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CHAPTE R 

1 The Emergence of Scholarship and Science 
on Hypo-egoic Phenomena 

Kirk Warren Brown and Mark R. Leary 

Abstract 

To introduce the Handbook and the range of hypo-egoic phenomena that it represents, this 
chapter describes the psychological roots of egoic and hypo-egoic functioning, drawing on 
theory and research in philosophy, psychology, cognitive science, and neuroscience. Two forms 
of self-processing-self-as-subject and self-as-object-are first identified and functionally 
described. The chapter then describes how these self processes offer humans a mental 
model of ourselves, others, and the world that allows us to represent or simulate reality 
as we perceive it in the present, the remembered past,and the imagined future.Though a 
major evolutionary achievement, the conscious self model becomes a liability when people 
overidentify with its inherently self-centric functioning. The chapter introduces the concept of 
hypo-egoic functioning, describes its nature as currently understood, and provides a glimpse of 
the multidisciplinary scholarship that has begun to explore this phenomenon and its various 
expressions. 

Key W o rds: self-awarenes.s, self-as-subject, self-as-object, I, Me, self model, 
mental representation, ego involvement, hypo-egoicism 

Proud man, dress'd in a lirtle brief author­
ity, most ignorant of what he is most 
assur'd, -his glassy CMCnce. 

-SJ,11ke1pearr, ft1e,uurr for ftfe,uure, 2,2 

Srudy of rhe self has been of keen interest ro 
psychologists, psychiatrists, philosophers, reli­
gious scholars, sociologists, and more recently, 
neuroscientists, and this widespread interest 
reAects rhe centraliry of self-processes ro human 
experience. Every major domain of human 
functioning including perception, thought, 
emotion , interpersonal relations, rnsk perfor­
mance, and physiology-is inAuenced to some 
degree by self-related processes on an ongoing 
basis. The importance of this observation lies, 
in part, in rhe fact thar we humans have a 
rather conAictcd, even troubled, relationship 

with 0'llr ~elves. Our effective functioning 
depend,; to a large degree on our ability co 
attend co and think about ourselves to decide 
what plans to make and what actions to rake, 
but we also suffer from self-involved thoughts 
and emotions, sometimes significantly, when 
we regcet those actions, when our plans go 
awry, and when we worry about ourselves and 
rhose with whom we ~hare our social identi­
ties (e.g., fomily, friends, community, nation). 
We are elevated when we are judged, or judge 
our~elves, to be doing well, and downtrod­
den when we are nor. We ~pend a good deal 
of time thinking about who we arc and what 
we are like, but we often do not like what we 
find. And in the in terests of su rviving and 
rncceed ing in the human world, we devote a 
great deal of mencaJ, emotional, and physical 
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energy to protect, defend, and enhance our 
public images and private self-views. 

The mixed bag of benefits and costs that 
comes with the capacity for self-awareness has, 
for centuries, led many th inkers and teachers 
co question just what this self actually is, what 
its adaptive purposes are, and, in light of its 
drawbacks, whether people should seek ways to 
loosen its domineering grip on their lives. Across 
a wide variety of cultures, recorded human his­
tory is rife with proposed ways of living chat, 
in the current usage, may be called hypo-egoic 
in nature. The self has always had the capacity 
co cause pain and suffering for the "owner" and 
those with whom it comes into contact. Yet, 
arguably, the impetus to discover ways of liv­
ing with our selves and others in ways that are 
hypo-egoic is as important today as ever, if not 
more so, in our increasingly crowded, interde­
pendent, th reatened, and threatening world. 

Despite its historical provenance, the term 
"hypo-cgoic" is a recent invention, and co under­
stand its meaning and implications, we first place 
it in the context of contemporary understand­
ings of self and the related term "ego," drawing 
primarily on scholarship in philosophy, psychol­
ogy, cognitive science, and neuroscience. The 
importance of this brief exposition is heightened 
by the fact chat what scholars call the "self" has 
no unitary, consensually agreed on meaning. 

Over the course of their histories, the fields of 
philosophy and psycholo1,,y in particular have 
seen numerous conceprualizations of the terms 
"self.• "ego: and ocher conscniccs in che same 
nomological network (Leary & Tangney, 201 2). 

