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A few hours ago I met with a sixty-one year old woman who is the 
daughter of a military couple whose substance abuse and contentious, 
violent marital relationship caused her and her five siblings to live in Hell. 
One of her Mother’s many visiting lovers raped her when she was eleven. 
She told no one of this trauma until after reaching forty years old for she 
knew that she would be doubly violated as their scorn and blame would be 
visited upon her rather than her assailant. Throughout her childhood she 
rose at 5 a.m. every morning to rouse, feed, and dress her younger siblings 
until she left for college. Driven by a steady hum of anxiety, shame, and 
self-loathing she promptly found a man to take her away from all that but 
who would predictably abuse and betray her. Her self-treatment plan also 
included residing for decades in the underworld of alcoholism, and, did she 
not have children for whom she felt responsible, she would many times 
have preferred to take her life to end her pain. Today, sober and productive, 
she remains in terror of relationship, is afraid of risking feeling anything, 
and is dying of loneliness. That she has been lost in a very dark wood, to 
borrow Dante’s metaphor, for a very long time is obvious and profoundly 
grievous. Only now, as she faces the last decades of her life, has she sought 
therapy to possibly fashion a life not defined by darkness.
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It does not require a great deal of psychological awareness to perceive that 
generally these theologies, these imago Deis, arise from projections and often 
tell us more about the psychic state of the theologian than the mysterious Other. 
Jung (1952) even wrote a book on this subject, Answer to Job, recommending 
psychotherapy for such split tribal or collective imagoes as they shunt the dark 
side of the cosmos off onto a scapegoat figure, a devil or a Satan, rather than 
an imago which embraces the totality of being. Such splits Jung named the 
Shadow, which may be experienced on both the personal and the collective 
level. More recently, an extensive series of letters with Father Victor White, 
(2007) an English Dominican, on the subject of evil has been published. In this 
exchange, Jung contends with the Roman Church’s position that God is the 
Summum Bonum, and resides untouched by evil, evil being merely the privatio 
boni, the absence of the good. Jung rather argues for the ontological status of 
evil and asserts that any theogony which does not include the dark side of the 
cosmos is simply incomplete.

Most commonly the Shadow manifests in our personal lives through the 
unconscious as it spills into one’s self-defeating choices, one’s narcissistic 
agenda, or even one’s unlived life transmitted to one’s children who carry it into 
subsequent generations. The greatest burden the child must bear, Jung asserted, 
is the unlived life of the parent. Thus, wherever we are blocked, oppressed, 
lacking permission, so our children will be similarly blocked, will struggle in an 
overcompensated way to break free from our heritage, or will unconsciously 
evolve a “treatment plan,” ranging from anaesthetizing the conflict, to distracting 
oneself from it, or trying to solve it in ourselves or others. The way in which many 
of us in the healing professions carry this vast, impossible assignment of “fixing” 
what is wrong in others is replicated through what Jung called the archetype of 
“the wounded healer”. It is disgraceful that so many of our training procedures 
neglect this intra-psychic pathologizing feature which lies deep within the soul 
of most therapists and drives many to steady states of anxiety, stress, substance 
abuse, and burn out. This unaddressed configuration alone, this engine of 
vocational identification, represents one of the prime Shadows of our profession.

The Shadow is not synonymous with evil, per se. It is a metaphor to embody 
whatever ego consciousness, personal or collective, prefers to disown. That within 
me which makes me uncomfortable about me, that which I prefer to repress, 
deny, discard, is my Shadow. Accordingly, the Shadow may also embody some of 
my best qualities, such as creativity, desire, and spontaneity - all movements of 
affect which at some point in our development proved costly, or contradictory 
to the norms of our family or secondly, the Shadow is projected onto others. 
What I wish to disown in myself I will see in you and condemn it. As Jesus notes 
in Matthew 7:3, the mote in my neighbor’s eye is so much more evident than the 
log in my own. Often, what we dislike most about others is how they embody 
aspects of our own Shadow. On the collective level, Shadow projection is the 
origin of bigotry, prejudice, sexism, ageism, and every categorical animosity. 
The more stressed the cultural climate, the more unconscious and fearful the 
populace, the more we will seek someone to blame, some scapegoat who may 
carry the weight of our own psychological laziness. Having visited Buchenwald, 
Mauthausen, Dachau, Bergen-Belsen, Auschwitz, and having read this morning’s 
newspaper, I know that the rail tracks of such projections lead to concentration 
camps, pogroms, and to killing fields scattered around the planet. And, as I live 
in an Angst-ridden, divided country, I see such Shadow projection manifesting 
as hysteria, scapegoating, and incitements to violence.

