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“Until you make the unconscious
conscious, it will direct your life and you

will call it fate.”

— C. G. Jung
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Understanding Your
Shadow



Chapter 1: What Is the
Shadow?

There's a version of you that you've spent your entire life trying not
to be.

You might not be able to name it, but you know it's there. In the
flash of jealousy you'd never admit to. In the anger that comes out
sideways when you're tired. In the ambition you downplay because
you don't want to seem like that person. You know it in the way
certain people get under your skin for reasons you can't explain,

and in the dreams that leave you unsettled long after you wake up.

That hidden version of you has a name. Carl Jung called it the

shadow.

| found it the way a lot of people do, by hitting a wall | couldn't think
my way around. On the surface, things were going well enough: |
had a career, | had plans, | was checking the boxes that were
supposed to add up to a good life. But underneath all of that,
something felt off in a way | couldn't articulate. There was a low-
grade dissatisfaction running through everything, a mild annoyance
that | carried around like background noise. Not dramatic enough to

be called a crisis, but persistent enough that | couldn'tignore it



forever. I'd catch myself snapping at people for no good reason, or
feeling strangely empty after getting something I'd worked hard for,
or realizing that the decisions I'd been making weren't my decisions
at all. They were responses to what my family expected, what my
circumstances demanded, what seemed like the obvious next step. |

was running someone else's program and calling it my life.

That growing unease led me into Jung's work, his ideas about the
unconscious, the shadow, the process he called individuation. And
as | read, | started to recognize myself on every page. Not the
version of myself | presented to the world, but the one I'd been
keeping out of sight: the one who was angry underneath the
composure, creative underneath the practicality, hungry for
something bigger underneath the appearance of contentment. The
more | looked, the more | realized how much of my personality I'd
put away. Not because those parts were dangerous, but because

somewhere along the line I'd been taught they weren't welcome.

Whatever brought you here, a relationship that keeps falling apart
in the same way, a feeling you can't shake, a sense that you're

performing a version of yourself that doesn't fit, you're in the right
place. This book is about learning to see what you've hidden from

yourself. The act of seeing it is what sets you free.
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You Are More Than You Think You Are

In the early twentieth century, the Swiss psychiatrist Carl Jung
made an observation that changed the course of psychology: the
human personality is not a single, unified thing. It's more like a
house with rooms you've never entered, a building far larger than

the floor plan you carry in your head.

Jung spent decades working with patients' dreams, fantasies, and
emotional crises, and he noticed a pattern. Every person he treated
had constructed a curated version of themselves, the face they
showed the world, the traits they identified with, the story they told
about who they were. Jung called this the ego: the conscious "I"
you think of as yourself. But behind that conscious identity, there
was always more. Feelings that didn't fit the self-image. Impulses
the person found repulsive or frightening. Desires they would never
admit to. Talents they'd never pursued. Entire dimensions of their

personality that had been pushed below the surface of awareness.
Jung called this hidden territory the shadow.

The shadow, in Jung's definition, is everything you've rejected,
repressed, or failed to develop in yourself. The parts of your
personality that your conscious mind decided were unacceptable,
dangerous, or irrelevant, and locked away in the basement of your
psyche. His student Marie-Louise von Franz put it precisely: the

shadow "represents unknown or little-known attributes and



qualities of the ego, aspects that mostly belong to the personal
sphere and that could just as well be conscious." The shadow is you.

Just the parts of you that you've chosen not to look at.

The shadow doesn't disappear because you ignore it. It stays active
in the dark, shaping your behavior in ways you don't recognize,
leaking into your reactions, your relationships, your choices. Jung
was blunt about this: "A man likes to believe that he is the master of
his soul. But as long as he is unable to control his moods and
emotions, or to be conscious of the myriad secret ways in which
unconscious factors insinuate themselves into his arrangements

and decisions, he is certainly not his own master."

You've felt this. Everyone has. The moment you say something cruel
and don't know where it came from. The pattern in your
relationships that you keep swearing you'll break. The inexplicable
intensity of your reaction to a stranger's behavior. That's your

shadow, doing what it does when it's been ignored long enough.

The Long Bag We Drag Behind Us

One of the most useful ways to understand how the shadow forms
comes from the poet Robert Bly, who described it with a metaphor

so vivid it's hard to forget once you've heard it.



Imagine that at birth, you had a 360-degree personality. Energy
radiating from every part of your psyche, no filters, no censorship,
no shame. You were the full thing. Then, slowly, the people around
you started telling you which parts of that fullness were acceptable

and which were not.

Your father told you big boys don't cry, so you stuffed your
tenderness into an invisible bag and dragged it behind you. Your
teacher told you to stop showing off, so your confidence went into
the bag. Your mother looked away when you got angry, so your
anger went in. Your friends mocked the weird thing you loved, so
your passion went in. Your culture told you that ambition was
selfish, or that sexuality was shameful, or that vulnerability was

weakness, and each time, another piece of you went into the bag.

"We spend our life until we're twenty deciding what parts of
ourselves to put into the bag," Bly wrote, "and we spend the rest of

our lives trying to get them out again."

None of this is conscious. A five-year-old who learns that expressing
anger leads to withdrawn affection doesn't sit down and think, /

should repress my anger to maintain my attachment bond. They just
stop showing anger. The decision happens below awareness, which
is why it's so hard to undo later. You've forgotten you made it in the

first place.



And what goes into the bag doesn't sit there quietly. It regresses. Bly
said that a person who opens their bag at forty-five "rightly feels
fear," because the qualities they stuffed in at age six have been
festering in the dark for decades, growing more primitive and
volatile with each passing year. The anger you hid at five doesn't
emerge at forty as the same manageable childhood frustration. It
comes out as rage, as passive aggression, as a body that's been

clenching its jaw for thirty years.

Different families fill different bags. Different cultures fill different
bags. But the bags, Bly suggested, are all roughly the same size.
Nobody escapes this process. The question is never whether you
have a shadow. It's what's in yours, and what it's costing you to

keep it there.

A Relationship, Not a Battle

Most people get shadow work wrong at this exact point, so | want to

be precise: the shadow is not the villain of your story.

It's easy to hear "the dark side of your personality" and assume
we're talking about something that needs to be conquered or
exorcised. That framing misses the entire point. Von Franz was
explicit: "The shadow becomes hostile only when he is ignored or

misunderstood." She described the shadow as "exactly like any



human being with whom one has to get along, sometimes by giving
in, sometimes by resisting, sometimes by giving love, whatever the

situation requires."

The shadow is a relationship to be cultivated. And like any

relationship, it goes badly when one side refuses to listen.

Jung's colleague Joseph Henderson traced the arc of this
relationship through myth and dreams. Young people dreamed of
fighting the shadow, heroic battles with dark figures, slaying
dragons, defeating enemies. But as people matured and did the
inner work, the dreams changed. A man nearing fifty who had spent
years in analysis stopped dreaming of combat and started dreaming
that his younger self could "become friends" with the dark figure.

The fight had given way to diplomacy.

The goal of shadow work is wholeness, learning to live with the full
spectrum of who you are, including the parts that make you
uncomfortable. Jung said it directly: "l would rather be whole than

good."

That single sentence might be the most radical idea in this book.
The kind of "goodness" that requires you to amputate parts of
yourself isn't goodness. It's performance. And performances crack

under pressure. The shadow is what comes cracking through.



The Gold in the Dark

The shadow is not only made of your rejected faults. It also holds

your rejected gifts.

If the shadow is everything you've pushed out of awareness, then it
holds every quality your environment taught you to suppress. And
not all of those qualities were negative. Maybe you were told that
being too confident was arrogant, so your self-assurance went
underground. Maybe expressing creativity felt unsafe, so your
artisticimpulse got buried. Maybe you learned that wanting too

much was greedy, so your ambition curled up and hid.

Jung put it directly: "It is not merely the 'shadow’ side of our
personalities that we overlook, disregard, and repress. We may also
do the same to our positive qualities." His student John Sanford
went further, claiming that "the shadow is ninety percent pure
gold." The image is startling, but the logic holds. Most of what we
repress isn't dangerous at all. It's inconvenient, or it didn't fit the

identity we were building.

This is what psychologists call the golden shadow, and you can see
it operating every day. It's the reason you feel a pang when you
watch someone do the thing you've always wanted to do but never
let yourself try. It's why certain people seem to glow with a quality
you can't name, and you can't stop watching them. You're not
admiring them. You're recognizing something in them that belongs

to you, something you've never claimed.



William Miller, one of the contributors to the Jungian anthology
Meeting the Shadow, offered a simple test: "When we hear ourselves
saying, 'Oh, but | could never be like that, we would do well to
investigate those traits, for they are undoubtedly a part of our

Golden Shadow."

Shadow work is about reclaiming all of it. The talents, the passions,
the strengths you buried because someone, somewhere, told you
they weren't welcome. The darkness and the gold sit in the same

place.

What Shadow Work Is

Before we go deeper, | want to be precise about what you're signing

up for.

Shadow work can complement therapy, but it is not therapy.
Some of the techniques in this book overlap with therapeutic
methods, but this is not a clinical manual and I'm not a therapist. If
you're dealing with severe trauma, psychosis, or mental health
conditions that require professional support, please seek that
support. Shadow work has limits, and knowing those limits is part
of doing the work responsibly. (There's a section in the appendix on

when to seek professional help.)



Shadow work is an ongoing practice. You don't complete it the way
you complete a course. It's a relationship with yourself. Some weeks
it'll feel revelatory. Some weeks it'll feel like nothing's happening.
Both are part of the process. Jung's editors summarized his
philosophy this way: "Man becomes whole, integrated, calm, fertile,
and happy when (and only when) the process of individuation is
complete, when the conscious and the unconscious have learned to
live at peace and to complement one another." That peace doesn't

arrive on a timeline.

Shadow work is about balance, not self-optimization. Jung was
explicit that the dreams he studied were never telling patients to
"behave better." They were "simply trying to balance the lopsided
nature of the conscious mind." You're becoming more of who you
already are, not performing an improved version of who you think

you should be.

In practice, shadow work looks like this: turning toward the parts
of yourself you've been running from, with honesty and without
judgment, so that those parts stop running your life from behind
the scenes. Deciding to stop being a stranger to yourself.
Understanding that everything you've hidden still belongs to you,

and that wholeness is the real goal.

Or asvon Franz putit: "There is only one thing that seems to work;
and that is to turn directly toward the approaching darkness

without prejudice and totally naively, and to try to find out what its



secret aim is and what it wants from you."

That's what this book will help you do.



EXERCISE: THE ADMIRATION AND
IRRITATION LIST

This is your first shadow exercise, and it's simpler than it

sounds.

You'll need: A quiet space, something to write with, and

about 20 minutes.

Step 1: The Irritation List Think of five people who get
under your skin, people whose behavior triggers a strong
negative reaction in you. They can be people you know,
public figures, or fictional characters. For each person,
write down the specific qualities that bother you. Not
vague things like "they're annoying," but precise traits:
self-righteous, manipulative, attention-seeking, lazy,

dishonest, overly emotional, cold, arrogant.

Step 2: The Admiration List Now think of five people you
admire, people who seem to have something you wish you
had. Again, write down the specific qualities: confident,
creative, fearless, disciplined, charismatic, emotionally

open, adventurous, authentic.

Step 3: The Mirror Look at both lists. This is where it gets

uncomfortable.
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The irritation list is a rough map of your dark shadow,
qualities that likely exist in you but that you've rejected
and are now seeing (and hating) in others. You don't have
to be exactly like these people. But somewhere in you,
there is a seed of each quality you listed. The intensity of
your reaction is the clue. If a trait were irrelevant to you, it

wouldn't produce such a charge.

The admiration list is a rough map of your golden shadow,
qualities that exist in you but that you've never claimed.

The people you admire are mirrors, showing you potential
that you've been projecting outward instead of developing

inward.

Sit with both lists. You don't need to do anything with
them yet. Just notice what comes up. Resistance is normal.
The whole point of the shadow is that it's the stuff you

don't want to see. But you've just taken the first look.

Keep these lists. We'll come back to them.



Chapter 2: How Your Shadow
Was Made

You weren't born with a shadow. You were born whole.

That second sentence matters more than anything else in this book,
because it means the shadow is an adaptation, not a defect. Every
part of yourself that you've buried, every impulse you've learned to
suppress, every quality you've trained yourself to hide was
originally just you, radiating in every direction, until the world

started telling you which directions were acceptable.

Understanding how your shadow formed is the first step toward
loosening its grip, because once you can trace each piece of your
hidden self back to the moment it went underground, it stops
feeling like a mystery and starts feeling like something you can work
with.



The Ego Builds by Excluding

To understand how the shadow forms, you have to think about
what was happening in your psyche during the first years of your
life. Not in some abstract, theoretical way, but in the felt, lived
reality of being a small person who depended on the people around

them for survival.

When you were born, you didn't have an ego in any meaningful
sense. You didn't have a story about who you were, what you were
good at, what you should hide, or who you needed to be to earn
love. You had impulses, needs, emotions, curiosity, and all of it
flowed freely. You cried when you were upset. You laughed when
something delighted you. You raged when you were frustrated. You

reached for what you wanted without apology.

Then, gradually, the people around you started shaping that raw
material into something more socially manageable. They did this
through reward and punishment, approval and withdrawal. The
qualities that drew warmth, attention, and affection became the
ones you identified with, the core of your emerging ego, the "I" you
began to build your life around. The qualities that drew disapproval,
silence, shame, or the withdrawal of love went somewhere else.
They didn't disappear. They couldn't, because they were part of

you. But they went underground, into what Jung called the shadow.



This mechanism is why the shadow feels so personal and yet so
universal at the same time. Every human being who has ever lived
has gone through some version of this process, because ego
development requires it. You cannot build a coherent identity
without excluding something. The conscious mind works by making
distinctions, "l am this, not that; I value this, not that," and every
distinction casts a shadow. The question was never whether you

would develop a shadow. It was always what would end up in it.

The Family as Shadow Factory

The first and most powerful shadow-making institution in your life

was your family.

Long before school, culture, religion, or peer groups had a chance
to shape you, the people in your household were already teaching
you, through their words, their silences, their reactions, and their
own unresolved pain, which parts of yourself were welcome and
which were not. Most of the time, they weren't doing this on
purpose. They were passing along rules they had absorbed from
their own families, their own unexamined shadows leaking into

their parenting like water through cracks in a wall.
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Start with the spoken rules, because those are the easiest to
identify. "Big boys don't cry." "Don't be so dramatic." "Who do you
think you are?" "Nice girls don't get angry." "We don't talk about
that in this family." "Stop showing off." Each of these sentences,
delivered with enough authority and enough repetition, is a direct
instruction to take a piece of yourself and stuff it into the bag that
Robert Bly described in Chapter 1, that invisible sack we drag
behind us.

But the unspoken rules were more powerful, because they were
harder to identify and harder to question. Maybe nobody ever told
you not to be ambitious, but you watched what happened when
your mother expressed a desire for something beyond the family:
the guilt trips, the subtle punishment, the message that wanting
more was a form of betrayal. Maybe nobody said anger was
forbidden, but every time your father raised his voice, the house
went cold for days, and you learned through pure emotional
osmosis that anger was the thing that made love disappear. Maybe
your family never said that vulnerability was weakness, but the way
they handled pain, by ignoring it, by changing the subject, by
pouring a drink, taught you that certain feelings were not to be felt,

at least not out loud.

The psychologist Harville Hendrix offered a framework for what this
process leaves behind, and | find it useful because it names
something most of us can feel but struggle to articulate. He

described three fragments that result from childhood conditioning:
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The Lost Self. The parts of you that were repressed because your
environment demanded it. These are the authentic impulses,
emotions, and capacities that you learned to suppress in order to
maintain connection with the people you depended on. Your
tenderness, if you grew up in a household that punished softness.
Your anger, if you learned that conflict meant abandonment. Your
creativity, if the message was that practical people don't waste time

on art. The Lost Self is everything you are but were taught not to be.

The False Self. The facade you constructed to fill the void. When you
couldn't be who you were, you became who you needed to be. The
people-pleaser. The overachiever. The tough one. The funny one.
The one who never needs anything. The False Self isn't entirely fake,
it often builds on genuine qualities, but it's inflated, rigid, and
exhausting to maintain because it was designed for survival, not

self-expression.

The Disowned Self. The parts of the False Self that also met
disapproval and had to be buried. Even your mask has a shadow.
Maybe you built a persona around being responsible and
competent, but sometimes the strain of that performance leaked
out as irritability or controlling behavior, and those qualities got
pushed underground too. The Disowned Self is the shadow of the
shadow, the rejected parts of your already-compromised

adaptation.



If you sit with these three categories for even a few minutes, you'll
probably start recognizing yourself in them. Most of us can identify
our Lost Self with surprising specificity once we know what we're

looking for: the quality we had as children that slowly went quiet.

| can tell you when | found mine, because the recognition hit me like

a wall, though the wall had been there for years before | noticed it.

For most of my adult life, | kept ending up in career paths and life
circumstances that looked fine on the outside but felt hollow on the
inside, and | couldn't articulate why. | wasn't unhappy in any
dramatic way. | was functional, productive, doing what seemed like
the right thing. But there was this persistent, low-grade sense of
being in the wrong life, of performing a role that had been handed
to me rather than one I'd chosen. It took more than two years of
shadow work before | could see the pattern: a lot of the decisions I'd
been making were not conscious choices at all, but programs,
absorbed from my family, my circumstances, the unspoken rules of
the environment | grew up in. The career | was in, the way | spent
my time, even the things | told myself | wanted, almost all of it
traced back to what other people had expected of me, absorbed so
early and so completely that I'd mistaken their expectations for my

own desires.

That's what makes the family shadow so hard to spot: you don't
experience the rules as rules. You experience them as reality. The

way things are. The way you are. It wasn't until | started illuminating

23



those unspoken assumptions, through journaling, through
meditation, through the slow and uncomfortable process of asking
"Is this mine, or did | inherit it?" that the Lost Self started coming
into focus. And what | found underneath all that programming was
someone whose actual wants and interests looked almost nothing
like the life I'd built.

The Black Sheep and the Family Shadow

There's a darker dimension to how families create shadows, one
that goes beyond the rules any individual child absorbs. Families,
like individuals, have shadows: qualities the family system as a

whole refuses to own. Those shadows have to go somewhere.
Often, they land on one person.

Jung told a story about a Quaker who was convinced he had never
done anything wrong in his entire life. His son became a thief. His
daughter became a prostitute. Because the father refused to carry
his own shadow, his children were compelled to live it out for him.
Thisisn't a metaphor about karma or cosmic justice. It's a
description of how family systems work. When one member of a
family insists on being beyond reproach, the darkness they refuse to

acknowledge doesn't evaporate. It gets distributed, and the person
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who absorbs the largest share becomes what family therapists call
the designated shadow-carrier: the black sheep, the problem child,
the difficult one.

You might have been the black sheep. Or you might have been the
"good" sibling who benefited from the contrast, building your
identity against the one who acted out. Either way, the dynamicis
the same. A family that couldn't hold its full range of qualities split
them up and assigned them to different members, like a company
dividing labor. "I'm the smart one, she's the pretty one." "He's the
responsible one, she's the wild one." These divisions feel natural
from the inside, like they reflect something real about each person's
essence, but they're often the family's shadow management
strategy, a way of keeping certain qualities contained and certain

identities clean.

The cost is that everyone in the system ends up living a fraction of
who they are. The black sheep carries too much shadow and not
enough light. The golden child carries too much light and not

enough shadow. Both are impoverished by the arrangement.
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The Culture Shapes the Bag

Your family was the first shadow factory, but it wasn't the last.
Beyond the household, your culture, your nation, your religion,
your gender norms, your class, your era, was running a much larger

and more systematic version of the same process.

