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Introduction 
In 1812, Napoleon Bonaparte stood at the pinnacle of his power. He 
controlled most of Europe, commanded the greatest army ever 
assembled, and genuinely believed he was destiny incarnate. When his 
advisors cautioned against invading Russia, he dismissed them with 
characteristic certainty: “In affairs of state one must never retreat, never 
retrace one’s steps, never admit an error.” 

Six months later, of the 600,000 men who marched into Russia, only 
10,000 returned. 

His aide-de-camp later recorded how Napoleon could ride past “carts 
loaded with amputated limbs” and somehow cover “all these horrors 
with glory.” Even as his army froze and starved, Napoleon's letters home 
spoke of triumph. His ego had become so massive, so rigid, that he 
literally couldn’t process reality anymore.1 

This wasn’t just overconfidence. When historians and psychologists look 
back at Napoleon’s behavior, they see classic signs of extreme 
narcissism: an inflated sense of his own importance, a constant need for 
praise, and extreme sensitivity to any criticism. People who knew him 
described a man haunted by insecurity about his status, always 
competing intellectually with others, and quick to feel insulted.​
​
There’s actually a name for what happens to leaders like Napoleon: 
“Hubris Syndrome.” A researcher named David Owen noticed something 
after studying powerful leaders throughout history. He found that the 
longer someone stays in power, the more their personality warps. They 
stop listening to anyone else, start believing they’re destined for 

1 Roberts, A. (2015). Napoleon: A life. Penguin Books. 
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greatness, and make terrible decisions because they think they can't be 
wrong.2  

What’s really happening is that their ego has grown so massive that it 
takes over everything. Their sense of self becomes the only thing that 
matters. Other people stop being real individuals with their own 
thoughts, feelings, and lives—they become props in the leader’s 
personal story. Your problems don’t matter. Your perspective doesn’t 
count. Your life is just background noise to their grand vision. When 
someone’s ego gets this inflated, everyone else shrinks to nothing in 
comparison. 

But now consider the opposite extreme.​
​
In documented cases of meditation-induced psychosis, individuals who 
have pursued extreme ego dissolution through intensive practice have 
experienced severe psychological crises.3  

One such case involved a practitioner who engaged in years of intensive 
daily meditation with monk-like discipline, systematically attempting to 
erase every trace of individual selfhood. Like many spiritual seekers, he 
believed that the ego was the enemy—the source of all suffering and 
the primary barrier to enlightenment. 

After an extended meditation session, he experienced complete 
dissociation, losing the ability to speak coherently or maintain a sense 
of personal identity. The psychological break was so severe that months 
of recovery were required to reestablish basic self-referential 
functioning—relearning how to experience wants, needs, and a 
coherent sense of “I.” 

3 Kuijpers, H. J., van der Heijden, F. M., Tuinier, S., & Verhoeven, W. M. (2007). Meditation-induced 
psychosis. Psychopathology, 40(6), 461–464.  

2 Owen, D., & Davidson, J. (2009). Hubris syndrome: An acquired personality disorder? Brain, 132(5), 
1396–1406. 
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Such attempts to suppress or eliminate the ego can paradoxically impair 
one’s ability to function effectively in daily life. Rather than achieving 
liberation, practitioners may experience dissociation, depersonalization, 
and loss of executive functioning.4 The lesson from these cases is that 
the ego is not the enemy. Ignorance about the ego is. 

Two different cases. Two different scenarios. Same fundamental 
misunderstanding. 

We all have an ego. It’s the part of you reading these words right now, 
the voice in your head that says ‘I’ and actually refers to something real. 
It’s what makes you feel separate from everything else, special in your 
suffering, unique in your joy. It’s the psychological structure that gives 
you identity, agency, and the ability to navigate reality. 

And it's also what makes you check your phone compulsively for 
validation, stay up at night replaying conversations where you “should 
have said something different,” and occasionally convince yourself that 
everyone else has life figured out while you’re the only one struggling. 

The ego is humanity’s greatest paradox: simultaneously our most 
valuable asset and our most dangerous liability. Without it, we’d have no 
sense of self, no ability to function in society, no capacity to learn from 
experience or plan for the future. We’d be psychological jellyfish, 
floating without direction or purpose. 

But when the ego grows rigid, inflated, or wounded, it becomes a prison. 
It distorts reality to protect itself. It creates the very suffering it’s trying 
to avoid. It turns relationships into competitions, mistakes into 
catastrophes, and other people into either threats or tools. 

The problem isn’t that we have egos. The problem is that most of us 
have no idea what the ego actually is, how it works, or what to do with it. 

4 Farias, M., Maraldi, E., Wallenkampf, K. C., & Lucchetti, G. (2020). Adverse events in meditation 
practices and meditation-based therapies: A systematic review. Acta Psychiatrica Scandinavica, 
142(5), 374–393.  
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We throw around phrases like “check your ego” or “he’s so egotistical” 
without really understanding what we’re talking about. We confuse 
confidence with arrogance, self-respect with selfishness, and healthy 
boundaries with walls. 

Meanwhile, ancient wisdom traditions have been mapping the ego for 
thousands of years. Modern psychology has been studying it for over a 
century. Neuroscience is now revealing its biological basis. And all of 
this knowledge points to the same conclusion: the ego is neither good 
nor bad. It's a tool. And like any tool, everything depends on how you use 
it. 

This guide will show you how the ego actually works—not through 
mystical platitudes or pop psychology.  

●​ We’ll explore why you have an ego in the first place (spoiler: 
evolution had good reasons).  

●​ We’ll examine what happens when it goes wrong (hello, social 
media).  

●​ And most importantly, we’ll discover how to work with your ego 
rather than against it. 

Because here’s what neither of the two men mentioned before 
understood: true strength doesn’t come from inflating your ego or 
destroying it. It comes from understanding it. The ego is like 
fire—dangerous when it rages out of control, useless when 
extinguished, but invaluable when properly contained and directed. 

So let’s begin where all good philosophy begins: by admitting what we 
don’t know. Let’s unlearn our assumptions about the ego. Let’s stop 
treating it as either savior or demon. And let’s discover what this 
strange, essential, maddening part of ourselves actually is.  
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This PDF is meant as a companion to the Solved podcast episode 
on Ego, but if you want even more resources to help you 
understand and direct your ego, you’ll find them inside The Solved 
Membership—my membership where we turn each Solved topic 
into real-world progress.  

 
When you join, you’ll get access to Quiet Your Ego: a 5-Day 
Workbook that will teach you how to notice your ego sooner, 
create a little space around it, and respond with more clarity and 
intention, as well as the Ego Toolkit, Understanding your Ego 
Story, and other valuable resources exclusively available to Solved 
members.​
​
Your ego isn’t good or bad. It’s a part of your human psyche that 
must be understood and managed to live a balanced, self-aware 
life. And you can learn how to do that with the help of a 
supportive, like-minded community inside The Solved 
Membership. ​
​
Learn more and join The Solved Membership here. 
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Chapter 1: Defining the Indefinable — 
What IS the Ego? 
Before Sigmund Freud, the word “ego” was just Latin for “I.” Simple. 
Straightforward. It’s the moment a proud champion taps their chest 
after a well-fought race, declaring to the world and themselves that 
they are the victor. This ordinary “I” is self-assured, tangible, the thing 
you point to when you tap your chest. 

But Freud saw something deeper. In his native German, he called it “das 
Ich”—literally “the I.” Not the soul, not the mind, not consciousness 
itself, but the part of your psyche that experiences itself as “me.” 

When Freud’s work was translated into English by James Strachey, 
something interesting happened.5 Strachey chose the Latin “ego” 
instead of simply using “the I.” This made Freud’s everyday language 
sound clinical, scientific, and slightly alien. Suddenly, the ego wasn’t 
just how you experience yourself—it was a thing, a structure, 
something you could examine like a specimen under a microscope. 

This linguistic shift matters because it shapes how we think about the 
ego today. We talk about “having” an ego like it’s a possession, 
something separate from us that we can inflate or deflate, check at the 
door, or lose entirely. But Freud was describing something more 
intimate: the ego isn’t something you have. In many ways, it’s what you 
are—at least the “you” that you experience yourself to be. 

To better understand this concept of ego, let’s fast forward to 1974, 
when Thomas Nagel published his well-acclaimed paper, “What Is It Like 
to Be a Bat?”6  

6 Nagel, T. (1974). What is it like to be a bat? The Philosophical Review, 83(4), 435-450.  
5 Freud, S. (1961). The ego and the id (J. Strachey, Trans.). W. W. Norton. (Original work published 1923) 
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Nagel wasn’t writing about egos directly, but his central insight 
illuminates exactly what Freud was getting at. Nagel argued that 
consciousness has an irreducibly subjective character—there’s 
“something it is like” to be you that can’t be captured by any objective 
description.  

You can know every fact about a bat’s echolocation system, understand 
the physics of sonar, map every neuron in its brain, and still not know 
what it’s like to perceive the world through sound rather than sight. 

This “what it’s like-ness”—what philosophers call qualia—is precisely 
what the ego organizes. The ego isn’t just a set of cognitive functions or 
neural processes; it’s the subjective center that experiences all your 
experiences as yours. When you feel pain, there’s not just pain 
happening in the universe—there’s pain happening to you, from your 
perspective, integrated into your ongoing sense of being yourself. 

This is why Freud’s “das Ich” is so profound. He wasn’t describing a thing 
you possess but the very perspectival nature of your existence. You 
don’t have an ego in the way you have a liver. You are an ego in the way 
you are a perspective—a specific point of view from which the universe 
is experienced. 

And here’s where it gets interesting: while Nagel showed us that 
subjective experience is irreducible to objective description, Freud 
showed us that this subjective center isn’t simple or unified. It’s 
constantly negotiating between competing forces, managing conflicting 
desires, and constructing coherent narratives from chaotic inputs. The 
ego is both the experiencer and the experience manager—the “what it’s 
like” and the “what to do about it.” 
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Freud’s Revolutionary Framework 
Imagine your mind as an iceberg. The tiny portion above water—the part 
you’re conscious of—that’s where your ego lives. But beneath the 
surface lurks something vast and powerful: the unconscious. 

Freud divided the psyche into three parts, though he was careful to note 
these weren’t physical locations in the brain but rather different aspects 
of mental functioning: 

1.​ The Id: This is pure instinct, raw desire, the crying infant that wants 
what it wants NOW. It operates on what Freud called the “pleasure 
principle”—seeking immediate gratification without any concern 
for consequences. Hungry? Eat. Angry? Attack. Attracted? Pursue. 
The id doesn’t know the word “no.”​
 

2.​ The Superego: This is your internalized rule book, the voice of 
authority that you absorbed from parents, teachers, and society. 
It’s the part that makes you feel guilty for wanting that second 
slice of cake, ashamed for having that inappropriate thought, and 
proud when you do the “right” thing. The superego is civilization 
living inside your head.​
 

3.​ The Ego: Here’s where things get interesting. The ego isn’t the 
good guy or the bad guy; it’s the negotiator. Freud described it as “a 
rider on a horse,” trying to control the id’s superior strength while 
satisfying the demands of the superego and dealing with external 
reality.7 

7 Freud, S. (1961). The ego and the id (J. Strachey, Trans.). W. W. Norton. (Original work published 1923) 
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Adapted from McLeod (2023), Psyche in psychology. Simply Psychology. 

Think about it: You’re hungry (id), but you’re in a meeting. You can’t just 
grab food off someone’s plate. Your superego says “wait politely,” but 
your id is screaming “FOOD NOW.” Your ego has to figure out a solution 
that keeps everyone happy. Maybe you discreetly eat a protein bar from 
your bag, or you focus extra hard on the meeting to distract yourself 
from hunger. 

