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1 AN INSIDE LOOK  
AT OUR SHADOW

OUR SHADOW is the place within each of us that 
contains what we don’t know, don’t like, or deny 
about ourselves. Calling it our shadow is fitting 
because of its lack of illumination; what it’s storing 
is being kept in the dark, to whatever degree. Wher-
ever we go, our shadow goes with us, whether we’re 
aware of it or not.

Our shadow holds our unattended and not-
yet-illuminated conditioning — all the programmed 
ways we act, think, feel, and choose without knowing 
why. It also contains all that we’ve disowned, pushed 
aside, or otherwise rejected in ourselves; whatever in 
us about which we insist, “That’s not me”; whatever 
in us we’re out of touch with or keeping out of 
sight, such as the roots of our unresolved wounding. 
Things we may find in our shadow include:

 • Fear, especially in the form of core-level 
anxiety

 • Anger, including anger that’s been 
converted into aggression

 • Shame, particularly when we associate it 
with humiliation and rejection

 • Empathy, especially when we equate it 
with being too soft

 • Less-than-flattering intentions, such as 
being “good” in order to stay in control

 • Resistance, especially when our no to 
something is muted or muzzled 

 • The child in us, particularly when we’re 
avoiding or minimizing our childhood 
wounding

 • Our inner saboteur, featuring us playing 
victim to self-defeating behaviors

 • The nonsexual factors driving our 
sexuality, such as wanting to be wanted

 • Grief, especially in its raw depths and 
unsullied intensity

 • Our bigness and beauty — the ennobling 
qualities we’ve learned to suppress

A quick way to get a sense of what our shadow 
contains is to identify something we don’t like 
about ourselves, perhaps a quality we wish we didn’t 
have and therefore tend to push away or ignore 
as best we can. Initially we’ll probably only see 
the presenting surface of this quality — such as an 
out-of-proportion insecurity or irritability — not 
realizing that this is but the tip of the proverbial 
iceberg. However, once we realize there’s more to 
this disliked quality of ourselves than we’re seeing, 
we’re likely going to feel more open to exploring 
it and its origins. And the more we explore, the 
more likely we are to realize that the quality we’ve 
disowned is, in fact, a quality that can be helpful 
to us. 

For example, Terry’s wife complained that 
whenever she was upset with him, he shut down. 
Terry understood that this behavior of his was a 
problem and wished he could stay open to her, con-
nected to her. The trouble was, he felt vulnerable 
whenever his wife was unhappy with him, and feel-
ing like this made him very uncomfortable. So he 
pushed away both his vulnerability and discomfort 
by shutting down. 

Once Terry began to explore his shadow, he 
found there not only his vulnerability but also what 
he originally associated — and still associates — with 
being vulnerable: being humiliated. As a boy, when 
he was mocked and degraded by his brothers and he 
started to cry, he was belittled even more by them. 
Remembering this and emotionally connecting it to 
his current circumstances, through some counseling, 
helped him start experiencing his vulnerability not 
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as a weakness but as a source of strength. As a result, 
he became able to remain emotionally connected to 
his wife, even when she was upset with him. 

A BEGINNING PRACTICE
Bringing Your Shadow Elements 
More into the Open

Finish the first incomplete sentence as 
spontaneously as possible, out loud, and then 
immediately write down what you just said. Do 
the same for the rest of the list. Then revisit each 
of your responses, adding anything further that 
comes to you.

Something in me I often feel aversion toward is  
___________________________________________.

The emotion I’m least comfortable expressing is  
___________________________________________.

What I have a hard time admitting in an argument is  
___________________________________________.

What I’m most hesitant to express in a relationship 
is ________________________________________.

What I least want others to know about me is  
___________________________________________.

I don’t like admitting that I am  
___________________________________________.

When I feel shame, what I usually do is  
___________________________________________.

What I most readily judge others for is  
___________________________________________.

I tend to give away my power when 
___________________________________________.

Your responses point to things that are probably in 
your shadow, whether partially or fully.

