
RE-IMAGINING THE SHADOW
Mădălina Telea-Borteș

	To re-imagine a concept properly is a valiant and worthy task. Such is not the task in this brief article. While I do not purport to make any inroads in the richly researched (and theorized) realm of “shadow studies” (i.e., studies concerned with the personal or the collective shadow), I would like to entertain an observation.
	Since its conception within a Caucasian European intellectual view, the shadow has been assigned the task of representing “that part of the personality which has been repressed for the sake of the ego ideal” (Whitmont, 1991, p. 12). This assignment, which emerged from Freud’s ego-id-superego theory, rapidly transformed into a combative dynamic. Whitmont posits that this “clash” began with “the process of ego formation” itself, which Freud framed as inherently bellicose, due, in part, to a series of repressions within the psyche (1991, p. 15). From the very beginning, our understanding of the self’s various components was formed upon a foundation of archetypal battle: good versus evil, darkness versus light, desire versus repression. Human beings seem perpetually fueled by competition—Freud (1930) and Jung (1957) both considered it an innate human drive. Therefore, such a conceptualization of the shadow is hardly coincidental. 
          Whilst disagreements along the Freudian-Jungian line in psychological scholarship persist, there is little disagreement regarding the conceptualization of the shadow, which is deemed a necessary, innate, and unpleasant entity (Abrams & Zweig, 1991). What also remains intact is a particular language. It is a language of ownership and battle. This, too, is not a coincidence. 
Jung distinguished between the personal and the collective shadow, and in so doing, the personal shadow became more readily identified with the individual. This brought aspects of the archetypal shadow into manageable form. Additionally, it opened the door toward personal responsibility in relation to the shadow. We might argue that Jung’s “personal shadow” gave rise to the abundance of language such as “my stuff,” “my shadow,” “my shadow self,” “my shadow facets,” “my baggage.” This language has continued within our intellectual and societal milieu. For instance, “own your sh*t,” a common phrase within popular culture, is used to communicate a call toward personal responsibility as it relates to one’s shadow. Operative in all of those examples is “my.” One’s ownership is assumed, and this ownership is hardly neutral. What does this ownership entail? 
Ownership, in itself, does not necessitate combat, power, or control. I may own my clothes, my houseplants, my pets. I needn’t express any of the sentiments often associated with one’s shadow over them. If anything, my ownership necessitates a degree of care. However, our conceptualization of ownership, within the depth psychological tradition, as it relates to our shadow, seemingly continued down a particular Euro-centric thread. Historically, a caucasian (and socio-economically privileged) European conceptualization of ownership hinged, overwhelmingly, upon power; and power (within much of Europe) was long-ago ingrained with repression, combat, and control. Within the field of depth psychology, this foundation was absorbed and accepted rather than identified and questioned. As such, we inherited a particular view of what ownership entails. This view bled into our perception of our role within our intra-personal relationship. Let me explain. Upon recognizing that one has a shadow, one must admit that their shadow belongs to them. This position of ownership begets certain responsibilities. These responsibilities begin with recognizing one’s shadow and continue onward, guiding the individual toward a path of mastership over their shadow. The recognition of ownership does not lend itself to a relationship of care, however. Instead, one is advised that their shadow is an adversary against which they must reign, or risk being reined over by the shadow. Said another way, one must own, or be owned.
          This task, dramatized at will, is regarded as a necessary and challenging component of life. However, when one claims their shadow, faces, and integrates it, the shadow itself still remains. Even a devoted dance with the shadow hardly makes a dent in the larger scope of its totality. Similarly, when one renounces ownership over their shadow, abandoning all ownership responsibilities, the shadow remains just the same. Does the shadow's omnipresence, then, not signal something about how we’ve framed our conceptualization of the shadow? It seems odd, to me, that our very conceptualization of the shadow is pregnant with an inexhaustible battle between two facets of ourselves: light and dark, the ego’s consciousness and the shadow. This understanding of the shadow places and (arguably) keeps us in an adversarial position. From the start, the set up necessitates victors and losers, masters and slaves, and most of all, vigilance. 