Thirdly, one may be subsumed by the Shadow, and revel in it: Roulez le bonne 
Temps … get stoned … enjoy the pure righteousness of anger … lose your mind … 
bask in the sweet seduction of Schadenfreude. As the Shadow contains enormous 
energy, we often draw upon it, and are exhilarated. As Nietzsche once observed, 
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 However horrible the circumstances of her life, the history of abuse, the 
chronicles of shame and self-degradation, the relentless Angst in which she 
lives her journey, can we say that she has suffered evil? If we use that term as 
therapists, what do we mean? From whence does such ontological conviction 
emanate? And how are we to work in its presence? Are we to avoid moral 
categories and simply manage pragmatic costs with pragmatic treatment plans? 
When Menninger (1988) asked “Whatever became of sin,” was he right to redeem 
this concept for our profession which so often has treated the darkest of human 
behavior as derivative of defective genes, hormonal imbalances, interfering 
complexes, or cultural relativisms? We are rightly cautioned not to impose our 
own moral categories, prejudices, complexes onto our clients, but are we then 
sometimes led to collude, however unwittingly, with evil and its perpetuation? 
In his fine book Explaining Hitler: the Search for the Origins of His Evil, Ron 
Rosenbaum (1999) offers a range of perspectives on modernism’s favorite 
whipping boy. Having done so, he then raises a disturbing challenge to his own 
project: were it possible to understand Hitler, would it somehow suggest that 
the inexcusable is at least explainable, possibly plausible, perhaps less culpable?

* * *

When we begin to examine the problem of evil and the encounter with both 
“natural” evil - earthquakes, hurricanes, cancer - and “moral” evil - the suffering 
which we bring to ourselves or others as a result of our choices - we immediately 
encounter the “Shadow” issue of the Western theological traditions. The Eastern 
traditions often embraced a polytheistic view, as in Hinduism where there are 
multiple divinities, operating in multiple, diverse ways without contradiction, 
wherein human hope is vested in the possibility of conducting this phase of a 
cosmic history in such fashion as to relieve the burden for the next incarnation. 
In Buddhism, the problem is centered in the grasping, imperialistic activities 
of the insecure but inflated ego which wishes control, sovereignty, and an 
exemption from suffering. For the Buddhist, the key may be found in the 
transformation of ego consciousness from this delusional effort to control 
to the relief of “letting be,” of going with the flow of energies in constant 
transformation, and in relinquishing an inflated identification with the ego 
state as the core of our being. The Western theologies, however, placed all their 
chips on the theistic square, the one where there is a single deity, omnipotent, 
omniscient, omnipresent, and possessing moral character (this last quality not 
infrequently looking rather like ours, by the way). Given these attributes, such 
a supreme being cannot be claimed to be looking elsewhere, preoccupied, 
impotent, or indifferent when suffering or injustice occurs. From this troubling 
nexus rises the shadow aspect of the Western theologies, a discipline called 
theodicy, whose task it is to reconcile this core contradiction. No matter how 
much sophistry or strained logic may be required to make it work out, the 
unitary nature of divinity is to be preserved at all costs. While many of the 
arguments of theodicy appeal to the intellect, few satisfy the heart. Moreover, 
this theodicy project haunts Western therapies also, given our frequently 
unexamined presuppositions that there is a collective expectation for societal 
behavior, a putative definition of sanity, and a horror of the amoral as evidenced 
in our slow evolution from “moral insanity,” to “character” disorders. This idea 
finds its Western expression in the “Serenity Prayer” of Twelve Step groups, or in 
the German word for “serenity,” Gelassenheit, which could literally be translated 
as “the condition of having let be.” to “personality” disorders, and even perhaps 
in the contemporary use of the euphemism disorder rather than evil.

