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Who is pushing?
I turned to see a tall, bald man looking down at

me. The train had just pulled in and the doors opened
directly in front my spot on the platform. I let two
people in first, though, and that’s when I felt the
push. As we turned toward the seats, I felt another
push on my back and again looked at the man, who
now released an annoyed huff of breath. What a
jerk! I thought. Does he think that he’s the only one
who deserves a seat? Then I felt a poke on my shoul-
der, and in a loud angry voice, the tall, bald man said 

“What are you looking at? You got a
problem, buddy?” 

I saw people turn toward us. 

“I don’t have a problem,” I answered, trying
to sound calm. “How about you?” 

He shook his head dismissively and found a seat.
I spent the next 20 minutes replaying the incident,
imagining better, more biting responses than my
lame answer, and plotting what I would say to him
the next time we met on the platform. I was angry
and needed to show him that he was wrong, incon-
siderate, and rude. 

I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. “Why
am I so worked up over this little incident?” I asked. As
my breathing slowed I began to relax and let myself
feel the emotion—the sense of indignation, personal
offense, and obsessive replaying of the event. I knew
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this feeling well. In fact, I had learned of, and taught
others about, this feeling and its meaning. Now I
was experiencing it directly. The teaching that I
learned is 

That which irritates us most about others is
usually an aspect of our own personality
that we dislike, but do not want admit to
ourselves. 

Then the encounter came in to focus. I was anx-
ious to get a seat on the train and was tempted to
rush on to grab the first available seat. But because
of my self-image as a “spiritual person,” I did not
allow myself to recognize that I was feeling pushy, so
I let others in front of me to prove to myself that not
only am I not pushy, but I actually place others’
needs ahead of my own. The tall, bald man’s aggres-
sion, however, was a reflection of my own feelings
of anxiety about getting a seat. I was unwilling,
though, to recognize him as a kindred spirit—which
is to admit that I, too, am pushy—so I vehemently
condemned him to reassure myself that we are,
actually, diametrical opposites and that he’s selfish
and I am generous. But I knew, deep down, that the
truth is not so simple, and his unwillingness to rec-
ognize me as a “spiritual person” for letting others in
first brought my self-image in to question, prompting
the thought, Maybe I am the pushy jerk here. (If he
had smiled and congratulated me for letting others
ahead, I would have gladly stood for the trip, feeling
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secure and validated.) But that was difficult to look
at and accept, and so I immediately rejected that
option and blamed him. And the internal drama
grew. Whew!!

Although this dynamic—the reluctance to
accept parts of ourselves that don’t fit the self-image
that we’ve created, who we like to think that we are,
and who we want to appear to others—sounds
rather insane, it is a universal human experience. The
great early 20th-century Swiss psychologist Carl
Jung first identified and studied this dynamic, and
named it the “shadow” because it contains the
thoughts and feelings that we’ve subconsciously sent
to the dark shadows of our psyche, hoping not to be
found, out of fear that our self-image will be chal-
lenged. If our self-image is, for example, I am self-
sufficient, I am humble, I am caring, or I am spiritual,
natural thoughts and emotions that conflict with this
self-image, such as feelings of incompetence, need for
adulation, self-involvement, or anxiety about getting
a train seat, will be disowned to the degree in which
we identify with the self-image. Likewise, if we’ve
come to define ourselves as not talented or bad with
people, we will reject our natural talents and person-
ality. (The origin of these self-images, and our often
fierce protection of them, is a complex topic that will
need to wait for future investigation.) 

When these disowned thoughts and emotions
arise, we might believe that they come from outside
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ourselves, so the person that provokes them will be
blamed and condemned, and we will not accept per-
sonal responsibility. That’s the problem with the fear
of our own shadow: There is nothing inherently
wrong with anger, competitiveness, insecurity,
desire for attention, and other typically disowned
emotions. They are all parts of the human condition
and only cause trouble when they are not under-
stood, matured, and used consciously. When these
thoughts and emotions don’t fit our self-image,
though, we reject them and lock them behind a wall
in our psyche so that we can avoid looking at them.
There they remain stagnant, stuck at the age when
they were repressed, never growing, and never
maturing. We might think that we’ve eliminated the
unwanted feeling by locking it away, but there it
waits, ready to emerge when provoked, usually in
extreme form, and with an inappropriate level of
intensity. This explains the childish, uncensored
angry outburst from an otherwise mature adult, or
the indulgent whining of an otherwise secure and
competent coworker. If unaddressed, our shadow
qualities can damage our relationships, limit our
effectiveness, and make us anxious, depressed, and
frustrated. As Carl Jung noted

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.
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How can we recognize our shadow side? After
developing sensitivity to it, you can realize that emer-
gent shadow emotions have a particular quality that
differentiates them from other responses. In these sit-
uations we typically over-react. As I experienced on
the train, when we feel insulted in a personal way,
can’t forgive the other, and mount a campaign to
“defend” ourselves, along with obsessive thoughts of
“getting even,” demonizing the “offender,” and denial
that we are, in any way, responsible, chances are
good that our shadow has emerged. The following
are a few common indicators:

• That which bothers us most in others:
Like a pushy train passenger. It’s important to
realize that this does not mean that the other
person is not, in fact, insensitive, opinionated,
controlling, rude, or pushy. Or that we should
not react to and address bothersome behavior.
And, of course this does not apply to extreme
acts of cruelty and violence for which one
would naturally feel a need for justice. But, as
previously earlier, when there is a reaction that
is disproportionate to the “offense.” it is a signal
that a disowned characteristic has emerged
from the shadows. 

