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Abstract. This article explores the conceptual and methodological difficulties involved in defining and 

classifying literary archetypal forms. It analyzes the inherent ambiguity and multivalence of archetypes, as 

well as the limitations of existing typologies, including those grounded in Jungian psychology, cultural 

semiotics, and structuralist models. By considering alternative interpretive frameworks and recent 

scholarly debates, the study underscores the necessity of integrative approaches that can accommodate the 

dynamic, intertextual, and culturally embedded nature of archetypal patterns. The article further highlights 

the risks of reductionism and schematic thinking when applying archetype theory to complex literary 

texts. 
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INTRОDUСTIОN 

The notion of the archetype has become a foundational category in the study of literature and culture, 

functioning as a heuristic instrument for analyzing recurring symbols, motifs, and character types. Yet 

despite its widespread application, the concept remains strikingly elusive. Defining precisely what 

constitutes an archetypal form and developing a consistent system for classifying such forms pose 

considerable theoretical and methodological challenges. 

This difficulty is partly rooted in the inherent vagueness of the term “archetype,” which has acquired diverse 

and sometimes conflicting meanings in psychology, anthropology, literary criticism, and cultural studies. 

What one scholar regards as an archetypal image may be dismissed by another as merely a conventional 

motif or a historically contingent symbol. Moreover, the attempt to formalize archetypes in the shape of 

exhaustive taxonomies risks flattening their semantic richness and disregarding their capacity for 

transformation across time, genre, and cultural context. 

MАTЕRIАLS АND MЕTHОDS 

At the most basic level, the difficulty begins with the problem of definition. The term “archetype” derives 

from the Greek archetypos, meaning “original pattern.” In contemporary discourse, however, it is invoked to 

denote an array of phenomena: unconscious psychic structures (in Jungian theory), collective symbolic 

images, prototypical narrative configurations, and culturally determined thematic constants. 

This definitional fluidity reflects both the conceptual attractiveness and the analytical hazard of archetype 

theory. As E.Y. Vlasenko has observed, any attempt to pin down archetypes as static entities inevitably 

obscures their function as mobile semantic formations, which manifest in different ways depending on 

textual, cultural, and historical circumstances. This variability makes it extremely difficult to specify 

objective criteria for distinguishing archetypes from related categories such as motifs, topoi, or narrative 

clichés [6]. 

Another central challenge concerns the universalist assumptions that underlie many classic theories of 

archetypes. C.G. Jung’s influential model posits that archetypes are universal psychic predispositions arising 

from the collective unconscious shared by all humanity. While this perspective has the merit of accounting 

for transhistorical recurrences in myth and literature, it has been criticized for minimizing the role of 

historical contingency and cultural specificity [8]. 

For example, images like the Wise Old Man or the Great Mother may appear across disparate societies, but 

their precise functions, connotations, and narrative roles vary widely depending on local traditions, religious 

beliefs, and social structures. Scholars such as Y.M. Meletinsky and B.A. Uspensky have argued that 

archetypes should be understood not simply as universal constants but as dynamic cultural codes that 

mediate collective experience within particular contexts. 

https://zienjournals.com/
mailto:jamasmrj@gmail.com


Texas Journal of Philology, Culture and History                                                                         ISSN NO: 2770-8608 
https://zienjournals.com                                                                                                                                              July 2025 
_____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

Peer Reviewed International Journal                                                                                                                                  [2] 
Volume 44 

This tension between the universal and the historically contingent complicates any attempt to create an 

authoritative typology. A classification system rooted exclusively in Jungian universals risks projecting 

Eurocentric assumptions onto other traditions, while an approach that fragments archetypes into endless 

culture-bound variants loses any explanatory power regarding transhistorical patterns. 

RЕSULTS АND DISСUSSIОN 

Over the past decades, various competing models have been proposed to circumvent these problems. 

Structuralist and semiotic approaches, as pioneered by Y.M. Lotman and his concept of the “cultural 

semiosphere,” have emphasized that archetypal forms should be analyzed as sign systems embedded in 

cultural codes rather than merely psychic phenomena. Lotman’s work shifted the focus from individual 

psychology to intertextual networks, highlighting the ways archetypes circulate and transform across genres 

and historical periods. 