* * *
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evil’s visitation, but in its deliberate practice. While doing an internship in a 
psychiatric hospital decades ago, I encountered a woman who expressed the 
wish - and would often act out until she achieved her desire - to be “restrained,” 
namely, bound in bed sheets to her bed and completely immobilized. Her 
presenting issue was a generalized anxiety disorder of such magnitude that 
making choices during the day filled her with so much terror that, restrained, 
she felt relief having no choices to make. What we do is always “logical,” if we 
understand the psychological premise our behavior serves or treats. Jungians 
learned a great deal from the work of the anthropologists Levi-Bruhl and Levi-
Strauss who pointed out that the so-called “savage mind,” the mind to which 
each of us repairs when under primal stress, embodies an expressive albeit a 
symbolic, associational, idiosyncratic logic rather than the linear, discursive 
logic of ego consciousness. Most of us would find our anxiety mounting if we 
were rendered helpless by being bound to our beds. This sad woman felt freed 
of the burden of entering life with all its attendant vexatious choices. When 
I spoke with her about her behaviors she explained that, among other things, 
her mother used to place splinters of wood under her fingernails every morning 
when she was a child. At first, I thought this and other lurid accounts were the 
product of a psychosis, but buried in her huge file were field reports from long 
ago written by the family services operative who managed to take her away 
from that house because the mother did in fact perpetrate those monstrous 
morning ministries and more, until tipped off by school teachers. To see this 
grown woman, a veritable child in a locked psychiatric ward three decades later, 
is to stare at evil. She haunts me to this day, as do the instruments on view at 
the Straffenblock or punishment wing at Buchenwald, just outside the lovely 
city of Weimar which once housed the likes of Goethe, Schiller, Nietzsche, 
Wagner and other luminaries of the human spirit. So, too, am I haunted by 
the morbidly obese woman who was passed around by her parents as a sexual 
partner to their visiting friends. So, too does the woman who was laughed at by 
her social worker for talking about the “three hearts housed in her body”: one 
pumped blood, one was broken forever because of the death of her son, and 
one grieved for the rest of the world. I believe she had greater felt humanity 
than that social worker, and numerous others on staff who protected their 
unexamined lives, and fragile hold on things, by ridicule, distancing, and gallows 
humor. Nonetheless, to keep our one heart open in that place was to invite the 
minions of Hell to enter.

All of us suffer from PTSD, for life is traumatic, existentially overwhelming, 
flooding us with a magnitude of experience too large to wholly assimilate. No 
wonder we have to repair to sleep to allow the psyche to keep processing that 
material, and metabolizing its toxins. When people are deprived of sleep, and 
dreaming especially, in laboratory settings over time, they will tend to hallucinate, 
so urgent is it for that material to be processed. While this engagement with 
trauma is difficult enough on an individual basis, it may be accumulatively 
iatrogenic for therapists and professional health care providers as we take in these 
referred toxins over time. One colleague compared it to invisible silica drifting 
down from the ceiling, slowly filling our bodies and souls until the pneuma, the 
spirit, is laden, saturated, and finally quenched. I recall one of the senior analysts 
in Zurich who confessed once that when her week was over she wept for her 
most troubled patient. And if they were all doing all right, she wept for herself.

