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The Myth of Meaning  

in the Work of C.G. Jung 

Aniela Jaffé

I have seen many people die because life for them was not worth living. From this I conclude 

that the question of life’s meaning is the most urgent question of all. 

Camus 

Foreword

It was a radiant August day in 1940. In spite of the adversity of the times, a small 

group of people had gathered together in Moscia, at the Swiss end of Lago Maggiore, 

for a “symbolic” Eranos meeting. That morning the Basel mathematician Andreas 

Speiser had lectured on “The Platonic Doctrine of the Unknown God and the Christian 

Trinity”. It was the only lecture that had been announced and we were supposed to be 

satisfied with that this year. But things turned out differently. In the afternoon C.G. Jung, 

who was one of the guests, withdrew to a shady corner of the garden by the shore of 

the lake. He had fetched a Bible from the library, and sat there reading it and making 

notes. Next day he surprised the tensely listening audience with a reply to the disquisi-

tion of his Basel colleague. Speaking extempore, he supplemented the theme with a 

lecture on “The Psychology of the Trinity Idea”.  In the way that was characteristic of 1

him, pondering his words and at times hesitantly, he formulated thoughts he had been 

carrying around with him for years but had not yet put into their final shape. 

The stenogram of Jung’s improvisation proved later to be practically ready for 

press; only extensive insertions were added. To anyone who knew Jung’s method of 

working there was nothing astonishing about this. He began writing only when the  

 Revised and expanded as “A Psychological Approach to the Dogma of the Trinity,” in Psychology and 1

Religion: West and East.
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thoughts were mature in him and he had collected and verified the explanatory materi-

al. Often there was an interval of many years between the first creative intuition and its 

setting down in words; but from the moment he took up his pen he was wholly under 

the spell of the nascent work. He completed it in a single draft, working on it at set 

times daily, often even during bouts of illness. Slow and deliberate as his speech, the 

dear handwriting flowed across the paper. At a subsequent re-reading, it was only 

technical additions, “amplifications” drawn from every conceivable field of knowledge, 

that were pasted in the wide margins of the folio sheets on numerous small slips, some 

of them quite tiny. But the written text as such remained for the most part untouched. 

Jung’s improvisation on the psychology of the Trinity idea concluded the meeting 

in Moscia. It was followed by a serious yet lively discussion on the terrace of Casa Era-

nos, with its wide view of the lake and the mountains beyond. Jung was relaxed and – a 

rare thing, especially in those years of catastrophe – satisfied with his performance. 

Almost apologetically, though, he distinguished his style from that of the previous 

speaker. “I can formulate my thoughts only as they break out of me. It is like a geyser. 

Those who come after me will have to put them in order.” This remark has to be taken 

with a grain of salt, for it gives no inkling of the thoroughness, the positively pedantic 

care with which the empirical material was assembled, sifted, and intellectually worked 

over until the final form could no longer be postponed. Even so, it does explain some of 

the difficulties a reading of his works presents, especially those written in old age. The 

very profusion of creative ideas and of the material discussed opens out endless vistas, 

and the spontaneity of his style leads to occasional obscurities. 

It was the memory of that summer talk by Lago Maggiore that has given me the 

courage to single out for study one particular thematic complex in Jung’s work: how the 

interplay of consciousness and the unconscious yielded for him an answer to the 

perennial question: What is the meaning of life and of man? 

My especial thanks are due to Mrs. Marianne Niehus-Jung, who up to the time of 

her death in 1965, followed the progress of the work with interest and permitted me to 
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quote from the forthcoming volumes of Jung’s letters.  Dr. Gerhard Adler, their editor, 2

likewise gave his consent. A number of friends aided me by word and deed during the 

preparation of the manuscript. I thank them all for their co-operation and patience. Also 

I would like to thank Mr. R. F. C. Hull for many valuable suggestions during our collabo-

ration on the English edition. 

  

Aniela Jaffé 

Zürich, Autumn 1966 

1. The Theme

“What is the meaning of life?” The question is as old as mankind, and every an-

swer is an interpretation of a world thick with enigmas. No answer is the final one, and 

none of them can answer the question completely. The answer changes as our knowl-

edge of the world changes; meaning and unmeaning are part of the plenitude of life. 