Don’t be concerned about clarity here. What 
matters is that you’re turning toward your shadow, 
accessing some curiosity about what may be in it. 
Looking inside is a process of ongoing discovery; 
treat it as such.

Relating to What’s Contained 
in Our Shadow
In order to know our shadow, we need to learn how 
to skillfully relate — not just intellectually, but also 
emotionally, somatically, and spiritually — to the 
qualities and behaviors housed in it, no matter how 
ugly or unsavory they seem to us. 

It can be helpful here to personify a particular 
element as a guest we’ve invited into our living 
room — perhaps a difficult or unpleasant guest or 
perhaps one we’ve invited in reluctantly, but a guest 
nonetheless — taking a seat in front of us. Our guest 
might be our anger, our shame, our fear, a part 
of our body, our aversion toward a certain class of 
people, our unwillingness to take responsibility in 
a particular area of our life — whatever we’d rather 
not face in ourselves, whatever we haven’t faced in 
ourselves, whatever in us we’re trying to keep out 
of sight. 

Anne kept her anger not just at a distance but 
also muted. Her father was a physically abusive 
rageaholic, and the rest of her family were terrified of 
ever expressing their own anger. So they swallowed 
it, stuffed it down, fled from it — whatever increased 
their sense of safety. When Anne embraced a spiri-
tual path as an adult, she loved the peace she found 
there, and on this path, anger was considered to be 
unspiritual and far from wholesome, which con-
firmed her early experiences. With her anger bound 
in her shadow, she struggled with others crossing 
her boundaries; she tried to stay sweet and non-
confrontational, never pushing back. She tended to 
accommodate her friends’ needs far past the point 
of taking care of herself, and she wished she didn’t 
always “have to” yield to their needs and demands. 
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Eventually Anne recognized not only that she 
(and her spiritual path) had confused anger with 
aggression and ill will, but also that her anger was 
mostly stored in her shadow. As she turned toward 
her anger for brief but meaningful periods, letting 
herself feel it arising and expressing it with care, 
she began to see through the aggression and ill 
will she had associated with it. She began to know 
her anger more deeply. Gradually her anger ceased 
being something to reject or keep in her shadow 
and became more and more of an ally, a resource, a 
heartfelt fiery force to harness and use for life-giv-
ing purposes (such as establishing and maintaining 
healthy boundaries).

Whatever in ourselves we’re keeping in the 
dark doesn’t go away just because we don’t see, 
hear, or feel it. In fact, the more we push it away or 
ignore it, the stronger and more rooted it becomes, 
insinuating its way into our everyday life. The longer 
we cage an animal — especially in a dark, easy-to-
forget cage — the worse it may behave once it’s let 
out or gets out. This is not the animal’s fault. The 
same applies to our shadow elements. The further or 
more forcibly we push them into the dark, the more 
monstrous or alien they will seem. 

Again, consider anger. When it has been long 
suppressed, muted, muzzled, locked up in dark-
ness, it will likely show up in far-from-healthy 
forms once it breaks out of its confinement. This 
doesn’t mean that anger itself is a bad or unwhole-
some thing; its overcontainment and mistreatment 
is the problem. 

Meeting and exploring our anger — or any other 
emotion — in a compassionately contained, well-lit 
space allows us to see it more clearly, deepening our 
capacity to express it in ways that serve our well-being 
and the well-being of others. There’s no true escape 
from our shadow elements, for they are parts of us, 
no matter how removed from us they may seem to be.

The Relevance of Working 
with Our Shadow
The idea of the shadow has been around for a while 
in various forms, but it remains on the fringe of 

mainstream culture, as does the idea of shadow work. 
However, exploring our shadow doesn’t have to be an 
arcane, archetypal, or otherwise too limiting or solely 
intellectual consideration. We need to see, feel, and 
know it deeply, without bypassing its visceral reality 
and its industrial-strength impact on our choice-
making capacity and destiny. And we need to explore 
it not generically but in a specifically personal way.

Turning toward our shadow — however 
slightly — is a shift from abstraction to direct experi-
ence. It’s also a shift from the comfortably familiar 
to the edgily unfamiliar, the unknown, the hidden 
forces that are driving us. 