As we know, an elemental treatment for PTSD is to tell one’s story over and 
over, in the company of another trusted other, until that material has been 
metabolized into the air again. Without diminishing the encounter with evil 
which some of our clients have suffered, the therapist has to continuously 
support the idea that what happens to us is not about us, as such, though 
it occupies a regnant portion of our experience. Beneath the level of ego 
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it is amazing how good bad reasons and bad music sound when one is marching 
off to meet the enemy. Fourthly, one may make the Shadow conscious and 
be summoned to humility before its leveling of ego presumptions, fantasies, 
inflations. Usually we come to this accounting the hard way because of the 
damage we have done to ourselves or others, or are called to consciousness 
by the accumulative debris of consequences which trails behind our separate 
histories. Even more, the greatest of our Shadow accounts arises from the 
narrow, diminished, timid lives we lead. We, and many of our clients, live 
timorous lives, and our own psyche expresses its contrary point of view through 
the symptomatology of depression, desuetude, drugs of all kinds - including 
fundamentalisms, distractions, disorders of desire, and the sundry forms of “bad 
faith” of which Sartre accused us. As Jung variously said, we all walk in shoes 
too small for us. Most of all, we suffer from the general aimlessness of our lives. 
The summons to Shadow accountability always asks us to grow up, to stop 
blaming our parents or our partners, and to risk wholeness rather than goodness. 
While the presenting symptoms our clients bring will vary, most of them are 
suffering less from the evils of this world than from the unlived life which 
smolders untended within them. One might argue that these considerations of 
the Shadow are more philosophical issues than psychological. To that I would 
reply that yes, these are philosophical matters, and some of the greatest minds 
of antiquity wrestled with these same matters. I wish that more therapist 
training programs paid more attention to philosophy for we are, finally, the sum 
of our “philosophies,” whether conscious or not. Every complex is an embodied 
philosophy, rooted in the subject’s past, a splinter personality, a somatic 
manifestation, a mini-script or scenario, and a tendency toward repetition. 
Many of our traumata have phenomenologically generated “philosophies” of 
self and world, and all of us have a tendency to commit “the fallacy of over-
generalization,” namely, what appeared to be true back then gets extrapolated 
to subsequent futures and creates those noisome patterns which confound our 
deepest fantasies of freedom of choice. Would that more therapists were trained 
in the various argumentative fallacies which philosophers have smoked out 
through the millennia because our clients and their culture are awash in them. 
Similarly, however irrational the world is, and how quirky and idiosyncratic 
our sensibilities, we all could use that old tool, reason, to chart a path through 
the dark woods of our lives from time to time. And thirdly, developing a 
mature “philosophy of life,” one which asks accountability of us, one which 
acknowledges the reality of attachment and loss, one which summons us to the 
highest, will serve anyone well on whatever stormy seas of ours. Additionally, 
one of the peripheral virtues of working with dreams is that the client’s ego 
is summoned to a dialogue with a different, deeper source within. The dreams 
are, after all, one’s own, but from whence does such ingenuity, such creativity 
and perspicacity arise, and what is its intent? When the client engages the fact 
that there is a profound wisdom astir, what Jung called the two million year 
old person within, then he or she acquires greater access to a personal path, 
and may recover personal authority theretofore traded away in the thousand 
adaptations that dependency once obliged. From both the extra-psychic 
dialogue of therapy, and the intra-psychic dialogue of introspection, a larger life 
may unfold, the Shadow world grow more luminous and inform a larger range 
of conscious choices.

* * *

Tiresias, the venerated blind prophet of ancient Greece, observed once that 
we sometimes see things not meant to be seen. So the therapist sometimes 
encounters the darkest of humanity’s possibility, not only in the experience of 
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no going back. The saddest lines in the English language are perhaps those of 
Milton describing how our mythopoeic ancestors wound their solitary way out 
of Eden, forever. So, in response we devise the epiphenomenal armamentaria 
of theology, psychology, treatment plans to perpetuate the fantasy of return, 
forgetting Freud’s reminder that our much more modest, perhaps achievable, 
task is to move from the neurotic miseries of life to the normal miseries of 
life. While we may or may not agree that the problem of evil, of humanity’s 
“dark side,” is the unavoidable casualty of splitting ego consciousness, we will 
nonetheless have to contend always with the heart, and with the irreducible 
sum of human suffering. As Pascal noted in the seventeenth century, the heart 
has reasons that reason knows not. And as Yeats agreed, whatever our theoretic 
preferences, in the end we are left only “with our blind stupefied.

* * *

The problem with the unconscious is that it is unconscious. We cannot 
with any certainty say that it exists, yet we have as much right to speak of it 
as an entity as astrophysicists have to speak of “Black Holes” whose existence 
they posit because of their effect on surrounding bodies. That so much of our 
histories seem to spill into the world from places unknown to consciousness, 
seems to legitimize the existence of such a premise. From the limited purview of 
consciousness, however, the whole presumption is revolutionary and unsettling. 
It is unsettling to think that the ego may be only a thin wafer on a large, 
tenebrous sea when we have invested so much in its seaworthy character, ride its 
tossing structure, and cling to it as a fixity. From the standpoint of the immature, 
or threatened ego, even the rest of our psychic reality may be considered a 
“dark side.” The partner of one of my analysands has resisted personal therapy 
on the grounds that “I know what I think,” which is the equivalent of saying, 
“I think I think what I think”. In fact, the psyche is “thinking” us. Similarly, the 
secret imperialism of Freud’s “where Id was, there ego shall be” also suggests 
something of the ego’s attitude to this terra incognita. So, in exploring the 
Shadow, we are asked to be accountable not only for the unknown, but for the 
little pieces we can know, but prefer not to.