The ego operates on what Freud called the “reality principle.”8 It’s not 
about right or wrong, pleasure or pain—it’s about what works. The ego 
is pragmatic, strategic, constantly calculating: “If I do X, then Y will 
happen, which means Z…” It’s the part of you that learned not to touch 
hot stoves, not to insult your boss, not to eat an entire cake in one sitting 
(even though the id really, really wants to). 

8 Freud, S. (1990). Beyond the pleasure principle (J. Strachey, Trans.). W. W. Norton & Company. 
(Original work published 1920) 
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The Defense Mechanisms: Your Ego's Toolkit 

Anna Freud, Sigmund’s daughter, expanded our understanding of how 
the ego protects itself from anxiety through unconscious “defense 
mechanisms.”9 These aren’t character flaws, but they’re the 
psychological survival strategies that everyone uses. ​
Here are the ones she identified: 

●​ Denial: “That medical test result must be wrong.” Your ego literally 
refuses to accept reality when it’s too threatening.​
 

●​ Projection: “I’m not angry—you’re the one who’s being hostile!” 
The ego attributes its own unacceptable feelings to others.​
 

●​ Rationalization: “I didn’t want that promotion anyway—it would 
have meant too much stress.” The ego creates logical explanations 
for emotional decisions.​
 

●​ Repression: Completely forgetting traumatic events; the ego 
buries what it can’t handle.​
 

●​ Displacement: “I can’t yell at my boss, so I’ll snap at my partner 
instead.” The ego redirects emotions from their real target to a 
safer one.​
 

●​ Sublimation: Channeling unacceptable impulses into socially 
acceptable activities—like turning aggressive drives into 
competitive sports or sexual energy into creative art.​
 

●​ Regression: Under stress, reverting to earlier developmental 
stages—like an adult throwing a tantrum or becoming helplessly 

9 Freud, A. (1936). The ego and the mechanisms of defence. London: Hogarth Press and Institute of 
Psycho-Analysis. 
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dependent when ill.​
 

●​ Reaction Formation: “I definitely don’t have feelings for them—in 
fact, I can’t stand them!” The ego transforms unacceptable feelings 
into their opposite.​
 

●​ Intellectualization: Discussing your divorce like a sociology case 
study—the ego uses abstract thinking to avoid emotional pain.​
 

●​ Identification: Taking on characteristics of someone else, often 
someone powerful or admired—like a child adopting a bully’s 
behavior to feel less vulnerable.​
 

●​ Undoing: Compulsive behaviors meant to “cancel out” 
unacceptable thoughts or actions—like excessive apologizing or 
ritual behaviors. 

The crucial point is that you’re not consciously choosing these defenses. 
Your ego deploys them automatically, like your immune system fighting 
off infection.  

And just as your immune system can sometimes cause more problems 
than it solves, these defenses can sometimes do the same.  

A little denial helps you function during a crisis, but too much prevents 
you from addressing real problems. Some projection protects you from 
overwhelming self-criticism, but excessive projection destroys 
relationships. 

Jung’s Deeper Vision 
While Freud was mapping the ego’s mechanics, his former student Carl 
Jung saw something bigger. The two had collaborated intensely from 
1907 to 1913, with Freud initially viewing Jung as his intellectual 
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heir—the “crown prince” of psychoanalysis. But Jung couldn’t accept 
Freud’s insistence that sexuality was the primary driver of the psyche, 
and he rejected the idea that the ego and its conscious negotiations 
were the central story of mental life. ​
Their bitter split in 1913 freed Jung to develop his own vision. For Jung, 
the ego wasn’t the whole story—it wasn’t even the main character. 

Jung envisioned the psyche as a vast realm with the ego as just one 
inhabitant. Imagine your mind as a house. Freud focused on the main 
floor where you spend most of your time. Jung explored the entire 
property—the attic full of inherited memories (the collective 
unconscious), the basement where you hide everything you don’t want 
to acknowledge (the shadow), the rooms you’ve never even entered.10 

For Jung, the ego develops from something larger called the Self: the 
totality of your psyche, conscious and unconscious. The ego is like a 
spotlight in a dark theater. It illuminates a small circle of the stage, and 
within that circle, everything seems clear and controllable. But the 
entire theater exists whether you can see it or not. 

This is why Jung spoke of “individuation,” the lifelong process by which 
the ego learns to relate to the larger Self. It’s not about destroying the 
ego or inflating it, but about putting it in a proper relationship with 
everything else in your psyche.11 

Consider Jung’s concept of the shadow—all the parts of yourself you’ve 
rejected or don’t recognize. Your ego says, “I’m a nice person,” so your 
anger gets pushed into the shadow (assuming that nice people don’t get 
angry). Your ego says, “I’m rational,” so your emotional needs get buried 
(assuming that rational people don’t show emotion). The shadow isn’t 
evil; it’s just everything your ego won’t claim. 

11 Jung, C. G. (1959). Aion: Researches into the phenomenology of the self (R. F. C. Hull, Trans.). 
Princeton University Press. (Original work published 1951) 

10 Jung, C. G. (1969). The archetypes and the collective unconscious. Princeton University Press. 
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Jung also observed that what we refuse to acknowledge in ourselves, 
we project onto others. The person who can’t admit their own greed 
tends to see everyone else as selfish. The one who denies their 
vulnerability often attacks others for being “weak.”  

Think of the person who insists they “tell it like it is” while being 
offended by others’ bluntness. Or the one who prides themselves on 
independence but resents when others don’t need their help. These 
aren’t hypocrites—they’re people whose egos have created blind spots 
so large they can’t see their own patterns in others. 

The ego protects its self-image by forcing others to carry what it 
refuses to acknowledge in itself. 

David Hume and Empiricism 
Here’s another way to think about the ego: as a Story Engine. 

The philosopher David Hume argued centuries ago that there’s no fixed, 
permanent ‘self’—just a bundle of perceptions flowing through time.12 
What we call ‘me’ is really just a continuous process of making sense of 
our experiences. 

Modern psychologists have come to a similar conclusion. The ego’s 
fundamental job is to take all your scattered memories and experiences 
and weave them into a coherent story—a narrative about who you were, 
who you are, and who you’re becoming.13 

This narrative is not static; every time you remember something, you’re 
also subtly rewriting it to fit your current story. The problems arise when 
this story becomes inflexible, manifesting as rigid cognitive distortions 
such as “I’m always the victim” or “I must be perfect.”  

13 McAdams, D. P. (2001). The psychology of life stories. Review of General Psychology, 5(2), 100–122.  
12 Hume, D. (2000). A treatise of human nature. Oxford University Press. (Original work published 1739) 
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This rigidity hardens the ego and becomes a source of distress. 
Conversely, the ability to maintain flexibility in the self-narrative is a 
powerful predictor of psychological resilience and adaptive personal 
growth.14 

The Modern Muddle 

Today, we use “ego” to mean dozens of different things. “Check your 
ego” means don’t be arrogant. “Ego death” refers to mystical 
experiences where the sense of self dissolves. “Fragile ego” describes 
someone who can’t handle criticism. “Big ego” means narcissistic. “Ego 
boost” means enhanced confidence. 

This confusion isn’t necessarily bad—language evolves—but it means 
we’re often talking past each other. When a Buddhist teacher says 
“transcend the ego” and a therapist says “strengthen your ego,” they’re 
not contradicting each other. They’re using the same word to point to 
different aspects of a complex phenomenon. 

The therapist might be talking about building the ego’s capacity to 
manage anxiety and maintain healthy boundaries—essential for basic 
functioning. The Buddhist might be talking about loosening the ego’s 
death grip on its stories about itself—essential for spiritual growth. 
Both can be true. Both can be necessary. 

The Bottom Line 

The ego is not your enemy. It’s also not your friend. It’s not good or bad. 
It’s a psychological function that evolved for good reasons and operates 
according to its own logic. 

Just as you can imagine your ego as an immune response, you can also 
think of it as your body’s stress response.  

14 ​​Linehan, M. M. (2020). Dialectical behavior therapy in clinical practice. Guilford Publications. 
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●​ A little stress sharpens your focus and motivates action.15  
●​ Chronic stress destroys your health.  
●​ No stress at all leaves you unprepared for challenges.  

The goal isn’t to eliminate stress but to have an appropriate stress 
response that activates when needed and deactivates when not. 

Similarly, a healthy ego is flexible: strong enough to maintain 
boundaries and navigate reality, soft enough to connect with others and 
acknowledge its limitations, stable enough to provide continuity, and 
adaptable enough to grow and change.16 

The problem isn’t that you have an ego. The problem is when your ego 
becomes rigid, inflated, wounded, or unconscious. When it operates on 
outdated software, it runs programs written in childhood to deal with 
situations that no longer exist. When it mistakes its stories for reality, its 
defenses for truth, its limitations for the whole picture. 

Understanding your ego—really understanding it, not just judging it—is 
the first step toward freedom. Not freedom from the ego, but freedom 
within it. The capacity to use this remarkable tool consciously rather 
than being used by it. 

Because whether you like it or not, you’re going to have an ego for the 
rest of your life (barring meditating yourself into dissociation).  

The only question is whether it will be your prison or your vehicle—your 
master or your companion in the remarkable complexity of being 
human. 

16 Wayment, H. A., & Bauer, J. J. (2017). The quiet ego: Motives for self-other balance and growth in 
relation to well-being. Journal of Happiness Studies, 19(3), 881–896.  

15 Awada, M., Becerik-Gerber, B., Lucas, G., Roll, S., & Liu, R. (2024). A new perspective on stress 
detection: An automated approach for detecting eustress and distress. IEEE Transactions on Affective 
Computing, 15(3), 1153–1165.  
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How Culture Shapes Our Understanding of Ego 
The philosophical roots of the ego run deep. Modern psychiatry wouldn't 
exist in its current form if Freud hadn't built his entire theory on the 
assumption of a permanent, coherent ego—something that could be 
analyzed, strengthened, and healed precisely because it maintains 
continuity from past to present. 

The very idea that childhood experiences shape adult personality 
requires believing in an ego that persists through time. This concept 
owes much to René Descartes, who established the thinking self as the 
one indubitable truth in Western philosophy. 

When Descartes declared “I think, therefore I am” in 1637, he wasn't just 
making a philosophical argument; he was codifying something that had 
been implicit in Western thought since at least Augustine.17 The idea 
that thinking constitutes being—that consciousness creates 
identity—became so fundamental to Western culture that Westerners 
barely notice it's there. 

What makes this particularly interesting is that early Buddhist 
philosophers had been working through the same problem—what is this 
thing we call consciousness?—and arriving at precisely the inverse 
conclusion for more than a millennium.18 Their formulation—which we 
might playfully render as “I think, therefore I am not”—wasn't merely 
contrarian. It was based on careful observation: the way memories shift 
and deteriorate, the way emotions cycle through us like weather 
systems, the way our sense of self dissolves at the margins when we 
really examine it.19 

19 Shiah, Y. J. (2016). From self to nonself: The nonself theory. Frontiers in Psychology, 7, 1742.  

18 Harvey, P. (2013). An introduction to Buddhism: Teachings, history and practices (2nd ed.). Cambridge 
University Press. 

17 Menn, S. (1998). Descartes and Augustine. Cambridge University Press. 
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The Buddhist argument was essentially empirical. Look closely at any 
mental content you believe constitutes your “self,” they suggested, and 
you'll find it's neither permanent nor consistent.20  

Two thousand years later, modern neuroscience has largely confirmed 
this view. It reports that memories are reconstructed rather than 
retrieved,21 that personality traits show surprising variability across 
contexts, and that the unified self turns out to be what researchers call 
a “user illusion,” a kind of narrative convenience our brains construct 
after the fact.22 

Cultural Implications 
The cultural implications of this philosophical divergence are 
everywhere once you start looking. In American professional culture, a 
single angry outburst can define someone's “character” for years. The 
phrase “that's not who I am” after a transgression is a peculiarly 
Western construction—it assumes there's a “real” self that can be 
betrayed by behavior. 

