CAN SOUL LIVE AND THRIVE IN THE CONTEMPORARY WORLD? – THE ROLE OF POETRY, REVERIE, PHENOMENOLOGY AND DEPTH PSYCHOLOGY

This paper stems from a book review I wrote for the Sydney Jung Society newsletter (February to June 2008). The book, Ways of the Heart – Essays Toward An Imaginal Psychology, is by Robert D. Romanyshyn, a senior faculty member at Pacifica Graduate Institute in the USA, and a founder of its PhD programme in Depth Psychology. 

I shall start my presentation with a shortened version of my book review (see appendix). My presentation also draws on my reviews
 of the works of other post-Jungians, including James Hillman, Thomas Moore and Robert Sardello - I shall do this by a brief list of some key features of their outlook. This is the third time I have delivered a paper at Continental Philosophy Group on post_jungian subjects (previous papers were Archetypal Psychology’s Understandings of Soul: A Fluid Process, and Post-Jungian Thinkers: Parallels with Postmodernism). My paper today will be much shorter than the previous two, omitting some of their features
 and making less reference to aspects such as the socio-political world,  I would welcome though the exploration of these concerns in the discussion which I intend this paper to provoke.

Romanyshyn’s publication draws upon philosophy, history, literature, art and poetry to reanimate psychology and allow it to reflect how soul can live and thrive in the contemporary world. Just as dream is the royal road to the soul, Romanyshyn proposes REVERIE as the royal road to the soul of the world. Reverie is a mode of consciousness completely different from fantasy. Whereas fantasy has ego in its centre, reverie allows us communion with the depth of our existence, the existence of the world, and the otherworldly (such as gods, spirits, angels, the dead) – all at once. 


A school of philosophy which the publication is steeped in is PHENOMENOLOGY. The author sees Jung as at times a radical phenomenologist. One instance of this is Jung’s work with alchemy – a way of knowing through intimacy and relation rather than through separation and distance. A radical phenomenology “is devoted to those subtle bodies which are neither facts nor ideas. . . . a work of the heart which is neither that of mind nor eye, a poetry of the soul’s landscape where a mind feels its way into those imaginal presences who always haunt the margins of the sensible world.”


As a practising poet myself, I found the author’s reflections on POETRY very enrcihing. Poetry corresponds with reverie, in that one is a witness to what has been lost, forgotten, left behind, or otherwise marginalised and neglected. One of my poems pertinent in this respect is about my fascination now with display homes that I vistited when I was very young, and the visions I then had in them of a possible future life there. Indeed, the imaginal world is poetry itself. Romanyshyn draws many correspondences between poet, phenomenologist and practitioner of DEPTH PSYCHOLOGY. For all three, what appears matters first before one asks what it might mean. The author encourages a state of being coined by Keats – “negative capablity”, in which one is “capable of being in uncertainties, mysteries, doubts, without any irritable reaching after fact and reason.” In other words, having the patience to linger in the moment and wait for the presence in the present to appear.


“The capacity to dream with the world” is at the heart of what the author is trying to reawaken in this book. He outlines some of the developments in western consciousness that have mitigated against this capacity. One of these is the fifteenth century invention of linear perspective in art – this helped in teaching us to become distant spectators of the world. Extracts from poets such as Rilke, Blake, Keats and Tagore richly add to the appeal of the book – “to redress the imbalance which exists in favour of the empirical over the aesthetic.”   

Some key features of the outlook of the archetypalists

- their main work is the conservation, exploration and vivification of the imagination and the insights derived therefrom, rather than analysis of the unconscious. 

- Hillman calls his work SOUL-MAKING rather than analysis.  Emphasis is on shaping, handling, doing something with psychic stuff. This notion of soul goes back to the alchemists who saw soul as an opus, “a work.” Soul-making is a term that reflects what the psyche itself does: it makes images. The term first used by Keats - described the world as the “vale of soul-making.” 
 

- Soul is conceived of as far more than that within oneself. The world itself in all its particularities has soul. Therapy on our own souls is seen as ultimately ineffective without equal attention to the world soul. 

. depression quite differently. Thomas Moore, in Care of the Soul  suggests we could see depression “as simply a state of being, neither good nor bad, something the soul does in its own time and for its own reasons. . . . It can teach us what qualities the soul needs.” 

 The need for us to return soul to the world is addressed by Sardello in Facing the World With Soul . The things of the world, which manifest consciousness and affect, offer themselves for use. When instead they are used up without attention, nothing returns to the world through their instrumentality and the soul of the world is further diminshed. When things are utilised with a sense of soul, soul is returned to the world. 

· ordinary things do not lack soul, rather they require soul work. Take a skyscraper - yes, it  manifests egotism rather than soul of the world. Because it does not evoke a sympathetic response of soul, soul must be given to it. As well as responding to beauty we can project beauty. This is not a judgement of it as beautiful when it is not. “POSITIVE REGARD” is the capacity to experience the particularity of things in an attitude of silence. . .

· . Not striving after meaning, but allowing the things to disclose themselves.” The soul work here consists of defamiliarising it, “loosening the web of anaestesia.” This process of ensouling the world is akin to the alchemists who would engage imagination with the things of the world. The object becomes a subject. Critics would say that all this is merely projection. But archetypalists would say this is ANIMATION - our imagination animating things, ensouling them, letting things come alive. 

To mainstream Western thinking, the archetypal attitude would sound hazy, but it may be what we need to balance our over-willful ways. It's a gentle, non-controlling, non-perfectionistic, non-salvationist, humbler approach, accepting of human foibles. 

� Also published in Sydney Jung Society newsletters


� emergence of the three schools of Jungian practice since Jung’s death in 1961, description of the archetypalist school,  critiques of classical Jungians, eco-psychology, critique of ‘ego psychology’, parallels of the post-Jungian thinkers with postmodernism


� I shall only present those features that are relevant to this paper, omitting important areas such as working with dreams





