
 
 
 

What Are Archetypes? 
 

Plato, Dionysius, and Carl Gustav Jung are responsible for most of 

what we know as archetypes. What follows largely reflects their 
thinking about archetypes. 

 

It is impossible to give one exact definition of an archetype. But here 
are two of the most common. 1) The undifferentiated and unknowable 
“energy” residing and originating in the collective unconscious (a part 

of the unconscious mind, expressed in all life forms with nervous 
systems that describes how the structure of the psyche autonomously 
organizes experience). 2) An archetype is also that which is manifest 

in the personal psyche and emerges via image and symbol that we can 
name. Archetypes are dynamic and have a temporal-material 
component.  Archetypes are living organisms, endowed with 

generative force. 
 
In the form of latent possibilities as well a biological and historical 

factors, archetypal contents are a part of the psychic structure of the 
individual. Archetypes are factors and motifs that arrange the psychic 
elements into certain images, characterized as archetypal, but in a 

way that they can be recognized only from the effects they produce. 
 
The unconscious, as a totality of all archetypes, is the deposit of all 

human experience right back to its remotest beginnings – a living 
system of reactions and aptitudes that determine the individual’s life in 
invisible ways. These instincts determine and regulate our conscious 

actions. The origin of an archetype remains obscure and its nature 
unfathomable. It dwells in that mysterious shadow realm, the 
collective unconscious, to which we shall never have direct access, and 

of whose existence and operation we can only have indirect 
knowledge, precisely through our encounter with the archetypes, i.e., 
their manifestations in the psyche.  

 
They express expresses themselves, first and foremost, in metaphors. 
In the course of history, these have taken on innumerable forms; 



primitive conceptions, national, cultural and religious ideas, dreams, 
visions and fantasies of individuals. They extend to all sorts of 

patterns, configurations, happenings and they are dynamic processes 
as well as static representations. They cover all psychic manifestations 
of a biological, psychobiological, or ideational character. They are 

universal and are found in all cultures around the world, though the 
particular metaphor, symbol or image will carry a cultural filter in its 
expression. 

 
Archetypes are disseminated not only by tradition, language and 
migration, but can also arise spontaneously, at any time, at any place, 

and without outside influence. There are present in every psyche 
forms which are unconscious but nonetheless active – living 
dispositions, ideas in the Platonic sense, that perform and continually 

influence our thoughts and feelings and actions. The term archetype is 
not meant to denote an inherited idea, but rather an inherited mode of 
psychic functioning, corresponding to the inborn way in which the 

chick emerges from the egg, the bird builds its nest, a certain kind of 
wasp stings the motor ganglion of the caterpillar, and the eels find 
their way to the Bermudas. 

 
The symbolic, imaginative world represents a natural and spontaneous 
striving that adds to humanity’s biological bond a parallel and 

equivalent psychic bond, thus enriching life by another dimension. It is 
the root of all creative activity and is fed by the power of the initially 
imperceptible archetypes, working from out of the depths of the 

psyche and creating the realm of the spiritual. The archetype proceeds 
not from physical facts but describes how the psyche experiences the 
manifested world, i.e., the archetype makes it possible to translate 

manifested factors into psychic factors. 
 
The archetype should be regarded first and foremost as the magnetic 

field and energy center underlying the transformation of the psychic 
processes into images. As long as it rests in the womb of the collective 
unconscious, it is only a structure whose form is not at first 

determinable but which is endowed with the faculty of appearing in 
definite forms by way of projection. Etymologically, the word 
archetype = arche  signifying beginning, origin, cause, primal source 

and principle – also position of a leader, supreme rule and government 
– i.e. dominant. The second element , type, means blow and what is 
produced by a blow, the imprint of a coin, form, image,  copy, 

prototype, model, order and norm, pattern, underlying  form. These 
concepts denote the process of “imprinting” through continually 
recurring typical experiences and also refer simultaneously to the 



“forces” and “tendencies” which lead empirically to a repetition of 
similar experiences and forms. 

 
Jung’s archetypes are a structural condition of the psyche, which in a 
certain constellation can bring forth certain “patterns” and that this 

has nothing to do with inheriting of definite images. These primordial 
images are based on a principle of form that has always been inherent 
in the psyche; they are inherited only in the sense that the structure of 

the psyche embodies a universally human heritage and bears within it 
the faculty of manifesting itself in definite and specific forms. They are 
inherited possibilities of representation. In the unconscious they 

possess no material existence.  They must first be endowed with 
solidity and clarity, clothed in the conscious mind to be born. Even in 
dreams, as soon as we become consciously aware of them, they 

partake of the concrete outside world –for from it they have drawn the 
matter in which they are clothed. 
 

 An archetype is a vessel that we can never empty, and never fill. It 
has a potential existence only, and when it takes shape in matter it is 
no longer what it was.  It persists throughout the ages and requires 

interpreting ever anew. Its fundamental pattern is immutable, but its 
mode of manifestation is ever changing. Even the best attempts at 
explanation are only more or less successful translations into another 

metaphorical language. 
 
Every archetype is capable of infinite development and differentiation. 

The deeper the unconscious stratum from which the archetype stems, 
the scantier will be its basic design, but the more possibilities of 
development will be contained in it, and the richer it will be in its 

meanings. 
 
We can establish a hierarchical order. Primary are the archetypes that 

are not susceptible to further reduction. They are the mother and 
father archetypes, and the child. Then we have those that stand for 
universal expressions of ways of being – victim, prostitute, saboteur. 

Then there are those highly diversified archetypes that stand closest to 
the familiar domain of our consciousness and hence possess the least 
richness of meaning and/or energy charge, like the princess archetype. 

 
The basic structure is laid down, but its individual spatiotemporal 
concretizations are imprinted by the time and environmental 

constellation in which they appear. The primordial, essentially 
unchanging needs, the typical, eternal recurrent, basic need of 
humankind perpetuate the archetypes, but at the same time create 



those ‘magnetic tensions,” within the psyche, which cause them to be 
manifested forever anew, in the most diverse variations and guises. 

 
There are types of situations and types of figures that repeat 
themselves frequently and have a corresponding meaning or motif.  

The psychic manifestations of the spirit indicate at once that they are 
of an archetypal nature – the phenomenon we call spirit depends on 
the existence of the autonomous primordial image that is universally 

present in the preconscious makeup of the human psyche. 
Individuation, the human’s potential to develop into a unique 
personality is also an archetypal process contained in the germ in 

every psyche, whether it is actualized or not. 
 
The archetype’s most characteristic feature is its ambivalence. There is 

some part of their meaning that always remains unknown and defies 
formulation. They remain autonomous energies that cannot be 
manipulated but can be consciously partnered with and called forth for 

assistance in human transformation. They can also unconsciously drive 
a person to act or behave in certain ways. In this instance, one is said 
to be in the “grip” of an archetype. Many myths and stories illustrate 

this side of the archetype. 
 
When used to understand a particular dynamic in a situation or life 

pattern, enhanced understanding and potential transformation can be 
gained. If we come two understand a particular archetypes influence, 
say in our business relationships, we can try to determine if it has 

influenced us from our unconscious, from the shadow aspect. Then we 
can ask for its alliance to help us to a more balanced or enhanced 
position vis-à-vis the person with whom we are experience a 

connection.  For example if we find in a business relationship that we 
are coming across as a “devouring mother” by constantly standing on 
top of our employees, micromanaging their every decision, then we 

can chose a more conscious way of “mothering” our staff by 
“nurturing” their ability to have confidence that they will perform the 
work that is asked of them in a timely and acceptable way. 

 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 