In East Asian contexts, the same incident might be understood as 
situational, temporary, and meaningless in terms of identity. The person 
got angry, but they're not an angry person. The grammatical difference 
is subtle, but the conceptual gulf is enormous.23 

What’s fascinating is how long it took Western philosophy to seriously 
entertain the Buddhist position. David Hume, writing in the 1730s and 
40s, was really the first major Western philosopher to systematically 
argue that the self might be what he called a “bundle of perceptions” 

23 See the SOLVED episode on Emotions for more detailed information on how identity is perceived 
based on the cultural differences regarding emotional expression. 

22 Gazzaniga, M. S. (1995). Consciousness and the cerebral hemispheres. In M. S. Gazzaniga (Ed.), The 
cognitive neurosciences. MIT Press. 

21 Dahl, C. J., Lutz, A., & Davidson, R. J. (2015). Reconstructing and deconstructing the self: Cognitive 
mechanisms in meditation practice. Trends in Cognitive Sciences, 19(9), 515–523.  

20 The great irony here is that Descartes arrived at his cogito through radical skepticism. He doubted 
everything that could possibly be doubted until only the act of doubting itself remained undeniable. 
Yet, this philosophical self-audit missed the very assumption Buddhist philosophers had been 
questioning for over a millennium: that the thinking self necessarily exists as a unified entity. 
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rather than a unified entity.24 But even Hume pulled back from the full 
implications of his argument—he found the idea of no-self personally 
disturbing, if not professionally risky. 

Undoubtedly, the professional risk was real. The Christian doctrine of 
the soul required continuity of identity—you needed to be the same 
person who sinned on Earth when you faced judgment in heaven. If the 
self could fragment, if identity was contingent and constructed, the 
entire theological architecture of sin, redemption, and eternal life 
collapsed. So no, this wasn’t just philosophical speculation; people had 
been burned for less.25 

In short, the psychological development of the Western world can be 
seen, in part, as a history of dismissing the idea of the divided self. It 
was imagined that if people were to believe in such a thing, theological 
chaos would surely ensue, leading to national instability.26 Hence, its 
identification as blasphemy – a function that would deter its emergence 
until the mid-1700s.27  

Practical Takeaways 
Now, let’s get one thing straight. Neither the Eastern nor Western 
conception of ego represents absolute truth. They represent different 
lenses for understanding human experience, each with distinct 
advantages depending on what you're trying to achieve. 

The Eastern Perspective: Freedom from Fixed Identity 
The Eastern view offers profound liberation from the tyranny of 
self-judgment. When you understand emotions and thoughts as passing 

27 Taylor, C. (1989). Sources of the self: The making of the modern identity. Harvard University Press. 
26 Russell, B. (1945). A history of Western philosophy. Simon & Schuster. 

25 By the 1700s, being publicly executed for one’s beliefs against Christian doctrine was out of 
fashion, and not to mention illegal. But the threat of professional ruin still loomed large over society.  

24 Hume, D. (2000). A treatise of human nature. Oxford University Press. (Original work published 
1739) 
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weather rather than permanent features of your landscape, you gain 
crucial psychological flexibility. That embarrassing mistake you made? 
It doesn't define you. The angry outburst you regret? It was a moment, 
not your essence. The critical inner voice that says you're not good 
enough? It's just another thought passing through consciousness, no 
more “you” than a cloud is the sky. 

This is what mindfulness meditation, borrowed from Eastern traditions, 
fundamentally teaches: you are the awareness observing thoughts and 
emotions, not the thoughts and emotions themselves. This perspective 
can be transformative for anyone struggling with anxiety, depression, or 
harsh self-criticism.28 It’s why mindfulness-based therapies have shown 
such success—they teach people to stop over-identifying with 
temporary mental states. 

The Western Perspective: Building Coherent Narratives 
Yet the Western emphasis on ego continuity serves essential functions. 
Having a stable sense of self allows us to learn from past mistakes, 
maintain consistent relationships, and work toward long-term goals. The 
ego’s story-making function—even if it’s partly an illusion—helps us 
make meaning from suffering, integrate difficult experiences, and 
maintain the motivation to persist through challenges.29 

Therapy often works precisely because it helps people construct more 
coherent, compassionate narratives about themselves. When someone 
rewrites their story from “I'm broken” to “I’m healing,” that revised ego 
narrative, however constructed, becomes a powerful force for change.30 
The Western model also provides the framework for accountability and 
personal responsibility that makes society function. 

30 Adler, J. M. (2012). Living into the story: Agency and coherence in a longitudinal study of narrative 
identity development and mental health over the course of psychotherapy. Journal of Personality and 
Social Psychology, 102(2), 367–389.  

29 White, M., & Epston, D. (1990). Narrative means to therapeutic ends. Norton. 

28 Gotink, R. A., Meijboom, R., Vernooij, M. W., Smits, M., & Hunink, M. G. M. (2016). 8-week 
mindfulness-based stress reduction induces brain changes similar to traditional long-term 
meditation practice: A systematic review. Brain and Cognition, 108, 32–41.  
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Integration: Using Both Models Strategically 

There’s wisdom in knowing when to apply each perspective. When 
you’re drowning in self-criticism or rumination, the Eastern view offers a 
life raft: “These are just thoughts, not facts about who I am.” When you 
need to make amends, set boundaries, or commit to change, the 
Western view provides the necessary framework: “I am responsible for 
my actions and capable of choosing differently.” 

Consider how this might apply to common situations: 

●​ After a failure: The Eastern view prevents you from globalizing 
(“I’m a failure”), while the Western view helps you extract lessons 
and adjust your approach. 

●​ In relationships: Eastern philosophy helps you not take everything 
personally, while Western psychology helps you recognize 
patterns and work on attachment styles. 

●​ During conflict: Eastern thought keeps you from demonizing 
others (they’re not “toxic people,” they exhibited toxic behavior), 
while Western thought helps you maintain boundaries and 
standards. 

●​ In therapy or personal growth: You might use Western approaches 
to strengthen ego functions (such as emotional regulation)31 while 
using Eastern practices to loosen ego rigidity. 

The Modern Synthesis 

Perhaps the most adaptive approach recognizes that the ego is both 
real and constructed—real in its effects and functions, constructed in 
its ultimate nature. It’s like money: entirely made up, yet undeniably 
powerful in shaping human behavior. You can’t pay your rent with the 

31 Gratz, K. L., & Roemer, L. (2004). Multidimensional assessment of emotion regulation and 
dysregulation: Development, factor structure, and initial validation of the Difficulties in Emotion 
Regulation Scale. Journal of Psychopathology and Behavioral Assessment, 26(1), 41–54.  
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insight that money is a collective fiction, but understanding its 
constructed nature can free you from letting it define your worth. 

The same applies to the ego. Yes, it’s a construction, a story we tell 
ourselves. But it’s also the mechanism through which we navigate 
reality, form relationships, and create meaning. The goal isn’t to destroy 
it or worship it, but to hold it lightly—solid enough to function, fluid 
enough to grow, conscious enough to choose when to lean into it and 
when to let it go. 
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The ego isn’t a flaw in your personality. It’s a core part of how you 
experience life. 

It creates your sense of “I,” organizes your memories and identity, 
and helps you navigate the world with a coherent story about who 
you are. But when left unchecked, that story can become rigid, 
distorted, or outdated—causing anxiety, shame, defensiveness, or 
self-doubt. 

On the other hand, when you learn how your ego works, you stop 
being pushed around by old stories and start writing new ones 
that are flexible, honest, and grounded in your values. 

Inside The Solved Membership, we take this even further. You’ll 
get tools to help you recognize when your ego is in the driver’s 
seat, reset the beliefs that no longer serve you, and build an 
identity that feels authentic—one that’s not built on old wounds or 
unconscious defenses, but on conscious values and inner clarity. 

“Delving through all this stuff at 51 years of age is cathartic and I'm 
sad that I wasn't exposed to much of this material at a younger age.” ​
– Brid 

Learn more about The Solved Membership and how you can join 
here. 
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Chapter 2: How Evolution Built the Ego, 
How Cultures Split It 
Ask a Buddhist monk, a Freudian analyst, and a neuroscientist what the 
ego is, and you'll get three completely different answers. A temporary 
illusion arising from causes and conditions. A psychic structure 
mediating between the id and the superego. A network of brain regions 
creates self-representation. For something so central to human 
experience, we seem remarkably unable to agree on what the ego 
actually is—or whether it exists at all. 

But in 1953, a surgical accident provided an unexpected window into 
this debate. Henry Molaison, a young man desperate to stop his 
debilitating seizures, underwent experimental brain surgery that 
removed his hippocampus on both sides. The surgery worked—his 
seizures decreased dramatically. But something else vanished along 
with them: his ability to form new memories.32 

For the remaining 55 years of his life, Henry lived in an eternal present. 
He couldn’t remember what happened five minutes ago, couldn’t learn 
new faces, couldn’t update his sense of who he was. In his own mind, he 
remained forever young, even as his body aged and the world around 
him transformed. 

What Henry lost wasn’t just memory—he lost the ability to evolve his 
ego, to update his story of himself. His case revealed that regardless of 
how different philosophies conceptualize it, the ego has measurable 
biological components. Damage specific brain structures, and some 
crucial aspects of selfhood disappear. The ego isn’t just a philosophical 

32 Scoville, W. B., & Milner, B. (1957). Loss of recent memory after bilateral hippocampal lesions. 
Journal of Neurology, Neurosurgery & Psychiatry, 20(1), 11–21.  
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concept or spiritual metaphor; it's also biological machinery with 
identifiable functions.33 

This biological foundation helps explain why cultures could develop 
such radically different interpretations of the same phenomenon. The 
machinery is universal, but what we make of it—whether we see it as 
permanent or impermanent, real or illusory—varies dramatically. Before 
it became a concept, the ego was simply a survival tool, one we can still 
observe in its basic form in other mammals.34 

Watch a mouse freeze when it spots a cat, or a mother bear charge 
when her cubs are threatened. These animals have basic egos—they 
can distinguish “me” from “not me,” recognize personal danger, and act 
to preserve themselves.  

As neuroscientist Jaak Panksepp demonstrated, mammals share the 
same subcortical emotional systems that create a core sense of self: the 
feeling of being a particular body with specific needs, fears, and 
desires.35 This affective (feeling) ego, rooted in ancient brain structures, 
generates the visceral sense of “I am here, I matter, I must survive.” 

What makes the human ego different isn’t this emotional core, and we 
share that with our mammalian cousins. It’s what our expanded cortex 
does with it. We don’t just feel ourselves as beings in the present 
moment; we construct elaborate stories about who we were, who we 
are, and who we’re becoming. We don’t just experience fear or desire; 
we reflect on why we’re afraid, whether we should be afraid, and what 
our fears say about us as people.36 

36 Baumeister, R. F. (2005). The cultural animal: Human nature, meaning, and social life. Oxford 
University Press. 

35 Panksepp, J. (2005). Affective consciousness: Core emotional feelings in animals and humans. 
Consciousness and Cognition, 14(1), 30-80.  

34 Plotnik, J. M., de Waal, F. B. M., & Reiss, D. (2006). Self-recognition in an Asian elephant. PNAS, 
103(45), 17053–17057. 

33 Ginot, E. (2012). Self-narratives and dysregulated affective states: The neuropsychological links 
between self-narratives, attachment, affect, and cognition. Psychoanalytic Psychology, 29(1), 59–80.  
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This cognitive elaboration—this ability to think about our thinking, to 
have a self that contemplates itself across time—is what transformed a 
basic survival mechanism into a philosophical territory.37 Because once 
humans could step outside their immediate experience and examine 
their own ego, we immediately started disagreeing about what we were 
looking at.  