Two Selves 
In scholarly writing, rhe term "self' is used 

in quite disparate ways (Leary & Tangney, 
2012; Neisser, 1988; Olson, 1999), and con­
ceptual clarity about the self is regularly com­
promised by using a single term co designate 
diverse phenomena. I lowever, drawing on 
recent, empirically informed theory, it can be 
scared in broad outline char the human self is, at 
its foundation, a cognitive capacity co know­
co focus :mention o n and chink about-oneself 
and one's situated relation to the surrounding 
world (Damasio; 2010; Leary, 2004; Leary & 
Tangney, 2003). According co Damasio (2010), 
sdfhood depends both on wakefulness and the 
presence of ;a mind, which comprises a o pacity 
to ( 1) form mental representations of internal 

events and objects in the form of feelings, and 
external objects derived from sensory inputs; 
and (2) be guided by those representations in 
enacting behavior. This capacity, which human 
beings share with several ocher mammalian spe­
cies, makes available to the organism details 
of chc conditions both inside and outside the 
organism that permit more varied and effec­
tive responses-d1ac is, enhanced life regula­
tion (Damasio, 2010). The evolved capacity of 
human beings co know themselves as protago­
nists of their inner experience and behavior is 
theorized to mark the arrival of consciousness, 
"a state of mind wich a self process added co it" 
(Dama.~io, 2010, p. 157), which in large part is 
responsible for humans' ability both co adapt co 
and create a wide variety of living conditions, 
with both beneficial and harmful consequences. 

Yee the self is nor a unitary phenomenon, and 
here we highlight two established aspects of self 
whose functioning are intimately interrelated 
but whose uniqueness helps co specify the role 
of the self in egoic and hypo-egoic fu nctioning. 
The two aspects of self in question are loosely 
represented by James's (1890) classic view of the 
"I" and" Me" selves, a basic division with which 
a number of scholars and scientists have largely 
concurred and whose operations have, in recent 
years, received considerable scholarly and scien­
tific attention. Following others (e.g., Damasio, 

2000, 201 O; McAdams, 1990), we de~ignace 
these form~ a~ the u/fns-subJ«r and the se/fns­
object and, in what follows, brieAy characterize 
several features of their functioning. Ir is impor­
tant ro scare at the outset chat neither of these 
forms of self is an entity or wchingt nor repre­
sented by single loci within the human brain; 
rather each reAects dynamic cognitive processes 
emerging from different brain scrucrures and 
neural network-wide functioning. 

7he Selfas-S11bject 
James's Oames, 1890) notion of the 1-sdf 

has served as a useful platform for empirically 
grounded formulations of the self-as-subject, 
also termed che self-as-knower, the core self 
(Damasio, 2000, 2010), and the minimal self 
(Gallagher, 2000), among ocher descriptors. 
The I-self is che subject of our experience-the 
awareness of oneself and the world from a first­
person perspective. Some authors (e.g., Block, 
2007; Gallagher, 2000; Norrhoff, Hei111el, & 
Greek, 2006) consider this self co operate in a 
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phenomenal or prereflecrive fashion-char is, 
as awareness of sensory or mental representa­
tions in the here and now (e.g., the felt sen­
sory experience of touching an object or the 
subjective feeling of a current emotion), This 
is believed to occur prior to any reflection, 
conceptual elaboration, or evaluation of the 
~enmry or mental event~ taking place in the 
present. fu an awareness of present events, this 
form of self process is theorized to be "unex­
tended in time" (Gallagher, 2000, p. 15), 
meaning that it mostly concerns immediate 
perceptions, rather than mental interpretations 
of chose perceptions or mental "rime travel" 
into rhe remembered past or the imagined 
furure, which necessarily involves conceptual 
thought. Thar said, thi~ subjective self provides 
the basi~ for thought and ics ancndanr action, 
as is discussed in what follows. 

The .. knowing" (Damasio, 2000) afforded 
by the processes mediating self-as-subject 
includes not only the awareness of immedi­
ate experience but also a recognition that one­
self is the locus o r center of such experience 
(Gallagher, 2000; Tagini & Raffone, 20 I 0). 
This recognition does not imply an idea of 
owning or possessing a physical body (and a 
mind housed in it)-this lies in the realm of 
the self-as-object-but rather an awareness 
that actions originate from and are directed 
toward this body (Legrand, 2003). Such aware­
ness is necessary for the sensorimocor coupling 
between person and environment that guides 
embodied action (Norrhoff & Panksepp, 2008; 
Yago & Silbcrsweig, 2012; Varda, Thompson, 
& Rosch, 199 1 ). lhe felt sense of the self­
as-subject as a center of awareness of sensation, 
perception, and thought, and from whom our 
voluntary actions seem to originate, is theo­
rized to support an integration of experience 
(Ryan, 1995; Ryan & Rigby, 20 15) that "entails 
ongoing activities of extending, assimilating, 
and bringing meaning and coherence ro life 
experiences" (Ryan & Brown, 2003, p. 71)­
acrivities afforded by conscious reAection 
on the first-person experience of the self-as­
subjcct. Research in self-determination theory 
in particular has detailed the psychosocial con­
ditions that support integrative processes and 
provide a basis for psychological health, vital­
ity, and flourishing (Deci & Ryan, I 99 I; Ryan, 
1995; Ryan & Hawley, chapter 14, this vol­
ume). Yee this fundamental self-organization 

can be hindered and compromised by a second 
aspect of self that is also inherent in human 
nature, to be discussed next. 