“Life is crazy and meaningful at once. And when we do not laugh over the one aspect 

and speculate about the other, life is exceedingly drab, and everything is reduced to 

the littlest scale. There is then little sense and little nonsense either.”  Jung wrote this at 3

the age of fifty-nine. Twenty-five years later, the same thought acquires a strangely dif-

ferent intonation: “Whichever element we think outweighs the other, whether meaning-

lessness or meaning, is a matter of temperament. If meaninglessness were absolutely 

preponderant, the meaningfulness of life would vanish to an increasing degree with 

each step in our development. But that is – or seems to me – not the case. Probably, as 

in all metaphysical questions, both are true: Life is – or has – meaning and meaning-

lessness. I cherish the anxious hope that meaning will preponderate and win the 

 Princeton University Press, Bollingen Series, Princeton 1973 and Routledge & Kegan Paul, London, 2

1973.

 The Archetypes and the Collective Unconscious, par. 65.3
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battle.”  In old age the question of meaning becomes a fateful one that decides the 4

value or valuelessness of one’s own life. Jung was profoundly stirred by it, yet he knew 

that there is no final or clear-cut answer. 

It is the aim of this book to show what kind of “meaning” Jung opposed to the 

“meaninglessness of life”. Meaning for him was born of a long life, rich in experience, 

and of well over half a century of research into the human psyche. He found an answer 

that satisfied him, that tied up with his scientific knowledge though without claiming to 

be scientific. There is no objectively valid answer to the question of meaning; for, be-

sides objective thinking, subjective valuation also plays its part. Each and every formu-

lation is a myth that man creates in order to answer the unanswerable. 

For Jung the question of meaning was not a philosophical or a theoretical prob-

lem. Like most themes in his work, it sprang from the daily experiences and necessities 

of the consulting hour. Jung was first and foremost a doctor, and the obligation to help 

and to heal remained decisive right up to the end of his life. The motto of his book An-

swer to Job,  “I am distressed for thee, my brother” (II Sam. 1:26), voices a powerful 5

impetus behind his creativity and his thinking. The absence of meaning in life plays a 

crucial role in the aetiology of neurosis: “A psychoneurosis must be understood, ulti-

mately, as the suffering of a soul which has not discovered its meaning.”  Jung records 6

that “about a third of my cases are not suffering from any clinically definable neurosis, 

but from the senselessness and aimlessness of their lives.”  They were not “sickly ec7 -

centrics” seeking from the doctor an answer to the question of meaning, “but … very 

often exceptionally able, courageous, and upright persons”.  They were neurotic only 8

 Memories, Dreams, Reflections. Recorded and edited by Aniela Jaffé, (trans. Richard and Clara Win4 -
ston) pp. 358 f. (p. 330). (The pagination of the British edition, which differs from that of the American, is 
given throughout in brackets.)

 Contained in Psychology and Religion.5

 “Psychotherapists or the Clergy”, ibid., par. 497. See also Gerhard Adler, “Die Sinnfrage in der Psy6 -
chotherapie”, in Psychotherapeutische Probleme; Fierz, “Sinn im Wahn”, in Klinik und analytische Psy-
chologie; Neumann, “Die Sinnfrage und das Individuum”, Eranos-Jahrbuch 1957.

 “The Aims of Psychotherapy”, in The Practice of Psychotherapy, par. 83.7

 “Psychotherapists or the Clergy”, par. 516.8
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because they shared what Jung called the “general neurosis of our time”, an increas-

ingly pervasive sense of futility. In most cases it went hand in hand with a sense of reli-

gious emptiness. These people were no longer able to believe, either because they 

could not reconcile scientific thinking with the tenets of religion, or because the truths 

enshrouded in dogma had lost authority for them and all psychological justification. If 

they were Christians, they did not feel redeemed by Christ’s sacrificial death; if they 

were Jews, the Torah offered them no support. Thus they lacked the protection afforded 

by being rooted in a religious tradition. The man safely ensconced in religion will never 

entirely lose himself in the darkness and loneliness of a meaningless world, and in 

Jung’s experience no one is really healed, and no one finds his meaning, “who did not 

regain his religious outlook. This of course has nothing whatever to do with a particular 

creed or membership of a church.”  9

As regards the question of life’s meaning, no science can take the place of reli-

gion in this inclusive sense. Biological, physical, or cosmic systems of order no more 

provide an answer than does the interpretation of psychic contents exclusively in terms 

of personal experience. Meaning is the experience of totality. Any description of it pre-

supposes the reality lived in time as well as life’s quality of timelessness; personal and 

conscious experiences as well as a realm that transcends consciousness and the tan-

gible world. If the tension between these two poles of being is lacking, man has the 

“feeling that he is a haphazard creature without meaning, and it is this feeling that pre-

vents him from living his life with the intensity it demands if it is to be enjoyed to the full. 

