 

anthropology, and several other disciplines. I have been working out a distinctive 

Jungian approach to the psychocultural use of feeling, focused on the activation of 

the capacity for "affect freedom" (Dunlap, 2008, 2011, 2014).  

 

3. Use our historical consciousness to understand the public/private divide as a cultural 

complex, thus adding a depth perspective to the significant body of research that 

already exists in other social sciences. This would include establishing standards of 

investigation when ‘taking a history’ of a cultural complex.  

 



4. Track how this divide may appear in our own individual and organizational 

identities; how is it we privilege individuals and deprecate group consciousness 

causing us to celebrate rather than be embarrassed by psychology’s pre-paradigmatic 

status. Arthur Coleman’s book on group consciousness is an excellent jumping off 

point for this conversation. 

 

5. Focus on developing our “generational attention” so that our understanding of 

history is filled out by our feeling history, its moments of exaltation and tragedy, so 

that we can use feeling to intervene in the multiple group dynamics in all of our 

communities, offering some guidance toward the integration of the disparate 

fragments of the modern psyche. 

 

6. Develop collaboration as a conference theme. 

 

7. Turn our attention toward each other and each other’s interests, read each other 

work. 

 

 

When I gave this paper at the IAJS conference in Phoenix 2014, I ended by inviting the 

audience to imagine back over the three days of the conference and remember where and 

with whom they felt their energy rise, whether in a collegially, friendly, or even as a 

sexual way. And, I invited them to imagine reaching out and connecting with someone 

and their work after the conference. Here, the idea is simply that we need to learn to 

connect, to return our attention to one another and to imagine the mutual projects that we 

could work together on. In this manner I believe that we could learn to harvest the Eros 

between us. By turning our attention in this direction we will be able to coalesce around 

the critical questions of our time while combating the cultural complex that divides 

public from private experience. If we established several critical questions and built some 

of our conference space around these questions we would be in a position to expect a 

rising collective consciousness. Down this path we will learn that forming into conscious 

groupings is not only possible, but morally necessary. It is a treatment for our collective 

dissociation. 
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1
 Wilhelm Dilthey’s idea of historical consciousness “…adopts a reflective attitude toward both 

itself and the tradition in which it stands. It understands itself in terms of its own history…[as]…a 

mode of self-knowledge” (Gadamer, 1982, p. 207). This “reflective attitude” enables the 

individual within a community to overcome the limitations of its historicity and use that 

consciousness in relation to the unknowns of the future. 
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