1he Se/fas-Object 
The second manifestation of self is echoed 

in Jame~•s (1890) "Me" ~elf. and contempo­
raneously termed the self-as-objccl, the self. 
as.-known, the autobiographical self (Damasio, 
2000, 20 10), and the narrative self (Christoff, 
Cosmelli, Legrand, & Thompson, 2011; 
Dennett, 1991; Gallagher, 2000). Typically 
operating in communion wich sclf-as-subjccc 
processing, from which it may have evolved 
(Damasio, 2000, 20 1 0; Northoff ct al., 2006), 
the operation of the self-as-object nonetheless 
differs from that of che self-as-subjecc in sev­
eral ways. Fundamental to the self-as-object 
is its self-referential nature; rather than being 
the subjecc of our experience, ic is the object of 
our ancntion turned inward. In this sense, it 
takes a third-person perspective, akin to look­
ing at ourselves as we look at another person. 
Relaced to this, just as we associate the behav­
ior of another person to them (e.g., "He loo~ 
happy"), likewise what is "observed" in our 
own body :ind mind is linked to Me. When 
we say, for example, "I am h:ippy" or "I have a 

tooth~che," we identify the p-e~~eptual experi­
ence given by the self-as-subject as belonging 
to an entity, namely Me. This is fundamentally 
different from the direct experiencing of st im­
uli from a first-person, prcrcflcctivc perspec­
tive that some argue che self-as-subject offers; 
there is no perceptual basis for regarding events 
and experiences as being owned or possessed 
by oneself. Instead, the self-as-object provides 
rcflcccive or conceptual knowledge of having a 
perspective (Legrand, 2003). 

This kind of processing points to another 
key difference from the self-as-subject; identi­
fying a perspective and the experiences chat go 
wich ic as "mine" requires that we have men­
tal images or representations of ourselves and 
of our experiences in working and long-term 
memory. The self-as-object conceptually rep­
resents immediate perceptual experience as 
visual, auditory, and ocher sensory images in 
"my" mind that provide the material on which 
"my" thought operates, "my" emotions reacc, 
and "my" actions are taken. In this mode of 
operating, people attend to and think about 
conceptual representations of experience that 
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are one step removed from perceptual repre­
sentations (Berkovich-Ohana & Glicksohn, 
20 14). In essence, two distinct forms of self­
relevant processing are regularly occurring: an 
immediate, first-person experience of internal 
and external events, and a third-person concep­
tualization of chose experiences. 

Self-as-object processing also differs from the 
self-as-subject in that the former operates nor 
only on present stimuli (as the self-as-subject 
does) but also on past and future stimuli as 
mental representations. Drawing on long-term 
(episodic) memory, the self-as-object is 
"extended in time" (Gallagher, 2000, p. 15), 
creating a subjective sense of continuity of 
experience chat links o ne's past, present, and 
future and allows thoughts about past and 
fucurc events. lbe memory-enabled ability co 
string together mental representations also per­
mits mental time travel, a movement forward 
and backward in time that fucilicaces an under­
standing of the meaning of remembered past, 
present, and anticipated future happenings 
(Berkovich-Ohana & Glicksohn, 2014). 

As people claim the extended, continu­
ous experience as "mine," self-as-object func­
tioning creates a subjective sense of having a 
personal identity with an autobiographical nar­
rative that is reconstructed from the past and 
projected into the future (Yago & Silbersweig, 
2012). ·1hac is, when we think about , imagine, 
or talk about our bodies, psychological traits, 
experiential sta tes, relationships with others, 
and so on, we arc (I) referencing our mental 
representations of who we are and what we are 
like--our auribut~, belief,, ,elf-view,, ,df­
concepn, and memories of personal experi­
ences and (2) reinforcing these conceptions of 
who we were, arc now, and may be in future 
over various time spans, from the next few sec­
onds to many years from now. lhrough the 
lens of self-related thoughts and accompanying 
emotions. chis self represents the ongoing story 
ofkMe," in which Ml" am the central character. 

Using ~elf-awarene~~ in thi~ way might 
be expected co enhance self-knowledge 
(Morin, 2006), bur the empirical evidence 
does nor clearly support this idea. Our self­
representations arc often unreliable (Damasio, 
20 IO), even biased (e.g., Greenwald, 1980; 
Leary, 2004). One way in which such biased 
self-knowledge is formed and maintained is 
rooted in the self-objectification inherenr in 

self-as-object operation; by appraising oneself 
relative co ochers and relative co the internalized 
standards formed in interaction with others, 
self-knowledge is distorted by people's positive 
and negative judgments of personal attributes, 
behavior, and self-worth. 