Life becomes stale and is no longer the exponent of the complete man”.  Life, for 10

Jung, is lived only when it is “a touchstone for the truth of the spirit”.  11

 Ibid., par. 509.9

 “Analytical Psychology and Weltanschauung”, in The Structure and Dynamics of the Psyche, par. 739.10

 “Spirit and Life”, ibid., par. 647.11
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5. Inner Experience

Inner Experience through Mescalin and LSD 

Due regard for consciousness as well as the unconscious, recognition of outer 

as well as inner reality, were for Jung the indispensable foundations of a life meaningful-

ly lived. He knew, however, how difficult it is to follow the “middle way”. “In my picture of 

the world there is a vast outer realm and an equally vast inner realm; between these two 

stands man, facing now one and now the other, and, according to temperament and 

disposition, taking the one for the absolute truth by denying or sacrificing the other.”  12

One-sidedness never doubts itself. It deems itself superior, and is a temptation 

although the certitudes it offers have always proved deceptive. Unremarked, the 

counter-reality exists and the psychic counter-forces live on. Overlooked or denied by 

the conscious mind, they exert their influence in the form of unconscious tendencies 

and impulses. This is as true of the psychology of the individual as of the currents of 

contemporary history. Neither technology nor the dominance of reason can stem the 

tide of unconscious, irrational counterforces which reduce the certitudes of the rational 

mind to absurdity. The irrational has infiltrated science, art and literature, it is already a 

co-determining factor in our picture of the world this century, which still proudly styles 

itself the “age of enlightenment” or the “technological age”. There are also irrational 

currents secretly at work beyond the confines of the generally accepted world picture. 

As “mantic arts” – astrology, chiromancy, geomancy, magic, etc. – they have penetrat-

ed into every social sphere and play a far greater role than one would like to admit. In 

extreme, though by no means rare, cases they have become unavowed substitutes for 

religion. 

The more confidently and clamorously the rational aims of life are stressed, the 

more intensely the irrational, or the longing for the irrational, makes itself felt as an un-

conscious compensation. The need for a balance of this kind also lies at the root of the 

 “Freud and Jung: Contrasts”, in Freud and Psychoanalysis, par. 777.12
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widespread interest in the inner perceptions and experiences produced by mescalin, 

lysergic acid (LSD), and similar drugs. Arguments for and against are bandied about 

by scientists and flit through the pages of newspapers and illustrated magazines. An 

ever-increasing number of people, above all the young, as much from inner emptiness 

as from unsatisfied spiritual curiosity, seek refuge in the phantasmagoria of the pill. By 

weakening consciousness the drug unlocks the door to the world of the unconscious 

and, because of the latter’s numinosity, can lead to religious or pseudoreligious experi-

ences. Aldous Huxley described his experience with mescalin as a “sacramental vision 

of reality”.  13

Under the influence of mescalin, LSD and related chemicals there is a lowering 

of the threshold of consciousness but, as in waking fantasies, the perceiving, experi-

encing and discriminating function of the ego is preserved, or is said to be preserved. 

They produce a condition of psychic dissociation not unlike a psychosis; indeed, the 

condition has been termed “model psychosis”. 

Huxley reports that as a result of his mescalin experience his whole conception 

of consciousness changed: the belief that our “reduced awareness” is the only possible 

means of apprehending the world no longer held. In the intoxication of mescalin he 

found himself confronted with “Mind at Large”, where “everything shone with the Inner 

Light, and was infinite in its significance”.  He had the impression that in this all-em14 -

bracing awareness he could see “the divine source of all existence”.  Huxley took the 15

mescalin intoxication to be the revelation of a metaphysical reality. From the psycholog-

ical point of view it was an experience of the numinosity of the unconscious, condensed 

in the archetypal image of an “inner light” shining at the heart of things, and in the hith-

erto undreamt-of significance of the objects around him: the bamboo legs of a chair, the 

folds in his trousers, a vase of flowers. He saw the flowers “shining with their own inner 

light and all but quivering under the pressure of the significance with which they were 

 The Doors of Perception, p. 15. 13

 Ibid.14

 P. 12. 15
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charged”.  The “pure Being” of things had become a projection carrier for the numi16 -

nous reality of the unconscious. 