Is this narrative self we’ve constructed the “real” us, or just a story 
layered on top of something more basic? Different cultures would 
develop radically different answers, with profound implications for how 
we understand mental health, moral responsibility, and the very nature 
of being human. 

The Anatomy of the Ego 

Tier 1: The Minimal Self 

At its most fundamental level, the ego does not emerge from thought or 
language—but from the body. Neuroscientist Antonio Damasio calls this 
interoceptive integration:38 the body’s ability to sense itself from 
within—through signals like heartbeat, hunger, and balance. This 
capacity produces a basic, visceral awareness: I am here. 

Philosopher Shaun Gallagher describes this as the minimal self—the 
most immediate, pre-reflective experience of being a subject.39 It’s not 
an idea; it’s an embodied fact. When you flinch at a loud noise or 
recognize that you’re thirsty, what’s happening is not intellectual. It’s 
your body noticing a shift in its internal state and responding to it. The 
“self” here is not a narrative or a name—it’s the core feeling that this is 
happening to me. 

39 Gallagher, S. (2000). Philosophical conceptions of the self. Trends in Cognitive Sciences, 4(1), 14–21. 
38 Damasio, A. (2010). Self comes to mind: Constructing the conscious brain. Pantheon. 
37 Martinez, M. E. (2006). What is metacognition? Phi Delta Kappan, 87(9), 696–699.  
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Jaak Panksepp showed that this core self—this affective 
consciousness—is seated in ancient, subcortical regions of the brain.40 
It’s emotional, instinctual, and deeply mammalian. Long before we can 
think about who we are, we feel that we are. This minimal self is 
foundational; it whispers, “I exist,” long before we ever say, “I think, 
therefore I am.” 

Tier 2: The Reflective Self 

The next tier is what Gallagher calls the reflective self—the mind that 
knows it knows. This is where the ego gains mirrors. The most famous 
test for this ability is the mirror test, pioneered by Gordon Gallup, in 
which certain animals (great apes, dolphins, elephants, and magpies) 
demonstrate the capacity to recognize themselves in a mirror.41 This 
ability suggests not only self-recognition, but a kind of meta-awareness: 
a mind observing itself. 

Humans go further. Through what G.H. Mead called recursive 
perspective-taking, we don’t just know that others are watching us; we 
think about what they think about us.42 This ability to model other 
people modeling us is the engine of both empathy and anxiety. It’s why 
you might change your outfit based on imagined judgments from your 
friends. 

When this capacity breaks (such as in schizophrenia or dissociative 
disorders), the boundaries between self and world begin to dissolve. 
Research shows early disruptions in self-boundaries often precede the 
onset of psychosis.43,44 The reflective ego, for all its brilliance, is a 
fragile achievement. 

44 Nelson, B., Thompson, A., & Yung, A. R. (2012). Basic self-disturbance predicts psychosis onset in 
the ultra high risk for psychosis “prodromal” population. Schizophrenia Bulletin, 38(6), 1277–1287.  

43 Sass, L. A., & Parnas, J. (2003). Schizophrenia, consciousness, and the self. Schizophrenia Bulletin, 
29(3), 427–444. 

42 Mead, G. H. (1913). The social self. Journal of Philosophy, Psychology and Scientific Methods, 10(14), 
374–380. 

41 Gallup, G. G. (1970). Chimpanzees: Self-recognition. Science, 167(3914), 86–87.  
40 Panksepp, J. (2009). The emotional foundations of personality. W. W. Norton. 
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Tier 3: The Narrative Self 

And yet, the most human layer is not just reflective, but narrative. 

Through language, culture, and memory, we become time travelers. As 
Buckner and Carroll explain, humans can mentally project themselves 
backward to relive past events and forward to imagine hypothetical 
futures.45 This mental time travel is powered by the brain’s default mode 
network (DMN), which binds autobiographical memory with imaginative 
simulation.46 It’s what lets a parent recall childhood summers with their 
grandparents and decide to recreate that experience for their own kids. 

But when the DMN fails—such as in Alzheimer’s disease—the narrative 
thread collapses. People don’t just forget facts; they forget 
themselves.47  

Lastly, Thomas Metzinger described the ego as a “stacked control 
model”: each layer—minimal, reflective, narrative—builds on the last, 
giving us continuity across time. The ego doesn’t just say, “I am.” It says, 
“I was,” and “I will be.” It is a story written on top of sensation, stitched 
from reflex into reflection, into identity. And that story never stops 
rewriting itself.48 

The Adaptive Benefits of Ego Development 
The ego doesn’t emerge fully formed. It develops through predictable 
stages, each building on the last, each serving important adaptive 
functions. 

48 Metzinger, T. (2009). The ego tunnel: The science of the mind and the myth of the self. Basic Books. 

47 El Haj, M., Antoine, P., Nandrino, J. L., & Kapogiannis, D. (2015). Autobiographical memory decline in 
Alzheimer’s disease: A theoretical and clinical overview. Ageing Research Reviews, 23, 183–192.  

46 Andrews-Hanna, J. R., Smallwood, J., & Spreng, R. N. (2014). The default network and 
self-generated thought: component processes, dynamic control, and clinical relevance. Annals of the 
New York Academy of Sciences, 1316(1), 29–52.  

45 Buckner, R. L., & Carroll, D. C. (2007). Self-projection and the brain. Trends in Cognitive Sciences, 
11(2), 49–57.  
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In infancy, we start with what Margaret Mahler called “normal 
symbiosis”—no clear ego boundaries, no distinction between self and 
caregiver.49 The infant doesn’t know where they end, and their parents 
begin. This serves an important purpose: it ensures the total 
dependency needed for survival in our species’ extraordinarily helpless 
newborns. 

Then comes what Mahler termed “separation-individuation”—the 
gradual emergence of ego boundaries. The terrible twos? That’s the ego 
asserting itself, discovering the power of “No!” and “Mine!” Far from 
being a problem to solve, this defiance is a crucial developmental 
achievement. The child is learning they’re a separate being with their 
own will. 

By adolescence, the ego faces its most complex challenge yet: identity 
formation. Erik Erikson called this the crisis of “identity versus role 
confusion.”50 Teenagers try on different personas, rebel against parents, 
form intense peer bonds—all in service of answering the question “Who 
am I?” The drama of adolescence is the ego under construction.51 

And funny enough, the drama of adulthood is basically the same thing. 
Only more complex and with higher stakes. 

This developmental achievement—a self that can step back and ask 
“Who am I?”—is where philosophy enters the picture. Once humans 
could examine their own ego, we immediately started arguing about 
what we were looking at. Is this self that's doing the examining real or 
constructed? Permanent or constantly shifting? Universal hardware or 
cultural software? 

51 Ragelienė, T. (2016). Links of adolescents’ identity development and relationships with peers: A 
systematic literature review. Journal of the Canadian Academy of Child and Adolescent Psychiatry, 
25(2), 97–105. 

50 Scheck, S. (2005). The stages of psychosocial development according to Erik H. Erikson. 

49 Mahler, M. S., Pine, F., & Bergman, A. (2000). The psychological birth of the human infant: Symbiosis 
and individuation. Basic Books. 
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The answer you give to those questions turns out to shape 
everything—how you understand mental illness, how you assign moral 
responsibility, even how you apologize for stepping on someone’s foot. 

And for most of human history, different cultures have been offering 
fundamentally different answers without quite realizing they were 
talking past each other. 

“The Fall” and The Ego 
In the Garden of Eden, Adam and Eve live in unthinking unity with the 
world. There is no inner voice, no sense of separation. They are naked, 
but unashamed. There is no self as we understand it—only being. But 
the moment they ate from the Tree of Knowledge, “their eyes were 
opened.” They see themselves. And in seeing themselves, they become 
other to the world.52 The first act of self-awareness isn’t 
celebration—it’s shame.53 They cover themselves. They hide. The 
punishment is not just exile from paradise—it’s exile from innocence. 
This is the archetypal birth of the ego: the emergence of the observing 
“I.” 

The myth of the Fall is not just a theological story—it’s a psychological 
map.  

This pattern—the wound of knowing—repeats across spiritual 
traditions. In Vedantic Hinduism, Brahman is undivided consciousness; 
Atman is the individual self. The “fall” is not a sin, but forgetfulness. 
Through māyā—illusion—we lose sight of unity and believe we are 
separate. The human journey, then, is not about achieving something 
new but remembering what we’ve always been: one.54 

54 Rahula, W. (1974). What the Buddha taught. Grove Press. 

53 Kaufman, G. (2004). The psychology of shame: Theory and treatment of shame-based syndromes. 
Springer. 

52 Pagels, E. (1979). The Gnostic Gospels. Random House. 
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Buddhism takes this further. The doctrine of anattā states that the self is 
an illusion—merely the byproduct of conditioned processes. But we 
don’t see it that way. We cling to this sense of “I” as if it were real. And in 
doing so, we suffer (dukkha). Liberation is not becoming something 
more—it’s seeing through the lie. Awakening is not ascent, but undoing. 

Even Western myth reflects this. In Greek lore, Prometheus steals 
fire—a metaphor for foresight, imagination, and knowledge.55 He gives 
it to humanity, and with it, our brilliance begins. But so does our 
torment. We can imagine futures, but we can also dread them. We 
create, but we also destroy. Awareness is both light and burning. 

Psychologically, this duality holds. Self-awareness gifts us imagination, 
empathy, and moral reflection—traits no other species can fully claim. 
But it also gives us the capacity to feel shame, to dwell in guilt, to 
compare ourselves endlessly.56 It allows us to see ourselves—and to 
hate what we see. The very mind that builds meaning can also unmake 
it. 

We see this Fall replay in every childhood. The mirror test—the moment 
a toddler recognizes their reflection—is the first flicker of ego. 
Suddenly, they say “mine.” They assert boundaries. They realize they are 
not the world. That realization opens the door to wonder… and worry. 

And this leads to the deeper question: If self-awareness brings as much 
suffering as meaning, why would evolution produce it? Why build a 
creature that can imagine its own death? That can fear its own 
thoughts? That can unravel itself from within? 

Perhaps the answer is not that knowing is a flaw—but that it's a burden 
we’re meant to carry. That meaning is something we “create” precisely 

56 Greenberg, J., Pyszczynski, T., & Solomon, S. (1986). The causes and consequences of a need for 
self-esteem: A terror management theory. In R. F. Baumeister (Ed.), Public self and private self (pp. 
189–212). Springer. 

55 Buxton, R. (2004). The complete world of Greek mythology. Thames & Hudson. 
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because we know it can be lost. That the Fall wasn’t a curse—it was a 
calling. 

The Evolutionary Trade-Off 
Here's the crucial insight: the ego isn't a bug in human 
consciousness—it's a feature. Yes, it can become overinflated, 
defensive, or rigid. Yes, it can cause suffering through excessive 
self-focus or comparison.57 But these are side effects of a system that 
serves essential functions; those same mechanisms that helped humans 
survive in small tribes can become problematic in modern society. 

The ego enabled humans to develop culture, plan for the future, and 
cooperate in complex ways. That sense of individual identity— “I am 
someone specific, with specific goals, responsibilities, and 
relationships”—made possible everything from agriculture, to art, to 
this sentence you’re reading.58 

Without egos, we wouldn’t have personal responsibility, individual 
rights, or intimate relationships. We wouldn’t learn from our specific 
mistakes, take credit for our unique contributions, or love particular 
people. The ego makes us capable of both tremendous suffering and 
tremendous meaning. 

