



[image: ]






[image: Illustration]





[image: Illustration]





Contents


Introduction





Getting to Know Your Shadow


Working With Your Shadow


Meeting Your Inner Child and Adult


Exploring Your Sadness and Grief


Understanding Your Anger


Exploring Your Fears and Anxieties


Finding Joy in Your Golden Shadow





Conclusion


Further Reading and Resources


[image: Illustration]




[image: Illustration]



Introduction


Shadow work is a powerful and transformative method of life coaching and counselling that supports deep growth and change. It can help anyone who is working through personal issues to heal emotional wounds and overcome negative patterns of behaviour and feeling.


The techniques and exercises in this book are adapted from processes we use in the shadow-work community with our clients. They offer an initial exploration of your shadow, as well as a way to start or continue your personal growth. Shadow work is very effective when it is guided by a qualified practitioner, when you are held securely in a safe space where you can explore vulnerable and difficult territory.


If you have any areas of trauma, or a specific mental health issue which might cause difficulties with the exercises in this book, please be kind and compassionate with yourself and seek professional help and support.



The History of Shadow Work


Shadow work is rooted in the findings of the Swiss psychiatrist Carl Jung in the early 20th century. Jung introduced the concept of the ‘shadow’ to explain how our unconscious mind holds the parts of our personality we repress or deny. Influential figures, such as the poet Robert Bly, further explored the significance of the shadow, and the importance of acknowledging and integrating these hidden parts of our personality. Today, shadow work has become an increasingly popular and powerful tool for self-discovery and personal growth, drawing both on modern psychology and ancient wisdom.





Getting to Know Your Shadow


Everyone has shadows. They are part of living.
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What Is the Shadow?


When we talk about the shadow, we mean our unconscious mind: the part of our mind that is not in our awareness. In psychology, the term ‘shadow’ refers to those aspects of ourselves that we ignore, deny or suppress.


We are born into the world as complete individuals with all the resources and capabilities we need to survive and thrive, but with no learned knowledge or experience. From that first day, as we grow, learn, experience and develop, we start populating our shadow with lessons we have internalized. These lessons consist of beliefs about ourselves and our place in our family, in our society and culture. In turn, this information affects how we function in the world, operating from a very deep unconscious level within our psyche.


The poet Robert Bly describes this beautifully in A Little Book on the Human Shadow. He introduces the metaphorical concept of a ‘shadow bag’. Imagine each of us carrying an invisible bag over our shoulder. As we grow up, we put aspects of ourselves that are frowned upon or cause us discomfort into this bag – qualities such as anger, jealousy, vulnerability or even joy and creativity. These repressed characteristics constitute our 'shadow'. Over time, the bag gets heavier, impacting our behaviour and relationships.


As the shadow is held in our unconscious mind, we are not directly aware of what we have put into our bag, though we may have a sense that we are not complete in some way. In shadow work we open this bag, acknowledge its contents, and reintegrate these aspects into our conscious self.


Our shadow holds our deep-rooted beliefs about ourselves, about others, and about the world we live in. This information dictates the way we are, the way we think, the way we feel, the way we behave, the way we are in relationships. It dictates how we are in the world.






How Are Our Shadows Formed?


Creating our own shadows is an essential part of how we adapt to the world because, from the day we are born, we hide stuff – both positive and negative aspects of ourselves – in our shadow. It could be anger, the way we express emotion, selfishness, selflessness, playfulness, a sense of fun, a sense of humour, creativity, love, connection… an endless list of energies and qualities.


As infants, the shadow we create is the result of the actions and behaviours of our parents or care-givers. As children, more factors come into the mix, including the behaviours of siblings, other family members, teachers, friends and peer groups, as well as social media, culture and societal expectations as a whole.
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We are constantly receiving messages from others, not just through spoken words, but by expressions, actions or even the absence of action. The negative messages tell us that something about us is not accepted or wanted in the family and society in which we are living. In response, we subconsciously deny and suppress that thing, and put it into our shadow. We could receive these messages as the result of a single and sudden shocking event, or as a slow drip of hints and gradual learning.
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Consider the following three examples:


• If as a child we were told not to get angry, we may have suppressed our anger and put it into shadow. We might grow up believing we are not an angry person, when, in reality, we have denied our anger.


• If we were told to be quiet all the time, we may have put our ability to express our needs – and our essential communication skills – into shadow, then grown up believing we can’t openly communicate our needs.


• If at school we make an effort to paint or write something original and are told that it is no good, or doesn’t look like it should, we may internalize a message that we are not creative, good or clever enough. This self-belief will be stored away in our shadow.









How Does the Shadow Affect Our Lives?


What happens to all this stuff we have crammed into our shadow bag? It doesn’t just sit there benignly.


As we mature and reach adulthood, we find that what we put into shadow affects how we think and behave. This might show up as issues in our relationships, or in our career, or just feeling not so good about ourselves. The shadow responses to childhood situations were appropriate at the time and indeed kept us safe, but they may not be appropriate to us as adults, and might be holding us back in some way.


If we take the example of our anger being in shadow, put there as a response to pressure not to display childhood anger, we may find that we can’t get angry when we need to, or stand up for ourselves. And yet, when we are pushed too far, we may explode with rage, or be passive aggressive or manipulative, to get our way.






Why Work With the Shadow?


When we work with our shadow, we become more aware of the parts of ourselves we have hidden away. By bringing our shadow out into our conscious awareness, we can start to understand ourselves better. It gives us an opportunity to change ourselves by consciously thinking or behaving differently.


Seven benefits of working with your shadow:


• Better confidence and self-esteem


We can believe that we just aren’t good enough. By working with our shadow, we can understand where this internal message may have come from, learn to see ourselves more clearly and accept ourselves more fully.


• Improved decision-making


Conflicting thoughts and emotions – often driven by shadowy energies and beliefs – can stall our decision-making, especially when we are under stress. Working with the shadow can help us consciously decide not to heed them, or to come to a more balanced view. Shadow work enables us to operate from a place of greater maturity.
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