What was my experience of integrating my shadow to my heal my wounds and become an effective therapist?

I am currently in the second year of my masters, and for the final assignment of the year, I am undertaking a piece of heuristic research on myself; not just any subject, but a phenomenon that I have identified in my practice as a trainee counsellor, my personal therapy and/or my personal development since starting my journey as a trainee therapist, it’s also has to be something that has deepened my knowledge of myself as a therapist. 

At the start of the journey, the thought of delving deep to my core and exposing ‘my stuff’ seemed very daunting. It scared me. I really didn’t want to go there, to the parts of myself that I try to ignore and I feel at times I have disowned. Jung used to call these parts of ourselves ‘the shadow’ claims Forrester (2020). I have always felt this shadow of mine is there, waiting and lurking for the chance to be seen and heard. I’ve always thought that something was holding me back from being my best self, I have felt this most of my adult life. But, as Jung said, we can never be whole unless we integrate our shadow (Forrester, 2020). With some hesitation, I decided to delve deep into my shadow to see what was holding me back in life. Hence my question for this piece of heuristic research is: What was my experience of integrating my shadow to my heal my wounds and become an effective therapist?

To understand more about heuristic research, I read Moustakas (1990) on the topic and a question he asks is: What critical incidents stand out for me to create the desire to want to know more? Throughout the duration of my masters, I noticed when we delved deep during our personal development, there was a big mass of pain within me. There were several parts to this mass (which will be explored later in this essay), and I managed to identify three strong themes. However, all the themes within stemmed from my shadow self; this big, gigantic mass that occupies a place within me, and permeates throughout my body and mind. van der Kolk (2014, chapter 14) likens the shadow within us as a neglected, exiled animal who is starving for attention and is very much part of ourselves. This neglected, hungry animal is me. 

I have ruminated greatly on how researching my shadow would contribute to myself as a person and as a therapist. I feel the integration will bring peace for me from the trauma I have held on to so tightly, also as a therapist it will benefit me. How on earth could I possible walk with a client to the depths of their pain, if I have not done that with myself. It would be like me running an Alcoholics Anonymous meeting whilst still drinking alcohol. There would be an incongruence within me. Rogers (1980, pp. 14) likens being congruent as being whole or integrated. It’s about being real. I understand to be able to sit with a client’s pain, I have to sit with my own. 

Before going into to detail about the research I thought it was important to give a little information. Firstly, Carl Jung’s concept of the shadow and secondly why the process of heuristic research is so valuable within the world of counselling and psychotherapy. I felt it was important to look back further with my search into literature around Jung and managed to find literature from 1938 up to the present day.

According to Forrester (2020, pp. loc 98), we all have this ego ideal about who we think we are or who we would like to be, unfortunately what lurks in the shadow doesn’t fit this ego ideal, so we repress this part of our personality. Forrester adds that one of the biggest emotions to inhabit the shadow, is shame. Shame can manifest itself as a feeling of inferiority, a sense of worthlessness, and when these feelings are measured up against our ego ideal it can leave us with a perceived deficit of self.  It can generate feelings of wanting to withdraw and hide and not be seen. 

Trauma and shame can be connected and dwell within the shadow self. In his book van der Kolk (2014, p. 1) explains that traumatic experiences leave traces in our mind and emotions, in our physical body and immune system, and our capacity to feel joy and intimacy. He adds that it take a tremendous amount of energy for someone to keep going whilst carrying a trauma around with them. I remember when I was in this place of feeling so tired and being ill all of the time. He adds that trauma results in a fundamental reorganisation of how the mind and brain manage perceptions. It can change how we think and the very way we think it.