• Recurrent complaints: When it seems that
the same “offense” reoccurs, and we begin to
make generalized statements about others,
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such as “Why is everyone so insensitive?” or
“How come nobody ever listens to me?” or
any statement that begins with “Why are peo-
ple so…?”(and, of course, this condemnation of
human nature excludes you!), this indicates a
shadow quality. Unless we live in a sealed envi-
ronment that is, improbably, composed of a par-
ticularly annoying brand of human being, we
need to look to ourselves as the common
factor. 

• Projections: We might find ourselves making
a snap judgment about someone that we just
met, or do not know. “She seemed arrogant!”
we might observe. Or “He sure thinks that he’s
a big shot.” Of course it’s unlikely that we can
accurately size up someone so quickly, with so
little information. It is more likely that we are
projecting an unwanted aspect of ourselves on
to the other.

What can we do about our shadow side? Well,
the good news is that we tend to unconsciously
select spouses, friends, and work and social situa-
tions that bring our shadow forward. We do this
because, in our hearts, we want to be known and
accepted for all of who we are, and we are drawn to
these people and situations that we intuit can help
lead us toward repair and wholeness. The following
are a few suggestions for positive actions:
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• See the emergence of the shadow as an
opportunity for growth: As previously men-
tioned, the emergence of disowned emotions
has a particular quality. Learn to be sensitive to
it and to notice when it arises. These reactions
signal an opportunity for self-awareness and
growth because we are made whole and com-
passionate when we courageously look at our
shadows. The central commandment in the
Bible is “And you will love your neighbor as
yourself.” The implication of this statement is
that you will love others as you love yourself;
to the degree that you can accept yourself,
with all your perceived shortcomings; you will
accept the same in others.

• Ask for honest input from a trusted friend
and LISTEN: In the Bible, God tells Abraham
to listen to his wife’s voice (this is my wife’s
favorite Bible passage) because those who love
us can be mirrors that reveal our hidden attrib-
utes, and our potential. Our friends and families
usually see our shadow well before we do and
often know our “blind spots”—those troubling
aspects of our personality that are obvious to
everyone but us. When someone points these
out to us, our typical reaction might be to take
offense and to say ,“I’m not like that!” It
requires courage to listen and seriously consider
that the other person might be telling us
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something that is true and useful. It is also an
opportunity to let someone be of service. 

• Don’t take yourself so seriously. Find
humor in the situation. Okay, I am feeling
pushy. It’s not the end of the world and doesn’t
mean that I’m not “spiritual.” It just means that
I’m a human being who wants a seat—just like
the tall, bald man. My mother likes to tell the
story about driving up a one-way parking ramp.
As she turned the corner, a car suddenly came
down the ramp, nearly hitting her. What an
idiot! she thought. Doesn’t he know that he’s
going the wrong way? Soon another car came
down the wrong way. Can you believe it?
Another idiot! By the time she passed the third
car, she laughed to herself, suddenly realizing
who the “idiot” really was.

Carl Jung wrote

To confront a person with his own shadow is
to show him his own light. 

In this way, people who bring up our shadow
side are our teachers, to whom, if we can, we ought
to feel gratitude. So, dear tall, bald man, thank you
for inspiring this message and helping me to be aware
of my own aggressiveness. But, in the future, please
don’t push!

Wishing you well,
Alan

What a Jerk!

9

Lurie_7.qxd  3/11/09  11:50 AM  Page 9



<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /None
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (None)
  /CalRGBProfile (Adobe RGB \0501998\051)
  /CalCMYKProfile (Japan Web Coated \050Ad\051)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Error
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.4
  /CompressObjects /Off
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJDFFile false
  /CreateJobTicket true
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /DetectCurves 0.1000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /LeaveColorUnchanged
  /DoThumbnails true
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams true
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize false
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveFlatness true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo true
  /PreserveOPIComments false
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Remove
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile (None)
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages true
  /ColorImageMinResolution 150
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleColorImages false
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Average
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth 8
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /FlateEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages false
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages true
  /GrayImageMinResolution 150
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleGrayImages false
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Average
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth 8
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /FlateEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages false
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages true
  /MonoImageMinResolution 1200
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleMonoImages false
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Average
  /MonoImageResolution 1200
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /CheckCompliance [
    /None
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile (None)
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName (http://www.color.org)
  /PDFXTrapped /Unknown

  /SyntheticBoldness 1.000000
  /Description <<
    /JPN <FEFF3053306e8a2d5b9a306f30019ad889e350cf5ea6753b50cf3092542b308030d730ea30d730ec30b9537052377528306e00200050004400460020658766f830924f5c62103059308b3068304d306b4f7f75283057307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a30674f5c62103057305f00200050004400460020658766f8306f0020004100630072006f0062006100740020304a30883073002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee5964d30678868793a3067304d307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a306b306f30d530a930f330c8306e57cb30818fbc307f304c5fc59808306730593002>
    /FRA <>
    /DEU <>
    /PTB <>
    /DAN <>
    /NLD <>
    /ESP <>
    /SUO <>
    /ITA <>
    /NOR <>
    /SVE <>
    /ENU (Use these settings to create PDF documents for RR Donnelley Book plants. The PDF documents can be opened with Acrobat and Reader 5.0 and later.)
  >>
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice


