
RITHA Publishing Research, Innovation and Technologies – Hub for Academics 

Journal of Contemporary Approaches in Psychology and Psychotherapy 

 7 

 

Inner Architecture and Narrative Re-authorship: A Contemporary 

Psychotherapeutic Approach for High-Acuity Clients 

 

 

Gary OW   

https://orcid.org/0009-0000-9652-7381  

Department of Humanities and Social Sciences 

Swinburne University of Technology, Australia 

 

 

Article’s history:  

Received 17th of June, 2025; Revised 7th of July, 2025; Accepted for publication 12th of July, 2025; 

Available online: 17th of July, 2025; Published as article in Volume III, Issue 3, 2025. 

 

© The Author(s) 2025. Published by RITHA Publishing. This article is distributed under the terms of 

the license CC-BY 4.0., which permits any further distribution in any medium, provided the original work 

is properly cited maintaining attribution to the author(s) and the title of the work, journal citation and DOI. 

Cite this article: 

Ow, G. (2025). Inner Architecture and Narrative Re-authorship: A Contemporary Psychotherapeutic 

Approach for High-Acuity Clients. Journal of Contemporary Approaches in Psychology and 

Psychotherapy, Volume III, Issue 3, 7 – 24. https://doi.org/10.57017/jcapp.v3.i3.01 

 

Abstract: 

Clients in high-acuity psychological states, marked by developmental neglect, trauma, or 

existential dislocation, often retreat into internally constructed psychic worlds. This paper explores the 

phenomenon of “Inner Architecture” as a self-protective and narrative-engineering strategy, drawing 

from autoethnographic accounts and composite client narratives. It proposes a model of sovereign inner 

governance, detailing how rites, roles, and symbolic maps are constructed by those for whom the 

external world offered no safe harbour. 

Keywords: narrative therapy; symbolic integration; inner architecture; erotic shame repair; high-acuity 

clients; mythic psychotherapy. 

Introduction 

When the World Fails to Rescue You 

"I knew no cavalry was coming." 

This statement, once a whispered realization during a sleepless night, encapsulates the 

profound psychological shift from external dependency to internal self-reliance. While for some 

individuals, safety is an inherent right granted by stable environments and supportive 

relationships, others must craft safety through imaginative and psychological innovation. This 

paper arises from the experiences of the latter: individuals who, when no external refuge was 

available, turned inward to construct systems of inner order, structure, and meaning. These 
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systems were neither escapist fantasies nor symptoms of psychopathology but deliberate and 

adaptive constructions, a sovereign inner architecture composed of roles, rituals, and symbolic 

frameworks within which identity could find both sanctuary and sovereignty. 

This study introduces the construct of Inner Architecture as a psychologically adaptive 

and often semi-conscious strategy developed by high-acuity individuals, those with heightened 

perceptual, emotional, and existential sensitivities, for purposes of emotional regulation, 

identity consolidation, and narrative coherence. In contrast to dissociative withdrawal or 

maladaptive fantasy, Inner Architecture is theorized here as an act of engineered adaptation: 

a purposeful internal world-building response to environments that are insufficient, 

inconsistent, or threatening. 

The theoretical framework stands at the intersection of three overlapping traditions. First, 

Evocative Autoethnography positions the researcher’s subjective experience as both a 

methodological lens and a source of data. This approach is particularly valuable in contexts 

that explore trauma, existential development, and identity construction, as it enables an 

embodied and reflexive mode of inquiry (Chang, 2008; Ellis & Bochner, 2000). Second, 

Narrative Therapy conceptualizes human identity as inherently storied, proposing that 

therapeutic transformation occurs when individuals are supported in re-authoring their internal 

narratives with coherence, intentionality, and agency (White & Epston, 1990). Finally, 

Archetypal and Mythopoetic Psychology understands the psyche as fundamentally symbolic, 

shaped by autonomous internal figures and mythic motifs that structure emotional and 

existential experience (Hillman, 1975; Jung, 1959). Together, these frameworks provide a 

foundation for exploring how symbolic world-building and narrative authorship can function as 

adaptive strategies for individuals navigating high-acuity psychological landscapes. 

Together, these lenses allow us to reframe psychological resilience not only as emotional 

strength or coping skills, but as mythic engineering, an act of internal world-building that 

enables individuals to survive, re-narrate, and eventually govern their inner experience with 

intentional sovereignty. 