Bly made this point when he observed that different cultures fill
different bags, but the bags themselves are roughly the same size.
Every society has its own list of forbidden qualities, and every
person raised in that society learns to suppress them. Christian
culture, historically, put sexuality into the bag with particular force.
Cultures that prize collectivism put individual ambition into the
bag. Cultures that worship productivity put rest, play, and
purposelessness into the bag. Cultures built on stoicism and
emotional control, and much of Western masculinity falls into this
category, put tenderness, fear, and vulnerability into the bag so
forcefully that entire generations of men grew up unable to identify
what they were feeling, because the capacity for emotional

awareness had been suppressed until it atrophied.

This is not ancient history. Right now, your culture is telling you
what to put in the bag. The messages are subtler than your parents'
directives were. They come through advertising, social media,
political rhetoric, the unspoken rules of your workplace, the
expectations embedded in your gender, your race, your class. But

they are no less powerful for being ambient. You don't feel them as
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commands. You feel them as the shape of reality, the water you
swim in. Which is why cultural shadow-making is so effective and so
difficult to undo: you can't question a rule you don't know you're

following.

Think about what your culture has taught you to hide. Not what
your parents forbade, but what the broader world you grew up in
told you was unacceptable. What were you supposed to want? What
were you not supposed to want? What kind of person were you
supposed to be, and what would it mean if you weren't that person?
The answers point to the culturally conditioned layer of your
shadow, the parts of yourself that you stuffed into the bag because
every signal in your environment made it clear that those qualities

didn't belong in the light.

What Happens in the Dark

The shadow doesn't sitin the bag and wait. It regresses.

Bly described this with characteristic bluntness. He said that a
person who opens their bag at forty-five "rightly feels fear," because
the qualities they stuffed in as children have been regressing in the
dark for decades, growing more primitive and volatile the longer

they're denied. The anger you suppressed at age six doesn't stay
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manageable childhood frustration. It devolves toward something
rawer, more explosive, less differentiated. The neediness you
learned to hide doesn't remain a simple desire for connection. It
becomes a desperate, grasping hunger that either overwhelms your
relationships or drives you to build walls so high that no one can

reach you.

This is the paradox of repression: pushing something away gives it
more power. What you refuse to look at doesn't shrink. It grows.
And because it's growing in the dark, outside the reach of your
conscious mind, it develops in ways that your adult intelligence and
emotional maturity can't moderate. The shadow is the part of you
that never got to grow up, because you locked it in a room and

refused to let it mature alongside the rest of your personality.

This is why shadow material so often feels childish, embarrassing,
or disproportionate when it surfaces. The person who erupts in rage
at a minor frustration isn't choosing to be unreasonable. They're
experiencing the discharge of decades of compressed emotion that
never had a chance to develop into something more nuanced. The
person who falls apart when they feel rejected isn't being dramatic.
They're reliving the original wound, the first time they learned that
parts of themselves were unwelcome, and the pain is as raw as it
was then because it was never processed, never met with

understanding, never integrated.
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The shadow always leaks. It comes out as the trigger you can't
explain, the projection you swear is about the other person, the
pattern that keeps repeating no matter how many times you
promise yourself this time will be different, the tension in your body
that no amount of stretching seems to release. These are the
fingerprints of the shadow, and in the next chapter, we'll learn to
read them. But for now, the thing to understand is this: your
shadow is not random. It was made, piece by piece, by specific
forces, your family, your culture, your particular history. Because it
was made, it can be understood. And because it can be understood,

it can be met.
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EXERCISE: MAPPING YOUR SHADOW
FORMATION

This exercise is more involved than the Admiration and
Irritation List from Chapter 1, and it asks you to look more
directly at your own history. Take your time with it. If
strong emotions come up, that's a sign that you're doing it,

not a sign that you're doing it wrong.

You'll need: A quiet space where you won't be interrupted,

something to write with, and at least 30 minutes.
Part 1: The Rules of Your House

Think back to the home you grew up in. Write down the
spoken and unspoken rules, the things that were stated
and the things you absorbed without anyone having to say
them out loud. Use the prompt "In my family, you didn't..."

or "In my family, you were supposed to..." to get started.
Some examples to spark your memory:

¢ "In my family, you didn't talk about money."

¢ "In my family, you were supposed to be tough."

¢ "In my family, you didn't question authority."

e "In my family, you were supposed to put others first."

¢ "In my family, you didn't show weakness."
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¢ "In my family, you were supposed to be grateful for

what you had."

Aim for at least seven or eight rules. Include both the
obvious ones and the subtle ones, especially the rules that

nobody said out loud but that everyone understood.
Part 2: What You Had to Suppress

Go through your list of rules, and for each one, identify the
quality or impulse you had to push underground in order

to follow it. Be specific.
For example:

e "Youdidn't talk about money" — | suppressed my
desire for abundance, my fear about scarcity, my

curiosity about our family's financial reality.

e "You were supposed to be tough" — | suppressed my
tenderness, my need to be comforted, my capacity to

ask for help.

e "You didn't question authority" — | suppressed my
critical thinking, my sense of injustice, my ability to say

no.

Part 3: The Charge Test
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Look at your list of suppressed qualities from Part 2. For
each one, ask yourself honestly: does this quality still feel
dangerous to express? Not intellectually, you might know
it's okay to ask for help or express anger, but in your body.
In the automatic flinch that happens before your rational
mind can intervene. Which of these suppressed qualities
still carry a charge? Which ones make you feel a flash of
anxiety, shame, or resistance when you imagine fully

embodying them?

Circle those. They are the parts of your shadow that are
still most actively running your life from behind the scenes,

and they are where the real work begins.

Keep this map. We'll use it throughout the rest of the book.

32



Chapter 3: How to Recognize
Your Shadow

The shadow hides. That's its entire function. It's the part of you that
was banished from awareness, and it has every reason to stay
hidden, because the last time it showed itself, something painful
happened. A parent withdrew. A peer mocked. A culture shamed.
The shadow learned the lesson and went underground, and it has
been operating from there ever since, shaping your behavior in
ways you don't recognize because recognition is the one thing it

was designed to avoid.

But the shadow is not invisible. It can't be, because it's too alive, too
active, too much a part of who you are to stay concealed. It leaks. It
leaves fingerprints. And once you learn to read those fingerprints,
you'll start seeing them in your reactions, your relationships, your
recurring patterns, your body, your dreams. This chapter is about

learning to see what's been in front of you all along.
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Triggers: The Disproportionate Reaction

The most reliable everyday signal that your shadow is active is the
trigger, a moment when someone's behavior produces a reaction in

you that is out of proportion to what happened.

You know the feeling. Someone makes an offhand comment and
you're furious for the rest of the day. A colleague takes credit for an
idea and you feel not annoyed but betrayed, as though something
sacred has been violated. Your partner forgets to text you back and
you spiral into a narrative of abandonment that you know,
rationally, is absurd, but knowing that doesn't stop the feeling from
flooding your nervous system. The situation is a two. Your response
is an eight or a nine. That gap, between the size of the event and the

size of your reaction, is the shadow's signature.

In these moments you are not overreacting to the present. You are
reacting to the past. The current situation has touched something
much older, a wound, a pattern, a suppressed emotion that was
formed long before this particular colleague or partner or stranger
entered your life. The trigger pulls that old material to the surface,
and you're responding to every time you were dismissed,
overlooked, abandoned, or shamed, compressed into a single

unbearable moment.

The question that Latha Jay suggests asking in these moments is
simple and powerful: "What needs to be addressed within me right

now?" The trigger is a messenger, and the message is the same each
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time: there is something here you haven't looked at yet.

| remember the moment this stopped being theory for me and
became something | could feel in my own body. | was talking to
someone who had left a stable career to pursue something they
were passionate about, something that looked risky and uncertain
from the outside but that lit them up from the inside. They were
describing it without apology, without hedging, open enthusiasm
for a path they'd chosen on their own terms. And | noticed that | was
irritated. | was bothered. | found myself picking apart their
reasoning, cataloging all the ways it could fail, composing criticisms
I had no intention of voicing but couldn't stop generating. The

situation was a one. My internal reaction was a seven.

It took me a few days to understand what had happened, and the
understanding came because I'd been doing shadow work long
enough to know that when a reaction is that disproportionate, it's
never about the other person. Their freedom, the way they'd given
themselves permission to follow what they wanted, was a mirror,
and what | was seeing in it was my own unlived choice. At the time, |
was still deep inside a career path built on programming rather than
desire, still running the scripts my family and circumstances had
written for me, and | hadn't yet found the courage to rewrite them.
The judgment | was directing at them was a defense against feeling

the full weight of that realization. Once | saw it, the irritation
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dissolved almost instantly, and what replaced it was a kind of grief,
quieter, more honest, and far more useful than the criticism I'd been
hiding behind.

Projection: The World as Mirror

If triggers are the shadow's alarm system, projection is its full
operating theater. Projection is the mechanism by which you take a
quality that exists in you, one that you've disowned, and perceive it
as belonging to someone else. It's the reason certain people drive
you crazy in ways that seem to defy rational explanation, and it's
the reason certain people seem to glow with a light you find almost

unbearable to look at.

Von Franz stated it with her usual precision: "Whatever form it
takes, the function of the shadow is to represent the opposite side
of the ego and to embody just those qualities that one dislikes most
in other people." This is projection in its dark form: the coworker
whose arrogance infuriates you, the friend whose neediness makes
your skin crawl, the public figure whose hypocrisy you find yourself
ranting about to anyone who will listen. The intensity of your
response is the clue. If someone's behavior informs you, you notice
it, you have an opinion, you move on, that's judgment, and

judgment is the mind doing its job. But if someone's behavior
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hijacks your emotional state and stays with you long after the
interaction is over, you are looking at a projection. You are seeing in
them something that lives in you, something you've refused to

claim.

Ken Wilber offered a useful distinction: there's a difference between
being informed by something and being affected by it. When you
read about a politician's corruption and think "that's wrong," you're
being informed. When you read about it and feel your blood
pressure spike, when you find yourself composing arguments in the
shower, when you can't stop talking about how appalling this
person is, you're being affected. That affect is a projection.
Somewhere in you, there is a seed of the quality you're
condemning, and the force of your condemnation is proportional to

the force of your denial.

This works in the other direction too, and that's the golden shadow
we explored in Chapter 1. The people you idealize, the ones who
seem to possess qualities you could never have, their glow is also
your projection. You're externalizing your own unlived potential,
placing it outside yourself where you can worship it without having
to risk becoming it. William Miller's test remains the simplest
diagnostic: whenever you hear yourself saying "l could never be like
that," whether with contempt or with longing, you have found

shadow material.
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The world is a mirror. Not a perfect one, other people are real and
they have qualities of their own, but a surprisingly accurate one
when it comes to revealing what you've hidden from yourself. The
people who populate your emotional life, the ones you can't stop
thinking about whether in anger or admiration, are showing you
something. Your job is to look at what they're showing you and ask:

where does this live in me?

Patterns: The Loop You Can't Break

If you've ever found yourself in the same argument with a different
person, ended a relationship only to start another one that unfolds
in familiar ways, or wondered why you keep attracting the same

kind of boss, the same kind of friend, the same kind of crisis, you're

looking at the shadow running your life on autopilot.

Freud called this repetition compulsion: the unconscious drive to
re-create unresolved situations, over and over, in the hope of
resolving them. The hope is almost always unconscious. From the
inside, it doesn't feel like you're choosing these situations. It feels
like bad luck, like the universe has it in for you, like you keep
meeting the wrong people. But the common denominator in every
one of these recurring scenarios is you, and the pattern itself is the

shadow's clearest signature.
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The shadow holds unresolved emotional material, wounds, needs,
fears that were never processed because they were too painful or
too forbidden to face. That material doesn't sit in storage; it seeks
expression, the way water seeks the lowest point. It draws you
toward situations that mirror the original wound, because the
psyche is trying to complete something that was left unfinished.
The daughter who grew up with an emotionally unavailable father
doesn't date emotionally unavailable men because she enjoys
suffering. She dates them because her shadow is trying to restage
the original drama in the hope that this time, the ending will be
different. The person who keeps getting into power struggles with
authority figures isn't unlucky with bosses. They're replaying an

unresolved childhood dynamic in every workplace they enter.

The pattern is the shadow saying: this is still here. This hasn't been
dealt with. | will keep creating opportunities for you to look at this

until you do.

Recognizing a pattern requires a specific kind of honesty, one that
asks what role you played, what you brought to the situation, what
need or fear was operating beneath your conscious awareness. It
means looking at the recurring themes in your life as evidence of
your own unfinished business. Not self-blame, but self-knowledge,

and there is a vast difference between the two.
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Emotional Eruptions: When the Shadow Breaks

Tl’lI'Ol.lgh

Sometimes the shadow doesn't leak gradually through triggers and
patterns. Sometimes it erupts, suddenly, forcefully, and in ways that

feel alien to who you believe yourself to be.

Von Franz described this with her usual clarity: "The shadow does
not consist only of omissions. It shows up just as often in an
impulsive or inadvertent act. Before one has time to think, the evil
remark pops out, the plot is hatched, the wrong decision is made."
You know these moments. The cutting thing you said that you
didn't even know you were thinking until it was already out of your
mouth. The betrayal you committed that seemed to happen
automatically, as if some other version of you was at the controls.
The decision that made no sense in retrospect, that contradicted
everything you claim to value, that you look back on and cannot

explain.

These are shadow eruptions, moments when the pressure of
decades of repression becomes too great and the shadow breaks
through the surface of the persona, briefly but unmistakably. The
person who prides themselves on their patience screams at their
child. The person who identifies as generous discovers they've been
quietly keeping score. The person who has built their identity
around being honest gets caught in a lie and realizes they've been

lying more than they knew.
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The eruption feels terrifying because it contradicts the self-image,
and the most common response is to rush pastit, to apologize, to
rationalize, to file it under "l was tired" or "l was stressed" and move
on. But the eruption is information, and some of the most valuable
information the shadow will ever give you. In that moment of lost
control, you are meeting a part of yourself that you've been hiding
from, possibly for years, and the meeting, however unwelcome, is

an invitation to look more closely.

The next time you act in a way that shocks you, that feels "out of
character," pause before you explain it away. Ask yourself: whose
character was | acting from? Because the answer might be that you
were, for once, acting from a part of yourself that is very much in

character, one you haven't been willing to acknowledge.

Dreams: The Night Shift

Jung believed that dreams serve a compensatory function: they
show us what we refuse to see during waking life, restoring the
psychic balance that our one-sided consciousness keeps disrupting.
If you spend your days performing confidence, your dreams might

be full of helplessness. If you suppress your anger all day, you might
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dream of violence. The dream is the psyche's attempt to correct for
the distortion that the ego introduces, and shadow material shows

up in dreams with remarkable consistency.

The shadow in dreams appears as a figure of the same sex as the
dreamer, someone who disturbs, embarrasses, threatens, or
fascinates you. It might be someone you know, someone from your
past, or a stranger with an unsettling quality you can't name. Jung
and his students documented this pattern across thousands of
patients: the man who dreamed of a disreputable school friend he
hadn't thought about in decades, the woman who dreamed of a
rival she swore meant nothing to her, the man nearing fifty who
dreamed that instead of fighting his dark counterpart, his younger

self could "become friends" with him.

Dreams won't hand you a labeled diagnosis of your shadow. They
speak in images, symbols, and feelings, and their language is often
cryptic enough that the conscious mind wants to dismiss them. But
if you pay attention, in particular to the same-sex figures who keep
appearing, to the emotions they provoke, to the scenarios that
recur, you will start to see a picture forming. Not a photograph, but
something more like a Polaroid developing in your hands, the

image gaining definition the longer you hold it.

You don't need to become an expert dream interpreter. Start writing
your dreams down and asking a single question: what is this dream

showing me that I'm not seeing during the day? Keep a notebook by
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your bed. Write whatever you remember the moment you wake up,
before the details dissolve. Over time, the dreams will speak more
clearly, not because they change, but because you get better at

listening.

The Body: Where the Shadow Lives

There is one more place the shadow hides, and for many people it's

the most revealing: your body.

The body holds what the mind won't allow, and it holds it with
remarkable fidelity. The anger you've suppressed for twenty years is
living in your clenched jaw, your tight shoulders, your chronic
headaches. The grief you never processed is sitting in your chest,
constricting your breathing in ways you've normalized because
you've never known anything different. The fear you've refused to
face is coiled in your stomach, producing the "gut feeling" that
something is wrong even when your rational mind insists

everything is fine.

Jung acknowledged this: "The body is a most doubtful friend
because it produces things we do not like." Wilhelm Reich, working
along parallel lines, described the phenomenon as "armoring,"

chronic patterns of muscular tension that develop as a defense
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against feeling, literal physical walls that the body builds to keep
forbidden emotions contained. The armoring works in the sense
that it does suppress the emotion, but it works the way a dam
works: by holding back enormous pressure that doesn't go away
because it's been contained, and that can cause catastrophic

damage when it breaks through.

You can feel this in yourself right now, if you're willing to look.
Where in your body do you carry tension that never releases? Where
do you feel tightness, pain, or numbness that doesn't seem to have
a clear physical cause? Does your throat close when you're
triggered? Do your fists clench? Does your stomach drop? Does your
chest get tight? These physical responses are not random. They are
the body expressing what the conscious mind has forbidden, and

they are precise once you learn to pay attention.

Shaheen's collaborator Julianna Rees developed a practice called
emotion mapping that | find useful: you identify a single emotion,
one you tend to avoid, and then close your eyes, breathe, and
locate where that emotion lives in your body. You describe it the
way you'd describe a physical object: Is it hot or cold? Heavy or
light? What color is it? What texture? Does it move, or is it still? This
practice sounds simple, but it opens a channel between the mind
and the body that most of us have kept sealed for years, and what
comes through that channel is often the most direct access to

shadow material you'll find.
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The body doesn't rationalize. It doesn't deny or reframe. It holds the

truth and waits for you to notice.

Putting It Together

Triggers. Projection. Patterns. Emotional eruptions. Dreams. The
body. These are six doorways into the same room, the room where
your shadow lives. You don't need to master all of them. You don't
need to analyze every reaction or interpret every dream. You need
to start noticing, and the exercise below is designed to help you

build that noticing into a daily practice.

The most important shift is a willingness to stop asking "Why is this
happening to me?" and start asking "What is this showing me about
myself?" That single question, asked with consistency and honesty,
is the most powerful diagnostic tool shadow work has to offer. Not
because it yields an immediate answer, but because it trains your
attention to look inward instead of outward, and looking inward is

where all of this work begins.
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EXERCISE: THE SHADOW TRACKING
JOURNAL

This is a one-week practice designed to help you build
awareness of your shadow's daily activity. It doesn't
require deep analysis or psychological expertise, just

honesty and a willingness to pay attention.

You'll need: A small notebook or a notes app on your
phone, something you can access throughout the day. Set

aside 10 minutes each evening to review and write.
Each day, track the following:

1. Disproportionate reactions. At the end of each day, ask
yourself: was there a moment today when | reacted more
strongly than the situation warranted? It might have been
anger, anxiety, sadness, irritation, defensiveness, or even
an intense positive reaction like sudden infatuation or
overwhelming admiration. Write down what happened,
how you reacted, and, if you can, what the reaction
reminded you of. Not what you think it means. Just what it

felt like and whether it felt familiar.

2. Qualities that triggered strong emotion. Did anyone
today provoke a strong emotional response in you,

positive or negative? Write down the specific quality that
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got to you. Not "my coworker was annoying" but "my
coworker's smugness when she got praised made me feel
furious." Or: "her ability to be herself without apologizing
for it made me feel something close to grief." Be as specific

as possible about the quality and the feeling it produced.

