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Week 07 
The Archetypal Theory 

Session Plan 

 

 Carl Jung (1875-1961) was a Swiss psychiatrist and psychoanalyst 

 The Archetypal Theory grows from the Psychoanalytic Theory 

 The “unconscious” was Freud’s contribution.  The “collective unconscious” was Jung’s 

contribution. 

 Jung picks up from where Freud left off.  He said since the id drives are inherent and 

hardwired in our minds, people everywhere have them regardless of place and time.  The 

unconscious mind is the same despite geographical and chronological distances, cultural 

differences, and absence of communication among various cultures. 

 These drives which all people have in common is responsible for generating specific images 

and thought patterns related to them, such as the image of the protecting mother and the 

image of the wise old man. 

 Jung coined the term “the collective unconscious” to refer to the part of the unconscious 

where all these shared images and thought patterns reside.  This “collective unconscious” is 

not like the “personal unconscious” which was developed by Freud because it is not shaped 

by personal experience. 

 These drives manifest themselves in the form of images and thought patterns.  They 

undergo a sort of metamorphosis and are reflected in such forms of human output like 

mythology, folklore, religion, dreams, art and literature.  Jung calls these images and 

thought patterns “archetypes”. 

 Archetypes are therefore not the drives themselves.  They are manifestations, projections, 

reflections or representations of those drives.  They function as the images and symbols in 

Freud’s concept of the dreamwork. 

 An archetype is therefore an image, symbol, character, theme, motif, or setting that  recur 

in the mythology, folklore, religion, art and literature of different cultures. 

 In a way, they are similar to the Platonic concept of forms in that they are reflected in 

human output. 

  Examples 

o Tree: an archetypal symbol of life, fertility and rebirth (originated from the hunger 

drive) 

o Water: an archetypal symbol of life (originated from the thirst drive) 
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o One of the id drives is the need for protection.  This is manifested in the archetype of 

the protecting mother.  The character of the protecting mother in literature is a 

reflection of this archetype. 

o The Fairy Godmothers in the story of the Sleeping Beauty 

 The Golden Bough (1890–1915), written by the Scottish anthropologist Sir James George 

Frazer.  In this book, Frazer identifies practices and mythological beliefs shared among 

primitive religions and modern religions. Frazer argues that the death-rebirth myth is 

present in almost all cultural mythologies, and is acted out in terms of growing seasons and 

vegetation. 

 Maud Bodkin's Archetypal Patterns in Poetry (1934), the first work on the subject of 

archetypal literary criticism, applies Jung's theories about the collective unconscious, 

archetypes, and primordial images to literature.  She focused on S. T. Coleridge’s The Rime 

of the Ancient Mariner. 

 Anatomy of Criticism: Four Essays (Princeton University Press, 1957) is a book by Canadian 

literary critic and theorist, Northrop Frye, which attempts to formulate an overall view of 

the scope, theory, principles, and techniques of literary criticism derived exclusively from 

literature.  Frye uses the seasons in his archetypal schema. Each season is aligned with a 

literary genre: comedy with spring, romance with summer, tragedy with autumn, and satire 

with winter. 

 Archetypes in Literature 

o Characters 

o Images 

o Symbols 

o Themes 

o Motifs 

o Setting 

 Archetypes in Literature: 

o Character Archetypes 

 The Damsel in Distress 

 The Knight in Shining Armor 

 The Femme Fatale 

 The Wise Old Man 

 The Innocent Youth 

 The Savior 

 The Mentor 

 The Mother Figure 

 The Father Figure 
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 The Scapegoat 

 The survivor 

 The Evil Genius 

 The Misfit 

 The Outcast 

o Archetypal Images and Symbols 

 Tree 

 Water 

 Fire 

 Circle 

o Archetypal Motifs 

 The Quest 

 The Fall 

 The Battle between Good and Evil 

 Initiation 

 Rebirth 

 The Love Triangle 

 Archetypes have the tendency to disguise themselves. 

o The damsel in distress could be a poor girl working in a restaurant and mistreated by 

her boss 

o The wise old man could be an old Kung Fu master who teaches an inexperienced 

young man how to take revenge upon the people who wronged him 

 Analyze A. E. Housman’s poem “When I Was One-and-Twenty” in terms of the Archetypal 

Theory 

 Apply the Archetypal Theory to Tennyson’s “The Lady of Shalott” 

 Apply the Archetypal Theory to Sophocles’ King Oedipus 

 Apply the Archetypal Theory to George Bernard Shaw’s Pygmalion (the disguised damsel-

in-distress archetype) 

 