The idea of the shadow was first conceptualised by psychologist Carl Jung. Stevens (2001, pp. 64) described Jung’s theory as a “subpersonality”, “hidden away as it is in the dark lumber-room of the Freudian unconscious”. Stevens (2001, pp. 64) adds that it is something we take with us wherever we go and eludes to it as a “dark companion”. The shadow’s way of reminding us of its presence can be quite uncomfortable, especially in our dreams, where it often appears to be threatening and sinister. Jung (1938, pp.131) himself wrote "Everyone carries a shadow, and the less it is embodied in the individual's conscious life, the blacker and denser it is”. There has to be a desire to release oneself from the burden of carrying the shadow and according Kermani’s (2020) perception Jung, it requires a lot of effort to detach oneself from carrying such a burden. 

There has been criticism and contentions of Jung as Meredith‐Owen (2011) elicits Jung has been described as “blank, potentially psychotic core”. On the other hand, Meredith‐Owen (2011) argues that world of the psychoanalytic has vastly devalued Jung’s creativity and subtlety in his instinctive response to his own shadow, and we can still be valuably informed and appreciate modern methods into disorders like narcissistic disorders, particularly dissociation. 

As part of this exploration into the shadow self and the findings within, I believed applying the qualitative research method of heuristic research allowed me to understand with greater depth and acquire new knowledge and self-awareness. To quote its developer, Moustakas (1990, pp. 9): “Heuristic research is the process of an internal search through which one discovers the nature and meaning of experience and develops methods and procedures for further investigation and analysis”. The whole meaning of heuristic is to find, or discover, which comes from the Greek word heuriskein. 

The whole process of doing heuristic research on oneself, is to return to the self (Moustakas,1990 p. 13) and to accept what’s coming up as authentic. Moustakas talks about the risk of opening old wounds, I can see how easy that would be, as this is something I feared at the start of this process. Moustakas highlights that this quest for knowing begins with the question. Moustakas advices it’s reader to stay with the question until it is answered and to become one with the question. What is it that makes me want to ask this question?  Moustakas’s guidance is to look for key themes throughout the dialogue I am having with everything that is coming from the quest I am undertaking. How am I relating to them? What is my tacit knowing? 

It is no surprise that Moustakas (1990) utilised focusing methods developed by Gendlin (1978) which enabled him in the identification and explication of core meanings and feelings which are significant to the human experience. Gendlin (2003, pp. 32) coined the term felt sense after realising there was no ready-made word to describe the kind of bodily awareness that can have a profound influence on our lives.  Additionally this felt sense can shift if it is approached in the right manner. Gendlin claim, if your felt sense can change regarding a particular situation, then this could bring about change in yourself, and in your life. Van der Kolk (2014, pp. 381) iterates that this bodily awareness can attach itself to an event, a person or a situation. 

Whilst undertaking this heuristic research, on time I found it very difficult due to events that were happening in my own life. Sometimes I had to walk away from the research and shut off for a while as it felt a lot for me to handle. However I reminded myself of the BACP (2018) ethical framework and the commitment counsellors and psychotherapist must make in ensuring their own wellbeing and take adequate steps in their own self-care. As a trainee counsellor, I felt it was my duty to ensure I looked after my wellbeing so it would compromise the work I did with clients and of course myself. 

There can be several ways of collecting data as depicted by van der Kolk (2014, p. 11), which can include images, visions or even dreams that can connect the researcher to their quest. I decided to try collecting some data through visualisation. I would meditate and allow feelings to arise. On one occasion, visions came to me walking down a corridor with many different doors. Each door had something relating to an event in my past. When I came to certain doors scary looking demons would just appear and the more I tried to stop it, the scarier they became. There was a door with mother on and that had the scariest demon of all. I will explain more about this later on in this essay. I knew at this point that lots of self-care was needed to see me through the emotional task before me. 