3. Thoughts or moods that came from nowhere. Did you
experience a mood shift today that didn't seem connected
to anything external? A wave of sadness in the middle of an
otherwise fine day? A sudden urge to withdraw or lash out?
An inexplicable heaviness or restlessness? Write it down.
Note what you were doing when it arrived, and where you

feltitin your body.

4. Dreams. If you remember a dream from the previous
night, write it down, especially any vivid same-sex
characters. Note how they made you feel. Were they
threatening? Embarrassing? Fascinating? Familiar? Don't

try to interpret the dream. Just record it.
At the end of the week:

Read back through your seven days of entries and look for
patterns. What keeps showing up? Is there a particular
quality in others that triggered you repeatedly? A mood
that recurred? A type of situation that produced a
disproportionate reaction? A body sensation that

accompanied your strongest moments?
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You are not looking for a definitive answer. You are looking
for recurring themes, the threads that connect unrelated
moments into a pattern that your conscious mind wouldn't
have noticed on its own. Those threads are the shadow's
trail, and following them is the beginning of the work we'll

doin Part Il of this book.
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The Work



Chapter 4: Journaling Into the
Shadow

There is something that happens when you put a pen to paper that
does not happen when you think, talk, or scroll. The act of writing,
the physical, one-word-after-another process of translating your
interior world into language, creates a kind of distance that thinking
alone never can. When a thought stays inside your head, it remains
part of you, tangled up with your defenses, your rationalizations,
your story about who you are. But when that same thought lands
on a page, it becomes something you can look at, something
outside of you, something with edges and shape. And once you can

see it, you can begin to work with it.

This is why journaling is the first practical tool in this book, and why
it remains the one | come back to more than any other. Shadow
work is the practice of making the unconscious conscious, and
writing is one of the most reliable ways to do that. You don't need a
therapist's office, a meditation retreat, or a weekend workshop. You
need something to write with, something to write on, and the
willingness to be honest with yourself when nobody else is

watching.

50



I'd journaled before, or | thought | had. I'd written about my day, my
goals, the occasional frustration. But the first time | journaled with
the specific intention of letting the unconscious speak, of sitting
with a feeling and following it down the page without deciding in
advance where it should go, something different happened. I'd
been trying for weeks to understand a persistent sense of
dissatisfaction that | couldn't think my way through, I'd turn it over
in my mind, analyze it from every angle, and always end up back
where | started, with a feeling | could sense but not name. So one
morning | sat down and wrote into it, not about it but into it, letting
the pen follow whatever came without editing or planning. What
showed up on the page startled me. Sentences | hadn't been
thinking appeared as if they'd been waiting for a door to open,
things about my family, about choices I'd made that I'd always told
myself were mine but that the writing revealed as responses to
expectations I'd absorbed without questioning. | remember staring
at what I'd written and feeling something between recognition and
vertigo, because the page was showing me a version of my inner life
that my conscious mind had been keeping out of view. That was the
moment | understood that writing could reach places that thinking
couldn't, because the defenses that keep shadow material hidden
are built out of thought itself, and the pen has a way of slipping past

them.
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If you've never journaled before, or if your past experiences with
journaling felt flat and performative, writing about your day like a
report or producing affirmations that didn't land, that's fine. What
we're doing here is different. We're writing to see what's been
hiding.

Why Writing Works

The reason journaling is effective for shadow work has to do with
the nature of the shadow itself. The shadow, by definition, is what
you can't see, the feelings, impulses, beliefs, and patterns that
operate below the threshold of your conscious awareness. They
stay hidden because they're guarded. Your psyche has spent years,
sometimes decades, building defenses to keep this material out of
sight. Thinking harder won't get past those defenses, because

thinking is a function of the very conscious mind that erected them.

Writing does something different. When you commit to putting
words on a page without censoring yourself, when you follow the
thread of a feeling without deciding in advance where it should
lead, you create a side door around your defenses. The pen moves

faster than the ego can edit. Things slip through. A sentence
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surprises you. You write a word and think, where did that come
from? That moment of surprise is the shadow making itself visible,

and the page is holding it still long enough for you to notice.

There's a reason Jung and his followers were so insistent on
concretizing inner experience, whether through painting, sculpting,
movement, or writing. The unconscious speaks in images, feelings,
and impulses, not in logical arguments, and the act of giving that
material a tangible form is what pulls it across the threshold from
unconscious to conscious. Writing does this with particular
efficiency because language is the medium most of us are already
fluent in, and because the written word doesn't disappear the way
spoken words do. It stays on the page. You can come back to it
tomorrow, or next month, and see what you wrote when your
defenses were down. Often, that's when the real insight arrives, not
in the moment of writing, but in the rereading, when you can see

the patterns you were too close to notice the first time.

The other reason writing works is that it slows you down. In
conversation, you can deflect. In your head, you can change the
subject. On the page, you're alone with yourself, and the blankness
of the paper is a kind of mirror. If you bring honesty, you get clarity.

If you bring performance, you get nothing.

53



The Morning Feeling Check-In

The simplest and most consistent journaling practice | can
recommend for shadow work takes less than five minutes and
requires no particular skill. It comes from a method that Keila
Shaheen attributes to a therapist named Lawrence, and its power is

in its simplicity.

When you wake up in the morning, before you check your phone,
before you make coffee, before you engage with the demands of the

day, sit with yourself for a moment and write one sentence:

" feel and | think it's about ___ "

JR—

That'sit. Fill in the blanks. Don't overthink it. Don't try to be
insightful or articulate. Notice what's there and name it, however

roughly.

I feel heavy, and I think it's about the conversation | avoided

yesterday.

| feel restless, and I think it's about not knowing what I'm doing with

my life.
I feel angry, and | don't know what it's about yet.

The third one is important. Sometimes you won't know what a
feeling is about, and that's information in itself. The fact that an
emotion is present but its source is unclear is a signal that

something is operating below the surface. You don't need to solve
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it. You need to notice it and put it on the page. Over time, patterns
will emerge. The same feelings will keep showing up, and the
sources will start to clarify themselves, not because you forced an
explanation but because you gave your inner life consistent, patient

attention.

What makes this practice powerful for shadow work is that it
catches you before your persona is fully online. In the first minutes
after waking, you're closer to your unconscious than you will be for
the rest of the day. The mask hasn't assembled yet. The feelings you
register in those early moments are often more honest than
anything you'll feel at noon, when you've been performing
competence and composure for hours. The morning check-in
captures what's there, before the day's demands tell you what

should be there instead.

When | started doing this myself, what struck me wasn't any single
entry but the accumulation. For weeks, my morning sentences kept
circling the same territory: a low-grade heaviness | could never pin
down, paired with vague explanations | kept rotating through, "I
think it's about work," "I think it's about not sleeping well," "I think
it's about that conversation yesterday." The feelings were real, but
the explanations never landed. Then one morning | wrote, "I feel
trapped, and | think it's about the fact that none of this is what |
want," and something clicked into place that all the previous entries
had been circling without reaching. The dissatisfaction that kept

showing up wasn't about any particular day or stressor. It was
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about the shape of my life itself, the fact that the path | was on had
been assembled from other people's expectations rather than from
anything I'd chosen. I don't think | could have arrived at that
recognition through a single dramatic insight. It took weeks of
small, honest sentences, each one slightly more precise than the

last, before the pattern became impossible to ignore.

Reflective Writing: Going Deeper

The morning check-in is a starting point, a daily practice of noticing.
But when you want to go deeper into a specific feeling, pattern, or
reaction, you need a method that guides you further without
controlling where you end up. The reflective writing method does
this through a sequence of questions that you answer on the page,
one leading into the next, each one pulling you closer to whatever is

going on.
The sequence:

1. What am | feeling right now? Name it. Be specific. Not "bad"
but "resentful." Not "fine" but "numb, which | think means I'm

avoiding something."
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.What else am I feeling? There's almost always more than one
thing. Underneath the anger is often hurt. Underneath the
numbness is often fear. Give yourself permission to notice the

secondary emotions, the ones hiding behind the first.

. What's causing this? Not the surface cause, but the deeper one.
You're not angry because your partner left the dishes out. You're
angry because you feel unseen, and the dishes are the latest

evidence. Follow the thread. What does this feeling connect to?

. How is this impacting my life? What does this pattern cost you?
How does it show up in your relationships, your work, your
sense of self? Be concrete. Not "it's bad for me" but "l withdraw
from people | love, and then | feel abandoned, which is exactly

what | was afraid of in the first place."

.What can I do differently? Not a grand resolution. Not a self-
improvement plan. One honest next step. Sometimes it's a
conversation you need to have. Sometimes it's a boundary you
need to set. Sometimesiit's: | can stop pretending this isn't

affecting me.

This method moves you from the surface to the depth without

requiring you to know what's underneath in advance. Each question

invites you to look a little further, and the writing itself, the act of

articulating each answer, generates the insight. You often don't

know what you think until you see what you write. That's the entire

point.
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Stream-of-Consciousness Writing

If reflective writing is a guided descent, stream-of-consciousness

writing is a free fall.

The method is simple: close your eyes, let your mind go blank for a
moment, and then start writing whatever comes. Don't plan. Don't
edit. Don't reread as you go. Write the thought that arrives, and
then the next one, and then the next, even if they don't connect,
even if they contradict each other, even if what comes out feels
absurd or uncomfortable or trivial. The only rule is that the pen
doesn't stop moving. If you have nothing to say, write "l have

nothing to say" until something else arrives. It always does.

You are bypassing the editorial function of the conscious mind, the
part of you that decides what's appropriate, what's coherent,
what's presentable. That editorial function is necessary for
navigating the social world, but it's the mechanism that keeps
shadow material out of sight. When you tell it to step aside for ten
minutes, whatever has been waiting behind it tends to rush in.
Flashes of memory. A phrase that doesn't make sense. An emotion
you didn't know was there. A resentment you thought you'd dealt
with years ago. An image, a smell, a sentence that belongs to

someone else's voice in your head.

58



Not everything that emerges will be shadow material. Some of it
will be grocery lists and anxieties about tomorrow's meeting and
fragments of songs. That's fine. You're creating the conditions for
unconscious material to surface, and you're training yourself to
receive whatever comes without judgment. Over time, as you
practice this, you'll notice the writing deepens. The surface chatter
thins out faster. The things that emerge become stranger, more
charged, more revealing. You're building a relationship with your
unconscious, and like any relationship, it takes time for trust to

develop.

Stream-of-consciousness writing is useful when you feel stuck,
when you know something is bothering you but you can't name it,
when your emotions feel flat or muted, when the reflective writing
method produces answers that feel too neat, too reasonable, too
much like what you think you're supposed to say. In those
moments, the structured approach can be hijacked by the defenses
you're trying to get past. The stream-of-consciousness method
gives those defenses less to work with. You can't perform insight

when you're writing too fast to plan.
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Working with Resistance

At some pointin your journaling practice, probably sooner than
you'd like, you will sit down to write and nothing will come. The
page will be blank, your mind will be blank, and the whole exercise
will feel pointless. You'll think, / don't have anything to say today. Or
you'll feel a vague reluctance, a pull toward doing anything else,
checking your phone, making a snack, reorganizing your desk,

anything to avoid the quiet confrontation of the empty page.
This is the work.

Resistance, in shadow work, is not an obstacle to be overcome so
you can get to the real material. Resistance is the material. When
you feel nothing, when you feel blank, when you feel the urge to
flee, those responses are telling you that you're close to something
your psyche would rather not look at. The blankness is not an
absence of content; it's a wall, and behind that wall is whatever has
been too uncomfortable, too painful, or too threatening to your self-

image to let through.

The most important thing you can do in these moments is stay.
Don't force yourself to produce insight. Don't berate yourself for not
having anything to write. Notice the resistance itself. Write about it.
Write: I don't want to write today. | feel blank. | feel like this is
pointless. And then keep going. What is it that feels pointless? What
am | avoiding? Sometimes the answer comes right away.

Sometimes it takes pages of what feels like nothing before a single
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honest sentence breaks through. Both are valid. The willingness to
stay with the blankness, to not fill it with noise or walk away from it,
is itself a form of shadow work, because it reverses the pattern of

avoidance that created the shadow in the first place.

There is another form of resistance worth naming, and it's subtler:
the resistance that disguises itself as productivity. This is when you
sit down to journal and produce pages of articulate, psychologically
sophisticated writing that sounds impressive but doesn't touch
anything raw. You analyze yourself from a safe distance. You write
about your patterns in the third person, as if narrating someone
else's case study. You reach conclusions that feel satisfying but
don't produce any emotional response in your body. This is the ego
performing shadow work without doing it, and it's one of the most
common traps in journaling, especially for people who are

intelligent and psychologically literate.

The antidote is uncomfortable: notice when you're writing from
your head and redirect to your body. Stop mid-sentence if you have
to and ask: What am I feeling in my chest right now? What's
happening in my stomach? Where is the tension? The body doesn't
rationalize or deny or reframe. Bringing your attention there, even
briefly, even clumsily, can crack open the intellectual performance

and let something real through.
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Narrative Rewriting: Integration on the Page

Once you've been journaling for a while, weeks, months, whatever
timeline feels right, you'll have a collection of entries that
document your inner life with a kind of honesty that doesn't exist
anywhere else. These entries are not records. They're raw material
for one of the most powerful integration practices available:

narrative rewriting.

The concept is straightforward. Go back through your old journal
entries, the ones that still carry an emotional charge, the ones you
wrote during periods of pain or confusion or self-discovery, and
read them from your current perspective. Look for the recurring
themes, the unmet needs, the beliefs about yourself that keep
showing up in different forms. Circle the words that feel loudest, the

sentences that still land in your body.

Then identify the common thread. What was the wound underneath
all of it? What did you need that you weren't getting, from others,
from yourself, from life? Name it as precisely as you can. Not "l was
unhappy" but "I needed to be seen, and | had learned that being
seen was dangerous, so | kept hiding while resenting everyone for

not finding me."

Once you've identified the unmet need, write a new entry, not from
the place of pain, but from the place of understanding you've
arrived at since. You are not pretending the pain didn't happen or

rewriting history to make it prettier. You are composing a narrative
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that includes the pain and the growth, the wound and the wisdom
that came from sitting with it. Shaheen calls this "rehabilitating" the
story, not erasing the past, but refusing to let the past's version of

you be the final word.

What makes this integration rather than reflection is that you're
creating a new relationship with your own history. The old journal
entry captured how the shadow felt when it was running the show.
The new one captures what you've learned from listening to it. Both
are true. But the new one gives you a place to stand thatisn't
defined by the wound alone, and that shift, from being inside the
pain to being someone who has moved through it, is what
integration feels like. Not a dramatic transformation. More like the
quiet recognition that you are larger than any single story you've

told about yourself.

| experienced this in a way that changed how | understand my own
history. I had old journal entries from a period when | was mapping
out goals and ambitions, career milestones, lifestyle targets, the
kind of five-year plan that looks impressive on paper and feels
purposeful while you're writing it. When | went back and reread
those entries months later, after more than two years of shadow
work, | barely recognized the person who'd written them. | could
now see, with painful clarity, that almost none of those goals were
mine. They were echoes, of what my family valued, of what my
culture rewarded, of what the people around me expected from

someone in my position. The original entries radiated certainty and
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direction. Rereading them, | could feel the hollow core underneath
that certainty, the way a person performing purpose sounds

different from a person who hasiit.

What | wrote in response was not a correction or an improvement. It
was something more like an honest account of what had been
happening while | was busy planning a life that belonged to
someone else's idea of me. | wrote about the awakening, the slow,
disorienting process of realizing that my patterns, my career
choices, my behaviors were programming from my family and my
culture, not conscious decisions I'd made from a place of self-
knowledge. Revisiting those old entries didn't erase them. It gave
them a context they'd been missing, and that context made me

larger than the story I'd been living inside.
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EXERCISES

EXERCISE 1: THE MORNING CHECK-IN

Commitment: Every morning for one week, before you do

anything else, write one sentence:

"l feel and I think it's about ___ "

—_

That's the entire practice. One sentence. Don't expand on
it unless you want to. Don't analyze it. Name what's there

and move on with your day.

At the end of the week, read all seven entries together.

Look for patterns:

¢ Did the same feeling keep showing up?

e Did the "I thinkit's about..." point to the same source

more than once?

e Were there mornings when you couldn't name what
you felt? What was happening in your life on those

days?

The morning check-in is a small practice, but its power
compounds over time. You are building the habit of
noticing your inner life before the day's demands
overwrite it, and that habit changes everything that

follows.
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EXERCISE 2: THE SHADOW LETTER

This is one of the most direct journaling exercises you can
do, and it can be intense, so give yourself space and

privacy.

Choose a quality you've rejected in yourself. It might be
something from your irritation list in Chapter 1, your anger,
your neediness, your selfishness, your ambition, your
vulnerability, your desire for control. Pick the one that
makes you most uncomfortable. That discomfort is why it

needs attention.

Write a letter to that quality as if it were a person.
Address it as "you." Start the letter however feels natural,
with a question, an accusation, an apology, a confession.

Some starting points if you need them:
e Dear Anger, I've been afraid of you for as long as | can
remember...

e Dear Neediness, I've spent my whole life pretending you

don't exist...

e Dear Ambition, everyone told me you were ugly, so |

locked you away...
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Ask it what it needs. Somewhere in the letter, ask this
quality: What do you need from me? Then pause. Sit with
the question. And then, this is the crucial part, let it
respond. Turn the page, or start a new paragraph, and
write the reply in the voice of the quality itself. Don't
overthink it. Don't try to make it sound a certain way. Let

whatever comes, come.

This exercise works because it externalizes the internal
dialogue you've been having, or avoiding, for years. When
you address your rejected quality as "you," you create
enough distance to see it without being consumed by it.
And when you let it speak back, you often hear things you
didn't expect: that it's not trying to destroy you, that it's
been trying to protect you, that it has a need that's been

ignored so long it's turned desperate.

You don't have to like what comes out. You don't have to
agree with it. You have to listen. That's the beginning of
relationship, and relationship, as von Franz reminded us, is

how the shadow stops being hostile.
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EXERCISE 3: FIVE JOURNAL PROMPTS FOR
SHADOW EXPLORATION

Use these prompts whenever you want to go deeper. You
can work through them in order or choose the one that

pulls at you most. Write for at least ten minutes on each,
long enough to get past the surface answers and into the

territory where the real material lives.

1. What part of yourself do you work hardest to keep
hidden? Not from the world in general, but from the
people closest to you. What would change in your most
important relationships if this part of you were visible?

What are you afraid would happen?

2. When did you last feel ashamed? What does that
shame protect? Shame is one of the shadow's most
reliable guardians. It keeps certain material buried by
making it too painful to look at. But shame always protects
something. Beneath the shame, there is usually a need, a
desire, or a truth that your psyche decided was too

dangerous to own. What is your shame guarding?

3. What would you do if no one could judge you? Not the
fantasy answer. The honest answer. The one that makes

your chest tighten. What would you express, create, say,
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pursue, or stop doing if the fear of judgment disappeared?
Write it down, even if it scares you. Especially if it scares

you.

4. What quality in others makes you most
uncomfortable? When have you embodied it? Think of a
trait that bothers you in someone else, one that produces a
real charge. Now search your own history. When have you
displayed that quality? You don't have to have done it to
the same degree. You're looking for the seed, not the tree.

Where does it live in you, however quietly?