As noted earlier, the self-as-object's self­
referential processing not only impacts men­
tal operations on current and past experiences 
bur also supporcs che cognitive processing of 
various representations of those experiences 
to create novel scenarios of what may occur in 
the future (Tagini & Raffone, 201 O). This self­
referential processing also draws attention co 
and retains images of incoming stimuli accord­
ing to the strength of their relevance to the 
conceptual self-views that are sustained by self­
as-objccc processing, rather than in accord with 
the intrinsic attributes of chose stimuli (Kircher 
& David, 2003; Tagini & Raffone, 20 IO). As 
a result, self-representations are maintained 
and enhanced, helping co solidify people's 
self-views and identity. One indicator of the 
importance of these self-views and accompany­
ing self-evaluations is their influence on men­
tal and physical health, behavior regulation 
efforts, interpersonal behavior, and other major 
domains of psychosocial functioning in which 
people's views of themselves influence how they 
think, feel, and ace (Leary, 2004). 

As indicated at the beginning of chis section, 
the self-as-subject and self-as-object reflect dis­
tinct psychological processes, bu1 they are inti­
mately linked in several ways, and each is related 
co hypo-egoic phenomena. First, self-awareness 
b c.cn1r.1I to both M!l~ of procC>Sl'll, a, each 
depend~ on the capacity for self-directed atten­
tion to che internal environment, and the con­
ceptual, self-as-object processes depend on the 
capacity to reflectively consider one's behavior, 
values, and desires (fueling integrated function­
ing) and co chink about one's attributes, identi­
ties, public images, life trajectory, and so on. 

A second linkage between these rwo selves 
is in their frequent, dynamic interaction. 
Consciousness fluidly and often rapidly shifts 
from the minimal, present-oriented scope of 
che self-as-subject co a broad, narrative scope 
of the self-as-object, and vice versa (Damasio, 
20 I 0). A simple example of chis occurs when a 
person visually recognizes him- or herself in a 
mirror. ·1 his seemingly simple act involves both 
an experiential recognition of oneself at the 
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moment of looking (self-as-subject) and often, 
thoughts and emotions about one's appearance 
that draw on stored memories and, perhaps, 
future-projected imaginings (self-as-object). 
Under normal circumstances, these processes 
co-occur-the self in its full expression involves 
the sense of being an experiencing self and also 
having self-relevant thoughts, though of course 
people are typically not conscious of the opera­
tion of these distinct processes. 

A third linkage between the two forms of self 
is the immersive nacure in which they operate. 
This has long been recognized in self-as-subject 
processing, which cannot be directly perceived 
(e.g., Husserl, I 980; Kane, I 78 1/ I 998), but 
at best is only reAected on in hindsight, after 
a moment of perception has passed (Ryan & 
Rigby, 20 15). 'The immcrsivc nature of sclf-as­
objeet processing is manifest in the face that 
we typically do not regard our thoughts as just 
thoughts, as simply occurrences in conscious­
ness. Rather, we implicitly or explicitly take 
chis mencal activity co reAecr real ity more or 
less accurately. For example, a person chink­
ing about his or her weight may say, "I am coo 
fat"-and not "There is an evaluative thought 
here about chis body being coo large and 
heavy." The fo rmer statement makes a truth 
claim about Me; the latter rests on a meta-cog­
nitive, phenomenal awareness (an awareness 
of the mind's operation) char rhe thought of 
being fat is (just) a thought. Said differently, 

peopli generally consid~r chei~ own perspec­
tives on themselves, ochers, and the world to 
be true and therefore rake chose thoughts quire 
seriously. Whether rhought5 are taken as veridi­
cal or not has enormous consequences for psy­
chological well-being, interpersonal behavior, 
and other domains of functioning. Indeed, 
many contemporary forms of psychotherapy­
including cognitive behavioral therapy, accep­
tance and commitment therapy, and dialectical 
behavior therapy- are designed to lead people 
Lo question the veracity of their thoughts about 
themselves, other people, and the world. 

Yet more fondamentally, the harnessing of 
self-as-subject processing to the service of creat­
ing and maintaining immersive, vivid represen­
tations of self-:u-object-relev;tnt stimuli helps 
to maintain the perception that this Me is a 
real entity. To most people, its existence seems 
perfectly apparent and is constanrly reinforced 
by our socialization (Edelman &. Tononi, 

2000) and ongoing social interactions, includ­
ing our use of language. The ways in which 
people verbally communicate help to solidify 
the sense of being a distinct entity with ongoing 
life experiences char belong to the same person 
over time (e.g., Metzinger, 2009). Talking to 
ourselves (inner speech or self-talk) also helps 
to maintain such a perception (e.g., Dennett, 
1991). Our sense of self feels so unquestion­
ably real char people rarely stop co wonder who 
is being spoken to when we talk to ourselves, 
who or what is generating thei r thoughts, or 
whether chose thoughts actually rcAect rea lity. 