In his second book on mescalin experiences, Heaven and Hell, Huxley expand-

ed on his report: the experiences produced by the drug can be as terrifying as they are 

glorious. The revelation of heaven or paradise with its blazing colours and infinite signif-

icance is followed by that of a hell with Dantesque torments. Huxley thus provided ex-

perimental confirmation of Jung’s statement that the paradoxical nature of the arche-

type reveals itself to consciousness in antithetical images. 

Mescalin is an alkaloid of the Mexican cactus which the Indians call peyotl. In 

the Indian folk-religions of Mexico the consumption of peyotl, or of “sacred mushrooms” 

containing a similar toxin, occupies a central place in their religious ceremonies. Ac-

cording to Karl Kerényi, an intoxicating drink was consumed by the celebrants at Eleu-

sis. During the initiation it appears to have evoked the “epopteia”, the supreme vision of 

the goddess Demeter.  17

We know today that in certain cases the dissociation of consciousness produced 

by LSD is irreversible, that criminal impulses may be released or a depression set in, 

not infrequently leading to suicide. On the other hand, it is being used in modern psy-

chotherapy. As it induces in the patient an immediate and intense contact with the un-

conscious, quicker cures were hoped for than by the classical analyses which usually 

last a very long time. In a somewhat sensationally got-up report on a successful LSD 

analysis conducted under medical supervision, My Self and I: Constance Newland 

writes: “Techniques such as dream interpretations or free associations or slips of the 

tongue might be likened to the routes taken by a covered wagon, trekking its way 

across a continent to reach the ocean of the unconscious: LSD offers a non-stop jet 

flight.”  Although high velocities and time-saving procedures are attractive considera18 -

 Ibid.16

 “Voraussetzung der Einweihung in Eleusis”, in Initiation, ed. Blecker, and “Mescalin-Perioden der Rdi17 -
gionsgeschichte”, in Wege zum Menschen, 17 Jhg., Heft 6, pp. 201 ff. – The drink consisted of barley, 
water, and the fresh leaves of Menta pulegium (pennyroyal). The effect of the slightly intoxicating but very 
innocuous drink was probably due to the nine-day fast that preceded initiation.

 My Self and I, p. 46.18
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tions nowadays, doctors are still not clear about the value or non-value of LSD and 

mescalin in psychotherapy. The negative psychic side-effects of the drugs have under-

standably given rise to misdoubts. 

Jung evinced great interest in scientific experiments with mescalin. He found in 

them confirmation of his researches on the manifestations of the unconscious and its 

numinosity. He rejected the use of drugs in psychotherapy or as a means to spiritual 

experience and a religious re-attunement of man, as could hardly be otherwise consid-

ering his reverence for nature and its specific rhythms and laws. An artificially induced 

experience of the unconscious does not as a rule accord with the development and 

maturity of the personality. This discrepancy harbours a danger, because any content 

that emerges from the unconscious into consciousness involves a spiritual or moral task 

which, if not accomplished, leads to misunderstandings, complications, suffering and 

illness. Without the corresponding spiritual work of assimilating and integrating the con-

tents evoked by the drug, the experience, however fascinating, loses its value and its 

meaning. 

Though there is little mention of mescalin in Jung’s work,  he was constantly be19 -

ing asked what he thought about it. It is of interest that a Catholic priest wrote to him 

about LSD only two years after its synthesis by Hoffman. Jung replied (April 1954):  20

“Is the LSD drug mescalin? It has indeed very curious effects – vide Aldous Hux-

ley! – of which I know far too little. I don’t know either what its psychotherapeutic value 

with neurotic or psychotic patients is. I only know there is no point in wishing to know 

more of the collective unconscious than one gets through dreams and intuition. The 

more you know of it, the greater and heavier becomes your moral burden, because un-

 In “Schizophrenia” (The Psychogenesis of Mental Disease), par. 569, Jung explains the effect of 19

mescalin as “a decay of apperception, such as can be observed in cases of extreme abaissement du 
niveau mental (Janet) and in intense fatigue and severe intoxication”. Mescalin and kindred drugs 
“cause, as we know, an abaissement which, by lowering the threshold of consciousness, renders per-
ceptible the perceptual variants that are normally unconscious, thereby enriching one’s apperception to 
an astounding degree, but on the other hand making it impossible to integrate them into the general ori-
entation of consciousness. This is because the accumulation of variants that have become conscious 
give each single act of apperception a dimension that fills the whole of consciousness. This explains the 
fascination so typical of mescalin.”