5. Write about a time you acted "out of character." What
character were you acting from? We all have moments
when we surprise ourselves, when we say something we
didn't mean, react in a way that doesn't fit our self-image,
make a choice that feels like it came from someone else.
Those moments aren't glitches. They're the shadow,
briefly in the driver's seat. Pick one such moment and
write about it. Who were you in that moment? What part of
you was speaking? And what might that part be trying to

tell you?
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Take your time with these exercises. There is no rush, no
performance metric, no right way to do them. The only
thing that matters is honesty, and honesty, in this context,
means writing what's there, not what you wish were there

or what you think should be there.
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Chapter 5: The Shadow in
Your Relationships

If you want to find your shadow, look at the people closest to you.
Not at strangers or public figures or the abstract idea of "other
people,” but at the specific human beings you love, live with, argue
with, and can't seem to leave alone. Your most intimate
relationships are the most precise mirrors you have, and they reflect

back the person you've been hiding from.

This is not a comfortable idea. Most of us enter relationships hoping
they'll complete us, or at least make our lives more pleasant. We
look for partners who complement our strengths, friends who
affirm our identity, family bonds that make us feel like we belong.
And relationships do all of those things, some of the time. But they
also do something else, something that no one advertises and most
people try to avoid: they expose the parts of ourselves that we've

worked hardest to keep out of sight.

The reason for this is structural. Intimacy requires vulnerability, and
vulnerability strips away the persona, the curated version of
yourself that functions so well in professional meetings, casual
social gatherings, and the first three months of dating. When

someone gets close enough to see behind the mask, what they find
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there is not your authentic self alone. They find your shadow too.
And the closer they get, the more of it they see, which is why the
people you love the most are often the people who trigger you the

worst.

| remember a period in a past relationship where | was convinced
that my partner was the one who was emotionally shut down, the
one who couldn't show up with real vulnerability when it mattered.
I could have listed examples, built a case, probably won an
argument about it in front of any neutral jury. And the maddening
thing is that some of it was probably true, because projection
doesn't land on a blank surface. It finds the grain of truth in another
person and inflates it into the whole story. But when that
relationship ended and | was sitting with the wreckage, doing the
work of looking at what had happened, | realized something | didn't
want to realize: | had been as unavailable, as guarded, as unwilling
to be seen. | had built a better disguise for it, one that looked like
openness but was a performance of openness, saying the right
words, asking the right questions, appearing emotionally present

while keeping the deepest parts of myself behind glass.

That was one of the first times | understood, not in my head but in
my body, that the things that enraged me about someone else were
almost always the things | couldn't face in myself. The judgment |
directed outward was a map of the territory | was refusing to

explore inward. And once | saw that, | couldn't unsee it, which was

72



uncomfortable, because it meant | could no longer settle into the
role of the wronged party in any conflict without first checking

whether | was looking at a mirror.

Projection in Love

One of the most unsettling patterns in intimate relationships,
documented by the family therapist Maggie Scarf and confirmed by
anyone who has been in love long enough to watch it unfold: the
qualities that first attract you to a partner are almost always the

same qualities that later become the primary source of conflict.

You fell for someone because they were so easygoing, so
spontaneous, so different from your rigid, overplanned approach to
life, and now you can't stand how irresponsible they are. You were
drawn to their independence, their self-sufficiency, their refusal to
be needy, and now you feel shut out, starved, desperate for a
connection they can't seem to offer. You admired their passion,
their intensity, their willingness to fight for what they believe in, and
now you're exhausted by the drama, the volatility, the way every

disagreement becomes a battle.
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This is projection. The traits you were drawn to were your own
disowned qualities, parts of yourself that you'd pushed into the
shadow because they didn't fit the identity you'd constructed.
When you met someone who embodied those qualities freely, you
were magnetized, because you were seeing your own unlived
potential walking around in another person's body. The attraction

felt electric because it was recognition.

But projection doesn't stay romantic forever. Once the initial
enchantment fades and daily life begins, those same projected
qualities start to irritate, because they confront you with everything
you've refused to develop in yourself. Your partner's spontaneity
isn't charming anymore, it's threatening, because it reminds you of
the part of you that was told to plan everything, control everything,
never take a risk. Their emotional openness isn't beautiful anymore,
it's suffocating, because it demands a vulnerability you never
learned was safe. The very thing that drew you in becomes the thing
that drives you apart, and neither of you can see why, because the

mechanism is unconscious.

Scarf's observation is worth sitting with, because it reframes the
central problem of most troubled relationships. You didn't choose
the wrong person. You chose someone who carries the qualities you
need to reclaim in yourself, and instead of doing that inner work,

you're fighting with them for having what you've disowned.
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Projective Identification: Making Your Partner

Carry Your Shadow

There is a deeper and more insidious version of projection that
operates in intimate relationships, and understanding it can
transform how you see every argument you've ever had with
someone you love. Psychologists call it projective identification,

and it works like this:

You have a feeling, let's say anger, that you've decided is
unacceptable. Maybe you grew up in a household where anger was
dangerous, or shameful, or met with punishment, so you learned
early that anger was not something you were allowed to feel. You
pushed it into the shadow. You became the calm one, the

reasonable one, the person who never raises their voice.

But the anger didn't go away. It went underground, and from that
position, it started leaking, not as your anger, but as a force that
provokes anger in the people around you. Without realizing it, you
begin to behave in ways that are infuriating: you withdraw
emotionally, you make passive-aggressive comments disguised as
jokes, you agree to things you don't mean and then don't follow
through. You don't experience yourself as doing anything wrong,
you're being your usual calm, reasonable self. But your partner is

getting angrier and angrier, and you can't understand why.
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The cruelest part: once your partner erupts, once they express the
rage you've been unconsciously provoking, you get to point at them
and say, See? You're the angry one. I'm the calm one. This is your
problem. And you believe it, because the entire process happened
below the level of your awareness. You projected your anger onto
your partner, identified them as the angry one, and then provoked
them into proving you right. You outsourced your shadow to the

person closest to you, and then you judged them for carrying it.

This is projective identification, and it operates in nearly every long-
term intimate relationship to some degree. Couples unconsciously
parcel out the emotional labor between them: one person carries
the anxiety, the other carries the denial. One person carries the
neediness, the other carries the independence. One expresses grief,
the other stays stoic. The division feels natural, that's how we are,
but what itis in practice is two people using each other as

containers for the parts of themselves they can't hold alone.

Recognizing this pattern in your own relationships is difficult,
because the whole mechanism is designed to remain invisible. But
there are clues. If your partner consistently expresses an emotion
that you rarely feel, if they're always the anxious one, or the angry
one, or the sad one, and you're always the calm, rational
counterpart, that imbalance is worth examining. It may not be that
your partner is more emotional than you. It may be that they're
carrying your emotions for you, because you've handed them off

without knowing it.
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| can tell you that I've been on the provoking end of this dynamic,
and it took me a long time to see it. For years | was "the calm one,"
measured, even-keeled, rarely raising my voice, always the person
who could stay reasonable when things got heated. | wore that
identity like armor. But what | didn't see, and what the people
closest to me were living with, was that my calmness wasn't
neutral, it was a pressure system. | would withdraw enough, deflect
enough, maintain enough detached composure that the other
person had no choice but to escalate, because someone in the room
had to carry the emotional intensity | was refusing to feel. And when
they erupted, | got to stand there, baffled and a little righteous,
thinking: Why are you so reactive? I'm being reasonable. | was
reasonable. | was also enraging, and | had no idea, because the

whole operation was running below my awareness.

Recognizing that pattern was one of the more humbling moments
in my shadow work. It meant admitting that my calmness, the thing
| was most proud of, the trait | considered evidence of my emotional
maturity, was partly a weapon. Not in every situation, but often

enough that the people | loved were paying for it.
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The Shadow in F amily Dynamics

Long before you chose a romantic partner, you were embedded in
the first and most formative system of projection you'd ever
encounter: your family. And the shadow dynamics that operate in
families are often so woven into the fabric of your identity that you
don't recognize them as dynamics at all. They feel like the way

things are.

SIBLING POLARIZATION

A subtler version of this dynamic plays out between siblings, and
Christine Downing describes it with precision in her contribution to
Meeting the Shadow: same-sex siblings serve as both ideal self and
shadow for each other, and the family system reinforces this split by
assigning complementary identities. "I'm the smart one, and she's
the pretty one." "He's the responsible one, and I'm the creative

one." "She's the emotional one, and I'm the strong one."

These assignments feel like descriptions of reality, like objective
assessments of each child's natural temperament. But they're
negotiations, carried out unconsciously within the family system,
that determine which qualities each child is allowed to develop and
which must be surrendered. If your sister is the pretty one, you are
forbidden from being pretty, or at least from caring about it, from
investing in it, from letting it be a part of your identity. If your

brother is the responsible one, you are freed from responsibility,
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which sounds like a gift until you realize that it also means you've
been told, in the family's silent language, that you're not capable of

it.

Jung himself saw this pattern as fundamental, calling "the motif of
the two hostile brothers" emblematic of all antitheses, the denial
and acceptance of the unconscious in particular. Siblings polarize
because the family system needs differentiation, and the easiest
way to differentiate two children is to split a shared quality between

them, giving each one half of what both of them contain.

The shadow work here is recognizing which qualities you
surrendered to your sibling and asking whether you still want to live
without them. You may have been the practical one for so long that
you've forgotten you were also creative. You may have been the
tough one for so long that your tenderness feels foreign, even

though it was there first.

Ventura's Warning: What Marriage Really Is

Michael Ventura, writing in the Meeting the Shadow anthology,
offered one of the most bracingly honest statements about
marriage, or any committed long-term relationship, that I've ever

encountered:
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"We are all, every one of us, full of horror. If you are getting
married to try to make yours go away, you will only succeed in

marrying your horror to someone else's horror.”

This is realism, and it's one of the most useful things anyone can
hear before, or during, a committed relationship. Ventura's point is
that marriage is a confrontation with the unknown: not what you
don't know about your partner, but what you don't know about
yourself. The hidden material, the fears, the wounds, the defenses,
the shadows, doesn't disappear because you've found someone
who loves you. It surfaces because you've found someone who
loves you, because love creates the safety that allows the buried

material to come up.

This is why the first year or two of a relationship can feel
transcendent, you're seeing each other through the golden haze of
mutual projection, each person carrying the other's idealized
qualities, and then something shifts. The projections start to crack.
The partner who seemed so complementary starts to feel
frustrating, disappointing, insufficiently attentive to your needs.
The shadow material is arriving, right on schedule, because the

relationship has become safe enough and close enough to hold it.
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If both partners understand this, if they can see the conflict as
evidence that they're getting close to the real work rather than
evidence that they chose wrong, then the relationship becomes one
of the most powerful vehicles for personal transformation that
exists. Not comfortable. But transformative in the way that only

comes from being seen by someone who won't look away.

The Shift: From Blame to Self-Inquiry

Everything in this chapter points toward a single change in how you
engage with relational conflict. It is the shift from the question "Why
do you always do this to me?" to the question "What in me is being

activated right now?"

This shift does not mean that your partner is never wrong. It doesn't
mean that legitimate grievances should be swallowed or that all
conflict is projection. Sometimes your partner behaves badly,
sometimes boundaries are crossed, and sometimes the problem is
out there. Shadow work is not a justification for tolerating abuse or

dismissing your own needs.

But in the vast majority of relational conflicts, the recurring
arguments, the disproportionate reactions, the fights that follow

the same script every time, there is shadow material involved.
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When you find yourself furious about something that, in retrospect,
didn't warrant that level of fury; when you hear yourself saying the
same thing to your partner that you've said in every relationship
before this one; when you feel a familiar heaviness or desperation
or rage that seems too big for the situation that triggered it, those

are the moments to turn the lens inward.

"What in me is being activated right now?" is not a comfortable
question. It requires you to pause in the middle of an emotional
storm and redirect your attention from the person you want to
blame to the inner material you'd rather not face. It means sitting
with the possibility that your reaction says as much about you as it
does about them, maybe more. It means accepting that the
intensity of your response is a clue, not to how terrible your partner

is, but to how deep your wound goes.

This doesn't resolve the conflict in the moment. It doesn't make the
anger disappear or the hurt feel smaller. What it does is open a
second channel of inquiry alongside the interpersonal one, a
channel that leads back to you, to your history, to the patterns
you've been running since long before this relationship existed. And
over time, if you follow that channel honestly, you begin to separate
what belongs to the present from what belongs to the past, what is
a legitimate response to your partner's behavior from what is a

shadow reaction to something much older and deeper.
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That separation is the beginning of freedom, for you and for your
relationship. Because the moment you stop requiring your partner
to carry your shadow, you give them room to be who they are

instead of who your projections need them to be.

Staying Conscious When It Hurts: Menakem's Five
Anchors

Knowing that you should turn inward during relational conflict and
being able to do it in the heat of the moment are two different
things. The body has its own response to perceived threat, and
when your shadow gets activated in a relationship, your nervous
system often registers it as danger. Your heart rate spikes, your
muscles tense, your thinking narrows to fight-or-flight, and the last

thing your body wants to do is pause for self-reflection.

Resmaa Menakem, the somatic therapist and author of My
Grandmother's Hands and Monsters in Love, developed a set of five
anchors for staying present during relational distress that | find
invaluable because they start with the body, not the mind. You can't
think your way out of a triggered nervous system, but you can work
with it if you know how. Menakem's five steps, adapted for shadow

work in relationships:
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1. Soothe and resource yourself first. Before you respond to
anything, attend to your own body. Quiet the mind. Calm the heart.
Settle the body. This might mean taking three deep breaths,
pressing your feet into the floor, placing your hand on your chest,
anything that signals safety to your nervous system. You cannot do
shadow work while your body is in survival mode. Regulation

comes first.

2. Pause. Instead of reacting, instead of saying the thing you'll
regret, sending the text, slamming the door, pause. In that pause,
notice what's happening inside you. Not the story about what your
partner did, but the raw sensations: the tightness in your chest, the
heat in your face, the vibrations in your hands. Name them without

explaining them.

3. Accept and tolerate the discomfort. Your body wants to
discharge the discomfort through action, through blame, through
withdrawal, through any available exit. Resist that impulse, not by
suppressing the feeling, but by choosing to stay with it. The
discomfort will not kill you, even though your nervous system is
insisting otherwise. It is an old feeling, wearing a new costume, and

it will pass if you let it move through you instead of around you.

4. Stay present through the ambiguity. This is the hardest step. The
situation is unresolved. You don't know what's going to happen. You
don't know what to say. You don't know if you're right or wrong.

Your ego is screaming for certainty, for a clear verdict, for someone

84



to blame. Stay in the uncertainty anyway. Respond from the best
parts of yourself, from the part of you that is larger than this

moment.

5. Metabolize what remains. After the acute intensity passes,
something will still be there, a residue of emotion, a lingering
tension, an unfinished feeling. Don't ignore it. Process it through
whatever channel works for you: journaling, movement,
conversation with a trusted friend, a long walk, a good cry. What
you don't metabolize gets stored, and stored emotion is how

shadows compound.

These five steps won't make relational conflict painless. But they
give you a way to stay conscious inside the pain instead of being
swallowed by it, and that consciousness is the difference between a
fight that deepens your shadow and a conflict that becomes an

opportunity for integration.
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EXERCISES

EXERCISE 1: THE RELATIONSHIP MIRROR

Choose your most emotionally charged relationship, the
one that produces the strongest reactions in you, whether
positive or negative. This might be a romantic partner, a
parent, a sibling, a close friend, or a colleague. The person
doesn't need to be someone you dislike; this exercise often
works best with someone you love, because love and

shadow are most intertwined where intimacy is deepest.

Step 1: List the three traits in that person that bother you
the most. Be specific. Not "they're difficult" but "they're
controlling," "they're emotionally unavailable," "they need
constant reassurance," "they can't admit when they're

wrong."

Step 2: For each trait, sit with this question, not
defensively, but honestly: Where does this quality live in

me?

You don't have to be identical to them. You're looking for
the seed, the version of that quality that exists in your own
behavior, however subtle. The controlling person might
recognize that they too try to manage outcomes, in less

visible ways. The person who resents emotional
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unavailability might notice that they too withdraw when
things get too close. The person irritated by neediness
might find that they've been suppressing their own need
for reassurance so thoroughly that it's become invisible to

them.

Step 3: For each quality you've identified, ask one more
question: What would change in this relationship if | owned

this quality in myself instead of fighting it in them?

You don't have to answer this question. Sit with it. Let it
work on you. The insight may not come right away, but the
question itself, the willingness to ask it, shifts the dynamic

from projection to self-inquiry.

EXERCISE 2: THE UNSENT LETTER

This is a writing exercise, and the most important
instruction is in the title: you are not going to send this
letter. That knowledge, that no one will ever read what you

write, is what makes it safe enough to be honest.

Step 1: Choose someone who has hurt you. Not a minor
annoyance, someone whose behavior left a mark. A
parent, a former partner, a friend who betrayed you, a

sibling who dismissed you, anyone whose memory still
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carries a charge. Write them a letter. Say everything you've
never said. Don't be fair, don't be balanced, don't be the
bigger person. Be raw. Tell them what they did, how it felt,
what it cost you, what you wished they had done instead.
Let yourself be angry, or heartbroken, or petty, or all three

at once. The page can hold it.

Step 2: Put the letter down for at least an hour, longer if
you can. Take a walk. Do something that brings you back

to your body. Let the emotional intensity settle.

Step 3: Come back to the letter and reread it slowly. As you
read, underline every quality you attribute to the other
person. You were cold. You were selfish. You never listened.
You always had to be right. You couldn't handle emotion.

You abandoned me when | needed you most.

Step 4: Look at the underlined qualities. Now, circle the
ones, even one, that might also be yours. Not in the same
way, not to the same degree, not in the same context. But
somewhere. This is not about letting them off the hook or
invalidating your pain. The pain is real, and what they did
was real. This step is about noticing that the charge you
carry, the reason this memory still burns, may be

connected to something unresolved in you.
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Step 5: If you feel ready, and only if you feel ready, write a
brief second letter. This one is to yourself. Write about
what you discovered in the circled qualities. Where did
those qualities come from in your own history? What
would it mean to own them, not as flaws but as parts of
yourself that were forced underground? What do they need

from you now?

You can keep both letters or destroy them. Some people
find it meaningful to burn the first one, a physical act of
release. Others keep them as records of a moment of
honest seeing. Do whatever feels right. The work is in the

looking.

The shadow shows up most in the space between you and
another person, in the friction, the longing, the frustration,
the inexplicable tenderness, the fights that follow the
same script for the hundredth time. Your relationships are
your inner work, externalized and made visible in the face

of someone who got close enough to see what you've been
hiding.
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The practices in this chapter are about changing what you
bring to your relationships, which is the only thing you can
change. When you stop requiring the people you love to
carry your shadow for you, you give them the gift of being
seen for who they are. And you give yourself the chance to

see yourself.
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Chapter 6: Meeting Your
Shadow Face to Face

Up until now, the work we've done has been largely reflective:
journaling, tracking triggers, examining the mirrors your
relationships hold up. That work is real and it matters, and if you've
been doing it with honesty, you've probably begun to feel
something shift, a loosening of the grip, a new ability to catch
yourself mid-reaction and ask what's going on. But there's a level of
shadow work that goes beyond reflection, and this chapter is where

we cross into it.

What | want to introduce you to here are practices that don't help
you think about your shadow so much as help you meet it. Through
dialogue, visualization, creative expression, and the wisdom of your
own body, you can encounter the parts of yourself you've been
avoiding in a way that no amount of journaling alone can replicate.
These are methods that Jung and his successors developed and
refined over decades, and they work because they bypass the
intellect's tendency to manage and control, dropping you into a

space where the unconscious can speak.
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A word before we begin: this chapter asks more of you than the
previous ones. Some of these practices may feel strange, especially
if you're used to working through problems with your rational mind.
You might feel silly talking to an empty chair or drawing with your
eyes closed. That's fine. The discomfort is part of the process, and it
usually means you're approaching something real. But | also want
to note that going slowly is not optional here. There's a section on
safety at the end of this chapter, and I'd encourage you to read it
before you try anything here. The shadow has waited this long to be

met; it can wait a little longer while you make sure you're ready.