The Self as a Model 
People's sense of self is remarkably persistent 

in the face of the many changes that a person's 
body, personality, knowledge, views, values, and 
station in life go through in a lifetime. Despite 
whatever changes, however dramatic, may have 
occurred in our pasts, we generally see ourselves 
as the same person (Minsky, 1986). People can 
undergo major changes in personal ity or life­
style, change their beliefs and arrirudes in fun­
damental ways, ace in ways chat run contrary 
co their self-image, or even lose parts of their 
bodies to injury or illness and still consider 
themselves to be Me. In fact, when asked, peo­
ple commonly report char even if they lost their 
ent ire bodies and their minds (or brains) were 
transplanted into another body, they would still 
somehow be the same person (Urban, 20 15). 

Peopie can even report tempora;ily losing ·their 
sense of self, through peak experiences, drug 
u~e, or contemplative practices and yet claim 
th is loss of self as "my" experience! 

Yet ~cholars in a variety of disciplines have 
long challenged this persistently real or "na'ive" 
seme of self (Varela et al., 1991), and contem­
porary naturalist philosophers of mind and, 
increasingly, cognitive scientists and neurosci­
entists offer a different understanding of the 
self-as-subject and self-as-object than the one 
chat our thought, language, and subjective 
experience lead m co adopt. O ne predom inant 
view is chat these two forms of self are a prop­
eriy of che human brain's dynamic, biologi­
cal self-organization (e.g., Hofstadter, 2008; 
Meuinger, 2009), a psychological product char 
projects a model or reprnmtntio11 of the world, 
of oneself, and of oneself in the world. 

As already noted, our con~ciousness rep­
resmts our sensory experience, meaning that 
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it creates a sketch or simulation of what we 
encounter. However convincing ic is, chis simu­
lated reality is more apparently real than truly 
accurate:; also, as noted earlier, our conscious­
ness is highly selective: in representing what 
comes through our senses and what aspects of 
experience are consciously anendc:d 10. \'<!hat 
we experience: a~ reality i~ but a fraction of 
what is occurring or h.is occurred at any given 
moment (e.g., Simons & Chabris, 1999). As a 
result , our conscious model of realiry "is a low 
dimensional projection of (an) inconceivably 
richer physical rea lity~ (Metzinger, 2009, p. 6) 
that may have evolved due: 10 survival pressures 
that did not depend on perfect rc:prc:sc:ntational 
accuracy. In addition, chc: mind '~ momenc-co­
momcnr conscious conten t i~ conMructcd on 
the Ay, which derives from both the selectiv­
ity of our sensory input and the inffuence of 
thought, memory, and emotion in shaping that 
input in to recogniLable and meaningful pac­
ccrns. Such patterns inffuence our incc:rpreca­
tions of what we experience. 

Whar makes che self so apparendy real is rhac 
we do not recognize: chat our perception of our­
selves and the world is a model, partly because: 
we are unaware of che processes ch rough which 
information reaches our conscious awareness. 
\'<le do 1101 see neurons firing bur only what rhe 
organized action of che brain produces experi­
entially. As a result, we look through the model 
directly onto che world. In chis way, the con­
scious experience of being a self in the world 
emerges because the model itself is "trans­
parent" or invisible to us (Metzinger, 2009). 
Furthermore, in joining d1e capacities co be 
both subject (I) and object (Me), che self can 
represent the process of representation itself 
(mecarepresenracion)- chac is, co attend co 
and chink about the mind's contents. The sig­
nificance of this is difficu lt to overstate. As self­
equipped beings modeling realiry, we can "catch 
ourselves in the act of knowing .... This abil ity 
turned us inco thinkers of thoughts and read­
ers of minds, and allowed biological evolution 
to explode into cultural evolution" (Metzinger, 
2009, p. 5). 

Egoicism and Identification with 
the Self Model 

As valuable as che self model has been to 

human affairs, both individually and col­
lectively, it can become problematic when 

people do not recognize that their perceptions 
and beliefs about themselves in the world is 
a model-a schematic or working hypothc:\i~ 
about reality rather than reality itself. Then, 
believing chat their mental representations of 
themselves are, in fact, them, people naturally 
identify scrongly with those represent.itions and 
fo~1er, protect, and defend those self-images as 
if they were more than a product of percep­
tion and thought. This idcncificacion with the 
self, and parcicularly the self-as-object, is one 
contemporary conceptualization of the term 
"ego" (Leary, 2004; Varela cc al. , 1991 ). 1 In 
contemporary parlance, a person who becomes 
ego-involved is overly identified with a mental 
construcrion. 

