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Abstract

This paper explores the concept of a “third self” – the internal curator who governs
what is shown and what is concealed in one’s public and private identities. Drawing
from narrative psychology, metacognition, depth psychology, and philosophical anthro-
pology, we develop the notion of psychic sovereignty as a framework for understanding
mature identity in the context of modern social and psychological theory.

1 Introduction: Beyond the Public and Private Self
Aristotle’s distinction between public and private life (Aristotle, 1999) provides a classical
foundation for understanding the architecture of identity. The public persona – the self
presented in the social or political sphere – serves the roles of discourse, duty, and visibility.
The private self – the inner sanctum of thought, emotion, and memory – serves the functions
of contemplation, regeneration, and personal truth.

Yet this binary is insufficient. A third dimension of selfhood exists: the agent who decides
what to share and what to conceal. This metacognitive agent – the “boss of personas” – does
not belong entirely to either the public or private realm. It operates as a curator, editor,
and governor of expression. It is reflexive, strategic, and sovereign.

This paper develops the concept of the boss of personas through interdisciplinary engagement
with narrative psychology, cognitive science, depth psychology, and philosophical anthropol-
ogy. We argue that this third self is neither fictional nor ornamental. It is a functional
necessity in modern identity construction – especially in an age where selves are increasingly
fragmented, curated, and performed across digital and social interfaces.
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What follows is an investigation of the structural, cognitive, and existential dimensions of
psychic sovereignty. Our aim is to develop a vocabulary and framework for understanding
how selves are governed from within.

2 The Narrative Architect: Life Stories and the Edit-
ing Self

The idea that identity is not simply possessed but constructed has become a central tenet in
modern psychology and philosophy. Dan McAdams’ theory of narrative identity frames the
self as a life story – an evolving internalized account that provides coherence, purpose, and
continuity to one’s existence (McAdams, 1997). This story is not told once but constantly
revised, edited, and reinterpreted. In this model, the self is both the protagonist and the
author.

Narrative identity highlights the presence of an internal agent who evaluates which expe-
riences to include, which to omit, and how to sequence them into a meaningful arc. This
editor of the self-story parallels what we have called the “boss of personas” – the internal
curator that regulates exposure and coherence. It is not merely a passive memory system
but an active, reflexive function of selfhood.

Philosopher Paul Ricoeur contributes a crucial distinction between two modes of selfhood:
idem (sameness) and ipse (selfhood) (Ricoeur, 1992). Idem refers to the consistent traits
and habits that create a recognizable identity over time, while ipse involves the capacity
to change, reinterpret, and renew one’s narrative integrity. The “boss” of personas aligns
with ipse: the self who takes responsibility for the ongoing authorship and ethical shaping
of identity.

Together, McAdams and Ricoeur suggest that identity is not an essence to be discovered,
but a project to be managed. The narrative architect within us maintains continuity not by
preserving sameness, but by integrating transformation. Psychic sovereignty, in this view, is
the ability to be both custodian of past selves and visionary of possible futures.

3 Metacognition and Executive Identity
Beyond narrative construction lies a deeper layer of cognitive regulation: the self’s ability
to observe and manage its own mental processes. This is the domain of metacognition –
the capacity to think about thinking. John Flavell introduced the term in the late 1970s,
defining it as the monitoring and control of one’s own cognitive activities (Flavell, 1979).
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In the context of identity, metacognition allows the self to assess how it presents itself, to
whom, and under what circumstances.

Ulric Neisser expanded this model by outlining five kinds of self-knowledge, including the
conceptual self, which involves abstract, reflective understanding of who one is (Neisser, 1988).
This reflective dimension corresponds to what we describe as the “boss of personas” – an
executive function that governs the self’s narrative and performative boundaries.

Adding a neuroscientific layer, Michael Gazzaniga’s research on split-brain patients revealed
what he termed the “interpreter” module: a left-hemisphere mechanism that retroactively
constructs coherent explanations for actions initiated by other parts of the brain (Gazzaniga,
2011). This finding suggests that coherence in selfhood is not a given but a fabricated
product of an internal narrator – an interpreter who imposes order on inner multiplicity.

In this view, the “boss” is not a mystical core self, but an emergent, adaptive process that
coordinates internal complexity. It acts as a regulator of not only behavior but coherence.
It maintains psychic sovereignty by integrating cognition, emotion, memory, and audience
into a unified presentation of self that is both stable and contextually responsive.

Metacognition, therefore, is not merely an academic construct – it is the operational foun-
dation of identity governance. The ability to step back from thought and expression to
manage the terms of engagement is what allows the self to maintain integrity across roles
and situations.

4 Archetypes and Depth: The Jungian and Post-Jungian
View

Where cognitive models describe the regulation of identity in functional terms, depth psy-
chology introduces symbolic and imaginal dimensions. In Jungian theory, the Self is the
totality of the psyche – conscious and unconscious – that transcends the ego and guides
the process of individuation (Jung, 1959). While the ego wears personas to navigate the
external world, the Self governs from a deeper stratum, aiming at psychic integration rather
than social coherence.

The persona, in Jung’s schema, is the mask adopted to meet the expectations of the outer
world. But the critical insight is that the ego can become over-identified with the persona,
mistaking performance for essence. In contrast, the Self serves as the psychic nucleus from
which authenticity emerges. The “boss of personas” aligns with this deeper authority – it is
not merely the ego making decisions about expression, but a governing force that mediates
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between outer demands and inner truths.

James Hillman, a post-Jungian thinker, complicates the idea of integration by rejecting the
pursuit of a unified self. He emphasizes the psyche’s inherent multiplicity and advocates
a “polytheistic psychology,” where different internal figures – personas, subpersonalities,
imaginal voices – coexist in tension (Hillman, 1975). Rather than seeking synthesis, the self
should practice psychological polyphony.