Active Imagination: Jung's Original Method

Of all the techniques in this book, active imagination is the one that
comes from Jung himself, and it remains one of the most powerful
tools available for encountering unconscious material. Jung
developed the method during his own period of psychological crisis
in 1913-1917, when he opened himself to the images and figures
rising from his unconscious, held them in awareness, and engaged
them in dialogue. It nearly overwhelmed him. But it also produced
the foundational insights of analytical psychology, and he spent the

rest of his career refining the method for others.
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The essence of active imagination is deceptively simple: you sit
quietly, turn your attention inward, allow an image or figure to arise
from the unconscious, and then, this is the crucial part, you don't
let it dissolve. You hold it. You stay with it. And you engage it as

though it were a real being with something to say.

Barbara Hannah, one of Jung's closest students, described the
method this way: sit alone and undisturbed, concentrate on
whatever image or feeling presents itself, and prevent it from
sinking back into the unconscious by drawing it, painting it, writing
it down, or expressing it through movement. The key discipline is
not to let the images shift like a kaleidoscope, don't let one morph
into another in an endless dream-like sequence. Hold the first
image. Ask it why it appeared. Ask what it wants. Enter the scene
yourself and participate in whatever unfolds, giving your full
conscious attention to your side of the dialogue, then making your

mind receptive and blank to hear what the unconscious responds.

What makes active imagination different from daydreaming or
fantasy is that your ego remains present and engaged throughout.
You're not passively watching a movie in your head; you're in
conversation with something that has its own perspective, its own
agenda, its own emotional weight. Hannah noted that if we
approach the unconscious with hostility, it becomes increasingly
unbearable, but if we approach it with openness, acknowledging its

right to exist as it is, it changes in remarkable ways.
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I had my most vivid encounter with this kind of inner figure during a
five-day Vipassana retreat, though | wouldn't have called it active
imagination at the time. | was sitting, hour after hour, in silence,
with nowhere to go and nothing to distract me from whatever was
rising. By the third day, something shifted. | became aware of a
tension in my back that | realized, with a kind of slow-motion shock,
had probably been there my entire adult life, maybe longer. I'd
never been still enough, for long enough, to notice it. And as |
stayed with that tension, as | breathed into it and refused to look
away, an image appeared: not a dramatic figure or a mythological
scene, but something quieter, a younger version of me, sitting
hunched forward, bracing for something. The posture was
unmistakable. It was the posture of someone who had learned to
hold himself tight against the world, who had been carrying that
contraction so long it had become invisible, woven into the

structure of his body.

What surprised me most was that | didn't need to ask this figure
many questions. The dialogue was less verbal and more felt, a slow,
physical unwinding as | acknowledged that he was there, that the
tension was real, that he'd been holding it alone for a very long
time. Something in my back released that afternoon in a way it
hadn't in years of yoga and stretching, and | understood then what

Jung meant about the unconscious changing when you approach it
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with openness rather than hostility. | hadn't analyzed the tension
away. | hadn't fought it. I'd turned toward it, and that was enough
for something to begin letting go.

A few practical guidelines if you want to try this: find a time when
you won't be interrupted, sit comfortably, close your eyes, breathe,
and wait. Don't force an image, let one come to you. It might be a
person, an animal, a landscape, a feeling that takes visual form.
Whatever appears, stay with it. Ask it questions. Listen for answers
that surprise you, because those are the ones coming from
somewhere other than your conscious mind. Afterward, write down
or draw what happened, concretizing the experience is what
prevents it from slipping back into the unconscious like a half-

remembered dream.

One important caution, echoed by both Jung and Shaheen: don't
overdo active imagination. This is not a practice to do for hours at a
stretch or every single day, especially when you're beginning. Short,
focused sessions of ten to twenty minutes are more than enough.
Jung himself nearly became overwhelmed by the material that
surfaced during his experiments, and he was a trained psychiatrist
with decades of clinical experience. Go gently. The unconscious will

meet you where you are if you give it the chance.
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The Empty Chair Technique

If active imagination feels too abstract or too interior for where you
are right now, the empty chair technique offers something more
tangible, a way to externalize your inner dialogue so you can see it,

hear it, and feel it in the room with you.

The method comes from Gestalt therapy but has been widely
adopted in shadow work. It works like this: place an empty chair
across from you. Decide which part of yourself you want to talk to,
your inner critic, your frightened child, your rage, your shame, the
part of you that sabotages good things, whatever feels most alive
right now. Place that part in the chair. And then talk to it, out loud,

as though it were sitting there.

Then, and this is where the real work happens, get up, sitin the
other chair, and become that part. Speak as it. Let it be
unreasonable, dramatic, furious, childish, whatever it needs to be.
The actor and writer Rainn Wilson, who has written about this
practice, described it bluntly: you sit opposite yourself, you let the
disowned part say things like "Fuck you, you're an idiot!" and in
doing so, you unveil the forces that have been driving you from
behind the scenes. You go back and forth between the chairs,
having a real conversation between your conscious self and

whatever shadow material you've placed across from you.
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What makes this technique so effective is its physicality. Moving
your body from one chair to the other, changing your posture,
hearing your own voice say things you'd normally censor, all of this
engages you at a level that mental reflection alone can't reach. The
inner critic, when given a voice and a place to sit, often turns out to
be much smaller and more specific than the enormous, diffuse
presence it occupies inside your head. The frightened child, when
spoken to with kindness, often tells you what it needs in language

so simple it takes your breath away.

You don't need a therapist for this, though having one can help. All
you need is privacy, two chairs, and the willingness to feel foolish
for about ninety seconds before the practice takes over and you

forget you ever felt silly at all.

Voice Dialogue: Speaking with Your Disowned

Selves

Voice Dialogue, developed by psychologists Hal Stone and Sidra
Winkelman, takes the empty chair principle and refines itinto a
structured method for identifying and speaking with the many
"selves" that make up your personality, including the ones you've

pushed into the shadow.
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The premise is that your psyche is not a single, unified entity but a
collection of sub-personalities, each with its own perspective, its
own needs, its own way of operating in the world. Some of these
selves are your "primary selves," the ones that run the show, the
protectors, the achievers, the pleasers, the responsible adults who
keep your life functioning. Behind them, often locked away, are the
disowned selves: the selfish one, the lazy one, the one who wants to

scream, the one who wants to walk away from everything.

In Voice Dialogue, you approach a disowned self with a specific,
respectful invitation: "May | speak with the part of you that wants to
do what she wants whenever she wants?" or "May | talk to the not-
nice part?" The language matters, it signals to the unconscious that

you're not coming to judge or suppress, but to listen.

Stone and Winkelman found that when people have the courage to
dialogue with their most feared inner figures, something
unexpected happens: those figures change. They shared the case of
awoman named Sandra who had been plagued by recurring
nightmares of being chased by wild cats for most of her adult life. In
therapy, she was invited to speak with her "cat voice," the
suppressed sensuality and wildness she had disowned since
childhood. After the dialogue, she had a dream in which the wild
cat, instead of chasing her, walked up to her and licked her face. The
same animal. The same energy. Transformed by the act of being

acknowledged.
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"When we have the courage to look at our disowned parts, they
change," Stone and Winkelman wrote. "The raging lion licks our

face."

This is one of the most important principles in all of shadow work:
the parts of you that seem most dangerous, most threatening, most
monstrous are almost always the ones that are the most desperate
to be seen. They don't want to destroy you. They want to be
included. And the moment you turn toward them with curiosity

instead of fear, the entire dynamic shifts.

Mirror Work: An Honest Conversation with
Yourself

Mirror work has been popularized in recent years, often in the
context of self-love affirmations, standing in front of a mirror and
telling yourself you're worthy, you're beautiful, you're enough.
That's fine as far as it goes, but the version | want to describe here is
something different and, | think, more powerful. It's not about how
you look. It's about what you see when you stop performing for

yourself.
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The practice is this: sit in front of a mirror, close enough that you
can hold your own gaze comfortably, and breathe. Don't smile.
Don't arrange your face. Look into your own eyes the way you
would look into the eyes of someone you were about to have a very

honest conversation with, and then have that conversation.

Ask yourself what parts of you are hardest to love. See what
surfaces. Speak the answers aloud if you can, not as affirmations
but as honest admissions, the things you'd normally never say even
to yourself. Talk about why those parts exist, where they came from,
what they were trying to protect. Let yourself feel whatever rises,
discomfort, grief, tenderness, resistance. And when you've said
what needs to be said, look at yourself again and notice whether

anything has shifted in the way you see the person looking back.

Shaheen describes this practice beautifully: it's about "seeing
beyond the surface,” pouring out your heart and your
disappointments, and then finding compassion for yourself in your
own eyes. The mirror becomes a container for the kind of radical
honesty that most of us reserve for our deepest moments with

other people but almost never extend to ourselves.

This is harder than it sounds. Most people can sustain it for about
thirty seconds before looking away, laughing nervously, or shifting
into performance mode. If that happens, come back. The practice

isn't about getting it right; it's about staying long enough for
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something real to happen. And if you can stay for even a few
minutes, what happens is often profound, a sense of being seen by

the one person whose opinion you can never escape.

Drawing the Shadow

Not all shadow work happens through words. Some of the most
powerful encounters with unconscious material happen through
images, and Linda Jacobson's shadow drawing exercise, described
in the Jungian anthology Meeting the Shadow, offers a structured

way to access that channel.

The exercise works through guided visualization followed by

spontaneous drawing. Here's the sequence:

First, close your eyes and imagine a beautiful, safe place, a garden,
a beach, a forest clearing, whatever feels like sanctuary to you. Let
the details fill in: the light, the temperature, the sounds, the

textures. Take your time settling into this space, because the safety

of it matters for what comes next.

Now, still in this safe place, allow a figure to appear, a person who is
your opposite in every way. Not someone you've chosen
consciously, but someone who shows up uninvited, the one you

least want to see, the figure who pushes every button you have.
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Experience them fully: their appearance, the colors around them,
their mood, their voice, the words they would say to you if given the

chance.

With your eyes still closed, begin to draw. Not a portrait, a feeling.
Whatever wants to come through your hand, let it. Use quick,
spontaneous materials if you can: pastels, markers, crayons,
anything that moves fast enough to keep your conscious mind from
interfering. After a few moments, open your eyes and continue
drawing for another ten or fifteen minutes. Don't judge the quality.

Don't try to make it look like anything. Let the image emerge.

What people often discover through this exercise is that the shadow
figure, when given form outside the mind, becomes something you
can relate to rather than something that relates to you from the
dark. You can look at it, talk to it, ask it to draw you from its
perspective. Jacobson suggests follow-up exercises that deepen the
encounter: draw the integration of your shadow into your daily self,
write a dialogue with the image you've created, let the shadow

figure speak about what it sees when it looks at you.

You don't need to be an artist. The point is contact, not aesthetics.
And contact with the shadow through image often reveals things

that language, for all its precision, can't reach.
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The Body Dimension

There's a reason we say "l have a gut feeling" or "that makes my
skin crawl" or "l felt it in my chest." The body is not separate from
the psyche, itis the psyche made physical, and it registers shadow
material with a speed and accuracy that the conscious mind often
can't match. Jung himself noted that the shadow shows up "before
one has time to think," and the body is usually where it shows up
first: the clenched jaw, the tight shoulders, the churning stomach,

the sudden heat in your face.

Working with the body in shadow work means learning to read
these signals and learning to stay with them long enough to

understand what they're saying.

EMOTION MAPPING

Emotion mapping is a practice developed within somatic therapy
that bridges the gap between felt sensation and conscious
understanding. The technique, described by therapist Julianna

Rees and expanded in Shaheen's work, goes like this:

Choose one emotion you tend to avoid, the one that makes you
most uncomfortable, the one you're quickest to shut down or push
through. Close your eyes, take several slow breaths, and turn your
attention inward. Locate where that emotion lives in your body. Is it
in your chest? Your throat? Your belly? Your hands? Somewhere you

didn't expect?
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Once you've found it, describe it with as much sensory detail as you
can. Is it hot or cold? Heavy or light? Tight or diffuse? Does it have a
color? A texture? If it made a sound, what would that sound be? If it
had a shape, what shape would it take? The goal is not to analyze
the emotion or figure out why it's there, it's to be with it, to know it

the way you'd know a physical object you could hold in your hands.

This might seem like an unusual approach to shadow work, but the
logic is sound: the shadow lives in the body as much as it lives in the
mind, and many of the emotions we've disowned aren't accessible
through thought because they were repressed before we had words
for them. A child who learned to suppress grief at age three didn't
file that grief away with a label and a narrative. They filed it as a
sensation, a tension, a heaviness in a particular part of their body.
Emotion mapping lets you go back to that preverbal level and meet

the feeling on its own terms.

PHYSICAL DISCHARGE

Sometimes what the body needs is not stillness but movement.
Peter Levine's work in somatic experiencing has shown that trauma
and repressed emotion often get stored as incomplete physical
responses, the fight you never fought, the flight you never ran, the
scream you never released. When that energy stays trapped in the
body, it manifests as chronic tension, anxiety, restlessness, or

sudden emotional flooding that seems to come from nowhere.
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Physical discharge practices give that energy somewhere to go. This
can be as simple as shaking, standing up and letting your whole
body shake and tremble for a few minutes, the way animals do after
a threat has passed. It can be vigorous movement: dancing, hitting
a punching bag, doing jumping jacks, running until the tightness in
your chest breaks open. Shaheen describes her own practice with
characteristic directness: when rage needed somewhere to go, she

would beat her chest like a gorilla and roar.

The point is not catharsis for its own sake, it's completion. You're
allowing the body to finish the response it started years or decades
ago, and in doing so, you release the shadow material that has been
locked in the body's tissues and tension patterns. Afterward, most
people report a feeling of openness, lightness, and emotional

clarity that can be startling in its intensity.

A Note on Safety

| want to end this chapter with something that might seem like a
contradiction after everything I've encouraged you to do: please be

careful.
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Shadow work is powerful because it brings you into contact with
material that your psyche has spent years, sometimes decades,
protecting you from. That protection existed for a reason. The
defenses you built in childhood were intelligent adaptations to the
environment you were in, and dismantling them too quickly, or
without adequate support, can leave you feeling overwhelmed,
destabilized, or flooded with emotion that you don't have the

resources to process.
So here are some guidelines for keeping this work safe:

Go slowly. There is no prize for speed. If a practice feels too intense,
stop. You can come back to it tomorrow, next week, next month.

The shadow will still be there.

Don't force. If you sit down to do active imagination and nothing
comes, that's information, it might mean you're not ready, or it
might mean that a different approach would serve you better right
now. Trust the process, which includes trusting the parts of you that

say "not yet."

Stop if you feel overwhelmed. Signs of overwhelm include feeling
dissociated (like you're watching yourself from outside your body),
uncontrollable crying or shaking that doesn't resolve, intrusive
images you can't stop, or a sense of panic. If any of these happen,
open your eyes, feel your feet on the floor, name five things you can
see in the room, drink some water, call a friend. Ground yourself

before you try anything else.
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Seek professional support if you need it. If you're working with
material related to severe trauma, abuse, neglect, violence, early
loss, please consider doing this work with a trained therapist, one
familiar with somatic, Jungian, or Internal Family Systems
approaches. There is no weakness in asking for support; in fact,
knowing when you need it is one of the most mature expressions of
shadow work there is. The appendix of this book includes guidance

on when to seek professional help.

Build in aftercare. After any deep shadow work session, give
yourself time and space to integrate. Go for a walk. Take a bath.
Spend time in nature. Talk to someone you trust. Don't jump back
into your to-do list or scroll through your phone. Treat yourself the
way you'd treat a close friend who went through something intense,

with gentleness and without pressure.

Barbara Hannah, channeling Jung, offered a metaphor | keep
coming back to: consciousness is like a boat floating on the surface
of the unconscious, and each piece of shadow we realize has
weight. The art of this work consists in loading the boat correctly.
Too little shadow material and we float away from reality,
disconnected and ungrounded; too much at once and we sink. The
goal is not to haul everything up from the deep in a single session.
The goal is to make regular, manageable contact with what's down

there, and to trust that the work accumulates over time.
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EXERCISES

EXERCISE 1. SHADOW DIALOGUE

This exercise combines elements of active imagination and

Voice Dialogue into a practice you can do on your own.

You'll need: A quiet space, something to write with, and

about 30 minutes.

Step 1: Choose your shadow material. Pick one quality
you've identified as shadow material through the work
you've done so far, something from your irritation list, your
trigger journal, your relationship mirrors. It might be your
anger, your neediness, your ambition, your jealousy, your
selfishness, your fear. Choose whatever carries the most

charge right now.

Step 2: Let it take form. Close your eyes and take several
slow, deep breaths. Allow the quality you've chosen to take
aformin your mind's eye. It might appear as a person, an
animal, a shape, a color, a landscape. Don't force it into
any particular form, let it show up as it wants to show up,
and notice everything about it: how it looks, how it moves,
what mood it carries, whether it seems young or old,

aggressive or withdrawn.
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Step 3: Ask it three questions. With the image held steady
in your mind, ask it these three questions, one at a time,
pausing after each to listen for whatever response comes,
not the response you'd construct intellectually, but

whatever surfaces on its own:

1. Where did you come from?
2. What do you need from me?

3. What happens if | keep ignoring you?

Step 4: Write it down. Open your eyes and write down
everything that came through, the image, the dialogue, the

feelings, the surprises. Don't edit or analyze. Capture it.

Step 5: Reflect. Read what you've written. Notice what
surprised you. Notice where you felt resistance. Notice
whether the shadow figure seemed hostile, sad, desperate,
wise, or something you didn't expect. Ask yourself: what

would change if | took this figure's needs seriously?

EXERCISE 2: EMOTION MAPPING

You'll need: A quiet space, colored pencils or markers

(optional), paper, and about 20 minutes.
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Step 1: Choose an emotion. Pick one emotion you tend to
avoid or suppress: anger, sadness, shame, fear, desire,
grief, jealousy. Choose the one that feels most

uncomfortable to sit with.

Step 2: Locate it. Close your eyes and take five slow, deep
breaths. Turn your attention inward and scan your body
from head to feet. Where does this emotion live? It might
be in your chest, your throat, your stomach, your
shoulders, your hands, your jaw. It might be in more than

one place. Don't rush this, let the body show you.

Step 3: Describe it. Once you've located the sensation,
describe it in as much detail as you can:

e Isithotorcold?

e Heavy or light?

e Tight or diffuse?

e Whatcolorisit?

e What texture: rough, smooth, sharp, soft, sticky,

metallic?
¢ [fit made a sound, what would that sound be?
¢ Ifit had a shape, what shape?

o |sitstill, or does it move?
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Step 4: Draw it (optional but recommended). Without
thinking too much about it, draw what you've been
sensing. Use colors that feel right. Don't aim for accuracy,
aim for expression. Let the drawing be messy, abstract,

strange. It's not for anyone else to see.

Step 5: Stay with it. Spend another minute or two being
with the sensation, not trying to change it, fix it, or make it
go away. Breathe into it. Notice if it shifts on its own. Thank
it for being there, not because that's a nice spiritual
gesture, but because this emotion has been carrying
something for you, probably for a very long time, and
acknowledging that is the beginning of a different

relationship with it.

Step 6: Journal. Write a few sentences about what you
noticed. What surprised you? What did the emotion
"want," not in words, but in the felt sense of the body? Has
anything shifted, even slightly, in how you relate to this

emotion?
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Chapter 7: The Inner Child
and the Shadow

There's a question | keep returning to whenever | talk about shadow
work, a question that sounds simple but lands differently once
you've spent any time doing this work: who, exactly, is the one

who's been hiding all this time?