My client Mark had an affair and lied about it to 
his wife. She found out the full truth, and in the year 
following the discovery, he had been “good,” behav-
ing as impeccably as he could. His wife was grateful 
for this but remained uneasy. When he told me he 
wished she would trust him again, I responded that 
her mistrust wasn’t based just on what he did but 
also on her sense that what led him to cheat on her 
was still in him, undercover. I saw his internal divi-
sion: there was sincerity, hurt, and a subtle flatness 
in his left eye, but something darker and harder was 
emanating from his right eye. I had him face me 
and cover his left eye with his left hand, and then I 
guided him into expressing what he felt as he looked 
at me through his right eye: aggression and entitle-
ment, tightly coiled but very much present.

As his right-eye feelings and expression intensified 
(with my guidance), the part of him that wanted to 
keep being sexual with other women started to emerge. 
I told Mark that I wanted to meet this aspect of him 
fully. With more direction, he became very alive and 
very passionate. He no longer tried to present himself 
as good and considerate. Instead, he let the part of him 
that wanted to act out have uninhibited expression, 
without any apology. As he did so, what also surfaced 
was the teenager in him who had ached to be popular 
and freely sexual. He was immensely relieved now that 
this aggressive, entitled part of himself was no longer 
hidden or masked with good intentions. By bringing 
it out into the open, he began to develop a healthy 
relationship to it, ceasing to lose himself in it so that it 
no longer could overpower him.
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When his wife witnessed him taking con-
sistently good care of this part of himself — and 
vulnerably admitting to her when it arose instead of 
just fusing with or dissociating from it — she started 
to feel safer with him. As her trust in his transpar-
ency and commitment to relating skillfully to this 
younger part of himself deepened, he felt even more 
motivated to work in depth with his shadow.

Turning toward our shadow is the significant 
first step of a courage-deepening, life-affirming 
adventure that asks much from us and gives back 
more than can be imagined. Working sincerely 
and in depth with our shadow is a powerfully 
liberating labor, affecting every area of our life, 
furthering our capacity to become intimate with 
everything — everything! — that we are. Nothing 
gets stranded in the dark. Nothing gets left out.

The more that we ignore our shadow, both 
personally and collectively, the more it dominates 
and operates us, with disastrous consequences. Our 
increasingly perilous times call for us to wake up 
to our shadow, to face and know our shadow very 
well, to work with it in enough depth so that it can 
no longer run us. Staying oblivious to our shadow, 
as is especially common in political and corporate 
arenas, simply reinforces our dysfunction, regard-
less of our achievements. 

Knowing our shadow and working with it in 
depth can’t be sideline pursuits; they are necessary 
practices if we are to really unchain ourselves from 
our conditioning and embody a life in which our dif-
ferences only deepen our shared humanity. Bringing 
our shadow elements out of the dark and working 
with them may seem optional at first, but eventually 
doing so becomes — if we wholeheartedly give our-
selves to it — not only a foundational invitation but 
also a sacred demand, a necessary journey packed 
with uncommonly deep healing and awakening.

We must approach, meet, and work with our 
shadow if we are to live a more liberated and truly 
responsible life in which awareness, love, and integ-
rity function as one. It takes courage to face our 
shadow and work with it, but the very act of doing 
so deepens our courage.

The more that we explore our shadow, the 
more easily we step into the adventure of bringing 
all that we are — high and low, dark and light, soft 
and hard — into the circle of our being, giving our 
internal diversity the shared ground of our heart 
and essential presence. Bringing the contents of our 
shadow out of the dark so we can work with them 
is a risk because of the potential changes it will cata-
lyze, but not working with them is a much greater 
risk, personally and collectively.

Let’s not leave our shadow unexplored and 
unknown. To meet and illuminate it, to relate to it 
skillfully, to make wise use of it, is a great gift to all 
of us. Given the state of the world, perhaps the most 
relevant practice we can do is work in depth with our 
shadow, whatever the scale.
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