Much of the data were collected through free writing. I decided to use thematic analysis to find themes through the data and then I put the themes into three groups. I undertook this whilst following Moustakas (1990) six phases of his heuristic research method. The first phase is the initial engagement where the researcher discovers what it is that calls out to them (Moustakas, 1990 p.27). What are the passionate about? In my case it was understanding more about my shadow self. The second phase is the immersion phase and it’s when the researcher sleeps, eats and lives the question they desire to find the answers to (Moustakas, 1990 p.28). Everything in my life became crystalised around my question. The third phase is the incubation phase; the research should retreat of the intensity of their question and allow another level of knowledge to expand. It’s as if the incubation phase gives birth to a brand-new understanding (Moustakas, 1990 p. 29). The fourth phase is illumination, it should happen more naturally but only if the researcher is open and receptive to tacit knowledge. Tacit knowledge is more implicit knowledge than explicit. It’s there but we may not know it yet (Moustakas, 1990 p. 30). The fifth face is explication, where the research can now fully explore what has been awakened within their consciousness, and hopefully understand the diverse levels of meanings. The final phase is the creative synthesis, this is where the researcher will place all the core themes and components of the data together (Moustakas, 1990 p. 31).

For me, one of the tasks I found most difficult during this process was thinking of a question. I must have written about 20 before settling on the in the initial engagement. As explained earlier, I had a wanting to know why I am the way I am in regard to the dark part of myself. Why I’ve never felt like an integrated person. It’s only through studying and working with my shadow self on my course did I realise, that’s what my issue is. This when I decided that ‘What was my experience of integrating my shadow to my heal my wounds and become an effective therapist?’, would be the perfect question for me. 

During the process of immersion, I can honestly say that I felt like I was in a desert sandstorm. It’s like everything was unsettled within me whilst going through this process of heuristic research. I found myself being more emotional than I normally am. I’m aware that since I started this, I had a cancer scare which thankfully is ok. However, this brought into question my womanhood as the mass was in my ovaries, which have never worked properly. I also suffered the loss of a friend I have known for over 30 years which has been very difficult as I’m aware it has reunited me with the overwhelming sense of loss I feel within me. 

I am wondering, why are so many emotions being presented to me? Some are around 50 years old. Memories came to me which I thought I had buried long ago; some came as pictures, others had intense emotions with them and some things I just could not verbalise in any way. Throughout this process, I kept trying to reiterate to myself that I don’t need to become these things again as I have move passed that but I am just feeling them. I feel that’s the trick with my stuff sometimes. It can be so overwhelming that it takes me back from when the trauma first started. It’s hard to stay in the present, but I told myself that I was safe and to be brave and to feel why it had chosen to present itself. 

Even after the immersion phase when in the incubation phase, I found it difficult as I noticed for a couple of weeks afterwards, I was quick to get angry and often quite irritable with everything. I then asked myself, what am I angry at? Where is this coming from? Gendlin (2003) says to stay with the emotion, remain with the feeling. When I did this I noticed that often painful feelings would emerge within me. I recognise that I protect myself with anger, by being angry I don’t have to feel the emotion that is really there. For me the underlying emotion was ‘shame’. 

I felt there were three strong themes in the data. One of the strongest one for me was shame. In the Illumination stage, Moustakas (1990) mentions about looking for things that may not have been noticed before, or maybe something that has been missed or ignored. I don’t feel there are many surprises in this process for me as I do have good recollection of most things that have happened to me, I’m aware they may be slightly warped as they have come from whence trauma happened. So I have the potential of viewing if from that place. I feel that I have ignored something in me for a long time, it’s what I am afraid to look at or even revisit. It lives in the depths of my shadow and is drenched in shame. 

A common theme Forester (2020, loc. 222) talks about when addressing shame is the feelings of being fundamentally inferior and flawed; ‘there is something wrong with me’. I relate to Forester’s explanation of shame, claiming it thrives in darkness, the fear of unexpected exposure. When Forester wrote about children fearing they are unlovable, I felt like she was talking to me.  We grow up with this internalised representation of ourselves based on the relationship we have with our primary care giver. So mine wasn’t great. As Forester describes a shame trait as having the view of ourselves that we would see if we went into a house of deformed mirrors. Of course it isn’t true but none the less it’s how I saw myself. I grew up feeling like damaged goods. I felt I had been spoiled in some way. I grieve for the innocence I lost as a child and for the childhood I never had. Even writing this brings up that gut-wrenching feeling that would often live with me as a child. 