We've talked about the shadow as repressed anger, disowned
ambition, projected jealousy, as qualities and traits pushed out of
awareness. And that framing is accurate, as far as it goes. But when
you start to do the deeper work, when you sit with your shadow
long enough to hear what it's saying, you often discover that the
material isn't abstract at all. It's a child. Your child. The version of
you that was five, or eight, or twelve, the one who was told to stop
being so much, so loud, so sensitive, so needy, so angry, so afraid,
the one who learned to hide before you were old enough to know

that hiding was what you were doing.

Jung saw this. "In every adult there lurks a child," he wrote, "an
eternal child, something that is always becoming, is never

completed, and calls for unceasing care, attention, and education.’

That child doesn't go away when you grow up. They go
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underground. And what they take with them into the dark, their
unmet needs, their unfelt grief, their unanswered questions,

becomes the raw material of the shadow.

This chapter is about finding that child again and offering them
what they never received. It's some of the most tender and difficult
work in this book, and if it brings up strong emotion, that's a sign

that you're getting close.

The Eternal Child

Jung's concept of the "eternal child," the puer aeternus, wasn't
sentimental. He wasn't talking about nostalgia or the desire to
return to some idealized innocence. He was describing a living
psychological reality: the part of the psyche that remains young,
unfinished, and perpetually in the process of becoming, regardless
of how old the rest of you gets. The inner child carries your capacity
for wonder, playfulness, spontaneity, and emotional openness, the
qualities that make life feel vivid and alive. But it also carries your
earliest wounds, because those wounds happened to the child, and

the child is the one who still holds them.
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This is the connection between inner child work and shadow work
that many people miss. They treat them as separate practices,
shadow work over here, dealing with your dark side; inner child
work over there, healing your past. But they're the same work,
approached from different angles. The shadow holds the wants and
needs of the inner child, the parts that were told to shut up, sit
down, be less, want less, feel less. Jay and Inez put it directly: the
shadow "is holding on to the wants and needs of your inner child,
who desires to heal old childhood wounds." When you do shadow
work, you are almost always doing inner child work. And when you

do inner child work with real honesty, you encounter the shadow.

I'll share something that took me a long time to see. For most of my
adult life | had a complicated relationship with joy, with laughter,
with enthusiasm, with the kind of unstructured, purposeless
engagement with life that children do naturally. | could be
productive, | could be disciplined, | could execute plans and meet
deadlines, but somewhere along the way I'd lost access to
something more fundamental: a will for living that went beyond
checking boxes and meeting expectations. | was functional, even
successful by external measures, but there was an aliveness missing
that | couldn't name until shadow work gave me the vocabulary for
it. What | found, when | traced the absence back, was a younger
version of me who had been expressive, curious, full of enthusiasm,
and who at some point absorbed the message that the world

doesn't reward that kind of openness, that being taken seriously
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meant being serious, that the path forward was structure and
output and quiet competence. So that part of me went quiet. And |

inherited his silence without knowing it was a wound.

Reconnecting with that part of myself through shadow work was
like finding a room in my own house that I'd walked past every day
for twenty years without ever opening the door. The enthusiasm,
the curiosity, the willingness to explore without knowing where it
would lead, none of it had died. It had gone underground, into the
shadow, waiting. The golden shadow. When | started letting myself
follow genuine interests again, starting a podcast, exploring ideas
that had nothing to do with my career, engaging with life in ways
that didn't need to produce something useful, | felt something I can
only describe as a homecoming. A physical warmth in my chest, a
loosening, a sense of being reunited with a version of myself I'd

forgotten existed.

The inner child doesn't need you to go back in time and change
what happened. That's not possible, and chasing that fantasy is its
own kind of avoidance. What the inner child needs is for your adult
self, the person you are now, with all the resources, perspective,
and compassion you've developed, to turn toward them,
acknowledge what they went through, and say the things that no
one said at the time. That's reparenting. And it's an ongoing,
evolving relationship between the adult you are and the child you

were.
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How Inner Child Wounds Show Up in Adult Life

One of the most disorienting things about inner child wounds is
how thoroughly they disguise themselves as adult problems. You
don't walk around thinking "my inner five-year-old is terrified of
being abandoned," because that would be too clear, too accessible,
too easy to work with. Instead, the wound expresses itself through
patterns that feel like personality traits, life circumstances, or the
way things are, patterns so familiar that you've stopped questioning

whether they serve you.

Here are some of the most common ways inner child wounds
operate in adult life. As you read through them, notice which ones
produce a charge, not intellectual recognition, but a feeling in the

body, a tightness or a pang or a quiet "oh."

PEOPLE-PLEASING

The child who learned that love was conditional, that affection
came when you were good, helpful, agreeable, and disappeared
when you weren't, grows into an adult who cannot stop performing
for others. People-pleasing is a survival strategy. It's the inner child
still trying to earn the love they were supposed to receive for free,
still scanning every room for signs that someone is about to

withdraw their approval, still contorting themselves into whatever
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shape seems most likely to keep the attachment intact. The shadow
here is the resentment that builds underneath all that
accommodation, the anger at never being allowed to want what
you want, which you've pushed so far down that you might not
even recognize it as anger anymore. It shows up as exhaustion, as
passive-aggression, as the sudden explosion that baffles everyone

around you because you've always been "so easygoing."

PERFECTIONISM

Perfectionism is often praised in our culture, which makes it one of
the best-disguised inner child wounds there is. But underneath the
drive to be flawless, there is almost always a child who learned that
mistakes were dangerous, that errors led to shame, withdrawal of
love, or the devastating feeling of having failed the people they
depended on. The perfectionist adult is motivated by terror. The
shadow of perfectionism is the messy, imperfect, chaotic self that
was never allowed to exist, the one who tries things and fails, who
makes art that isn't good enough, who says the wrong thing at
dinner, who exists without justifying their existence through
performance. Until that shadow is met with compassion,
perfectionism will keep tightening its grip, and no amount of
achievement will feel like enough, because the wound isn't about

achievement. It's about belonging.
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FEAR OF ABANDONMENT

The child who experienced significant loss, whether through the
death of a parent, a divorce, emotional unavailability, or the subtler
but equally devastating experience of being present with someone
who wasn't there, grows into an adult who organizes their entire
relational life around the avoidance of that experience happening
again. Fear of abandonment drives clingy behavior and avoidant
behavior in equal measure, because both are strategies for
managing the same unbearable feeling: the terror that the people
you need will leave, and that their leaving will prove what you've
always suspected, which is that you are not enough to make anyone
stay. The shadow of abandonment fear is the part of you that wants
independence, solitude, freedom, but can't access those desires
because the inner child has conflated being alone with being
abandoned, and so any movement toward autonomy feels like a

betrayal of the attachment bond.

INABILITY TO PLAY

This one is easy to overlook because our culture doesn't value play
in adults, which means the wound itself is culturally reinforced. But
if you find it difficult to be silly, spontaneous, purposelessly
creative, or physically playful, if leisure always has to be productive,
if you can't relax without feeling guilty, if the idea of doing
something because it's fun feels frivolous or threatening, there is

likely an inner child wound at work. Somewhere along the way, the
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child in you learned that play was not safe, not valued, not allowed.
Maybe play was interrupted by chaos. Maybe the household was so
tense that letting your guard down felt dangerous. Maybe you had
to grow up too fast and there wasn't room. Whatever the cause, the
playful child went into the shadow, and the adult who replaced
them runs on duty, productivity, and the quiet desperation of a life

that functions but doesn't feel alive.

CHRONIC SELF-CRITICISM

Of all the inner child wounds, this one may be the most pervasive
and the most painful, because it operates continuously, like
background noise you've stopped hearing. The chronically self-
critical adult is carrying an internalized voice, a voice that sounds
like their own but that originated somewhere else, usually in a
parent, caregiver, or authority figure who criticized them before
they were old enough to evaluate whether the criticism was
warranted. That voice has been running for so long that it feels like
truth, like the baseline assessment of reality. "You're not good
enough. You'll never get it right. Who do you think you are?" These
aren't your thoughts. They're echoes, and the child who first heard
them is still listening, still believing, still flinching every time they

surface.

This brings us to one of the most practical tools in all of inner child

and shadow work.
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Working with the Inner Critic: Bradshaw's Method

John Bradshaw, whose work on the inner child and shame has
influenced decades of therapeutic practice, offered a three-step
method for working with the inner critic that is remarkable in its
simplicity and effectiveness. It's about changing your relationship
to the critic by recognizing it for what it is: an internalized voice that
once belonged to someone else and that you have been

unconsciously obeying ever since.

STEP ONE: TRACK IT

The first step is to notice when the inner critic is speaking. This
sounds obvious, but for most people, the critic operates so
seamlessly within their internal monologue that they don't
recognize it as a separate voice. It sounds like reality. So the practice
is to start catching it in the act. When you notice a harsh self-
judgment, a blanket condemnation, or a prediction of failure,
pause. Write down what the voice said. Not a sanitized version, not
a softened paraphrase, the actual words, in all their cruelty. "You
always screw this up." "Nobody likes you." "You're going to fail and
everyone will see." Get it out of your head and onto paper, where

you can look at it.
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STEP TWO: CHALLENGE IT

Once you've externalized the critic's message, examine it the way
you would examine a claim made by someone you don't
automatically trust. Is this true? Always? With no exceptions?
Where's the evidence? And, this is the part Bradshaw emphasized,
whose voice is this? When you hear "you're not good enough," does
it sound like your voice, or does it sound like someone specific from
your past? A parent, a teacher, an older sibling, a coach? Most
people, when they listen carefully, can trace the critic's voice back
to a real person. And once you make that identification, the spell
starts to break, because you realize you've been obeying the
internalized rules of someone who may have been wrong, limited,
wounded themselves, or operating from a different era of your life

when you didn't have the resources to question them.

Bradshaw recommended answering the critic both emotionally and
logically, not just producing counter-evidence, but feeling the
unfairness of what the voice has been saying to you all these years,
letting the anger or grief that arises be part of the response. "That's

not true, and it wasn't fair to tell a child that."

STEP THREE: DON'T COMPLY

This is the step most people skip, and it's the one that changes
things. After you've tracked the critic and challenged its content,
you consciously choose not to do what it says. If the critic tells you

not to try because you'll fail, you try. If it tells you to stay quiet
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because no one wants to hear you, you speak. If it tells you to keep
producing because resting means you're lazy, you rest. Not as a
grand act of defiance, but as a quiet, deliberate refusal to let a voice

from your past continue to dictate the terms of your present.

This doesn't mean the critic goes away. It probably won't, at least
not entirely, at least not for a long time. What changes is the
relationship, you move from unconscious obedience to conscious
choice, from "this is how I think" to "I hear you, and I'm choosing
differently." Over time, with practice, the volume drops. Not
because you've defeated the critic, but because you've stopped
giving it the one thing it needs to maintain its power: your

unexamined compliance.

From Shame to Self—Compassion

Beneath the inner critic, beneath the people-pleasing and the
perfectionism and the fear, there is usually one thing: shame. Not
guilt, guilt says "l did something bad," and it can be useful because
it motivates repair. Shame says "l am bad," and it is almost never
useful because it doesn't motivate change; it motivates hiding,

which is how the shadow gets built in the first place.
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Most inner child wounds are, at their core, shame wounds. The child
didn't just learn that a particular behavior was unwelcome. They
learned that something about who they are was wrong,
unacceptable, too much or not enough. And because children don't
have the cognitive equipment to distinguish between "my parent is
overwhelmed and can't handle my emotions right now" and "my
emotions are evidence that | am defective," they almost always land
on the second interpretation. That interpretation becomes the
foundation of the shadow: | am bad, and the parts of me that are
bad must be hidden.

The shift from shame to self-compassion is not a technique you
apply once. It's a fundamental reorientation of how you relate to
your own history and your own pain. It's the movement from "l am
bad" to "l was hurt, and | adapted." That second framing doesn't
deny what happened or excuse harmful behavior you may have
developed as a result. It places the emphasis where it belongs: on
the wound rather than on the identity. You didn't develop a shadow
because something was wrong with you. You developed a shadow
because you were a child doing the best you could with the
resources you had, in an environment that didn't make room for all

of who you were.

| can tell you the moment this shift landed for me, because |
remember it in my body. I'd spent over two years deep in this work,
reading Jung, meditating, sitting with my patterns, and for most of

that time, the underlying narrative hadn't changed. | was doing
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shadow work, yes, but part of me was doing it from the premise
that something was wrong with me and | needed to fix it. The
insight, the real one, came when | saw that my entire personality,
the career I'd chosen, the relationships I'd maintained, the
behaviors | thought were "who | am," was programming. Not
conscious choice, not authentic expression, but a set of adaptations
I'd assembled in childhood to survive my particular environment,
and then carried forward into adulthood as though they were me.
The shift wasn't from "I'm broken" to "I'm fine." It was from
"something is wrong with me" to "l adapted to survive, and those
adaptations made sense at the time, and they are not who | am."
That distinction, between identity and adaptation, felt like setting
down a weight | hadn't known | was carrying. It didn't erase the past
or undo the patterns overnight, but it changed the ground | was
standing on, and everything that followed in my work felt different

because of it.

Self-compassion doesn't mean letting yourself off the hook. It
means extending to yourself the same understanding you'd extend
to a child you loved who was doing their best in a difficult situation.
Because that's what happened. And the child who experienced it is
still inside you, still waiting for someone to say: "You weren't bad.

You were hurt. And you don't have to hide anymore."
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EXERCISES

EXERCISE 1: LETTER TO YOUR YOUNGER
SELF

This exercise is one of the most direct ways to connect with
your inner child, and it has been used in therapeutic

contexts for decades for good reason: it works.

You'll need: A quiet space, something to write with (pen
and paper tend to work better than a screen for this one),
and about 30 minutes. Have tissues nearby. This exercise

can bring up strong emotion, and that's the point.

Step 1: Choose an age. Think back to a specific period in
your childhood when something difficult happened, a loss,
a move, a family disruption, a betrayal by a friend, a time
when you felt misunderstood or alone. You don't need to
choose the worst thing that ever happened to you,
especially if you're doing this for the first time. Choose a

moment that still carries a charge when you think about it.

Step 2: Write to that child. Address the letter to yourself at
that age. Use your name. Write to them the way you would
write to a child you love, because that is who you're

writing to.
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Tell them what you wish someone had said at the time. It
might be something as simple as "None of this is your
fault" or "You are allowed to be angry about this" or "The
way they treated you says everything about them and
nothing about you." Offer the understanding they didn't
receive. Acknowledge what they felt, especially the
feelings they weren't allowed to express. Tell them what
happens next, not the details, but the reassurance that
they survive, that they grow, that the pain doesn't last

forever even when it feels like it will.

Step 3: Read it aloud. If you can, read the letter out loud.
Hear the words in your own voice, directed at the child you
were. Notice what you feel in your body as you read. If you
cry, let yourself cry. If you feel angry on behalf of that child,

let yourself feel angry. The emotion is the healing.

Step 4: Keep it. Don't throw the letter away. Put it
somewhere you can find it again. You may want to write
more letters, to different ages, different moments, different
versions of yourself. Each one is a thread of connection
between your adult self and the child who has been

waiting in the shadow.
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EXERCISE 2: INNER CRITIC LOG

This is a practical application of Bradshaw's method,

adapted for daily use.

You'll need: A notebook or note on your phone that you
can access throughout the day. Commit to this for three

consecutive days.

For each instance of self-criticism you catch, record three

things:

1. What the critic said. Write the exact words, as close to
verbatim as you can get. Don't soften them. "You're so
stupid" is different from "I made a mistake," and the

difference matters.

2. Whose voice it sounded like. Close your eyes for a
moment and ask: does this sound like me, or does it
sound like someone from my past? A parent? A
teacher? Asibling? A bully? An ex? You may not always
be able to identify the source, and that's fine. Just ask

the question and note whatever comes.

3. What a compassionate friend would say instead. Not a
platitude or an empty affirmation, but an honest,
caring response, the kind of thing a friend who knows
you and cares about your well-being would say if they
heard the critic's words. "That's a harsh thing to say to

yourself about a normal mistake" or "You're holding

127



yourself to a standard that no one could meet" or
"You've been carrying that voice for a long time, and it

doesn't belong to you."

At the end of the three days, read through your log. Look
for patterns. Does the critic have a favorite theme,
competence, worth, lovability, appearance? Does it tend to
strike at particular times, when you're tired, when you've
taken a risk, when you've let someone down? Does the
same source voice keep appearing? These patterns are a
map of the inner child wound that the critic is defending,
and recognizing the pattern is the first step toward

changing your relationship to it.

EXERCISE 3: REPARENTING REFLECTION

This is a quieter exercise, less structured than the others,
and it can be done in ten minutes or an hour, whatever

feels right.

Sit somewhere comfortable and ask yourself two

questions:

1. What did | need as a child that | never received?
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Take your time with this. The answer might be obvious, "l
needed someone to tell me they were proud of me" or "I
needed to feel safe," or it might take a while to surface.
Think about what was missing, not just what was present
and harmful. Sometimes the deepest wounds come from
what was absent: the validation that never came, the
comfort that wasn't offered, the permission that was never

granted.

Write down whatever comes. You might end up with one

thing or a list. Both are fine.
2. How can | give that to myself now?

This is the reparenting question, and it's the one that
moves inner child work from insight into action. For each
unmet need you identified, ask what it would look like,
concretely, practically, in the fabric of your daily life, to

begin meeting that need yourself.

If you needed permission to rest, what would it look like to
give yourself that permission today? If you needed
someone to say "your feelings matter," how can you start
treating your feelings as though they matter? If you needed
to be seen, what would it mean to stop hiding the parts of

yourself you've kept in the shadow?

129



Reparenting isn't about replacing what your caregivers
couldn't give. That loss is real and deserves to be grieved.
It's about recognizing that the child inside you is still
waiting, still hoping, and that you are now the person with
the power to respond. Not perfectly. Not all at once. But
with the steady, imperfect willingness to keep showing up
for the parts of yourself that learned, long ago, not to

expect anyone to show up for them.
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Integration



Chapter 8: Living with Your
Shadow

If you've made it this far, if you've sat with your triggers, written the
letters, faced the mirror, and let your inner child speak, you might

be wondering when the work is done.
The honest answer: itisn't. Not in the way you're hoping.

Shadow work is not a project with a finish line. There is no moment
where you integrate the final piece, close the book, and walk into
the sunset as a healed human being. That fantasy, the one where
enough inner work produces a permanent state of clarity and calm,
is itself a kind of shadow. It's the ego's dream of transcendence, and
chasing it will exhaust you the same way ignoring the shadow did in

the first place.

What shadow work offers instead is something quieter and far more
sustainable: an ongoing relationship with yourself that deepens
over time, a growing capacity to meet your own darkness without
flinching, and the strange relief of no longer needing to perform a
version of yourself that doesn't include all of you. Keila Shaheen put

it well: integration is "everything you do going forward, how you
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wear and inhabit your evolving self, how you make room for your
shadow, what new practices and self-affirming new routines you

build."

That's what this chapter is about. Not reaching an endpoint, but

building a life that includes the shadow rather than fighting it.

Two Kinds of Integration

Not all integration looks the same. In practice, there are two distinct

modes, and you'll move between them throughout your life.