The question isn’t whether we should have an ego—that ship has sailed 
evolutionarily. The question is how to have a healthy, flexible, 
well-functioning ego that serves us rather than imprisons us.​
​
​
 

 

58 Boyd, R., & Richerson, P. J. (2005). The origin and evolution of cultures. Oxford University Press. 

57 Anderson, C., Hildreth, J. A. D., & Howland, L. (2015). Is the desire for status a fundamental human 
motive? A review of the empirical literature. Psychological Bulletin, 141(3), 574–601.  
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Chapter 3: When the Ego Becomes a 
Tyrant 
The ego was not built to destroy us—it was built to protect us. At its 
healthiest, it helps us navigate the world, maintain identity, plan for the 
future, and protect our sense of self. But every system designed for 
protection can be overcorrected. What begins as self-preservation can 
slowly evolve into self-distortion, as the ego bends reality not to 
understand it, but to defend against it. When the ego begins to serve 
itself, rather than the person it’s meant to protect, it doesn’t just fail—it 
becomes a tyrant. 

We often think of ego dysfunction as a personal failing. But the patterns 
of ego inflation, fragility, and overidentification are not merely private 
flaws. They are cultural epidemics. From political hubris to tribal 
outrage online, the same defensive machinery that helps us survive can 
corrode leadership, relationships, and collective sanity.59,60 When truth 
threatens the ego, the ego doesn’t pause to reflect—it rewrites truth. 
And in that rewriting, the self becomes a prisoner of its own defenses. 

How Ego Becomes Defensive 
The root function of the ego is self-preservation, psychologically and 
socially.61 So when we feel our identity or worth is under threat, the ego 
leaps into action. These “ego threats” can take many forms. Failures, 
negative feedback, and rejection all challenge the image we hold of 
ourselves. So do status loss, being outperformed, or moral 
inconsistencies that conflict with how we see ourselves (“I’m a good 

61 Freud, S. (1961). The ego and the id (J. Strachey, Trans.). W. W. Norton. (Original work published 1923) 
60 Twenge, J. M., & Campbell, W. K. (2010). The narcissism epidemic. Atria Books. 

59 Asad, S., & Sadler-Smith, E. (2020). Differentiating leader hubris and narcissism on the basis of power. 
Leadership, 16(1), 39–61.  
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person”).62 Even social comparisons can be triggering—especially 
upward ones, where someone else appears more successful, more 
attractive, or more respected.63 

These aren’t minor experiences. Research shows that threats to 
identity—whether around competence, morality, or belonging—elicit 
strong emotional and behavioral responses.64 Public humiliation or the 
loss of autonomy can feel as destabilizing as physical pain, and the ego, 
like the immune system, responds with immediate defense. 

The Anatomy of Ego Tyranny 

1. Defensive Architecture 

Freud was among the first to recognize that the ego defends against 
anxiety by distorting reality.65 These distortions—projection, denial, 
rationalization, intellectualization—operate automatically, like reflexes. 
While useful in crisis, when repeated and unexamined, they form 
enduring belief structures known as “maladaptive schemas”.66 These 
might sound like: “I’m unlovable,” “If I’m not perfect, I’ll be abandoned,” 
or “The world is unsafe.” Initially protective, these beliefs become 
prisons. 

2. The Narcissistic Paradox 

Narcissism illustrates ego tyranny in its most visible form. Kernberg 
described narcissism as an inflated self built around feelings of 

66 Young, J. E., Klosko, J. S., & Weishaar, M. E. (2003). Schema therapy: A practitioner’s guide. Guilford 
Press. 

65 Vaillant, G. E. (1992). Ego mechanisms of defense: A guide for clinicians and researchers. American 
Psychiatric Press. 

64 Greenberg, J., Solomon, S., & Pyszczynski, T. (1997). Terror management theory of self-esteem and 
cultural worldviews: Empirical assessments and conceptual refinements. In M. P. Zanna (Ed.), 
Advances in experimental social psychology, Vol. 29, pp. 61–139). Academic Press.  

63 Festinger, L. (1954). A theory of social comparison processes. Human Relations, 7, 117–140.  

62 Leary, M. R., Tchernis, O., Twenge, J. M., & Muraven, M. (2009). The concept of ego threat in social 
and personality psychology. Personality and Social Psychology Review, 14(3), 219–237.  
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emptiness.67 These individuals often appear arrogant or dominant, but 
their self-image is precariously dependent on external validation. A 
minor criticism can feel like annihilation—a “narcissistic injury”.68 

Modern research distinguishes between two narcissistic types.  

1.​ Grandiose narcissists are overtly entitled, boastful, and controlling. 
2.​ Vulnerable narcissists, in contrast, are hypersensitive, anxious, and 

approval-seeking.69  

Beneath both lies the same fear: ordinariness. A fragile ego cannot bear 
to be just another person. 

3. The Victim Ego 

Not all tyrannical egos seek domination through grandiosity. Some seek 
control through helplessness. The “victim ego” manipulates others by 
weaponizing suffering, using guilt or moral superiority as leverage.70 
“You can’t expect anything from me—I’ve been through too much.” This 
strategy gains exemption, not power. But the goal is the same: control. 

4. The Competitive Prison 

Contemporary society rewards ego inflation. Self-promotion is a virtue; 
comparison is currency. Social media turns life into a scoreboard, where 
status becomes synonymous with identity. Upward comparisons 
generate envy and inferiority; downward ones bring momentary relief, 
but also guilt and detachment.71 Either way, the ego grows more rigid. 
Every scoreboard strengthens the internal judge. 

71 Festinger, L. (1954). A theory of social comparison processes. Human Relations, 7, 117–140.  

70 Fatfouta, R., & Rogoza, R. (2024). Playing the victim? Facets of narcissism, self-perceived 
victimhood, and the mediating role of negative affect. Advances in Cognitive Psychology, 20(2), 92–97.  

69 Miller, J. D., et al. (2018). Vulnerable narcissism is (mostly) a disorder of neuroticism. Journal of 
Personality, 86(2). 

68 Goldberg, A. (1973). Psychotherapy of narcissistic injuries. Archives of General Psychiatry, 28(5), 
722–726.  

67 Kernberg, O. F. (1970). Factors in the psychoanalytic treatment of narcissistic personalities. Journal 
of the American Psychoanalytic Association, 18(1), 51–85.  
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5. Identity Fusion 

When the ego fuses with a single role—“I am my career,” “I am my 
trauma”—it loses all flexibility. Research on identity fusion shows that 
when personal identity merges with a group or ideology, individuals will 
make extreme sacrifices, even to the point of death.72 In daily life, this 
might look like the athlete who can’t retire, or the pastor who can’t 
admit doubt. If your story can’t evolve, the ego becomes its own dictator. 

6. Hubris and Power 

David Owen’s “Hubris Syndrome” describes a pathology where power 
distorts personality. Leaders with hubris become increasingly resistant 
to feedback, messianic in self-view, and fused with their cause or 
institution.73 Neuroscience backs this: power reduces empathy and 
increases impulsivity.74 Power doesn’t create ego dysfunction—it 
magnifies it. 

Recognizing the Inner Tyrant 
Most ego defenses do not scream; they whisper. They masquerade as 
confidence, responsibility, or wisdom. But there are tells. When every 
disagreement feels personal, when every error feels catastrophic, when 
success becomes proof of superiority rather than progress—these are 
psychological red flags. 

74 Al-Rodhan, N. (2014). The neurochemistry of power has implications for political change. The 
Conversation. 

73 Owen, D., & Davidson, J. (2009). Hubris syndrome: An acquired personality disorder? A study of US 
Presidents and UK Prime Ministers over the last 100 years. Brain: A Journal of Neurology, 132(5), 
1396–1406. 

72 Swann, W. B., Jr., Gómez, A., Seyle, D. C., Morales, J. F., & Huici, C. (2009). Identity fusion: The 
interplay of personal and social identities in extreme group behavior. Journal of Personality and Social 
Psychology, 96(5), 995–1011. 
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Cognitive Behavioral Therapy (CBT) identifies cognitive distortions that 
arise in ego defense:75 

●​ Catastrophizing: Assuming the worst possible outcome will 
happen, even when it’s unlikely. You imagine disasters and convince 
yourself that things will end terribly. 

●​ Personalization: Taking things personally that aren’t really about 
you. You blame yourself for events outside your control or assume 
other people’s moods are your fault. 

●​ Magnification: Blowing things out of proportion and making 
problems seem bigger than they actually are. Small setbacks feel 
like major failures. 

●​ All-or-nothing thinking: Seeing things in black and white with no 
middle ground. If something isn't perfect, you see it as a complete 
failure. 

●​ Overgeneralization: Taking one negative experience and treating it 
like a pattern that will keep happening. One rejection means you’ll 
always be rejected. 

These are not simply thoughts—they are distortions of reality, bent to 
preserve the ego’s preferred story. 

In relationships, the ego blocks intimacy. Why? Because intimacy 
requires vulnerability.76 And to the fragile ego, vulnerability feels like 
exposure, sometimes, even like death. That’s why toxic egos struggle 
with connection—they must choose between control and closeness, 
and control usually wins. 

On a collective scale, group egos fuse into nationalism, ideology, and 
outrage mobs. Societies start to behave like narcissists—grandiose, 

76 Brown, B. (2012). The power of vulnerability: Teachings on authenticity, connection and courage. 
Sounds True. 

75 King R. (2002). Cognitive therapy of depression. Aaon Beck, John Rush, Brian Shaw, Gary Emery. 
New York: Guilford, 1979. The Australian and New Zealand journal of psychiatry, 36(2), 272–275.  
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defensive, and terrified of shame. These collective defense mechanisms 
mirror the individual ones. 

Healing the Tyrant: From Control to Awareness 
The antidote to ego dysfunction is not to destroy the ego—it is to 
educate it. 

The first step is awareness: noticing the defensive patterns, naming 
them for what they are. “This is fear, not truth.” The second is 
compassion. Fierce compassion recognizes that grandiosity masks 
inadequacy, and victimhood hides a refusal to own one’s power.77 The 
ego isn’t evil—it’s afraid. 

Self-observation, humility, and accountability help disarm the ego’s 
control without collapsing its structure. This isn’t about becoming 
passive or selfless. It’s about reclaiming the self beneath the defenses. 
In that space—where you no longer need to justify, defend, or 
perform—something deeper emerges. Connection. Creativity. Presence. 

The Two Paths of Healing: West and East 

Healing the ego has two primary pathways—both valid, both necessary. 

Western Approaches: Narrative Reconstruction 

Cognitive Behavioral Therapy (CBT), Dialectical Behavior Therapy (DBT), 
and Narrative Therapy all approach healing by helping individuals 
examine and reframe the stories they tell themselves. 

●​ CBT surfaces cognitive distortions and replaces them with 
evidence-based interpretations.78  

78 Hofmann, S. G., Asnaani, A., Vonk, I. J., Sawyer, A. T., & Fang, A. (2012). The efficacy of cognitive 
behavioral therapy: A meta-analysis. Cognitive Therapy and Research, 36(5), 427–440. 

77 Gilbert, P. (2009). The compassionate mind. Constable & Robinson. 
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●​ DBT adds mindfulness and emotional regulation.79  
●​ Narrative therapy helps trauma survivors rewrite their experience 

as resilience instead of victimhood.80 

Each of these approaches challenges the ego’s rigidity, inviting it to shift 
from control to coherence. 

Eastern Approaches: Narrative Loosening 

Mindfulness and somatic practices take a different route. Rather than 
rewriting the story, they aim to loosen its grip. Through awareness of 
breath, body, and present sensation, the ego’s identification with 
thought and emotion begins to soften. Liberation doesn’t come from 
changing the content of thought, but from seeing that you are not the 
thought. 

Practices like yoga, meditation, and breathwork allow individuals to 
uncouple from the emotion-narrative fusion that drives reactivity. This 
expands our “window of tolerance”—the range within which we can 
reflect without collapsing.81 

The Traits of a Mature Ego 
Across therapy, spirituality, and neuroscience, certain traits appear in 
those with healthy egos:82,83,84 

●​ Self-compassion: gentle accountability instead of harsh judgment 
●​ Emotional regulation: feeling deeply without being hijacked 

84 Adler, J. M. (2012). Living into the story: Agency and coherence in a longitudinal study of narrative 
identity. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 102(2), 367–389.  