In contrast, the “narratological” tradition has attempted to classify archetypal forms in relation to narrative 

functions. Here, archetypes are treated as roles or functions in the narrative process (e.g., hero, mentor, 

trickster), akin to the dramatis personae of Vladimir Propp’s morphology of the folktale. While this 

approach has yielded insights into the structural positions archetypes occupy, it has also been criticized for 

over-schematic simplifications that neglect the symbolic polyvalence of archetypes in literary texts. 

Other typologies, such as Mark and Pearson’s model of twelve cultural archetypes, have been adopted in 

media and marketing studies, where archetypes are used as tools for crafting persuasive narratives and 

branding identities. However, these pragmatic frameworks often sacrifice theoretical depth in favor of 

functional applicability. 

Another fundamental challenge stems from the intertextual character of literary archetypes. As recurrent 

figures, they are inherently relational and emerge within networks of cultural allusions, reinterpretations, and 

appropriations. A single archetype may acquire contradictory meanings depending on the author’s intention, 

the expectations of the audience, and the cultural horizon in which the text circulates. 

Consider the example of the Trickster. In one literary context, this figure may function as a comic disruptor 

of social norms; in another, as a demonic agent of chaos. The same archetypal form thus generates semantic 

polyphony, defying univocal classification. Any system that aspires to taxonomize archetypes must grapple 

with this capacity for contextual metamorphosis, which resists reduction to fixed definitions. 

Finally, the drive to impose systematic order on the protean domain of archetypes carries an inherent danger 

of reductionism. Overly rigid taxonomies tend to obscure the dynamic, contested nature of archetypal forms. 

This risk is particularly acute when applying psychological models mechanically to literature, as it can lead 

to the false assumption that archetypes are merely reflections of unconscious structures rather than 

historically situated cultural phenomena. 

This observation has led contemporary scholars to propose more pluralistic and integrative approaches, 

which combine insights from psychoanalysis, semiotics, narratology, and cultural anthropology. By 

foregrounding the historical and cultural embeddedness of archetypal images, such approaches seek to 

preserve their semantic richness while enabling rigorous analysis. 

The persistent difficulty of defining and classifying literary archetypal forms lies in the very nature of the 

archetype as a multifunctional, inherently layered phenomenon. Archetypes do not operate solely within one 

epistemological register; rather, they simultaneously participate in psychological, narrative, cultural, and 

ideological systems. This multidimensional character generates continuous scholarly tension between the 

desire to stabilize and systematize archetypes and the necessity of recognizing their semantic fluidity. 

In recent decades, scholars have increasingly underscored that archetypes in literature cannot be confined to 

a single interpretive grid. They act as semantic condensations—points in the text where collective symbols, 

cultural memory, and subjective resonance converge. This convergence creates a paradox: while archetypes 

often appear recognizable, even predictable, their precise meaning remains perpetually deferred, contingent 

on both textual context and reader response. 

An important direction in contemporary scholarship conceptualizes archetypes less as universal psychic 

imprints and more as culturally mediated constructs. For instance, the studies of Y.V. Domansky and S.G. 

Barysheva argue that archetypes are shaped by the cultural semiosphere in which they are produced and 

received. Barysheva’s examination of existential archetypes in Russian prose demonstrates how literary 
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texts employ archetypal motifs not simply to mirror inner psychological states, but to articulate collective 

anxieties about historical rupture, alienation, and the crisis of meaning. 

This approach positions archetypes as historically dynamic phenomena, subject to processes of 

resemanticization and ideological reframing. The same motif—the orphan, the journey, the transformative 

encounter—can acquire divergent ideological overtones depending on whether it is embedded in medieval 

Christian allegory, Romantic nationalism, or postmodern pastiche. Consequently, classification schemes that 

treat archetypes as stable essences risk ignoring the cultural work that such images perform. 

СОNСLUSIОN 

The project of defining and classifying literary archetypal forms is fraught with conceptual, methodological, 

and interpretive difficulties. These difficulties arise not only from the ambiguity inherent in the notion of the 

archetype itself but also from the tension between universality and cultural specificity, the multiplicity of 

theoretical models, and the dynamic nature of intertextual relations. 

Any credible attempt to address these challenges must resist the temptation to impose schematic frameworks 

that oversimplify the complexity of archetypal formations. Instead, it should embrace integrative 

perspectives that acknowledge archetypes as fluid, culturally inflected, and semantically open constructs. 

Such an approach promises a more nuanced and flexible understanding of how archetypes operate within 

literary texts, enabling scholars to account for both their enduring power and their capacity for 

transformation. 
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