The first is structured integration, the kind that follows an intense
experience. Maybe you've had a therapy session that cracked
something open, or a retreat that left you emotionally raw, or a
period of deep journaling that surfaced material you weren't
expecting. After experiences like these, you need deliberate time
and space to absorb what came up. This might mean writing about
it, creating something, talking to someone you trust, or sitting with
the discomfort long enough for it to settle into understanding rather
than overwhelm. Structured integration is active. You're making

sense of what the unconscious has delivered.
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The second is gradual integration, the kind that happens almost
without your noticing. This is the slow shift that accumulates over
months and years of practice, the way you realize one day that a
situation that used to send you into a spiral now produces a mild
ripple, the way you catch yourself mid-projection and smile instead
of spiraling, the way compassion for someone who would have
infuriated you a year ago arrives before the judgment does. Gradual
integration isn't something you do. It's something that happens to
you as a result of doing the work consistently, even imperfectly,

over time.

Both kinds matter. The structured work creates breakthroughs; the
gradual work creates a new baseline. If you chase peak experiences
without the daily practice to absorb them, you'll keep having
revelations that never land. If you do the daily practice without ever
going deeper, you'll plateau. The rhythm between the two is where

real transformation lives.

The Art of Loading the Boat

One of the most useful metaphors I've encountered for this balance
comes from Barbara Hannah, a Jungian analyst who studied under

Jung. She described consciousness as a boat floating on the surface
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of the unconscious, and each piece of shadow material we bring
into awareness has a weight that changes how that boat sits in the

water.

The metaphor captures something that most self-help approaches
miss: there is such a thing as too much shadow work, and there is
such a thing as too little, and the art of sustainable practice lies in

finding the right loading for your particular boat at any given time.

Take too little shadow material on board, and you float away from
reality. You become that person who lives in their head, who
spiritualizes everything, who has beautiful theories about the
unconscious but can't hold a difficult conversation with their
partner or sit with their own anger for more than ten seconds. You
drift. Your life looks clean from the outside, but it has no weight, no

ground, no honest contact with the mess of being human.

Take too much on board at once, and you sink. You overwhelm your
capacity to process what's coming up, you destabilize your daily
functioning, you lose the ground beneath your feet. I've seen this
happen: people who dive into shadow work with the same intensity
they bring to everything else, who want to face it all at once, who
treat the unconscious like a problem to be solved with enough
willpower and enough journal entries. The unconscious does not
respond well to brute force. When you try to swallow more than you
can digest, the material doesn't integrate. It floods. And flooding

feels less like growth and more like drowning.

135



| learned this the hard way during a five-day Vipassana retreat, ten
hours of silent meditation a day, no speaking, no reading, no
writing, just you and whatever your mind decides to serve up. By
day three, something cracked open that | hadn't been expecting: |
became aware of a chronic tension in my back that I'd been carrying
for what might have been my entire life, a knot so embedded in my
body that | had mistaken it for part of my anatomy rather than
something my nervous system was holding on my behalf. And once
that tension became conscious, everything it had been holding
came with it: waves of grief and anger and a bone-deep exhaustion
that felt like it belonged to a version of me I'd never met. It was, in
every sense, a dark night of the soul, and there was nowhere to go,
no distraction available, no way to close the lid back down. The

boat was taking on water faster than | could bail.

What | learned from that experience is that the unconscious has its
own pace, and when you force the doors open wider than your
system can handle, what comes through doesn't land as insight. It
lands as overwhelm. The retreat held me through it, and the
material did settle into something | could work with, but it took
weeks afterward to absorb what had surfaced. If | had tried to go
back to my normal life the next day and stack more inner work on
top of that experience, | would have sunk. The lesson was simple

and humbling: depth is not measured by how much you can endure
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in a single sitting, it's measured by how honestly you can integrate
what you've found, and integration requires time, gentleness, and

the wisdom to know when enough is enough.

Hannah's wisdom is that the main art of shadow work consists in
the right loading of the boat. Not maximum loading. Right loading,
which means paying attention to your own capacity, respecting the
pace at which your psyche can absorb new material, and
understanding that there will be seasons of your life where you can

go deep and seasons where maintenance is enough.

Signs That the Work Is Working

One of the frustrating things about shadow work is that progress
doesn't announce itself the way progress in other domains does.
You don't get a notification. There's no metric that ticks upward.
The changes tend to be subtle, and you often notice them in

retrospect, or when someone else points them out.

Still, there are patterns. Integration tends to look like this in

practice:

Fewer triggers, and less intense reactions when they do arise. The
situations that used to send you into a tailspin still happen, but the

charge diminishes. You feel the pull of the old reaction, but there's a
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gap now, a beat of awareness between the trigger and the response,
and in that gap, you have a choice you didn't have before. This
doesn't mean you never react disproportionately again; it means

you notice faster when you do, and you recover more quickly.

More humor about your own flaws. This is one of the most reliable
signals. When you can laugh at the thing that used to make you
defensive, when you can say "there goes my control freak again"
with affection rather than shame, something has shifted. The
shadow loses its grip when you can hold it lightly. William Miller
noted that people who deny their shadow tend to lack a sense of
humor about themselves, and the reverse is equally true: the return

of humor is a sign that the ego is relaxing its grip on the self-image.

Greater compassion for others' shadows. When you've looked
honestly at your own jealousy, your own pettiness, your own
capacity for cruelty, it becomes much harder to stand in judgment
of those qualities in someone else. Not impossible, you're human,
and judgment will still arise, but the judgment comes with a
softening, a recognition that the person in front of you is fighting
the same war you are, with different weapons and different
wounds. This compassion is a byproduct of self-knowledge that

arrives on its own when you've done enough honest looking.

Less need to perform. Perhaps the most telling shift is the one
where you stop curating your identity so carefully, where the gap

between who you are in public and who you are in private begins to

138



narrow. The persona doesn't disappear, because social life requires
masks, but it becomes thinner, more flexible, more transparent. You

wear it like a light jacket instead of a suit of armor.

If you're noticing even one of these shifts, something is working.

Trust the process even when it feels like nothing is happening.

Building a Sustainable Practice

The enemy of shadow work is not resistance, though resistance is
real. The enemy is abandonment: starting the work with intensity
and then letting it slide when life gets busy, when the initial
discomfort fades, when the novelty wears off. Shadow work that
happens in bursts, separated by months of forgetting, rarely
produces lasting change because the shadow is patient and it will

wait you out.

What works is a practice, a rhythm you can sustain across the
seasons of your life, including the ones where you're exhausted and
uninspired and have no desire to look inward. A realistic cadence

built from the tools in this book:

Daily: a micro-practice (5 minutes or less). Pick one and stick with
it for at least a month before changing. Options include the morning

feeling check-in ("l feel and | think it's about..."), a brief trigger

J—
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log at the end of the day (what got under my skin and why?), or a
single journal prompt from the appendix. The point is continuity.
You're keeping the channel open between the conscious and the
unconscious, signaling that you're still paying attention. Five
minutes a day, done consistently, will do more for your integration

than a weekend retreat followed by three months of silence.

Weekly: a deeper practice (30-60 minutes). Set aside one session
per week for the kind of work that requires more space. This might
be a shadow dialogue, where you sit with a quality you've identified
as shadow material and let it speak. It might be a letter, to your
younger self, to someone who hurt you, to a quality you've rejected.
It might be dream journaling, where you write down whatever
fragments you remember and sit with them long enough to feel
their weight. It might be mirror work, or emotion mapping, or
revisiting your admiration and irritation list from Chapter 1. Rotate
through these practices based on what feels alive and relevant, but
protect the time. This is your appointment with yourself, and it

matters as much as anything else on your calendar.

Monthly: a review and recalibration. Once a month, go back
through your journal entries, your trigger logs, your notes. Look for
patterns. What keeps showing up? What has shifted? What feels
different than it did a month ago, and what feels stubbornly the
same? Update your admiration and irritation lists. Notice whether

the names or qualities have changed, this is one of the clearest
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ways to track your own growth. A monthly review doesn't need to
take more than an hour, but it gives you perspective that daily

practice alone cannot provide.

The specific practices matter less than the structure. What you're
building is a relationship, and relationships need regularity to
deepen. They don't need perfection. You'll miss days, skip weeks,
fall off and climb back on. That's normal. The practice is not ruined

by interruption; it's ruined by abandonment. Keep coming back.

The Golden Shadow, Revisited

Throughout this book, I've emphasized that the shadow contains
your rejected darkness, your anger, your jealousy, your selfishness,
your cruelty. But the shadow also contains your rejected light, and
as you progress in this work, the balance of what needs to be

reclaimed shifts.

Early shadow work is often dominated by the dark material,
because that's what's most obviously causing problems in your life,
the triggers, the projections, the patterns that keep repeating. But
once you've developed a working relationship with your darker
impulses, something interesting happens: the golden shadow starts

demanding attention. The talents you never developed, the
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ambitions you suppressed because someone told you they were too
much, the creativity you abandoned because it didn't seem
practical, the confidence you buried because it made other people
uncomfortable, all of this is shadow material too, and it wants to

come home.

Reclaiming the golden shadow can be surprisingly difficult,
sometimes even harder than facing the dark material. Owning your
anger requires courage, but owning your brilliance requires a
different kind of courage, the willingness to be visible, to take up
space, to risk the envy and judgment that come with stepping fully
into your power. Many people find it easier to admit they're capable
of cruelty than to admit they're capable of greatness, because

cruelty at least keeps you humble, while greatness asks you to rise.

For me, the golden shadow that demanded the most courage to
reclaim was a kind of enthusiasm and aliveness that I'd buried so
thoroughly | forgot it was ever mine. For years I'd funneled all of my
energy into career paths and behaviors that looked responsible
from the outside but felt hollow on the inside, and I'd mistaken that
hollowness for maturity, as if caring about something, or pursuing
an interest because it lit me up, was somehow less serious than
doing what was expected. When shadow work began peeling back
those layers, what came flooding back wasn't one single talent but
a whole orientation toward life that I'd suppressed: a curiosity, a
willingness to explore without knowing where it would lead, a

desire to engage with ideas and people in ways that didn't need to
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produce anything useful. | started a podcast, | started writing, |
found myself gravitating toward conversations and projects that
would have seemed absurd to the version of me who was still living
according to other people's scripts. It felt like meeting a part of
myself that had been waiting in the dark with extraordinary

patience.

What surprised me even more was the return of something | can
only describe as a will for living, a lightness, a capacity for laughter
and enthusiasm that | hadn't realized I'd lost until it came back. |
think we get so accustomed to operating at a low hum of
suppression that we mistake the suppression for our baseline, and
when the golden shadow starts to come home, you realize how
much energy you were spending to keep it locked away. Letting that
part of yourself out of the bag is terrifying at first, because visibility
invites judgment, and the people who knew the old, contained
version of you don't always know what to do with this fuller one.
But the alternative, keeping your own light in the shadow because it
makes other people more comfortable, is a price I'm no longer

willing to pay.

As your practice matures, make sure you're not only confronting
darkness. Spend equal time asking: what strength am | afraid to
claim? What talent am I refusing to develop? What would | do if |
stopped telling myself I'm not that kind of person? The shadow
holds your compost and your gold in the same place. Don't leave

the gold in the dark.
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What the Research Says: Post-Traumatic Growth

There's a body of research that validates what the Jungian tradition
has long intuited: facing your pain doesn't just reduce suffering. It

can be a catalyst for profound growth.

The field of post-traumatic growth, pioneered by researchers
Richard Tedeschi and Lawrence Calhoun, has found that between
30 and 70 percent of people who confront significant adversity,
trauma, loss, crisis, the very experiences that crack the ego open
and expose the shadow, report positive psychological changes as a
result. Not despite the pain, but through it. These changes include a
deeper appreciation for life, stronger and more intimate
relationships, a greater sense of personal strength, the discovery of

new possibilities, and a richer spiritual or existential understanding.

This is not toxic positivity in academic clothing. The researchers are
clear that post-traumatic growth does not erase the trauma or the
suffering, and it doesn't happen automatically. It requires what
Tedeschi identifies as five key elements: education and awareness
(understanding what you're going through), emotional regulation
(being able to hold difficult feelings without being destroyed by
them), disclosure (sharing your experience with others), narrative
development (making meaning from what happened), and service

(turning your wound into something that helps others).
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If that list sounds familiar, it should. It's a description of what you've
been doing throughout this book. Shadow work is, in many ways, a
deliberate practice of the conditions that make post-traumatic
growth possible: you're building awareness, learning to regulate
your emotional responses, disclosing your hidden material to
yourself (and sometimes to others), developing new narratives
about who you are, and, if you take this work seriously, becoming
someone who can hold space for others' shadows because you've

learned to hold your own.

The research doesn't promise that everyone who faces their
shadow will emerge stronger. But it confirms what the Jungian
tradition has maintained: the descent into darkness is not merely a
wound to survive. For many people, it is the doorway to a life they

couldn't have reached by staying on the surface.

When to Seek Professional Help

There is a line between productive discomfort and genuine distress,
and part of doing this work responsibly is knowing where that line

falls for you.
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Shadow work will make you uncomfortable. That's the point. You're
looking at things you've spent your life avoiding, and the looking
hurts. Some sessions will leave you feeling raw, shaky, tearful, or
drained, and that's a normal part of the process. The discomfort

means the work is touching something real.

But there are signs that the work has moved beyond what you can

safely hold on your own:

e You're experiencing prolonged emotional distress that doesn't
ease between sessions, not occasional rawness, but a persistent

state of overwhelm that lasts days or weeks.

e You're having thoughts of self-harm or suicide, even fleeting

ones.

e Shadow material is surfacing that involves trauma you've never
processed, abuse, violence, neglect, and the feelings are too

intense to contain.

e You're unable to regulate your emotions in daily life, finding
yourself unable to function at work, in relationships, or in basic

self-care.

e You're dissociating, feeling disconnected from your body, your

surroundings, or your sense of self in ways that frighten you.

¢ You're using substances, food, sex, or other compulsive

behaviors to manage what's coming up.
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If any of this resonates, please seek the support of a qualified
therapist, ideally one who is familiar with depth psychology,
Jungian approaches, Internal Family Systems, or somatic work. This
is not a failure of your shadow work practice; it's a sign that your
practice has uncovered material that deserves professional care.

There's a more detailed guide in the appendix.

The shadow is not a monster, but some of the wounds it carries are
deep, and deep wounds need skilled hands. Knowing when to ask
for help is wisdom, and it's one of the most important forms of self-

care you can practice.
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EXERCISE: DESIGN YOUR SHADOW
WORK PRACTICE

This is the exercise that turns everything in this book from
something you've read into something you live. You're
going to design a realistic, sustainable shadow work
practice tailored to your life as it is, not the idealized
version where you have unlimited time and energy, but the

real one.

You'll need: Something to write with, 20-30 minutes, and

honesty about what you'll do.

Step 1: Choose your daily micro-practice. Pick one
practice you can do every day in 5 minutes or less. Choose

based on what resonated most in this book:

e Morning feeling check-in ("l feel and | thinkit's

about...")

_

e End-of-day trigger log (one sentence about what got

under your skin and why)
e Onejournal prompt from the appendix
e Abrief body scan, noting where you're holding tension

and what emotion lives there

Write down which one you're committing to, and when in

your day you'll do it.
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Step 2: Choose your weekly deeper practice. Pick one
practice you can do for 30-60 minutes once a week. Again,

choose what called to you:

¢ Shadow dialogue (Chapter 6)

e Letter to your younger self or an unsent letter (Chapters
5and7)

e Dream journaling and reflection (Chapter 3)

e Mirror work (Chapter 6)

e Emotion mapping (Chapter 6)

e Revisiting and updating your admiration and irritation

lists (Chapter 1)

Write down which one you're starting with (you can rotate

later), and which day and time you're protecting for it.

Step 3: Set your monthly review. Choose a day each
month, the first Sunday, the last Friday evening, whatever

works. On that day, you'll:
e Re-read your journal entries and trigger logs from the
past month
¢ Note any recurring patterns, shifts, or surprises
e Update your admiration and irritation lists

e Askyourself: What has changed? What hasn't? What

needs more attention?
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¢ Adjust your daily and weekly practices if something

isn't working
Write down your review day.

Step 4: Make it real. Put your daily, weekly, and monthly
commitments somewhere you'll see them. A sticky note, a
phone reminder, the first page of your journal. The practice
doesn't need to be dramatic. It needs to be consistent.

Start tomorrow.
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Chapter 9: The Bigger Picture

A question has been running beneath every chapter of this book,
and now it's time to say it out loud: why does any of this matter

beyond you?

You've spent these pages learning to recognize your shadow, to sit
with it, to write to it and about it, to meet it in your relationships
and your body and your oldest wounds. The work is personal,
sometimes uncomfortably so. But if it stayed personal, if the only
result of all this looking was a slightly more self-aware individual
moving through the world with marginally fewer projections, Jung
would have considered the project a failure. Jung believed, with a
conviction that deepened over the course of his career, that shadow
work is a collective imperative, perhaps the most urgent one we

face.
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The Shadow Goes to Scale

The same mechanism that makes you project your disowned anger
onto your partner operates at the level of nations, races, and
political tribes. The same process that turns your unexamined
jealousy into contempt for a colleague turns a culture's unexamined
shame into hatred of an outgroup. The shadow doesn't stop at the
borders of the individual psyche; it scales up, seamlessly and

catastrophically, into every form of collective hostility we know.

Jung saw this with devastating clarity. Writing during the Cold War,
he observed: "It is the face of his own evil shadow that grins at
Western man from the other side of the Iron Curtain." The sentence
is almost seventy years old, but if you swap the nouns, if you
replace "the Iron Curtain" with whatever divide feels most charged
in your own political landscape, the mechanism is identical. We
identify our shadow with the other side, and once that
identification is in place, we become incapable of seeing the enemy
as human, because to do so would require us to see in them what

we refuse to see in ourselves.

Von Franz completed the thought: "If we identify our own shadow
with, say, the Communists or the capitalists, a part of our own
personality remains on the opposing side. The result is that we shall
constantly, though involuntarily, do things behind our own backs
that support this other side, and thus we shall unwittingly help our

enemy." When you refuse to own a quality in yourself and instead
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project it onto an enemy, you don't just misunderstand that enemy.
You unconsciously feed the very dynamic you claim to oppose. The
person who represses their own authoritarianism and projects it
onto the opposing political party will, without realizing it, adopt
authoritarian tactics in fighting authoritarianism. The culture that
denies its own violence and locates violence in the other will

commit violence in the name of peace.

This is the machinery behind racism, behind nationalism, behind
every form of collective demonization that has ever led a group of
otherwise ordinary people to do monstrous things. The Jungian
analyst Robert Jay Lifton studied Nazi doctors, educated, cultured
men who committed atrocities, and found that they operated
through a psychological mechanism he called "doubling," in which
they created a second, autonomous self that could carry out evil
while the "normal” self remained intact. It is shadow splitting taken
to its most extreme and horrifying endpoint, and the lesson is not
that those men were uniquely monstrous. The lesson is that the
capacity for that splitting lives in every human psyche that has not

learned to look at its own darkness.

Alexander Solzhenitsyn, who spent years in Soviet labor camps and
had every reason to divide the world into victims and perpetrators,
refused to do so. Instead, he wrote what may be the most important
sentence ever composed about human nature: "If only there were

evil people somewhere insidiously committing evil deeds, and it
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were necessary only to separate them from the rest of us and
destroy them. But the line dividing good and evil cuts through the

heart of every human being."

That line runs through your heart. It runs through mine. It runs
through the heart of every person you admire and every person you

despise. There is no human being alive who stands on one side of it.

What Happens When You Stop Projecting

When you do your shadow work, not as a weekend hobby but as an
ongoing practice of honest self-examination, something shifts in
how you relate to the world around you. You don't become naive
about evil, and you don't lose your capacity for moral judgment.

You stop needing enemies in the way you used to.

You stop needing to be the good one, because you've seen your
own capacity for cruelty and you know that goodness is a choice
you make, again and again, with full awareness of the alternative.
You stop needing the other side to be monstrous, because you've
located the monster in yourself and discovered that it's a part of you
that was never given a voice and got louder in the dark. You stop
needing the world to be divided into us and them, because you've

spent enough time with your own contradictions to know that every
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human being is a walking civil war between competing impulses,
and that the peace you're looking for out there can only be built in

here first.