Identifying wich one's model of Mc has sev­
eral implications that lie at the heart of egoic 
functioning. Perhaps the primary implicacion 
i~ that the model acts as a lens or filter th rough 
which many psychological functions operace. 
Indeed, it influences whac we pay actcncion 
to (attention), what we think about (cogni­
t ion), whac matters to us (motivation), what 
inAuences our feeling states (emotion), and of 
course, how we behave (action) (Dambrun & 
Ricard, 201 1 ). Peoples' self-views affect their 
attention, cognition, motivation, emotion, 
and behavior somewhat idiosyncrarically, 
but the inherent nature of self-as-object pro­
cessing creates four general features of egoic 
funcrioning-self-preoccupacion , in which 

people's attention and thoughts are domi-
nated by rheir own lives and ourcomes; ego­
ccntrism, in which people interpret events 
primarily from their own perspective; ego­
ism, wherein people place precedence on 
t heir own outcomes over chose of others; and 
finally hereronomy, in which peoples' behav­
ior tends to be controlled by their fixed images 
of or expectations for themselves and by real 
or perceived pressures to be or act in accord 
with o rhers' views or expectations (Leary & 
Oiebels, 20 I 3; Leary & Terry, 20 12; Ryan & 
Rigby, 2015). These features of egoic func­
cioning are inherent to human psychology, 
but few would doubt char people arc generally 
far more self-preoccupied, egocentric, egois­
cic, and more susceptible co heteronomous 
self-regulation-that is, more egoic-than is 
optimal borh for their own well-being and 
for the well-being of those with whom they 
interac t. 
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Although identification with the self-as­
object model naturally leads people to be 
egoic, evidence suggests that support for, if 
not glorification of, self-centered worldviews 
has increased notably in the Uni ted States 
within the past 30 years (e.g., Bellah, Madsen, 
Sullivan, Swindler, & Tipton, 1985; Kescb ir & 
Kesebir, 20 12; Myers, 2001; Putnam, 2000; 
Twenge & Campbell, 2009). Indeed, it has 
been argued that egoicism is rampant; commer­
cial television, popular books, song lyrics, and 
even mobile software applications1 promore 
self-preoccupation and self-interest. Both nar­
cissism, an excessively posi tive, inflated sense of 
self, and depression, which typically has exces­
sive self-den igration as a core element (Moore, 
Christian, Boren, & Tangney, chapter 7, rhis 
volume), appear to have increased dramatically 
(H idaka, 2012; Twenge & Campbell, 2009). 
Both share an excessively egoic focus on oneself 
and one's outcomes, albeit in different ways. 

At the same time, there is some popular 
recognition of the negative consequences of 
excessive ego-involvement. One manifestation 
of t his can be seen in the Urban Dictionary 
(www.urbandictionary.com), which lists over 
300 terms, most invented (and many humor­
ous), designating various fo rms of contempo­
rary ego-driven behavior. But such recognition 
is not new. A long history of psychological 
research has shown how markedly ego-involved 

mental functioning can be. People are incon­
trovertibly egocentric (Cilovich, Medvec, & 
Savitsky, 2000), self-relevant information is 
preferentially processed and remembered, 
and people strive to protect their self-views 
(whether good or bad) to the point that they 
selectively seek confirmacory evidence and oth­
erwise distort reality in ways that led Greenwald 
( 1980) to liken egoic functioning to that of a 
roralirarian regime (see Trautwein, Naranjo, & 
Schmidt, 2014, for review). 

More recently, psychological scientists and 
memal health practitioners have echoed the 
views espow.ed by philosophers, ,pi ritual teach­
ers, and even occasional political leaders for 
millennia, who have pointed out that excessive 
self-preoceupacion is a primary source-if not 
thr source-of personal distress and interper­
sonal strife (see Waldron, 2003; Wayment & 
Bauer, 2008). The psychological processes 
that create these problems can be construed 
in a number of way~, but they come down 

to identifying so strongly with one's mental 
representations of oneself and the world (i .e., 
self-as-object processing) that people ( I) think 
excessively about themselves even when such 
thoughts are not needed to function effectively 
and (2) treat the fo rtunes of their mental self­
images as if they arc real. 1l1cse cwo tendencies 
can create unnecessary personal distress and 
foster behaviors that can be detrimental to the 
person and to those with whom he or she inter­
acts (Leary, 2004; Wayment & Bauer, 2008). 

People undertake particular st rategics to deal 
with the consequences of excessive egoicism, 
often implicitly. For example, efforts may 
be made co anesthetize, or escape the mental 
activity that is causing distress-through ako­
hol, drugs, or other more beneficial states of 
consciousness such as meditation (Baumeister, 
1991 ). In addition, many moral and reli­
gious trad itions have focused on regulating 
the expression of egoic behavior to ameliorate 
the interpersonal and societal excesses of sclf­
centeredness, egotism, and other problematic 
products of self-identification (Leary, 2004; 
Waldron, 2003). These have involved various 
efforts to police egoic functioning through 
laws, moral codes, and social norms char deter 
egoic actions that are harmful to oneself, to 
other people, and to social order, such as drug 
abuse, violence, misappropriation of property, 
and deceit. 