83 Hayes, S. C., Luoma, J. B., Bond, F. W., Masuda, A., & Lillis, J. (2006). Acceptance and commitment 
therapy: Model, processes and outcomes. Behaviour Research and Therapy, 44(1), 1–25.  

82 Neff, K. D. (2003). Self-compassion: An alternative conceptualization of a healthy attitude toward 
oneself. Self and Identity, 2(2), 85–101.  

81 van der Kolk, B. A. (2014). The body keeps the score. Viking. 
80 White, M., & Epston, D. (1990). Narrative means to therapeutic ends. Norton. 

79 Linehan, M. M. (2020). Dialectical behavior therapy in clinical practice: Applications across disorders 
and settings. Guilford Publications. 
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●​ Narrative coherence: the ability to integrate contradiction into 

identity 
●​ Secure attachment: the freedom to depend and be depended on 
●​ Psychological flexibility: adapting without losing integrity 

A healthy ego doesn’t vanish. It becomes transparent—present, but not 
possessive. It shifts from monarch to mediator. 

From Tyranny to Trust 

Ultimately, the path to healing the ego is not to dominate it, but to listen. 
When we stop defending the self-image, we rediscover the self beneath 
it—the part of us that is not tied to status, story, or comparison. 

Compassion becomes a solvent, allowing us to recognize that ego 
defenses were once survival strategies. They don’t need to be 
condemned—they need to be retired. 

As Jung said, “One does not become enlightened by imagining figures of 
light, but by making the darkness conscious.”85 When we make the ego 
conscious, it becomes right-sized: strong enough to act, soft enough to 
love, wise enough to serve something larger than itself. 

 

85 Jung, C. G. (1968). Psychology and alchemy (R. F. C. Hull, Trans.). Princeton University Press. 
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The ego isn’t just a personality trait. It’s a layered system built 
into your biology.  

It begins with raw, bodily awareness (“I exist”), grows into 
self-recognition (“I am me”), and eventually forms a personal 
narrative (“This is who I’ve been and who I’m becoming”). These 
layers are what give you continuity, identity, and meaning. 

But when the ego goes unchecked, it can become rigid, defensive, 
or trapped in outdated stories. That’s not a flaw; it’s what happens 
when a system designed for survival hasn’t evolved with your 
needs. Understanding how your ego actually works—biologically, 
emotionally, and cognitively—is the first step to making it flexible, 
mature, and useful. 

Inside The Solved Membership, you’ll learn how to work with your 
ego, not against it—so you can stop being dragged around by 
unconscious patterns and start shaping your life with intention. 

“Normally I stay in my head, optimizing frameworks and tools, or 
learning more instead of really doing the thing. With The Solved 
Membership I noticed this is different for me.” – Larry 

Find out more about The Solved Membership here.  
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Chapter 4: The Quiet Ego 
A quiet ego doesn’t mean no ego. You still have preferences, boundaries, 
and a sense of self. Instead, a quiet ego means your sense of self 
doesn’t dominate every experience. You can pay attention without 
constantly filtering everything through “What does this mean about 
me?” 

You are not your ego—you are the awareness that can observe your ego 
in action. 

Research by psychologists Heidi Wayment and Jack Bauer shows that 
people with quiet egos share four key characteristics:86 

1.​ Detached Awareness: You can observe situations without 
immediately becoming defensive. When someone criticizes your 
work, you can actually hear what they’re saying instead of planning 
your counter-attack.​
 

2.​ Inclusive Identification: Quiet egos recognize connection to 
something larger than their individual concerns. You are still 
yourself, but you see your identity as part of a bigger whole rather 
than an isolated center of the universe.​
 

3.​ Perspective-Taking: You can genuinely and compassionately 
consider how others see things, not just to win arguments but to 
really understand their experience.​
 

4.​ Growth-Mindedness: You view challenges as opportunities to 
develop rather than threats to defend against. A quiet ego doesn’t 
cling to perfection—it grows through struggle and adapts. 

86 Wayment, H. A., & Bauer, J. J. (2017). The quiet ego: Concept, measurement, and well-being. In M. D. 
Robinson & M. Eid (Eds.), The happy mind: Cognitive contributions to well-being (pp. 77–94). Springer 
International Publishing/Springer Nature.  
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The Smaller Our Ego, The Happier Our Life 

The research consistently shows an inverse relationship between ego 
dominance and well-being. The smaller the ego’s role in your daily 
experience, the greater your sense of meaning, purpose, and life 
satisfaction. 

As researcher Scott Barry Kaufman puts it: “The quieter the ego, the 
stronger one’s best self emerges.” When your ego isn’t constantly 
demanding attention, validation, or defense, you have more mental and 
emotional energy available for meaningful work, genuine relationships, 
and contributing to others’ well-being.87 

The Research on Quiet Egos 

Studies consistently show that people with quieter egos report greater 
life satisfaction, better relationships, and more resilience during difficult 
times.88 

When researchers followed college freshmen during their transition to 
university—one of life’s more stressful periods—students with quieter 
egos experienced less anxiety and depression. They were better able to 
ask for help when needed and form genuine friendships rather than 
performative ones.89 

In another study, unemployed adults with quiet ego characteristics 
reported better physical health and found more meaning in their job 
search experience. Instead of just feeling victimized by circumstances, 

89 Wayment, H. A., Rowe, A. M., & Sylvestre, J. (2016). Quiet ego, compassionate goals, and 
self-compassion. Journal of Psychology in Africa, 26(3), 211–219.  

88 Wayment, H. A., Bauer, J. J., & Sylvestre, J. (2015). The Quiet Ego Scale: Measuring the dispositions 
of self-other balance, compassion, growth and detached awareness. Frontiers in Psychology, 6, 
Article 1143. 

87 ​​Kaufman, S. B. (2018). Why quieting the ego strengthens your best self. Scott Barry Kaufman.  
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they could see the situation as an opportunity for growth and 
connection.90 

Most remarkably, when a campus shooting occurred at Northern 
Arizona University in 2015, students and parents with quiet ego 
characteristics responded with more compassion and less self-focused 
distress. They felt grief for the victims and their families rather than just 
fear for themselves.91 

Humility as the Master Practice 

If there’s one quality that captures the essence of a quiet ego, it’s 
humility. It’s not humiliation or self-deprecation, but an accurate 
perception of oneself and reality. Humble people see their strengths 
and weaknesses clearly without inflating either. 

The Humility Practice: Each evening, write down three things:92 

●​ Something you did well today (acknowledgment without inflation) 
●​ Something you could have done better (honesty without 

self-attack) 
●​ Something that had nothing to do with you (perspective beyond 

self) 

This simple practice trains your ego to hold multiple truths 
simultaneously. Yes, you have achievements. Yes, you have failures. Yes, 
the universe doesn’t revolve around you. All true at once. 

92 Leary, M. R., & Hoyle, R. H. (2013). Handbook of Individual Differences in Social Behavior. Guilford 
Publications. 

91 Wayment, H. A., & Silver, R. C. (2021). Grief and solidarity reactions 1 week after an on-campus 
shooting. Journal of Interpersonal Violence, 36(15-16), 1–22.  

90 Wayment, H. A., Huffman, A. H., & Eise, A. M. (2018). Self-rated health among unemployed adults: 
The role of quiet ego, self-compassion, and post-traumatic growth. Occupational Health Science, 2(4), 
247–267.  

 

Solved EGO GUIDE 45 

 

https://scholars.duke.edu/publication/1358030
https://doi.org/10.1177/0886260518766431.
https://doi.org/10.1177/0886260518766431.
https://doi.org/10.1007/s41542-018-0016-7.
https://doi.org/10.1007/s41542-018-0016-7.


 

The Quiet Ego 

 

Quieting the Ego in Daily Life 

The Roman emperor Marcus Aurelius understood this ongoing nature of 
ego work through the lens of Stoic cosmology. His “Meditations” were 
his private notes about managing his ego by consistently placing 
himself within the vast cosmic order.93 Even as the most powerful man in 
the world, he practiced this daily because he understood that ego work 
requires constant attention—and that our individual concerns, while 
real to us, exist within an infinite universe where countless generations 
have faced similar struggles. 

The Perspective Ladder: When your ego feels threatened or inflated, 
climb the perspective ladder: 

●​ Personal view: “This is happening to me.” 
●​ Social view: “This happens to many people.” 
●​ Historical view: “This has happened throughout history.” 
●​ Cosmic view: “In the vastness of space and time, I am a brief 

arrangement of atoms, part of the universal reason that governs all 
things.” 

●​ Return to personal: “And yet, it still matters to me, and that’s 
okay—because I am part of this cosmic whole, and my role, 
however small, has meaning within the larger pattern.” 

 

93 Marcus Aurelius. (2006). Meditations (M. Hammond, Trans.). Penguin Classics. (Original work 
published ca. 180 CE) 
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The Both/And Practice: The ego loves binary thinking. Quiet it by 
practicing “both/and” thinking: 

●​ “I’m both talented at this and still learning.” 
●​ “This is both my responsibility and not entirely my fault.” 
●​ “I’m both unique and utterly ordinary.” 

​​Dialectical Behavior Therapy founder Marsha Linehan emphasizes 
“both/and” thinking as an antidote to the ego’s black-and-white 
impulses.94 By integrating emotional and rational responses into a “wise 
mind,” she shows how we can move beyond rigid binaries into a more 
flexible, compassionate awareness. 

Building Tolerance for Negative Emotions: People with quiet egos 
handle stress better because they don’t treat every negative emotion as 

94 Linehan, M. M. (2020). Dialectical behavior therapy in clinical practice: Applications across disorders 
and settings. Guilford Publications. 
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a crisis demanding immediate resolution.95 They’ve learned that 
uncomfortable feelings—anxiety, sadness, frustration, 
embarrassment—are temporary visitors that will pass if not fed with 
resistance or drama. 

Practice sitting with negative emotions without rushing to fix, numb, or 
escape them. Let yourself feel the full weight of disappointment when 
plans fall through, sit with the sting of criticism without immediately 
defending yourself, or allow anxiety about an upcoming event to exist 
without catastrophizing or seeking constant reassurance. 

Notice how your ego wants to either amplify these feelings into a story 
about how terrible everything is or immediately banish them through 
distraction, rationalization, or blame. Instead, try: “This feels 
uncomfortable, and that's okay. Feelings aren't facts, and this will shift.” 
The goal isn't to enjoy negative emotions, but to stop seeing them as 
threats to your fundamental okay-ness. 

Self-Compassion and Wise Mind: Researcher Kristin Neff’s work shows 
how treating yourself with kindness actually quiets the ego more 
effectively than harsh self-criticism.96 When you make a mistake, 
instead of either attacking yourself (“I’m so stupid”) or defending 
yourself (“It wasn’t my fault”), try responding as you would to a good 
friend: acknowledge the mistake, recognize that everyone struggles, 
and focus on what you can learn. 

Moments of Natural Ego Quieting 

Sometimes the ego goes quiet on its own, usually during intense 
physical experiences that demand complete presence.97 Jumping into 

97 Nakamura, J., & Roberts, S. (2016). The hypo-egoic component of flow. In K. W. Brown & M. R. Leary 
(Eds.), The Oxford handbook of hypo-egoic phenomena (pp. 149–162). Oxford University Press.  

96 Neff, K. (2015). Self-compassion: The proven power of being kind to yourself. William Morrow 
Paperbacks. 

95 Rogawski, M., Simonsmeier, B. A., & Buecker, S. (2025). The quiet ego: A meta-analytical review. 
Journal of Happiness Studies, 26, Article 112.  
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cold water, experiencing flow state, watching a sunset, spending time in 
nature, or even mundane moments like using the bathroom can briefly 
interrupt the ego’s constant commentary. In these moments, there’s just 
pure experience without the mental narrator explaining what it all 
means about you. 

