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 Do you remember the story 
about Peter Pan and his shadow? 
One night while visiting the Darling 
family, a window snapped shut on 
his shadow, separating it from his 
body. After Wendy Darling stitched 
Peter’s shadow back on, it still 
remained motionless. His shadow 
came to life only when its opposite 
element, light, shone on it.  
 The interplay between shadow 
and light also plays out in the 
human psyche. According to 
the pioneering psychiatrist, Carl 
Jung, our “shadow side” is the 
part of us that lives in the dark, in the form of 
unconscious, repressed, undeveloped or denied 
traits. Just as we are more likely to see shadows 
cast by other people’s bodies, our shadow traits 
are usually the ones we see in others, while 
ignoring or denying the possibility that those 
traits could be facets of our personalities. 
 While the term “shadow traits” may sound 
negative, Jung considered the shadow to be a 
fundamental part of every person. He believed 
we gain full self-awareness only by exploring our 
shadow side. In other words, by shining light on 
our shadows. 
 If you are interested in investigating your 
shadow side, remember to use caution. You may 
uncover distressing aspects of yourself. If this 
happens, retain a trusted counselor to help you 
process your insights. 
 While there are numerous ways to explore 
your shadow side, the following two techniques 
can help you get started. The first is self-
reflection. Pay attention to behaviors in other 
people that bring up emotional reactions or 
“push your buttons.” If you judge others for 
being judgmental or blame others for refusing 
to accept responsibility for their actions, notice 
the irony. The character traits you dislike are 
most likely part of your shadow side. 
 Once you have identified a few of your 
shadow traits, choose one to observe. Take time 
to pay attention and explore its significance. If it 
is a behavior you readily identify in other people, 
notice how you feel when you encounter that 
behavior. Where do you feel it in your body? 
What kind of emotional response does it elicit? 
 Keep a casual focus on this trait; laser-like 
attention could cause it to slip out of your 
awareness. Just notice your response. Are there 
other areas of your life where you feel this same 
physical or emotional response? Does it trigger 
any memories? 
 Write down your observations. Then spend 
time thinking about what you have learned from 
this experiment. Are there ways you can use this 
new knowledge to gain a better understanding 
of that character trait? 
 The second technique for uncovering our 
shadow traits is paying attention to dreams. 
Our shadow side often shows up as dream 
characters doing something we find wrong or 
distasteful. Keep a notebook by your bed. When 
you wake up, write down dream images you 
remember, before they evaporate into the ether. 
 When a shadow figure shows up in a dream 
draw a picture or make a collage using pictures 
and words that capture the essences of the 
character. Next, journal about your dream 
image. Did anything specific come up as you 
were drawing or collaging? Keep your writing 
uncensored and see what ideas percolate to the 
top. 
 Befriending our shadow sides helps us 
increase our self-awareness and decrease 
impulsive, knee-jerk reactions in response 
to other people’s actions. Exploring these 
shadow traits can help us cast off our sense of 
self-righteousness. This allows us to be more 
forgiving of our shortcomings and to soften our 
response to others. 
 Jung once said, “Everyone carries a shadow, 
and the less it is embodied in the individual’s 

conscious life, the blacker and 
denser it is. At all counts, it forms 
an unconscious snag, thwarting our 
most well-meant intentions.” The 
idea behind exploring shadow traits 
is not necessarily to get rid of them. 
Just as shadows in paintings help 
create three-dimensional images, 
knowledge of our shadow side 
helps us be obtain a more complete 
picture of our personality traits. 
 Unlike Peter Pan we cannot 
detach our physical shadows. But 
we can shine light on our shadow 
traits and bring them into our 
conscious awareness. 
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