The Hypo-egoic Tum 
Scholars, spiritual leaders, and social activists 

have long advocarcd a hypo-egoic way of being, 
an approach to life that is characteri1:ed by less 
of the self-identification or ego-involvement 
described here. As we conceptualize it , hypo­
egoicism reflects a low degree of identification 
with the self-as-object model described earlier 
and, thus, with lower self-preoccupation, ego­
cencrism, egoism, and heteronomy. In simple 
terms, when people are being hypo-egoic, 
they do not become immencd in their own 
self-referential psychological state~ or behavior 
as easily as human beings usually do. When 
thinking, feeling, or acting in rhis way, a pcr­
~on•~ ego-involved proces,ing can be said to be 
"quiet" (Wayment & Bauer, 2008), or at least 
"quieter" than it usually is. Importantly, while 
some people may generally behave less ego­
ically than others as a result of genetic factors; 
familial, educational, or cultural influences; 
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personal experiences; or special cra1nmg, the 
degree to which a person is hypo-egoic at any 
particular time is also inAuenced by features of 
the immediate situation and the person's cur­
rent psychological state. Like many psychologi­
cal processes, hypo-egoic function ing has both 
trait- and state-like expressions (Dambrun & 
Ricard, 20 l l ). 

Of course, people who are behaving hypo­
egoical ly probably do not explicicly think of 
the self as a "model" in the way that we have 
described it. But they may see it as a kind 
of construction or story that the mind cre­
ates and maintains (Dennett, 1991; Packer, 
2002) rather than being who they "really are." 
Alternatively, through introspection, instruc­
tion, or training, they may perceive the self as a 
dynamic subjective experience or process rather 
than a stable, independent entity {Dambrun & 
Ricard, 201 l; James, 1890). Whatever the case 
may be-and how hypo-egoic people perceive 
the self is an underdeveloped area of research­
hypo-egoic functioning does not eliminate 
people's sense of" Me" (or "I"), and they do not 
become "selfless" in chis sense. Instead, there is 
indication these two forms of processing (the 
I-self and the Me-self) can be de-fused, so chat 
self-relevant functions of planning, decision­
making, self-regulation, and other activities 
can be channeled more flexibly, autonomously, 
and constructively toward, for example, an 
engagement of reAectively considered values, 
goals, and activities chat support integrative 

+ - + • •• • • 

self-regulation, personal well-being, and social 
welfare (Brown, Ryan, & Creswell, 2007; 
Brown, Ryan, Crowell, & Niemiec, 2008). 

In recent yeus, act ive investigations of 
hypo-egoic functioning have been taken up 
by philosophers, cognitive scientists, ncuro­
scicntisrs, and researchers in dcvclopmcncal , 
social, evolutionary, clinical, and counseling 
psychology {although chcy do not necessarily 
use chat term). The processes involved in hypo­
egoic functioning arc now receiving attention 
at multiple levels of analysis, including investi­
gations of overt behavior (such as compassion, 
forgiveness, and other prosocial response~). 
self-relevant beliefs {such as hum iliry and allo­
inclusivc idenciry), subjective experiences (such 
as equanimity, awe, and myscicaJ states), dis­
positional characccriscics chat mediate rhese 
responses (such as attachment style and an 
array of values), and neurological processes chat 

occur when people are less self-preoccupied, 
egocencric, and egoistic than usual. In addition, 
research has examined clinical and psychoedu­
cational interventions chat promote hypo-egoic 
ways of thinking and behaving. 

To provide an umbrella construct for these 
scattered areas of work, we use the label "hypo­
egoic" to reAect the fact that the disparate 
cognitions, emotions, motivations, behaviors, 
and physiological processes being studied all 
involve a lower-than-usual level of egoic pro­
cessing (Leary & Terry, 2012). However, we 
believe it is important to frame hypo-cgoic and 
related terms, such as "quiet ego" in a broad, 
conceptual sense, rather than using chem to 
denote a specific, operationally specified con­
struct (cf. Bauer & Wayment, 2008; Kesebir 
& Kesebir, 2012). Psychological phenomena 
chat occur when people are being hypo-egoic 
share some common features and sometimes 
co-occur, but hypo-egoicism is a syndrome of 
features chat involve a less egoic style of think­
ing, feeling, and behaving rather than a unitary, 
monolithic construct. 

This volume brings together chapters that 
present state-of-the-science knowledge about 
phenomena under the umbrella of hypo­
egoicism. Its goal is co survey what is known 
about hypo-egoic phenomena in an integrative 
fashion that will foster connections among the 
various areas of investigation, which have until 
now been conducted mostly independently of 
each ocher. To the extent chat these phenomena 

. . . 
share common psychological underpinnings, 
the insights emerging from each area of inves­
tigation can help to inform the other~. By pro­
viding a compendium of work on these topics, 
we hope co stimulate future arrencion co these 
specific topics as well as hypo-egoic processes 
more generally. 