In speaking to groups on the theme of the Shadow, I have developed daylong 
workshops in which, after a general introduction to the concept of the Shadow 
and examples on the societal and historical front, we explore the theme on a 
very personal basis. While the privacy of each participant is protected, each is 
asked to journal on the spot in response to some provocative questions. These 
workshops have led to some engaging conversations, and I believe no little 
increase in personal awareness. While the questions themselves are simple 
enough, they do stir the pot, and bring much otherwise neglected material to 
the surface. Rather than focus on the issue of evil, per se, and in the spirit of 
broadening the topic of humanity’s dark side, let me share some of the questions 
and brief amplifications here.
1. a) Of your many, many virtues, a list too large to encompass in this brief 
few hours, can you identify perhaps three of them which you believe show up 
in your life with reasonable consistency? b) What are the opposites of those 
virtues, those manifestations of a darker side to a personality, which of course 
are most remote from c) Can you identify specific occasions where the practice 
of the virtues you listed in 1. a) above brought harm to you or someone else? d) 
Can you identify specific occasions where the opposite of your virtues, as listed 
in 1. b) above turned up in your life?

This very simple, four-part question, begins to shift the ground beneath the 
ego and its pretensions. All of us wish to think of ourselves as generally righteous 
people, citizens of good will, and hopefully with beneficent contributions. 

consciousness, we all exercise the mechanism of magical thinking, with paranoid 
tendencies toward embroidering. “I am what happens to me,” we conclude as we 
internalize our world as a statement to us about us, and continue serving that 
charged “message.” (As novelist Faulkner put it, “the past isn’t dead; it’s not even 
past”. Reinforcing the idea that the traumata arose from the exigencies of life, 
from the pathology of another person, from the occasional collusion of time and 
agency, is critical to developing another region of the psyche which not only 
can challenge the messages implicate in the trauma, but can learn to govern 
from a larger psychic space. As Jung said of our core complexes and wounds, 
we may not solve them, but we can outgrow If we look at humanity’s dark 
side, we are obliged in the name of philosophical honesty to consider whether 
the idea of dark, the idea of evil itself, is not primarily an “ego” problem, the 
problem of splitting when the universe itself is not split - it simply is. As a John 
Steinbeck character put it, “there ain’t no good and there ain’t no evil; there’s 
just stuff folks do.” In other words, whatever we personify when we speak of 
Nature naturing (natura naturans) or nature natured (natura naturata), such 
a force does not consider or care about the problem of evil or of light and 
dark. What agencies people have personified as “the gods” apparently do not 
either, although there are of course religions such as Christianity whereby a 
compassionate deity is professed to have entered the world in human form 
to share and possibly redeem suffering. The polytheisms have an easier time 
of all this because the divine powers are not obliged to be consistent or 
compassionate, or anything but “the god.” Classical Buddhism is accordingly 
more an existential psychology which addresses our core condition: Angst. The 
ego then is not tasked with that impossible agenda of sovereignty which serves 
as the core, silent assumption of so many modern psychologies and therapeutic 
methods. Most of our psychological theories and treatment plans invest heavily 
in the fantasy of ego sovereignty and control through cognitive restructuring 
and behavioral modification. These fantasies will, to the classical Buddhist, 
only deepen delusion, and set the ego up for further Angst as these stratagems 
ultimately fail. Similarly, most popular theologies set up the believer, either 
by infantilizing him or her through guilt and anxiety, or seducing him with 
intimations of happiness, material prosperity, and longevity. When any of these 
psychological or theological assumptions falters under the burden of reality, the 
individual is typically left to account for the discrepancy by indicting the gods, 
or themselves, for their shortcomings. Gautama noticed this tendency two and a 
half millennia ago when he said that the ego attitude itself was the problem. Is 
it not interesting that we are still stubbing our toes on this recalcitrant tendency 
of ego inflation these many centuries later? And that the implicit healing 
fantasy of most of our methods may compound this dilemma?