Another insight I noticed around shame, was my uncontrollable urge to eat. I realised the more uncomfortable I felt, the more I wanted to binge eat. This is something that I used to struggle with. Some days I ask myself what is going on when I want to eat but some days the urge overtakes me and I eat. However, this feel so destructive as I hate that I have eaten so much so I go back to the shame cycle again. It’s something I am learning to manage. 

The second theme that arose from the data was my identity, more specifically, my identity as a woman. I feel that I have always struggled with my womanhood; what it means to be a woman. I’ve never felt womanly in the way that I see women who are mothers. They seem like proper woman. I’ve never felt like that. I’ve never felt part of the ‘woman club’. Does our femininity rely on woman being able to birth children? Is that what makes a woman feel like a proper woman? What does it mean to be a woman? When I was told I couldn’t have children, I felt a failure as a woman. I felt I was being punished in some way, as if I wasn’t good enough to be a proper woman, or there was something wrong with me and ‘God’ was saving a child from being born to me. It was strange as my brother and my sister who both had the same childhood as myself, both have children. My brother has a boy and my sister has four children. So why was I denied this? Why did life decide that I wasn’t fit for motherhood? However, I believe my identity as a woman went further back than that. 

I wasn’t shown what a good mother was as I grew up with a non-maternal mother, who never showed affection and was often very violent so I didn’t learn from her how to be a woman; how to love or be loved. I grew up as a girl thinking it was normal to be a nothing. I also grew up believing a father had the right to do what he wanted to me and that was okay. I grew up feeling shame and dirty. Can this change how a girl sees herself? As an adult, whenever I was in a group of woman who would all talk about the lives and their husbands and children and share stories, I felt like an outsider. I was unable to tell them any stories of my children. I would sometimes mention my nieces and nephews but have had looks as if I could not possibly understand. I’ve even had that said to me. “You’re not a mother, you could never understand”. So I can’t be a proper woman then, right? The data showed me that my feelings of shame and identity as a woman were so closely linked. It's felt like being a woman for me just meant pain, disappointment and men feeling they could do whatever they wanted to me. 

The third theme that ran through the data was an overwhelming sense of loss. I know I have always grieved for the childhood I didn’t have; I grieve for the sad child I was and how hard my childhood was; the lost innocence and the wish I had through my childhood that someone would save me. No one came! I grieve for the parents I didn’t have. I would see other parents and think how different they were from mine. They seemed so nice. I used to ask myself; why were mine not like this? There must be something wrong with me. I grieve for her.

Unfortunately I have had many bereavements in my life and the grief that impacted me the most was the death of my best friend Donna in 2015. This also opened up my trauma. I never viewed my childhood as a trauma before, but it smacked me hard when I was in sheer devastation over the loss of my best friend. I think this was one of the worst moments of my life. I honestly felt that something in me broke that day; something died. I felt utterly broken. If I’m being honest, something still feels broken in me.

During this process I felt my attachment style wavering. I know that I started life with a very insecure attachment and I truly believe thanks to my best friend Donna, I learned to develop a more secure attachment. However, I have often felt that sense of insecurity during the last couple of months since starting this heuristic research. I saw myself through the insecure child I used to be. There were times, I felt like I was there again. I kept telling myself that this was part of the process and to write down how I was feeling. 

From what I understand of the explication phase, is for me to understand and explore what has been awakened in me. I feel a sense of self-care that I have never had before has been awakened. It feels like there is a kind, gentle person in me now who is always on my side. The inner voice of kindness tells me “everything will be okay”. I starting to see myself differently. I know its hasn’t always been like this. I grew up feeling like an ‘IT’ not a girl and as much work as I have done on myself, I think deep down there is the scar; it’s there in the very deepest darkest corner of my soul. I used to ask, ‘Why me?’ But now I realise that it’s not personal. 