These natural breaks offer glimpses of what life feels like when the ego 
isn’t running the show. You're still completely yourself, but without the 
extra layer of self-consciousness. Notice these moments when they 
occur—they show you that the ego’s constant presence isn't actually 
necessary for functioning. 

The Social Dimension 

Individual ego work happens within social contexts. If you’re surrounded 
by people with noisy egos, maintaining a quiet ego becomes more 
challenging. Choose environments that support growth over 
performance, collaboration over competition. 

The most transformative aspect of a quiet ego is how it affects 
relationships. When you’re not constantly defending or promoting 
yourself, you can actually see other people. You become curious about 
their experiences rather than just waiting for your turn to talk. 

Living the Questions 

The quiet ego approach offers a different way of moving through the 
world. Notice when you’re operating from ego-driven questions, then 
shift to contribution-focused ones. 

●​ Instead of asking “How can I be special?” ask “What’s needed 
here?”  

●​ Instead of “How can I be right?” ask “What can I learn?”  
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●​ Rather than “Am I trying to prove something?” ask “How can I 

connect authentically?”  
●​ Rather than “What can I perfect about myself?” or “Who can I 

please to avoid conflict?” ask “How can I help this situation?” 

The shift from ego-driven questions to contribution-focused questions 
represents the difference between defensive living and quiet ego living.  

Ego questions come from a need to defend, impress, or control. 
Contribution questions come from trust in yourself and a genuine 
interest in making things better. 

The Never-Ending Practice 

The goal isn’t to eliminate the ego but to change its role in your life. Like 
a good assistant, it provides useful information without trying to run the 
show. 

This is what psychological maturity looks like. You stop being enslaved 
by the need to constantly tend your image and reputation. You can focus 
on the actual work of living: connecting with others, contributing your 
gifts, and growing through whatever life brings. 

A quiet ego doesn’t promise an easy life, but it offers a more workable 
one. When the ego stops shouting, you can finally hear what the world is 
trying to tell you. The quieter the ego, the stronger your best self 
emerges. 

Your ego will be with you until you die. You can fight it, worship it, or 
pretend it doesn’t exist. Or you can do the harder work of understanding 
it, managing it, and gradually—imperfectly—finding balance. 

The ego isn’t always the enemy (sorry, Ryan Holiday). Unconsciousness is 
the enemy. When you bring consciousness to your ego—observing it, 
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understanding it, and gently guiding it—it transforms from a tyrant to a 
tool, from a prison to a vehicle. 

You’ll still screw up. Your ego will still occasionally inflate or deflate 
dramatically. You’ll still sometimes act from ego rather than wisdom. But 
you’ll catch yourself faster, correct more quickly, and gradually spend 
more time in that sweet spot where the ego serves rather than rules. 

That’s not enlightenment. It’s something better—it’s human maturity. 
And unlike enlightenment, it’s actually achievable. 

The work isn’t to become egoless. The work is to become conscious. To 
know when your ego is driving and when it’s appropriately a passenger. 
To strengthen it when needed and soften it when beneficial. To neither 
be enslaved by it nor attempt to destroy it.  
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The ego was never meant to run the show—but in today’s world, it 
often does. Left unchecked, it constantly seeks validation, avoids 
discomfort, and interprets every experience through the lens of 
self-importance or self-protection. This creates emotional 
turbulence, where even small moments can feel like personal 
threats or tests of worth. Over time, this can erode your peace, 
strain your relationships, and limit your capacity to grow. 

But when you quiet the ego and shift from defensiveness to 
awareness, you create space for something more powerful: clarity, 
connection, and calm. You can navigate challenges without 
spiraling, receive feedback without collapse, and respond rather 
than react. This isn’t about becoming egoless. It’s about building 
a balanced relationship with your ego so it serves you rather than 
sabotages you. 

If you’re ready to move from insight to integration, The Solved 
Membership offers tools and guidance to help you apply these 
principles in real life. It's not about overhauling who you are—it’s 
about making small, conscious shifts that add up to real change. 

Join The Solved Membership today. 
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Chapter 5: Ego Death and Psychedelics 
In 1943, a Swiss chemist named Albert Hofmann was working with ergot 
derivatives when he accidentally absorbed a tiny amount of a compound 
through his fingertips. What followed was humanity’s first recorded LSD 
trip, though Hofmann didn’t know it yet. Three days later, curious about 
his strange experience, he intentionally ingested 250 micrograms. The 
bicycle ride home that followed would become legendary: reality 
dissolved and Hofmann experienced what he later called “a dissolution 
of the boundaries between self and world.”98 

This was the beginning of a scientific revolution in our understanding of 
consciousness and the chemical foundations of the ego. 

The Brain’s Ego Network 
To understand ego dissolution, we need to understand how the brain 
constructs the ego in the first place. Modern neuroscience has 
identified the “Default Mode Network” (DMN), a collection of brain 
regions that are active when we’re not focused on the outside world but 
instead engaged in self-referential thinking.99 

The DMN is essentially the neurological headquarters of the ego. It’s 
active when you’re: 

●​ Thinking about yourself 
●​ Remembering the past 
●​ Planning the future 
●​ Comparing yourself to others 
●​ Constructing your personal narrative 

99 Menon, V. (2023). 20 years of the default mode network: A review and synthesis. Neuron, 111(16), 
2469–2487.  

98 Hofmann, A. (1980). LSD: My problem child (J. Ott, Trans.). McGraw-Hill. 
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Brain imaging studies show that people with depression and anxiety 
often have an overactive DMN.100 They’re literally stuck in 
self-referential loops, unable to escape the ego’s endless commentary 
about what’s wrong with them, what might go wrong, or what others 
think of them. 

Enter the Molecules 
Psychedelics like psilocybin (magic mushrooms), LSD, and DMT work by 
disrupting the brain systems that maintain your sense of self.101  

Your normal identity depends on three coordinated processes in the 
brain:  

●​ Your memory-emotion center is talking to your thinking brain, 
●​ an attention filter deciding what matters, 
●​ and your brain's two halves working together.  

Psilocybin interrupts all three. The memory-emotion center stops 
communicating normally with the reasoning areas. The attention filter 
breaks down. The two hemispheres operate more independently. 

Under brain scans, researchers watch these ego-maintaining regions go 
quiet. The boundaries between self and other begin to blur. The 
narrative self—that constant story we tell ourselves about who we 
are—temporarily dissolves. 

101 Gattuso, J. J., et al.(2023). Default mode network modulation by psychedelics: A systematic review. 
International Journal of Neuropsychopharmacology, 26(3), 155–188. 

100 Letheby, C., & Gerrans, P. (2017). Self unbound: Ego dissolution in psychedelic experience. 
Neuroscience of Consciousness, 2017(1), nix016. 
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Psychedelic researchers at Imperial College London describe it as a 
brain “reset.”102 The rigid patterns that normally constrain our thinking, 
including our sense of self, become fluid.  

Your “self” isn't stored anywhere specific—it emerges when these 
systems coordinate smoothly. When psychedelics interrupt that 
coordination, the familiar sense of being a distinct “I” fades away. For a 
few hours, the ego relaxes its iron grip.103 

The Phenomenology of Ego Death 
What does ego dissolution actually feel like? Accounts vary, but 
common themes emerge: 

●​ The Terror Phase: Initially, many people experience profound 
anxiety as their sense of self begins to fragment. One research 
participant described it: “I could feel myself disappearing, like sand 
through fingers. The ‘me’ I’d always been was just... going. It was 
terrifying.”​
 

●​ The Surrender: At some point, resistance becomes impossible. The 
ego can’t withstand the chemical onslaught. Users report a 
moment of letting go, of accepting the dissolution. As Aldous 
Huxley wrote after his mescaline experience, “The ego was a kind 
of survival strategy that had outlived its usefulness.”104​
 

●​ The Unity Experience: With the ego’s boundaries dissolved, many 
report experiencing a profound sense of oneness. The separation 

104 Huxley, A. (2009). The doors of perception and Heaven and Hell. Harper Perennial Modern Classics. 
(Original work published 1954) 

103 Lebedev, A. V., Lövdén, M., Rosenthal, G., Feilding, A., Nutt, D. J., & Carhart-Harris, R. L. (2015). 
Finding the self by losing the self: Neural correlates of ego-dissolution under psilocybin. Human Brain 
Mapping, 36(8), 3137–3153.  

102 Roseman, L., Nutt, D. J., & Carhart-Harris, R. L. (2018). Quality of acute psychedelic experience 
predicts therapeutic efficacy of psilocybin for treatment-resistant depression. Frontiers in 
Pharmacology, 8, Article 974.  
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between self and world, self and others, disappears. A 2008 Johns 
Hopkins study found that two-thirds of participants rated their 
psilocybin experience among the five most meaningful of their 
lives.105 

The Science of Transformation 
Recent studies have shown remarkable therapeutic potential for 
ego-dissolving experiences: 

●​ Depression: A 2021 study at Johns Hopkins found that two doses of 
psilocybin, combined with therapy, produced rapid and sustained 
antidepressant effects in 71% of participants with major 
depression.106 Brain scans showed increased connectivity between 
regions that depression had isolated.​
 

●​ End-of-Life Anxiety: NYU and Johns Hopkins studies found that a 
single psilocybin session significantly reduced death anxiety in 
terminal cancer patients.107 ​
 

●​ Addiction: Studies show psychedelics can help break addiction 
patterns, with success rates far exceeding traditional 
treatments.108 By temporarily dissolving the ego patterns that 
maintain addictive behavior, people can glimpse life beyond their 
habitual responses. 

108 van der Meer, P. B., (2023). Therapeutic effect of psilocybin in addiction: A systematic review. 
Frontiers in Psychiatry, 14, 1134454. 

107 Griffiths, R. R., et al. (2016). Psilocybin produces substantial and sustained decreases in depression 
and anxiety in patients with life-threatening cancer: A randomized double-blind trial. Journal of 
Psychopharmacology, 30(12), 1181–1197. 

106 Davis, A. K., et al. (2021). Effects of psilocybin-assisted therapy on major depressive disorder: A 
randomized clinical trial. JAMA Psychiatry, 78(5), 481–489. 

105 Griffiths, R. R., et al, (2008). Mystical-type experiences occasioned by psilocybin mediate the 
attribution of personal meaning and spiritual significance 14 months later. Journal of 
Psychopharmacology (Oxford, England), 22(6), 621–632. 
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The Integration Challenge 
But here’s the crucial part that Instagram shamans and Silicon Valley 
microdosers often miss: the real work happens after the ego returns. 

Dr. Katherine MacLean, a former Johns Hopkins researcher, warns: “Ego 
dissolution without integration is like opening all the windows in a house 
during a storm. Yes, fresh air comes in, but so does chaos.” 

Integration—the slow, often difficult process of making sense of the 
experience and applying insights to daily life—is where transformation 
actually occurs. Without it, ego death is just another peak experience 
that fades into memory. 

Jung understood this decades before modern psychedelics. He warned 
that the ego serves essential functions—reality testing, boundary 
maintenance, and social navigation.109 Destroying it without building 
something better is a recipe for psychosis, not enlightenment. 

The Dark Side of Dissolution 

Not all ego deaths lead to rebirth. Some lead to genuine psychological 
crisis: 

●​ Depersonalization/Derealization: Some people, particularly those 
with trauma or certain mental health conditions, can experience 
persistent feelings of unreality after psychedelic use. The ego 
might not properly reconstitute, leaving them feeling disconnected 
from themselves and the world.110​
 

●​ Messiah Complexes: Paradoxically, some people emerge from ego 
death with inflated egos. Having touched the infinite, they believe 

110 Somer, E., Beltrán, Morrossi, L., Carriere, M., & Amos, B. (2023). Extended difficulties following the 
use of psychedelic drugs. Journal of Psychopharmacology. Advance online publication.  