It is the nature of psyche, an energy system geared toward its own 
development and preservation, to differentiate into components which may 
support or impede those agenda. The phenomenology of being itself splits and 
creates such epiphenomena as ego consciousness, and the splintered fragments 
of diverse drives, complexes, and reticulated personal and cultural scenarios. 
These search engines are differentiations of psyche, not unlike the leaf, blossom, 
stalk, and seed of the plant, and conduct their agenda through multiple structures 
and functions. Yet this same utilitarian variegation also begets splits, conflicts, 
suffering, neurosis. In the Edenic myth, for instance, one may eat of the Tree 
of Life, but the Tree of Knowledge is forbidden. Living unconsciously in service 
to instinct is psychic wholeness; serving the divergent agenda of consciousness, 
however, leads to fragmentation, inner division, and ultimately spills out into 
violent contention within one’s own species. Various fantasies of “homecoming,” 
of “heaven,” of “wholeness,” of “happiness,” “returning to nature,” “the simple 
life,” serve this nostalgia for the lost unity of instinctual being. But there is 
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reinforced by repeated failed attempts to get unstuck and the person is further 
afflicted with shame, guilt, and diminished self-esteem. In addressing this 
question I acquaint them with the chief premise of depth psychology, namely, 
that it is not about what it is about. Whatever the “stuck” place is, it is not 
about that issue, for that issue or task is on its own easily addressed. Rather, 
a metaphoric filament reaches down from the stuck place to a primal, archaic 
zone of the psyche where the earliest lessons about the twin threats to our 
survival - overwhelment yes, however awkward it sounds and abandonment - 
were first met and suffered. In these superficial “stuck places” we rather activate 
primal, archaic anxieties and it is the admixture, the propellant from this archaic 
realm which overpowers the repeated efforts of ordinary ego consciousness to 
move forward. When one has grasped that “it is not about what it is about,” 
then one can begin to realize that the archaic parts of the blocking mechanism 
can be confronted by the powers and resiliency the person has acquired over 
the intervening years. So many persons, whether it presents as writer’s block, 
the need to lose weight, address an addiction, whatever, expressed a relief 
and a new resolve when they realized that the blockage arose not from their 
dilatory will but from matters long ago and far away, matters which an enlarged 
consciousness can now address.

6. Where do Mother and Father still govern your life, either through 
repetition, over-compensation, or your special “treatment plan”?

The unlived life of the parent, wherever they were stuck, becomes for all of 
us a compelling model, script, set of marching orders, or we spend enormous 
energy trying not to repeat our Mother’s life, or be like our Father, or we evolve 
sophistic strategies to massage this issue and ignore its continuing role in our. 

7. Where do you refuse to grow up, wait for clarity of vision before risking, 
hope for external solutions, expect rescue from someone, or wait for someone 
else to tell you what your life is about?

This question, like the one on “stuckness” is one to which the participants 
quickly respond. They, we, all know where we are avoiding showing up in our 
lives. All of us are aware where we would like someone else to take care of 
this nettlesome journey for us. All of us want to figure it all out, have the 
ambiguities resolved before we step into the abyss. This deferred accountability, 
this disowned personal authority, this evasion of responsibility is common to 
each of us in some area of our lives, and is one of the chief manifestations of 
humanity’s dark side. For those of us committed to democratic values, this flight 
from personal accountability not only sabotages the depth and integrity of our 
personal journey, but undermines the maturation necessary for a responsible, 
participatory democracy. No wonder our public sensibilities are characterized by 
their susceptibility to demagogues and gurus, seduction by fads and fashions, 
exhibit a short attention span, manifest a ready tendency to scapegoat, prefer 
simplistic solutions to complex matters, and relinquish personal authority so 
easily in times of distress. As one of Bertolt Brecht’s characters said in response 
to how a tyranny is created, one doesn’t have to organize the criminals, one has 
only to organize the people. As a result, the darkest side of our collective social 
structures has its origin in what we have avoided in our personal development.