Research Gap 

Although a substantial body of literature exists on dissociative mechanisms (Putnam, 

1997), narrative identity formation (McAdams, 1993), and systems-oriented therapeutic 

models such as Internal Family Systems (Schwartz, 1995), there remains a notable absence 

of research that specifically conceptualizes narrative engineering as a high-functioning survival 

strategy. This lacuna is particularly pronounced in populations characterized by high acuity, 

such as youth impacted by chronic trauma, LGBTQ+ adolescents navigating hostile 

sociocultural contexts, and individuals with profound attachment disruptions. In prevailing 

psychological frameworks, inner figures are frequently understood as dissociated parts 

requiring integration or as purely metaphorical constructs. By contrast, this paper proposes a 

model of functional symbolic governance, where these internal figures are understood as 

active agents within a deliberately structured inner polity, a framework that remains under-

theorized in contemporary psychotherapeutic literature. 

This paper introduces several theoretical innovations that contribute meaningfully to 

contemporary psychotherapeutic discourse. It reframes internal psychological constructs as 

manifestations of psychological sovereignty, challenging conventional interpretations that 

regard such phenomena as indicators of fragmentation or pathology. By emphasizing narrative 

authorship and adaptive intelligence, this approach shifts the focus from dysfunction to 
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intentional self-organization and symbolic coherence (Watkins, 2008). Through the integration 

of evocative autoethnography and narrative inquiry, the study offers a multidimensional 

account that is at once experientially grounded and clinically informed, blending personal 

insight with professionally contextualized analysis (Ellis, 2004). The proposed model of Inner 

Architecture introduces a system composed of symbolic roles, referred to as Operators, 

alongside ritualized practices such as Confession and spatial metaphors like the Inner Courts. 

Drawing on both narrative therapy and archetypal psychology, this model offers a structured 

and meaningful framework for understanding the self’s internal symbolic ecology. Within 

therapeutic contexts, these internal systems are conceptualized not as maladaptive constructs 

requiring dissolution, but as dynamic technologies of resilience that may be refined, engaged, 

and integrated into the healing process (Cashwell & Vacc, 1996). 

The paper contributes to the broader psychotherapeutic literature by advancing the 

concept of Inner Architecture as a formalized psychological construct, a narrative-ritual system 

intentionally cultivated by high-acuity individuals to establish symbolic order in the face of 

internal chaos or insufficient external support. It presents a symbolic-mythic lens through which 

to interpret complex inner ecosystems, repositioning them as strategic adaptations and sites 

of resilience, rather than as evidence of psychological fragmentation or dysfunction.  

Extending the scope of narrative therapy, the paper integrates symbolic Operators, 

constructed rituals, and mechanisms of internal governance into therapeutic frameworks, 

thereby enriching dialogical practice with clients navigating disorganized or mythically charged 

internal landscapes (White, 2007). Furthermore, the framework equips clinicians to support 

individuals whose path to healing does not begin with external stabilization, but rather with the 

cultivation of symbolic sovereignty within their inner worlds. Taken together, these 

contributions encourage a paradigmatic shift in therapeutic orientation, from models that seek 

to dismantle inner structures to approaches that recognize and refine them as sophisticated 

technologies of narrative authorship and existential self-preservation. 

To ensure methodological rigor in the integration of evocative autoethnography with 

composite clinical material, this study employed a layered and reflexive research design. The 

author engaged in sustained reflexive practice throughout the manuscript development 

process, including journaling and critical self-examination, to interrogate symbolic preferences, 

theoretical leanings, and the potential for narrative over-identification. This reflexivity extended 

beyond autobiographical disclosure and functioned as a continuous calibration of interpretive 

boundaries. The construction of client composites followed a thematic triangulation process, 

drawing from de-identified session notes, reflective post-session memos, and clinical 

vignettes. Only those symbolic patterns, Operator constructs, and ritual forms that consistently 

emerged across multiple therapeutic contexts, and that demonstrated coherence with 

observed clinical outcomes, were integrated into the final analytic framework. While formal 

member-checking was not employed due to the composite nature of the data, conceptual 

validity was tested through a series of peer dialogue sessions with experienced clinicians. 

These dialogues helped evaluate the clinical relevance and theoretical strength of the 

emerging concepts. Together, these methods support the Inner Architecture framework as 

both symbolically meaningful and therapeutically valid. The approach contributes to narrative-

dialogical psychotherapy, a growing field shown to help clients reshape their stories, clarify 

inner meanings, and build shared understanding in therapy (Mellado et al., 2024). 
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1. Literature Review 

Psychic Refuge and Narrative Defence 

For clients in high-acuity psychological states, those navigating chronic relational 

trauma, systemic neglect, or identity invalidation, the psyche often turns inward not as escape, 

but as survival. A growing body of literature speaks to the construction of internal spaces and 

figures, yet the prevailing clinical frameworks often default to either pathologization (e.g., 

dissociation) or metaphorical interpretation (e.g., “parts work”) (Sarra, Knox, & Cooper, 2021; 

Rowan et al., 2008). This review maps the relevant traditions, highlights their contributions, 

and identifies where the proposed construct of Inner Architecture fills a theoretical and clinical 

gap. 