This doesn't make you passive. If anything, it makes you more
effective, because you're no longer wasting energy maintaining a
fiction about your own purity. The person who knows their shadow,
who has sat with their rage, their envy, their pettiness, their hunger
for power, can engage with conflict without being consumed by it.
They can hold tension without demonizing, disagree without
dehumanizing, fight for what matters without needing to destroy
the person on the other side. They have, in the language of
Menakem's Five Anchors, learned to stay present in their body
through the ambiguity and uncertainty of genuine human
difference, and to respond from the best parts of themselves rather

than the most reactive ones.

Jung put it this way: "As any change must begin somewhere, it is
the single individual who will experience it and carry it through. The
change must indeed begin with an individual; it might be any one of
us." The collective shadow cannot be addressed by collective action
alone. It must be addressed, first and always, by individuals who are
willing to stop projecting and start looking inward. Every time you
catch a projection, every time you choose curiosity over contempt,

every time you hold the tension of your own contradictions instead
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of flattening them into a story about someone else's failure, you are
withdrawing one small thread from the web of collective shadow

that keeps the world locked in cycles of blame and retaliation.

It is slow work. It is invisible work. It will never make the news. But |

believe it is the only work that changes anything at the root.

A Problem of Love

James Hillman, one of the most original thinkers in the Jungian
tradition, wrote a sentence about shadow work that | keep coming
back to, one that reframes everything I've written in this book: "The
cure of the shadow is a problem of love. How far can our love extend

to the broken and ruined parts of ourselves?"

That question, how far can your love extend, is the real question of
shadow work. How far can you love the parts of yourself that you
were taught to hate? How much of your own darkness can you hold

with tenderness instead of judgment?

And here is where the personal and the collective meet: the degree
to which you can love your own shadow is the degree to which you
can love the shadow in others. Not tolerate it. Not excuse it. Love it,
which means seeing it clearly, without flinching, and recognizing it

as something human rather than something alien. The person who
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cannot extend compassion to their own jealousy will never extend
compassion to someone else's. The person who is at war with their
own anger will always be at war with angry people. The person who
has made peace with their own darkness becomes someone who
can sitin the presence of another person's darkness without

needing to fix it, flee from it, or condemn it.

This is the messy, ongoing, imperfect practice of choosing
wholeness over performance, honesty over comfort, and love over

the exhausting project of pretending to be someone you're not.

Whole, Not Good

Jung's most famous line, "l would rather be whole than good,"
sounds provocative the first time you hear it, as if he's making a
case for moral recklessness. He isn't. He's making a case against the
kind of goodness that requires you to amputate half of who you are,
the goodness that comes from repression rather than integration,
from performance rather than self-knowledge, from the desperate

maintenance of an image rather than the honest inhabiting of a life.

The person who has achieved goodness by denying their capacity
for harm, by stuffing their darker impulses into the bag and sitting
on the lid, is, as Bly warned, dragging something behind them that
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is growing more primitive and volatile with every passing year. Their
goodness is brittle. It cracks under pressure. When it cracks, the
results are often worse than if they had never tried to be good in the
first place, because all those years of repression come out at once,
and what emerges is not the manageable darkness of a person who
knows themselves but the distorted, regressed fury of a shadow

that has been locked in a basement for decades.

The person who is whole, on the other hand, has not eliminated
their darkness. They've included it. They know they are capable of
cruelty, and they choose kindness. They know they are capable of
selfishness, and they choose generosity. They know they are
capable of cowardice, and they choose courage. The difference is
that their choices come from awareness, from having looked at the
full menu of who they are and choosing, consciously, who they
want to be in this moment, while remaining honest about all the

other options that live inside them.

That is what this book has been building toward. The integration of
the shadow, the slow, patient, sometimes painful, sometimes funny,

always humbling process of learning to live with all of who you are.

| want to be honest with you about where this work has brought
me, because | think you deserve something more than a neat
conclusion. I've been deep in Jungian psychology and shadow work
for over two years now, and I'm not sure this is the kind of work

where you ever get to say you're done with it. | still get triggered, |
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still catch myself projecting, | still have days where the old patterns
flicker back to life as if nothing has changed. But what has changed,
and this is the part that keeps me going, is the space around all of it.
There is more room between the stimulus and my response now,
more calmness in my nervous system, a quality of relaxation that |
didn't know was available to me before | started looking at what I'd
been carrying in the dark. | make better decisions, not because I've
become wiser in some grand sense but because I'm less reactive,
less driven by unconscious material that used to run the show
without my knowing it. I'm kinder, to myself and to other people,
and | feel a gratitude for being alive that would have sounded

sentimental to the version of me who started this journey.

| have the feeling that many people are living a base state of mild
annoyance and slightly hating themselves, a low-grade suffering so
constant that it passes for normal, and that shadow work is one of
the most direct paths out of that state that I've encountered. Not
the only path, there are many doors into this room, and whatever
modality works for you is the right one, but a path that goes to the
root rather than trimming the branches. My awakening, if | can call
it that, was the moment | realized that my patterns, my career
choices, my behaviors, the entire architecture of my life had been
programming rather than conscious choice, and that realization
was the beginning of something that felt less like self-improvement

and more like coming home to a house I'd been locked out of.
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I won't pretend this work is for everyone, or that choosing to look at
your shadow is the only valid response to the low-grade suffering
that most of us carry. Some people live their whole lives without
doing this work and find genuine contentment. | don't judge that.
But for me, the choice was never a choice at all. Once you see the
programming, you can't unsee it, and the only honest direction is
forward, into the uncertainty of becoming whoever you are beneath
all the conditioning. That meant leaving behind career paths that
weren't mine, letting go of assumptions I'd been carrying since
childhood, sitting with the unsettling emptiness of not yet knowing
what would replace the old structures. It was difficult work. But it

was the first honest work I'd ever done.

So here is what | hope this book gives you: not answers, but a
beginning. Not a destination, but a direction and the tools to walk it
at your own pace. The shadow will keep showing up, in your
relationships, in your ambitions, in the quiet moments when you're
alone with yourself and there's nowhere left to hide, and each time
it does, you'll have a choice about whether to look or to look away. |
hope you keep looking. | hope you extend to yourself the kind of
love that Hillman described, the love that reaches all the way to the
broken and ruined parts and says, you belong here too. And | hope
that somewhere in these pages, you found the permission you
didn't know you needed to stop performing wholeness and start

living it, one imperfect, honest step at a time.
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Jung also said: "As any change must begin somewhere, it is the
single individual who will experience it and carry it through." You

are that individual. The change begins, and continues, with you.
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Appendix

A. Quick-Reference: 30 Shadow Work Journal Prompts

These prompts are drawn from across the book and its source
material. They're organized by theme so you can find what's
relevant when you need it, but there's no required order. Follow
whatever pulls you. Keep a dedicated journal for this work, and
remember: there are no wrong answers, only honest and dishonest

ones.

IDENTITY AND AUTHENTICITY

1. What part of yourself do you work hardest to keep hidden from
others? What would happen if they saw it?

2. When did you last feel like you were performing a version of
yourself rather than being one? What were you hiding, and from

whom?

3. Write about a time you acted "out of character." What character
were you acting from, and is it possible that character is more

you than the one you usually perform?
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4. What qualities do you most want people to associate with you?
Now ask: what is the opposite of each quality, and where does it
live in your life?

5. If you could live for one year with no one watching or judging,
what would you do differently? What does the gap between that

life and your current one tell you?

6. What misconception do people have about you that you secretly

encourage?

RELATIONSHIPS

7. Think of the person who irritates you most. List their three worst
qualities. Now, with radical honesty: where does the seed of

each quality live in you?

8. In your closest relationship, what do you most often criticize
your partner (or friend, or family member) for? What would it

mean if that criticism was a mirror?

9. When was the last time someone's success made you feel
diminished? What does that reaction tell you about what you've

left unclaimed in yourself?

10. Write about a pattern that keeps repeating in your relationships,
the same fight, the same distance, the same collapse. What is

your role in that pattern, not theirs?

11. Who in your life do you find it hardest to be vulnerable with?

What are you protecting, and at what cost?
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12.

Write a letter to someone who hurt you. Don't send it. Then re-
read it and underline every quality you attributed to them.

Circle any that might also be yours.

CHILDHOOD AND FAMILY

13.

14.

15.

16.

17.

18.

What were the spoken and unspoken rules of your childhood
home? ("In my family, you didn't...") For each, what quality or

impulse did you have to suppress?

What did you need as a child that you never received? How do
you seek that same thing in adult relationships, and how does

the seeking sometimes sabotage you?

Whose voice does your inner critic sound like? Write down three

things it says most often, and trace each one back to its origin.

What emotion was not allowed in your household growing up?
How do you relate to that emotion now: do you avoid it,

overexpress it, or fear it in others?

Write about a moment in childhood when you learned that a
part of you was not welcome. What did you do with that part?

Whereis it now?

What is the best quality you inherited from your family? What is

the worst? How do both show up in your life today?

EMOTIONS

19.

Which emotion do you find most difficult to sit with, not the one

you think you should find difficult, but the one that makes you
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20.

21.

22.

23.

24,

want to leave the room?

When did you last feel ashamed? Describe the moment in detail.

What was the shame protecting you from feeling or revealing?

Write about your relationship with anger. Are you comfortable
expressing it? Do you suppress it? Do you let it out sideways?

Where did you learn to handle it this way?

What emotion do you judge most harshly in other people? What
would it mean to allow yourself to feel that same emotion,

without judgment?

Describe a feeling you've been carrying for a long time that you
haven't told anyone about. What would happen if you let it have

a voice?

Locate an emotion in your body right now. Where does it sit? Is it
heavy or light, warm or cold? What color is it? What would it say

if it could speak?

FEAR AND GROWTH

25.

26.

27.

What would you attempt if you knew you could not fail? Now
ask: what fear is keeping you from attempting it even with the
possibility of failure?

Where in your life are you playing small, not because the
situation demands it, but because stepping into your power

feels dangerous?

What is the compliment you have the hardest time accepting?

Why does it make you uncomfortable, and what would change if
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you let yourself believe it?

28. Write about something you failed at that still carries shame.
Now write about it as if you were speaking to a close friend who

had the same experience. What would you tell them?
29. What quality do you most admire in someone else that you've
told yourself you could never embody? What if you're wrong?
30. Imagine yourself at the end of your life, looking back. What is

the one thing you would most regret not having done, said, or

become? What is stopping you now?

B. The 12 Archctypcs, Light and Shadow

These twelve archetypes, drawn from the Jungian tradition and
adapted by Carol Pearson and Keila Shaheen, represent universal
patterns of human motivation and behavior. Each has a light
expression (when the archetype is consciously lived) and a shadow
expression (when it operates unconsciously or is taken to an
extreme). You may recognize yourself in several. The goal is to
notice which patterns are active in your life and where their

shadows might be running things without your awareness.
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ARCHETYPE

The Innocent

The Orphan

The Warrior

The Caregiver

CORE DRIVE

Safety, trust,
optimism

Belonging,
survival

Strength,
mastery,
protection

Service,
nurturing

LIGHT
EXPRESSION

Childlike
wonder, faith,
openness to life

Resilience,
empathy for the
underdog,
resourcefulness,
finding your tribe

Courage,
discipline,
standing up for
what matters,
healthy
assertiveness

Generosity,
compassion,
attentiveness to
others' needs
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SHADOW
EXPRESSION

Naivety, denial of
problems,
passivity, refusal
to grow up,
dependence on
others to handle
difficulty

Cynicism, victim
identity, chronic
dissatisfaction,
settling for less to
avoid further
abandonment

Aggression for its
own sake,
ruthlessness,
cruelty disguised
as toughness,
need to
dominate,
inability to
surrender

Martyrdom,
enabling,
resentment from
over-giving, using
care as control,



LIGHT
ARCHETYPE CORE DRIVE

EXPRESSION
The Explorer Freedom, Curiosity,
discovery independence,

willingness to
venture into the

unknown
The Lover Connection, Depth of feeling,
passion, devotion,
intimacy capacity to bond
The Creator Innovation, self-  Imagination,
expression originality, the

ability to bring
something new
into being
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SHADOW
EXPRESSION

losing yourself in
others' lives

Restlessness,
inability to
commit, using
movement as
escape, chronic
dissatisfaction
with what is

Codependency,
obsession, using
seduction to
avoid genuine
intimacy, love
addiction, losing
identity in the
other

Perfectionism
that paralyzes,
starting without
finishing, self-
doubt masked as
artistic
temperament,
negative self-
fulfilling
prophecies



ARCHETYPE

The Destroyer

The Ruler

The Magician

The Sage

CORE DRIVE

Transformation,
release

Order,
leadership,
responsibility

Transformation,
healing

Wisdom, truth,
understanding

LIGHT
EXPRESSION

Capacity to let
go, make space
for the new,
grieve what must
end

Wise
governance,
creating
structure that
serves others,
taking ownership

Ability to
catalyze change,
see patterns,
bridge the visible
and invisible

Clarity,
discernment,
nonattachment,
devotion to
learning
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SHADOW
EXPRESSION

Destructiveness
for its own sake,
nihilism, self-
sabotage, tearing
down without
building anything
inits place

Tyranny, rigid
control, zero-sum
thinking, using
authority to serve
ego rather than
community

Manipulation,
spiritual
bypassing, toxic
positivity, using
insight as power
over others
rather than

service

Intellectual
elitism,
detachment
disguised as
wisdom,
dogmatism,
being soin the



ARCHETYPE CORE DRIVE

LIGHT
EXPRESSION

SHADOW
EXPRESSION

mind that you
lose touch with

the body and
heart
The Fool / Joy, truth Playfulness, the Cruelty disguised
Jester through humor,  ability to see as humor,
freedom through irresponsibility,
pretension, using jokes to
lightness that avoid depth, self-
liberates deprecation that

masks genuine
pain

C. Recommended Reuding

If this book has opened a door you want to walk further through,
these are the books I'd point you toward. Each one approaches the
shadow from a different angle, and together they cover the

theoretical, practical, and embodied dimensions of the work.

Carl Gustav Jung, Man and His Symbols (1964) — Jung's final work,
written for a general audience, and still the single best introduction
to his ideas about the unconscious, the shadow, dreams, and the

process of becoming whole.
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Connie Zweig and Jeremiah Abrams (eds.), Meeting the Shadow:
The Hidden Power of the Dark Side of Human Nature (1991) — Arich
anthology of sixty-five short essays on every dimension of the
shadow, from personal to collective, from relationships to politics,

with practical methods from some of the sharpest minds in depth

psychology.

Keila Shaheen, The Shadow Work Journal (2021) and The Book of
Shadow Work (2025) — Shaheen's journal is the most popular
shadow work workbook in print for good reason: it's accessible,
well-structured, and full of prompts you'll return to again and again.

Her follow-up book adds depth and context behind the prompts.

Robert Bly, A Little Book on the Human Shadow (1988) — A short,
fiery, poetic book that distills the shadow concept into
unforgettable images, especially the "long bag" metaphor. You can

read it in an afternoon and think about it for years.

Bessel van der Kolk, The Body Keeps the Score: Brain, Mind, and
Body in the Healing of Trauma (2014) — Not a shadow work book,
but essential reading for anyone whose shadow material is rooted
in trauma. Van der Kolk shows how unprocessed experience lives in

the body and what it takes to release it.

Richard Schwartz, No Bad Parts: Healing Trauma and Restoring
Wholeness with the Internal Family Systems Model (2021) —

Schwartz's Internal Family Systems model shares structural
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parallels with Jungian shadow work: every part of you has a role, no
part is the enemy, and healing comes from relating to your inner

system with curiosity and compassion rather than judgment.

Latha Jay and Valerie Inez, Shadow Work Journal for Self-Love
(2023) — A warm, practical workbook that frames shadow work as a
path to self-love, with strong inner child exercises and an extensive

catalog of journaling prompts organized by life domain.

D. When to Seek Professional Hclp

Shadow work is powerful because it touches deep material: old
wounds, repressed emotions, patterns you've been running from
for years. That power is what makes it transformative, and it's also

what makes it important to know your limits.

This section is not meant to scare you away from the work. Most
people can engage with the practices in this book safely and
productively, especially if they pace themselves, practice self-
compassion, and listen to the signals their mind and body are
sending. But there are situations where shadow work should be
complemented by, or paused in favor of, professional support, and

recognizing those situations is itself an act of wisdom.

Consider seeking a therapist if:
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The work is bringing up trauma that feels too big to hold alone. If
you're uncovering memories of abuse, violence, neglect, or other
painful experiences, and the intensity of what's surfacing is beyond
what you can process on your own, a trained professional can
provide the safety and containment that solo work cannot. This is
especially important if the memories are new, if shadow work is
surfacing material you've never consciously remembered before.

That material needs a skilled witness, not a journal.

You're experiencing prolonged emotional distress. Some rawness
after a deep journaling session or shadow dialogue is normal and
expected. But if the distress doesn't ease between sessions, if
you're spending days or weeks in a state of emotional flooding,
depression, or anxiety that impairs your ability to function, that's a
signal that you need more support than self-directed work can

provide.

You're having thoughts of self-harm or suicide. This is non-
negotiable. If shadow work is triggering suicidal ideation, even
briefly, stop the practice and reach out to a mental health
professional or crisis line immediately. Shadow work should make

you uncomfortable, not unsafe.

You're unable to regulate your emotions. If you can't come back to
baseline after engaging with shadow material, if the triggers you're
exploring are leaving you in a state of persistent dysregulation, if

you're having emotional outbursts you can't control, if you're
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dissociating, these are signs that your nervous system needs more
support than journaling and reflection can offer. Somatic therapists,
trauma-informed therapists, and practitioners trained in EMDR,
Internal Family Systems, or Somatic Experiencing are well-equipped

to help.

You have a history of severe mental health conditions. If you've
been diagnosed with conditions involving psychosis, severe
dissociation, bipolar disorder with manic episodes, or
schizophrenia, shadow work techniques, active imagination,
visualization, and deep emotional processing in particular, should
only be undertaken with the guidance of a mental health

professional who knows your history and can monitor your process.

You feel stuck. Not every reason to seek help is a crisis. Sometimes
you hit a wall in your own work, the same patterns keep showing
up, the same defenses keep blocking your progress, and you can't
see past them on your own. A good therapist acts as a mirror you
can't provide for yourself, reflecting back the blind spots that are,

by definition, invisible to you.
What to look for in a therapist:

Not every therapist will be a good fit for shadow work. Look for
practitioners who are comfortable with depth, who are interested in
exploring the unconscious, childhood patterns, and the relationship
between your inner world and your outer life. Jungian analysts,

depth psychotherapists, IFS practitioners, somatic therapists, and
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psychodynamic therapists are all well-suited to this kind of work.
When you're interviewing potential therapists, it's worth asking:
"Are you familiar with shadow work or depth psychology
approaches?" The answer will tell you a lot about whether they can

meet you where you are.

Resources:

e Psychology Today Therapist Directory
(psychologytoday.com/us/therapists) — searchable by location,

specialty, and approach

¢ International Association for Analytical Psychology (iaap.org)
— for finding Jungian analysts

e IFS Institute (ifs-institute.com) — for finding Internal Family
Systems practitioners

e 988 Suicide and Crisis Lifeline (call or text 988 in the US) — for
immediate crisis support

e Crisis Text Line (text HOME to 741741 in the US) — for text-based

crisis support

Shadow work is an act of courage, and so is asking for help. They
are different expressions of the same commitment to stop hiding

from yourself and to face what's there.
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