* * *

 In standing on this spinning planet, and doing this kind of work on a daily 
basis, we cannot help but be thrown back on existential perplexities: why is 
there so much suffering, so much injustice? To what degree does one adopt a 
neutral, uninvolved approach? When is intervention possible, and necessary? 
How does our own philosophical Weltanschauung help or hinder our work? 
Is there a legitimate connection between theogony and therapy. A long time 

However, a sober assessment of history, ours and that of the world, suggests that 
even the very best of intentions may lead to unforeseen harm to self and others. 
And, however vigilant we wish to be, the whole range of human possibility, 
sooner or later leaks into the world through us. The general effect of even this 
first question is disquietude and an aroused sensitivity that other forces may be 
afoot. If anyone ever doubted it, the first question alone begins to underline the 
role of the unconscious in the governance of daily life, and the reminder that 
we do not in fact know what we think, nor are we arrogantly able to chart a 
course of moral certainty.
2. Examine the key relationships of your life, domestic and business. Where does 
the Shadow manifest in patterns of avoidance of conflict or compliance with 
the pressure of the moment, leading to consequences which are not in your 
interest or perhaps that of others?

Again, this question demonstrates the ubiquity of subterranean agendas, old 
patterns of adaptation, Quisling-like evasions of accountability which allow us 
to slip-slide away from our encounter with the complexities of life.
3. Examine the patterns of your intimate relationships, either current or past. 
What annoys you most about that partner? Where have you encountered such 
annoyance before?

This question begins to get at the question of how we project our Shadow 
onto our partners, and indeed even may select them in order to do so. We chose 
them for inwardly compelling reasons, and only a very few of those reasons 
ever reach consciousness. In the face of highly charged messages, especially 
those unconscious, we have a tendency to serve the instructions through 
repetition, or may be caught in over-compensation by trying to get away from 
a dynamic pattern and thereby being still defined by it, or by having worked 
out a treatment plan such as a numbing addiction, a life of distraction, or gasp, 
being a therapist and trying to fix them in everyone else.
4. Where do you repeatedly undermine your interests, shoot yourself in the foot, 
cause yourself familiar griefs? Where do you avoid risking what you intuit to be 
your larger self?

Again, the Shadow manifests most tellingly in our collusion with it. Even 
when we know what is needed, we often repeat patterns compulsively. As Paul 
said in the Letter to the Romans, though we know the good, we do not do it. 
Why? He tended to mark it up to “sin,” the impossibility of perfection, and an 
imperfect will. All of that may be true, but he did not know much about the 
vastness of the unconscious, and the fact that the contrary tendencies are also 
part of who we are. In fact, the most astute psychological comment ever to 
come from the ancient world is from the Roman playwright Terence who two 
millennia ago said, “Nothing human is alien to me.” This self-evident truth is 
the essence of Shadow recognition, our common humanity, and yet each of us 
will have some place in our life where denial, evasion, suppression, repression, 
projection, or dissociation is reflexively employed to distance us and preserve 
the ego’s fragile frame. None of us will wish to access our inner sociopath, or 
embrace the murderer within - though we may murder something important 
on a daily basis - or admit our rampant narcissism, and none of us will want to 
confess how much we want to love and be loved.
5. Where are you “stuck” in your life, blocked in your development? What fears 
stand as sentinels to keep you from where you want to go, and from whence 
do they derive?

I have asked this question now on four continents and no one, no one has 
ever asked me “what do you mean stuck?” They ask for examples of every other 
question, but for this one they all start writing in a matter of seconds. It is of 
considerable psychological import that we can so readily identify where we 
are stuck, and yet stay stuck. Often the push-back from those stuck places is 

98 - Hermes20



Hermes20 - 101

going reflectivity, our own awareness of blind spots, and our own willingness to 
acknowledge what we do not know. We will not finally understand humanity’s 
dark side, but we are here to bear witness, to bring the gift of compassion 
and shared journey to the client. All of us are in the same dark woods, albeit 
with different paths opening for us. Over eight centuries ago, the writer of 
the Grail legend noted that when each knight took off in search of the Grail, 
each one went to a place in the forest where there was no path, for it would 
be a shameful thing to take the path someone has trod before. Before we can 
accompany anyone on their journey through their dark wood, we have to have 
undertaken our own. Wherever our own courage and resolve to see it through 
flags or fails, we will fail our patient, for what we have most to share with them 
is not our learning or our techniques, but rather who we have become, and what 
darkness we have faced in the world.