Dissociation has long been recognized as an adaptive response to overwhelming trauma 

(Putnam, 1997; van der Hart et al., 2006). In children and adolescents especially, chronic 

invalidation or abuse often leads to compartmentalization of identity and affect (Dell, 2009). 

However, in many cases, this internalization does not result in chaotic fragmentation but in 

intricate symbolic systems that reflect intentionality, ritual, and structure, traits often overlooked 

in diagnostic frameworks like the DSM-5 (American Psychiatric Association, 2013). 

Rather than interpret internal world-building as pathological, this paper aligns more 

closely with perspectives that recognize the creativity and purpose behind such constructs. 

Kalsched (2013), for instance, identifies how the “self-care system” may emerge as a 

mythically charged inner world designed to protect the core self, even if at the cost of relational 

access. Similarly, Bowlby’s (1988) attachment theory highlights the necessity of internal 

working models when caregivers are unresponsive, models that may, in some individuals, 

evolve into full symbolic architectures. 

The concept of narrative identity offers a complementary foundation. McAdams (1993) 

proposed that humans make sense of their lives by assembling self-stories, autobiographical 

constructions that confer coherence and meaning. For clients whose lives are marked by 

abandonment or unpredictability, narrative construction becomes not only a developmental 

task but a survival imperative (Singer, 2004). When external mirrors are missing or distorted, 

the individual often creates inner mirrors, internal figures and scenes that stabilize identity and 

provide ritualized meaning. 

White & Epston’s (1990) narrative therapy advanced this view further, arguing that re-

authoring one’s internal narratives can restore agency. However, they did not fully explore the 

implications of highly symbolic or mythic architectures, such as inner temples, courts, or 

operator figures, which are often found in high-acuity clients’ narratives. In such cases, the 

stories are not just linear but spatialized, ritualized, and governed by internal laws. These go 

beyond “preferred storylines” into the realm of narrative engineering. 

Jungian and post-Jungian thinkers have long argued that the psyche is inherently 

symbolic. Archetypes, in this view, are not fixed roles but dynamic patterns, universal motifs 

that manifest differently depending on context and need (Jung, 1959; Hillman, 1975). Hillman 

in particular emphasized the polytheistic psyche, an internal world populated by multiple 

perspectives, figures, and gods. These ideas resonate with clients who spontaneously create 

inner courts, deities, or guardians to manage psychic complexity. 
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More recently, theorists have highlighted the sociopolitical and communal dimensions of 

inner world-making, arguing that internal figures often mirror cultural trauma and collective 

power structures (e.g., Wang et al., 2023; Holt & Ramirez, 2024). The concept of Inner 

Architecture, as proposed here, builds upon this evolving discourse but focuses more sharply 

on how inner systems are engineered by clients not only to hold psychic multiplicity but to 

establish sovereign governance, particularly when external systems have failed to provide 

containment. Building on these perspectives, the Psyche-Myth Architecture model formalizes 

symbolic self-governance as a therapeutic aim, positioning inner structures as intentional 

architectures of containment and identity (Ow, 2024). 

The Internal Family Systems (IFS) model (Schwartz, 1995) and Ego-State Therapy 

(Watkins & Watkins, 1997) acknowledge multiplicity within the psyche and offer techniques for 

negotiating among inner parts. IFS in particular introduces the notion of a central Self, calm, 

compassionate, and innately healing. Yet IFS tends to treat parts as wounded and in need of 

integration or unburdening. It does not account for clients who have created functional, role-

bound operator systems, not merely fragments but internal institutions (e.g., an Archivist, 

Confessor, or Diplomat) that serve ritual and narrative functions. 

Furthermore, IFS lacks a spatial or architectural model of the psyche. The proposed 

Inner Architecture framework bridges this gap by incorporating ritual space, mythic logic, and 

governance roles, elements observed in numerous clients and also within the author’s own 

autoethnographic history. 

Autoethnographic research offers a valid and increasingly accepted method for exploring 

lived experience as both subject and object of inquiry (Ellis, 2004; Chang, 2008). It allows for 

rich, embodied insight into the subjective systems individuals construct when traditional 

supports are absent. Autoethnography is especially powerful when used by scholar-

practitioners who have navigated psychological adversity and developed symbolic 

technologies for survival, what Holman Jones (2005) calls “writing the self into understanding”. 

This paper positions autoethnography not merely as memoir, but as methodology: a way 

of modelled a client-informed theory of Inner Architecture through lived analysis and 

therapeutic application. In doing so, it contributes a rare first-person mapping of internal 

symbolic construction with implications for both clinical and theoretical innovation. 