I have been thinking about the creative synthesis and how I can bring everything together. I think it’s about me feeling as one, a whole person and not split. No more hiding; just being me and being free. I have always been very good at putting on a front, of pretending that everything is okay. During my many years as a professional singer and broadcaster, I had this strength in me. There used to be such an internal split as I was either this awesome person who was brilliant on stage and on radio, or I was this vulnerable woman who didn’t think much of herself. I found this so confusing. I used to ask myself, which part is me? I believed I could not be both, it was like an internal fight; to be strong I had to shut that scared girl down as if I was her, I could not be strong. I now know this isn’t true as the real strength came when I went there and looked in the void. I should add here that being in Lockdown and not being able to do what I normally do has had an effect on my identity as I wasn’t doing the things that I identified myself by. Through this process, I realise that it’s okay to be strong and it’s also okay to be vulnerable. Nether are good or bad, they just where I’m at on that day. 

Another realisation I’ve had is that I always had to be perfect, the best in the room. I understand now that this is a part of shame. Brown (2020, p. 77) states how much shame loves the perfectionist. Brown (2020, p. 77) claims that the quest for being a perfectionist is an unattainable goal, and there is no such thing as perfect. I relate to Brown’s (2020, p. 77) theory that being a perfectionist is all about perception. I have always felt this way. If I was seen as perfect, no one would see how flawed I really was. Brown (2020, p. 77) adds, the antidote to perfectionism is to acknowledge out vulnerabilities. I can now see how this works. There is so much power in acknowledging my vulnerabilities. Instead of telling myself to be perfect at something, I now tell myself to do the best I can on that day. I know my best can vary depending on the day. Some days it will be good and maybe not good on other days, but knowing I’ve done my best is now good enough for me. 

I’ve always viewed this shadow in me as something bad, however, since breaking it down into the three themes of shame, identity as a woman and loss, I’m wondering what I can learn from this. How can this now become a gift for me instead of pain?
I adore this quote from van der Kolk (2014 p. 230)  “The shadow may carry the best of life we have not lived.” I am left wondering, what is stopping me from taking this stuff and using it for good? Van der Kolk talks of the shadow as the basement of the attic and says sometimes, you find gold there. Is there some hidden treasure beneath the pain, shame and loss? I am learning to see this differently now.  I am also learning how to give myself empathy as Brown (2018) claims that empathy is the biggest antidote for shame. 

When talking about creating new structures and filling that hole within, Van der Kolk (2014, pp. 296) quotes the work of Cark Jung: “It is not that something different is seen, but that one sees differently. It is as though the spatial; act of seeing were changed by a new dimension”. This truly resonated with me, it’s like when someone gives you a photo of an elderly lady and says there is a beautiful young woman hidden in the photo. You just can’t see the other image within this image, and then you see it, and once you do that, you can never unsee it. This is how I felt when uncovering some of the parts that I have hidden away. I can see them now and I understand why I felt that way, and it makes sense why I have been the way I have been in my past; and it’s okay!

However, I am learning to accept that I can’t go back to being who I was before as things have changed too much, but I can put the pieces together. I now relate, myself to the traditional Japanese art of Kintsugi, where it uses gold, silver or platinum to repair broken ceramics (Anon, 2018). Most of us want to hide our scars but I feel using Kintsugi as a metaphor, it refines the breaks and makes then stand out and look beautiful. The ceramics would not look beautiful without all these threads of gold, silver or platinum running through them. 

In conclusion, I can honestly say this whole process has been difficult, painful and revolutionary. Seeing what occupies my shadow and why it’s there has helped change it from this one big ball of pain to three parts of myself that has struggled with certain things. I am learning to integrate all of me together and not have this split or divide in me anymore. I am learning to value each part of me as everything is ether to teach me lessons. Yes I have shame, but none of the things that happened to me were my fault. I am showing myself more empathy. I may not feel I belong fully to the ‘women’s’ club; but that’s okay as I don’t need to be defined by what my womb can or can’t do. I may never be the person I was before Donna died, but maybe I should stop striving for that and be the person I am today; imperfect, flawed, full of breaks but beautifully put back together like the Japanese art of Kintsugi. I am worthy; I am enough and I am beautiful. 