The contributors to the book reAecc the 
growing number of investigators engaged in 
theory development and research on top­
ia that involve hypo-egoic functioning. ·1he 
chapter authors have, first and foremost, con­
ducted high-quality scholarship and empirical 
research, and have thought deeply and written 
authoritatively about topics chat we believe are 
related to hypo-egoicism. Pan I of the book 
prcscn rs chcorecical perspectives on hypo­
cgoicism, drawing first from philosophy, both 
Buddhist (Hanagan & Ivanhoe, chapter 2) 
and phenomenological {Vincini & Gallagher, 
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chapter 3) perspectives, both of which have 
devoted considerable scholarly attention to 
egoic functioning, its limits, and its alterna­
tives. Perspectives drawn from major domains 
of psychology follow, including social and per­
sonality (Leary, O iebels, Jongman-Sereno, & 
Hawkins, chapter 4), evolutionary (Martin 
ct al., chapter 5), developmental (H arter, 
chapter 6), and clinical (Moore et al., chapter 7) 
subdisciplines. Together, these chapters provide 
a comprehensive theoretical network of ideas 
designed to inform our understanding of the 
nature of hypo-cgoicism and its expressions in 
various domains of human function ing, and to 
encourage discourse on the topic both across 
and with in disciplines. 

Part 2 of the Handbook offers scientific per­
spectives on intrapersonal and interpersonal 
manifestations of hypo-egoic functioning and 
their consequences for well-being, emotion 
regulation, adaptive decision-making, posi­
tive social relations, and other key indicators 
of human Aourishing. Chapters in this sec­
tion discuss neural signatures of egoic and 
hypo-egoic processing (Farb, Desormeau, & 
Dinh-Williams, chapter 8), Aow (Nakamura & 
Roberts, chapter9), mindfulness (Brown, Berry, 
& Quaglia, chapter l 0), empathy and altruism 
(Batson, chapter 11 ), morality (Janoff-Bulman 
& Carnes, chapter 12), compassion for self and . . 

others (Neff & Seppala, chapter 13), benevo­
lence (Ryan & Hawley, chapter 14), attach­
ment security (Shaver, Mikulincer, & Sahdra, 
chapter 15), humility (Hill & Laney, chapter 
16), forgiveness (Exline, chapter 17), ecocen­
tric mocivarional orientations (Crocker & 
Canevello, chapter 18), and mrtical experi­
ences (Hood, chapter 19). In a final chapter 
(chapter 20} we present a view of the hypo­
egoic person in an effort to "put a face" on 
this way of being. In each of the chapters, 
the authors discuss the limitations of current 
research in their area of work and point coward 
promising avenues for future investigation. 

As a whole, 1 his Handbook is designed co offer 
thoughtful analyses of hypo-egoicism, seeking 
to advance the scholarship and science on this 
topic by providing a reasonably comprehensive 
picture of the diver~ity of extant research. We 
also hope to bridge gaps between chcse various 
lines of work and ro foster rhc advancement 
and integration of cheory, research, and appl i­
cations pertaining to hypo-egoic functioning. 

This line of inquiry is still quite new, and our 
hope in curating chis volume is co encourage 
dia logue about, and further inquiry into, this 
way of being that appears to have widespread 
implicacions for personal, interpersonal, and 
societal well-being. 

Notes 
1. Just as with the word '"self," the term "ego" has accrued 

a variety of meanings over the centuries. l.,.atin for .. (" 

or •m ysdf" 10 denote the fir.r-person si ngular, the 
word first •ppeared in known written form in the l21e 
I 81h century (though its s1>oken usage may be much 
older). In S. Freud', popular usage of the word in the 
late 19th century and early 20th century, translated 
from the German, l<h, it was pa n of his psychody­
namic structural modd of the psyche, in which the 
ego serves sclf-rcgulatory, and p~rticularly mental 
conAicc-resolution fu nctions, including reality 1eS1-
ing, impulse control , moral judgmt:nc•making, and 

self-synthesis or self-concordance. A number of20th­
century, pose-Freudian psychodynamic 1heoriscs (e.g., 
A. Freud, H. Hartmann , D. Rapaport) exrended the 
conception of the ego as a healthy mental process 
1hac could function autonomously, nor simply in 
response 10 menrnl conflict. Since 1he laucr half of 
the 20th ccntu ry, the ccrm has taken on divergent 
meani.ngs wi1hin philosophy and various psychologi­
cal theories, aJJd irs connomions may be described 
neutrally (e.g., to refer 10 I or self), positively (e.g., 
<go strength, healthy <go), or ncgativdy (<.g .. rgoc<n­
rricity, cgo-involvemen c). 

2. One- mobile applica1ion in rhis ~in is called 
Ego: You're imponJn l. " Ego give, you o ne central ... 
loc,uon to check web srat ,sties that matter to you . You 
can quickly view the number of visirs 10 >-our webshe 
(including daily, hourly and monthly number,), feed 
<ubs-crip1 ion totals and changes, how nuny ~ople are 
following you on fwlner and more" (hnp:flego-app. 
<0111). Arguably, "Ego" i, .tn honot au.me for wh,u 
many form, of social mcdi;a support. 
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