Bibliography

HOLLIS, J., Swamplands of the Soul: New Life in Dismal Places. Toronto: Inner City Books. 1996.
________, Tracking the Gods: The Place of Myth in Modern Life. Toronto: Inner City Books. 1995.
________, Why Good People do Bad Things: Understanding our Darker Selves. New York: 
Gotham/Penguin. 2007
JUNG, C.G., Answer to Job (C.W. Vol. 11). Princeton: Princeton, 1973.
_________, The Jung-White Letters. London: Routledge. 2007.
MACLEISH, A., A Play in Verse. New York: Houghton. 1961
MENNINGER, K., Whatever Became of Sin? New York: Bantam. 1988.
ROSENBAUM, R., Explaining Hitler: the Search for the Origin of His Evil. Toronto: Inner City 
Books. 1999.

ago the problem of evil, injustice, the ubiquity of suffering sent me to study 
philosophy and theology at the graduate level. As rich and provocative as 
those texts proved to be, I came to appreciate Whitehead’s critique of “the 
bloodless dance of categories,” and was left with little more than my own 
blind, and stupefied heart. I recall listening to an interview over my car radio 
on 23 November, 1963 as Kenny O’Donnell reflected on the assassination of his 
kinsman the day before. He said, “What’s the good of being Irish if you don’t 
know that sooner or later the world is going to break your heart.” One does not 
have to be Irish to find our personal appointment with the darkest wood. Since 
that time, I have come to the conclusion that most of us no doubt reach, or we 
burn out, or we have to close up our spiritual shop and become automatons, 
namely: the ubiquity of suffering and injustice is pretty much a steady state. 
Just because we have been distracted for the moment does not remove the fact 
that horrible things are happening to people in any given moment. All we can 
bring to the table, then, is compassion, a steadiness which can sometimes assist 
healing, and the interpretive skills to help people find their position relative to 
their suffering. In his marvelous updating of the Job story, Archibald MacLeish 
(1963) moves his central character, a businessman named J. B., to observe that 
God does not love; God simply is. “But we do,” his wife Sarah reminds him. 
Sometimes we can help reframe the patient’s suffering without evading it in 
any way. In the book Swamplands of the Soul, I make the point that in every 
swampland visitation - depression, loss, betrayal, guilt, et al. - there is always a 
psychological task, the addressing of which may move a person from victimhood 
and diminishment to proactive engagement and psychospiritual enlargement. 
Mysteriously, healing often arises out of the therapeutic alliance itself, this most 
intimate of relationships. Well over a century ago, Pierre Janet observed what 
he called “the talking cure,” the peculiar phenomenon that people somehow 
felt better having simply sharing their suffering with him. What we can discern 
in this phenomenon is the importance of human relationship, of one person 
bearing witness to the suffering of another, and of being held in one’s fallen 
state without judgment.

Surely one of the most delusory of ideologies in our cultural context is the 
fantasy of happiness. Happiness is a most transient state, and always contextual. 
(Remember the banquet of Damocles and his sword swinging over the head 
of the engorged diner?) When we are doing what is right for our soul, that is, 
psyche, we will be flooded from time to time by happiness, but the steady pursuit 
of it will lead to addictive behaviors, trivialization, and increased suffering. On 
the other hand, if the goal is meaning, that is, finding our purpose in our 
particular corner of the dark wood, then we will feel the richness of our journey. 
Part of our therapeutic task, so often necessary, is to undertake Freud’s idea of 
Nacherziehung, namely, the re-education of our values. Helping a person find 
his or her task amid suffering, loss, disappointment, moves him or her toward 
greater autonomy. Analytic psychology as articulated by Jung, is ultimately 
a therapy of meaning. Although we begin our work in such swamplands as 
psychopathology, we are more importantly directed toward the task of finding 
meaning in those dismal places. What, in the face of these circumstances, is one 
called to do? What new attitudes are required, what persistence of will, and 
what changing agenda of values does this moment ask of one’s life? When these 
questions are addressed directly, the person stays less stuck on the wounding, 
and more engaged in the task which can lead him or her to enlargement. In the 
end, the attainment of happiness can be a trivial definition of life, but a more 
concerted dialectic among heart, brain, and soul may lead to a life well lived, a 
life in which one finds dignity, autonomy, and Jung repeatedly observed that we 
cannot take clients further than we have gone ourselves. Where we are stuck, 
the therapy will get stuck. We therefore have to bring to the table our own on 
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