From Hillman’s view, the “boss” is not a dictator striving for consistency, but a conductor
orchestrating discordant elements. Psychic sovereignty, then, is not about narrowing the
self to a single through-line, but about maintaining a flexible and ethical governance over
competing inner claims.

Jungian and post-Jungian perspectives reveal that beneath the metacognitive editor lies an
archetypal function – concerned not with social readability but with existential depth. The
sovereign self does not eliminate masks; it knows when and why to wear them, and to whom
they should answer.

5 Technologies of the Self: Governing One’s Presenta-
tion

If Jung and Hillman focus on the symbolic interior, Michel Foucault turns attention outward
– to the sociocultural forces that shape the self through discourse, norms, and practices. In
his later work, Foucault developed the concept of technologies of the self : methods by which
individuals act upon themselves to produce particular modes of subjectivity (Foucault, 1988).
These include practices of self-reflection, confession, regulation, and cultivation – techniques
by which the self is both formed and governed.

In this view, identity is neither fixed nor freely chosen. It is crafted within historical and
institutional frameworks – what Foucault called regimes of truth. The self is a site of
governance, and the “boss of personas” emerges not in isolation, but in dialogue with the
surrounding epistemic order. To decide what to share or conceal is already to participate in
a network of cultural expectations, permissions, and prohibitions.

Charles Taylor complements this perspective by emphasizing the moral landscape in which
selves orient themselves. In *Sources of the Self*, Taylor argues that identity is always
navigated within a “moral space,” where choices about authenticity, depth, and responsibility
are made (Taylor, 1989). The self is not a neutral chooser but a value-laden navigator,
constantly interpreting what kind of person one ought to be.
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The selector – the internal governor of expression – is therefore situated. It is not merely
a rational executive, but a moral and cultural agent, engaged in the task of self-stylization
under constraint. Psychic sovereignty is not the absence of influence; it is the capacity to
engage those influences knowingly, and to choose one’s expressions with ethical clarity.

Rather than autonomy in the liberal sense, psychic sovereignty resembles Foucault’s notion
of care of the self: a deliberate, situated, historically conscious project of governance. The
“boss of personas” becomes the ethical practitioner of identity, crafting coherence not from
isolation, but from active engagement with the frameworks that shape personhood.

6 Sovereignty and Solitude: Being Alone Without Be-
ing Lost

The notion of psychic sovereignty finds its experiential ground in the phenomenon of solitude.
To be alone without being diminished by loneliness is a hallmark of self-possession. This
capacity – often misunderstood as withdrawal or detachment – is, in many traditions, a sign
of inner maturity. It reflects not alienation, but autonomy.

Martin Heidegger’s existential analysis in Being and Time introduces the concept of Eigentlichkeit,
or authenticity – the individual’s ability to stand resolutely in the face of being, without de-
ferring to the crowd or conforming to anonymous norms (Heidegger, 2008). Authenticity is
not isolation in a psychological sense, but a mode of being in which the self reclaims its own
possibilities from the distractions of the public sphere. It requires the courage to be alone
with one’s thoughts, one’s mortality, and one’s becoming.

Anthony Storr, in his psychological treatment of the subject, defends solitude as a condition
not of deficiency but of depth. In Solitude: A Return to the Self, he argues that creative,
reflective, and emotionally healthy individuals often require extended periods of aloneness
to integrate their inner life (Storr, 1988). For Storr, solitude is not an escape from the world,
but a return to the self – one that makes relational life richer, not poorer.

In both Heideggerian and psychological frames, solitude is the terrain where psychic sovereignty
is not only tested but enacted. The “boss of personas” does not vanish in solitude; it assumes
its full function. With no audience to appease and no role to perform, the selector is tasked
with maintaining coherence in the absence of external mirrors.

To dwell comfortably in solitude is to possess the inner architecture that does not collapse
without scaffolding. It reveals that the self is not merely a node in a social web, but a
sovereign domain – capable of introspection, self-regulation, and quiet continuity. In this
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space, the third self – the governing self – emerges not as a social negotiator, but as a
custodian of one’s own being.

7 Conclusion: Psychic Sovereignty in a Post-Social Age
This inquiry has traced the contours of a third self – a sovereign, reflexive agent we have called
the “boss of personas.” Situated between the public and private spheres, this selector governs
the choreography of identity. It edits narrative coherence (McAdams, 1997; Ricoeur, 1992),
monitors cognition (Flavell, 1979; Neisser, 1988), imposes interpretive order (Gazzaniga,
2011), negotiates symbolic depth (Jung, 1959; Hillman, 1975), and mediates social and
ethical expression (Foucault, 1988; Taylor, 1989). In solitude, it proves its strength not
through absence, but through integration (Heidegger, 2008; Storr, 1988).

Far from being an embellishment, this “boss” is an operational necessity in the psychic
economy of modern life. The complexity of contemporary identity – with its digital mul-
tiplicities, social performativities, and moral uncertainties – demands an internal governor.
Not an authoritarian ego, but a discerning custodian.

Psychic sovereignty, as we have framed it, is not radical autonomy or romantic individualism.
It is a situated, strategic, and often quiet assertion of coherence amid fragmentation. It is
the ability to hold multiplicity without disintegration, to be visible without being hollow,
and to be alone without being lost.

In a world increasingly saturated with visibility, the one who governs the terms of their
exposure remains free. And in an age of curated personas, the one who curates the curator
– who chooses what to show and why – holds the deepest form of authorship.

This sovereign self does not abolish roles, but refuses to be ruled by them. It lives at the
threshold – not as a mask, nor a mirror – but as the one who watches both.
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