In an aptly named essay, “As much truth as one can bear,” American writer, James Baldwin, remarked: “Our particulars are not very attractive…but we must use them. They will not go away because we pretend that they are not there” (2010, p. 34, emphasis added). Immediately afterward, in that same essay, Baldwin continues: “Not everything that is faced can be changed; but nothing can be changed until it is faced” (2010, p. 34). Baldwin’s words evoke similar sentiments about what depth psychologists have deemed “the shadow,” but his words lack a specific quality: war. Instead of deeming the shadowed parts of ourselves as willfully repressed, Baldwin’s language offers us a different scenario: our shadowed parts are particulars, unattractive but useful particulars. This shift in perspective grants us a different position. We needn’t be masters, we can opt for being craftspersons. I, for one, would much rather use the unattractive particulars inherent in my very being rather than maintain a position of always looking over my shoulder for their assumed overtake of my preferred faculties. 
          Why have we continued onward from a sole conception formed on a foundation of combat and ownership? Certainly, this dynamic has survived eons of human history, and it is, of course, also observable in non-human interactions. However, combat is not widespread in the non-human world. Survival surely drives every biological being, sometimes requiring combat—animals protect their turf, their young—but an ever-present fight, a regularly encountered and prolonged war, appears uniquely human-made. Biologically, no being can sustain itself within a perpetually combative environment for very long. Why is it, then, that we have overwhelmingly agreed upon this continually precarious conception of the shadow? Is our psyche not tethered to our biology, at least, in part? If archetypal patterns are universal and extend beyond the small community of human beings, would it not follow that archetypal patterns can be glimpsed throughout all of nature? 
          The fact of a shadow is just that, factual. One need only observe any item in daylight to witness this. From prolonged observations, one might even notice that, in fact, a shadow projects itself onto a surface, exists in denser form around an item, and diffuses, even grows larger in size the further it is from the item in question. Something else also becomes apparent. A shadow, in nature, is temporal. No sunlight, no shadow. Thus, one can observe that a shadow needs a temporal and a visual container; otherwise, it isn’t a shadow, it is merely the amorphous absence of light. Within the human psyche, on the contrary, the shadow is omnipresent, container-less. From there, it is a quick hop to alienness, lawlessness; for the human shadow does not obey the laws of light, does not require light to exist—it exists, we are told, eternally. It is rather facile to see how the shadow became not a shadow, but a void into which humans have thrown nearly everything that isn’t light. 
          The first lesson one learns in still-life drawing concerns shadows. Specifically, one learns that the shadow between items forms the basis of the visual relationship. No shadow, no clear relationship, no dynamism, and no depth. For several moments before one begins sketching, one must observe the shadow, the angles, and the texture of light upon each item. With time, one learns that shadow offers much more than a tireless adversary; it offers contrast, focus, foreground. In this conception, the shadow is doubtless inherent and relational, but it is not inherently other, hidden, or unwanted. [image: ]Artwork by Mădălina Borteș
.

Thus, I must beg the question(s): how might our perspective of shadow shift if we were to set aside the assumption that it is from a "clash" that shadow formed? How might we behave in relation to our shadow if the basis of the relationship between us and it was not muscular but merely a fact of nature? Would we risk losing some of our curiosity about shadow if it were not a mysterious force rushing to overtake us, if it were not a battle in any sense at all? 
Inherent in the lore about the archetypal clash is an assumption that interaction necessitates submission and oppression, victors, heroes, and heroines. I am tempted to look elsewhere, namely, to Baldwin’s offer of craftsmanship, and then further, to astrophysics, where a clash is understood as the basis of star and planetary formation, where a clash hardly necessitates winners or losers, masters or slaves, but merely adaptation and possibility. 
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