 Written in English.20
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conscious contents are transformed into your individual tasks and duties as soon as 

they begin to become conscious. Do you want to increase loneliness and misunder-

standing? Do you want to find more and more complications and increasing responsi-

bilities? You get enough of it. If I once could say that I have done everything I know I 

had to do, then perhaps I should realise a legitimate need to take mescalin. But if I 

should take it now, I would not be sure at all that I had not taken it out of idle curiosity. I 

should hate the thought that I had touched on the sphere where the paint is made that 

colours the world, where the light is created that makes shine the splendour of the 

dawn, the lines and shapes of all form, the sound that fills the orbit, the thought that il-

luminates the darkness of the void. There are some poor impoverished creatures per-

haps, for whom mescalin would be a heaven-sent gift without a counter-poison, but I 

am profoundly mistrustful of the ‘pure gifts of the Gods’. You pay dearly for them. 

Quidquid id est timeo Danaos et dona ferentes. 

“This is not the point at all, to know of or about the unconscious, nor does the 

story end here; on the contrary it is how and where you begin the real quest. If you are 

too unconscious it is a great relief to know a bit of the collective unconscious. But it 

soon becomes dangerous to know more, because one does not learn at the same time 

how to balance it through a conscious equivalent. This is the mistake Aldous Huxley 

makes. (It is really the mistake of our age. We think it is enough to discover new things, 

but we don’t realise that knowing more demands a corresponding development of 

morality. Radioactive clouds over Japan, Calcutta and Saskatchewan point to a pro-

gressive poisoning of the universal atmosphere.) He does not know that he is in the role 

of the Zauberlehrling  who has learned from his master how to call the ghosts, but did 21

not know how to get rid of them again …” 

The drug is and remains an all too convenient substitute for human effort and 

spontaneous experience. Like Jung, Thomas Mann condemns Huxley’s recommenda-

tion of mescalin and warns against the unpredictable consequences of its use. He calls 

 Sorcerer’s apprentice.21
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Huxley’s book The Doors of Perception an example of “escapism” and mescalin expe-

rience “unprincipled aesthetic self-gratification’’.  22

The misgivings expressed by Jung and Thomas Mann are certainly justified 

when one considers the misuse of these drugs by immature, labile persons craving for 

new sensations. Yet it should not be overlooked that LSD and its affiliates are an impor-

tant tool in the hands of responsible psychological researchers. They have an immense 

value for the further investigation of the unconscious and its phenomena; they facilitate 

for the so-called normal, ordinary man a progressively deeper descent into the uncon-

scious and are therefore a sort of chemical key that might carry the exploration of the 

unconscious to levels completely unknown at present. 

The drugs are not only a scientific tool, they also open new – or age-old – ways 

to a type of experience which, for want of a better word, those who have known it are 

impelled to describe as “religious” or “mystical”. A 52-year-old engineer, apparently a 

quite simple man with no religious inclinations, gives the following account of his expe-

rience with LSD: 

“Although consciousness of self seemed extinguished, I knew that the bound-

aries of my being had been dissolved and that all other boundaries were also dis-

solved. All, including what had been myself, was an ever more rapid molecular whirling 

that then became something else, a pure and seething energy that was the whole of 

being. This energy, neither hot nor cold, was experienced as a white and radiant fire … 

The flux of Being streamed inexorably, unswervingly towards the One. 

“At what I can only call the ‘core’ of this flux was God, and I cannot explain how it 

was that I, who seemed to have no identity at all, yet experienced myself as filled with 

God, and then as (whatever this may mean), passing through God and into a Oneness 

wherein it seemed God, Being, and a mysterious unnameable One constituted together 

what I can only designate the All. What ‘I’ experienced in this All so far transcends my 

powers of description that to speak, as I must, of an ineffably rapturous Sweetness is 

 Letter to Ida Herz, 21 March 1954, in Neue Rundschau, 2.22
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an approximation not less feeble than if I were to describe a candle and hope to cap-

ture with my words all the blazing glory of the sun.”  23

Here we have a genuine experience of the numinous such as Jung was also 

concerned with. One dare not dismiss out of hand any instrument that makes a unio 

mystica of this kind possible. It goes without saying, however, that from the psychother-

apeutic standpoint in particular, and also that of individuation, the man who is con-

scious of his responsibilities cannot stop at ecstatic visionary experiences but must 

complete and deepen them through sober reflection and assimilate their meaning into 

his life. In this way the danger of losing contact with his own reality and with his envi-

ronment is neutralised or at least reduced to a minimum, and also the danger of han-

kering for repetitions of the experience for its own sake.

 Masters and Houston, The Varieties of Psychedelic Experience, p. 308.23
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