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In this chapter, we examine the metaphors of quiet ego and loud ego from the
perspective of terror management theory (TMT, see Greenberg, Solomon, &
Pyszczynski, 1997). TMT offers an empirically substantiated framework for
understanding the psychological functions of these ego orientations and their
potential to manifest in ways that promote or undermine personal growth and
social harmony. We begin by considering what the ego is and what it means
for an ego to be quiet or loud. Then we present a TMT analysis of the quiet ego
and loud ego and the research supporting it. We conclude by considering the
implications of TMT and research for understanding how to best promote ways
of flexibly adjusting the ego’s “volume” in the interest of reaping the growth and
prosocial benefits of quietness and loudness.

The Quiet Ego and the Loud Ego: Neither on Its Own
Is Sufficient for Personal and Social Well-Being

Two important functions of the ego—the mind’s central decision-making ap-
paratus—are (a) to mediate between the interests of the individual and the
interests of others (Becker, 1973; Freud, 1957) and (b) to strike a balance be-
tween assimilating experiences into familiar knowledge structures and forging
novel conceptions of the world (Piaget, 1955). Regarding these functions, we
can conceptualize a spectrum: At one end is the loud ego, which orients the in-
dividual toward seeking personal benefit, asserting his or her uniqueness and
value, and sharing that value or imposing it on others; at the other end is the
quiet ego, which orients the individual toward transcending personal concerns
to integrate social knowledge and experience with existing self-structures.

As discussed in chapter 1, a number of perspectives have been proffered as
to where the optimal level of human functioning lies along this spectrum, and
although each is unique, most equate the ideal personality with a quiet temper-
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