109 Adler, G., Jung, C. G., Hull, R. F. C., Fordham, M., & Read, H. (2014). The structure and dynamics of 
the psyche. Routledge. 
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they’re special, chosen, or enlightened. The spiritual teacher 
Andrew Cohen exemplified this—his profound awakening 
experiences led not to humility but to increasingly authoritarian 
behavior toward his students.111​
 

●​ Integration Failures: Without proper support, insights from ego 
dissolution can feel meaningless or even disturbing when normal 
consciousness returns. Many people report a kind of existential 
hangover—having seen behind the curtain of selfhood, ordinary 
life feels empty. 

Beyond the Chemical 
Psychedelics aren't the only path to ego dissolution. Throughout history, 
humans have discovered various methods: 

●​ Meditation: Advanced practitioners report states of “no-self” 
remarkably similar to psychedelic ego death. Brain scans of 
experienced meditators show similar reductions in Default Mode 
Network activity.​
 

●​ Near-Death Experiences: People who clinically die and return 
often report ego dissolution—the life review, the tunnel of light, 
the sense of universal love. Researcher Dr. Bruce Greyson notes 
that NDEs often produce the same lasting personality changes as 
psychedelic experiences.112​
 

●​ Extreme Sports: BASE jumpers, free climbers, and big wave 
surfers often report moments where the ego completely 
disappears, replaced by pure flow and presence. The proximity to 

112 Greyson, B. (2003). Near-death experiences and the physiology of dying. Zygon, 38(2), 393–414.  

111 Cohen, A. (2013). An open letter to my students and friends. Retrieved from. van der Braak, A. 
(2003). Authenticity and authority: A case study of Andrew Cohen’s guru-disciple relationship. PhD 
dissertation, Leiden University. 
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death seems to trigger temporary ego dissolution.113​
 

●​ Breathwork: Techniques like Holotropic Breathwork can induce 
altered states remarkably similar to psychedelics, including ego 
dissolution, without any external chemicals.114 

The lesson from both ancient wisdom and modern science is clear: 
neither ego inflation nor ego annihilation is the goal. The healthiest 
approach is what we might call “ego flexibility”—the ability to 
strengthen the ego when needed and soften it when appropriate. 

Think of Muhammad Ali. In the ring, his ego was enormous: “I am the 
greatest!” But outside the ring, he demonstrated remarkable humility, 
especially later in life. He could dial his ego up or down depending on 
the situation. 

This is the real promise of understanding ego dissolution—not to 
destroy the ego permanently, but to recognize it as a tool rather than 
our identity. To be able to step outside it when it’s causing suffering, and 
step back into it when we need to function in the world. 
 
 
 

 

 

114 Grof, S., & Grof, C. (1988). The adventure of self-discovery: Studies in transpersonal psychology. 
State University of New York Press. 

113 Arijs, C., Brymer, E., & Davis, N. (2017). ‘Leave your ego at the door’: A narrative investigation into 
the experience of effective wingsuit flying. Frontiers in Psychology, 8, Article 1985.  

 

Solved EGO GUIDE 59 

 

https://www.amazon.com/Adventure-Self-Discovery-Consciousness-Psychotherapy-Transpersonal/dp/0887065414
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2017.01985
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2017.01985


 

The 80/20 of Ego Work 

 

Chapter 6: The 80/20 of Ego Work 
For something as complex as the ego, most people expect the solutions 
to be equally complicated. But as with many areas of life, the 80/20 rule 
applies. A small number of practices—done with intention and 
consistency—tend to deliver the vast majority of results. When it comes 
to ego regulation, the simplest tools often yield the deepest shifts. 

The Quiet Ego as the Ideal 

Heidi Wayment and her colleagues introduced the concept of the “quiet 
ego” as a healthy alternative to both ego-inflation and ego-erasure. A 
quiet ego isn’t passive or selfless—it’s stable, aware, and flexible. It 
retains identity without becoming consumed by it. The quiet ego is 
characterized by four traits: perspective-taking, inclusivity, 
growth-mindedness, and detached awareness. 

These aren’t traits you’re born with. They’re cultivated through practice. 
And while there’s no universal method that works for everyone, there 
are a few foundational tools that nearly everyone can benefit from. 

Inner Tools: Cultivating Detached Awareness 

●​ Meditation​
Let’s start with the heavy-hitter: meditation. As cliché as it might 
sound in 2026, the practice still stands as one of the most powerful 
ways to separate your consciousness from your conditioning.115 
Regular meditation helps you observe thoughts without identifying 
with them, notice emotional reactions without fusing with them, 
and create space between stimulus and response.​

115 Basso, J. C., McHale, A., Ende, V., Oberlin, D. J., & Suzuki, W. A. (2018). Brief, daily meditation 
enhances attention, memory, mood, and emotional regulation in non-experienced meditators. 
Behavioural Brain Research, 356, 208–220.  
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​
It doesn’t have to be elaborate. No robes or incense required. Even 
a 10-minute daily practice—focusing on the breath or doing a basic 
body scan—can start to weaken the ego’s grip. The point isn’t to 
have no thoughts, but to notice that you’re not your thoughts. 
You’re the one observing them. And that tiny shift in identity—from 
thought to observer—is the beginning of freedom.​
 

●​ Emotional Labeling​
Another inner practice that pairs beautifully with meditation is 
emotional labeling. It’s the simple act of naming what you’re 
feeling without becoming it. Instead of saying “I’m angry,” you say 
“I feel anger.” It’s subtle, but it reminds the brain that emotions are 
experiences—not definitions.​
​
Research shows that this type of emotional granularity supports 
emotion regulation, and ego quieting.116 If you can feel shame, 
sadness, or rage without making it mean something absolute about 
who you are, the ego loses its need to go into defensive overdrive.​
 

●​ Journaling​
For the verbally inclined, journaling is one of the most 
accessible—and revealing—tools for ego work.117 Whether it’s a 
daily ritual or something you reach for in moments of crisis, 
journaling helps externalize the internal monologue. You can see 
your own thought patterns laid out in ink. You can challenge your 
assumptions in real time. And you can start to separate narrative 
from reality.​
​
Some people use journaling to interrogate their beliefs directly: 

117 Hiemstra, R. (2001). Uses and benefits of journal writing. New Directions for Adult and Continuing 
Education, 2001(90), 19–26.  

116 Erbas, Y., Gendron, M., & Fugate, J. M. B. (2022). Editorial: The role of emotional granularity in 
emotional regulation, mental disorders, and well-being. Frontiers in Psychology, 13, Article 1080713.  
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“What am I believing here?” “Is that actually true?” Others use it as 
a place to grieve, vent, or untangle confusing emotions. Whatever 
the approach, the act of writing slows down the ego’s reactive 
storytelling and replaces it with curiosity. 

Outer Tools: Getting Out of Your Head 

While inner work is powerful, it’s only half the story. Many people get 
stuck in their own heads—overanalyzing, self-monitoring, and turning 
introspection into another form of ego inflation. The antidote? Get out of 
your head entirely. 

●​ Nature and Movement​
One of the fastest ways to interrupt ego loops is to get into your 
body and into the world. Go on a hike. Get in the ocean. Move your 
body in space. Nature doesn’t care about your resume or your 
promotion. It reminds you that you are not the center of the 
universe, and that’s a relief.​
 

●​ Volunteering and Group Participation​
Altruism can also be deeply humbling. Helping others shifts 
attention away from your own self-image and toward connection, 
contribution, and empathy. In addiction recovery programs like 
Alcoholics Anonymous, this is a cornerstone: hearing the stories of 
others reminds you that your problems are not unique—and often 
not the worst in the room.118​
​
This shift creates perspective, which is one of the four pillars of the 
quiet ego. It says, “I’m not the only one suffering,” and more 
importantly, “I don’t have to face everything alone.”​
 

118 Room, R. (1995). Alcoholics Anonymous as a social movement. Journal Of Studies On Alcohol, 56, 
10-10. 
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●​ Conceptual Shifts and Reframes​

Finally, the most profound work may lie in how you frame the goal 
of ego work. Quieting your ego doesn’t mean rejecting or erasing 
yourself. It doesn’t mean denying your needs, minimizing your 
experiences, or pretending to be selfless.​
​
It means loosening your grip, and being willing to revise your story 
when new information emerges. It means no longer needing to 
control how you’re perceived—by others or by yourself. ​
​
And in that softening, a strange thing happens: you become more 
resilient, not less.​
You’re no longer at the mercy of every criticism, comparison, or 
perceived failure. You start to act from reality, not from narrative. 
And that’s what makes this “20%” of ego work so powerful—it 
changes everything upstream.  
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Your ego will always be a part of you, but it doesn’t have to run 
your life.  

When approached with awareness, those flare-ups of 
defensiveness, insecurity, or over-identification become valuable 
signals. They reveal where your ego is clinging too tightly. Where 
it's trying to protect you, prove something, or avoid discomfort. 
Instead of reacting automatically, you can pause and ask: What is 
my ego trying to do here? That shift from judgment to curiosity 
transforms ego tension into self-insight. 

The most effective way to build a healthier relationship with your 
ego is to make it conscious. Notice when it's narrating, defending, 
or distorting reality. Then gently redirect. A quiet ego isn’t a 
passive one—it’s a strong, stable foundation that helps you 
respond with clarity instead of reactivity. 

If you’re ready to start applying this in real life, The Solved 
Membership offers tools to help you work with your ego, without 
overhauling your life or adding another thing to your to-do list.  

“If you enjoy Mark’s way of communicating and don’t want to be 
burdened by a program that requires a lot of your time, this is the 
answer. My favorite part has been learning techniques while actually 
applying them.” – Abby 

It might not be for everyone. But if it sounds like it might be for 
you, you’ll be in good company. Click here to join us.  
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Conclusion  
The ego isn’t something you get rid of. It’s something you learn to live 
with wisely. 

When it’s unconscious, it becomes a compulsive narrator. It turns life 
into a performance, a defense, a constant negotiation for worth. It 
makes everything personal, even when it isn’t. It inflates to avoid shame. 
It collapses to avoid responsibility. It clings to stories because stories 
feel safer than uncertainty. 

But when the ego becomes conscious, it changes shape. It stops 
demanding control and starts offering information. It still helps you 
function, build, choose, and protect what matters, but it no longer needs 
to be the center of every experience. You can feel pride without needing 
to be superior. You can face failure without turning it into identity. You 
can be seen without performing. You can grow without humiliation. 

The real work is not ego destruction, not ego worship, but ego literacy. 

The goal is a self that is stable without being rigid. A self that can take 
feedback without breaking. A self that doesn’t need to win every room 
to feel real. A self that can hold its own story lightly enough to revise it 
when truth demands it. 

Your ego will always be part of you. The question is whether it will run 
your life or support it. 

And the answer depends on one thing: how often you’re willing to pause, 
notice the pattern, and return to what’s real. 
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●​ Ego and the Mechanisms of Defence —Anna Freud  
●​ Ego Is the Enemy — Ryan Holiday 
●​ How to Think: A Survival Guide for a World at Odds — Alan Jacobs 
●​ Modern Man in Search of a Soul— Carl Jung 
●​ Meditations — Marcus Aurelius 
●​ Mistakes Were Made (But Not by Me) — Carol Tavris & Elliot 

Aronson 
●​ There Is Never Anything but the Present — Alan Watts  
●​ The Denial of Death — Ernest Becker 
●​ The Myth of Sisyphus — Albert Camus 
●​ The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life — Erving Goffman 
●​ The Righteous Mind— Jonathan Haidt 
●​ The Selfish Gene — Richard Dawkins 
●​ The Socratic Method: A Practitioner’s Handbook — Ward Farnsworth 
●​ The Undoing Project — Michael Lewis 
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●​ Thinking, Fast and Slow — Daniel Kahneman 
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