Across traditions, from dissociation theory to narrative therapy, from IFS to archetypal 

psychology, threads of insight point toward the existence of internal symbolic systems. Yet 

none explicitly name or map the phenomenon of Inner Architecture: the conscious or semi-

conscious design of symbolic ritual environments, operator roles, and governance 

mechanisms inside the psyche. This paper proposes to do exactly that, positioning Inner 

Architecture as an emergent therapeutic model rooted in both narrative survival and mythic 

authorship. 

2. Research Methodology 

This study uses a dual-method approach blending evocative autoethnography and 

narrative inquiry, designed to honour the interior construction of psychic worlds as both a lived 

truth and a therapeutic phenomenon. The intention is twofold: to explore the author ’s personal 

construction of Inner Architecture as a survival system, and to examine composite client 

narratives that exhibit similar symbolic strategies. 

This method supports a layered epistemology, one that treats inner myth-making not 

merely as metaphor, but as psychological infrastructure.
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Methodological Framework 

Autoethnography, particularly in its evocative form, privileges the researcher’s lived 

experience as a valid site of knowledge production (Ellis & Bochner, 2000). It is especially 

appropriate for research into trauma, identity, and symbolic survival because it allows for 

meaning-making from the inside out, without artificially distancing the researcher from the 

subject (Chang, 2008). In this paper, the author’s first-hand account of building and refining a 

sovereign Inner Architecture is presented not as anecdote, but as experiential data—

analytically processed, symbolically decoded, and situated within relevant theory. 

Complementing this, narrative inquiry (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000) was employed to 

analyse cases from therapeutic practice in which clients demonstrated constructed internal 

systems that mirrored or paralleled the author’s symbolic architecture. These include inner 

temples, operator figures, ritualized confession or governance, and mythic cartographies—

each serving regulatory and identity-sustaining functions. The goal is not generalization, but 

deep resonance: to capture patterns of symbolic adaptation and survival across diverse lived 

experiences. 

Researcher Positionality 

The author is a registered counsellor and clinical hypnotherapist with over a decade of 

experience in narrative-based, trauma-informed therapeutic work. As both practitioner and 

subject, the researcher occupies what Holman Jones (2005) terms a “scholar-survivor” 

position. This methodological transparency is critical; the Inner Architecture described herein 

is not merely observed, it was built, inhabited, and refined through years of psychological 

navigation. This positioning invites a deeper, non-pathologizing understanding of symbolic 

survival structures. 

Data Sources and Selection Criteria 

There are two primary sources of data: 

▪ Autoethnographic Data: Personal writings, memory reconstructions, inner dialogue 

transcripts, and symbolic schematics created by the author between 2005 and 2023. 

These include ritual logs, operator role maps, and emotional-symbolic diagrams 

developed as part of a lived survival strategy. 

▪ Composite Client Narratives: Drawn from over 70 adolescent and adult clients seen 

in therapeutic settings. Only those exhibiting internally constructed symbolic systems 

were selected. Three composite case vignettes are presented in Section 5, each 

anonymized and synthesized to protect confidentiality and amplify thematic clarity. 

Cases were selected where clients: 

▪ Had limited or unsafe external support; 

▪ Created inner figures, places, or rules; 

▪ Referred to their internal world with intentional structure (e.g., courts, guardians, 

rituals, maps); 

▪ Expressed either shame, pride, or transformation in relation to these constructs. 

Autoethnographic data was coded using symbolic function analysis, a heuristic 

developed by the author to track the emotional, narrative, and regulatory function of internal 

constructs. Themes such as “Operator Roles”,  “Confession Rites” and “Sovereign Maps” were 

derived from this process. Client narratives were analysed using narrative thematic analysis 

(Riessman, 2008), focusing on: 
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▪ The symbolic logic underpinning the constructed internal world; 

▪ The emotional function of mythic or ritual elements; 

▪ Shifts in self-narration before and after recognition of their Inner Architecture; 

▪ Convergences across self and client cases were used to identify core components of 

Inner Architecture as a reproducible, though idiosyncratic, survival system. 

Methodological Rationale 

Why combine autoethnography and narrative inquiry? Because Inner Architecture 

emerges precisely at the fault line between personal myth and therapeutic encounter. The 

combination allows the researcher to: 

▪ Expose the lived logic behind symbolic construction; 

▪ Validate client experiences as more than metaphor or fantasy; 

▪ Articulate a model that spans both subjective and intersubjective realities. 

This hybrid method allows both the Temple and its architect to be seen, not as an escape 

from reality, but as a re-engineering of reality itself. 

Ethical Considerations 

Ethical approval was granted via internal supervisory protocols aligned with the 

Singapore Association for Counselling’s Code of Ethics. All client data used is composite in 

nature: no single case corresponds to any one client, and each is blended across multiple 

sessions to preserve both confidentiality and narrative integrity. Clients provided verbal 

consent to the symbolic analysis of their work as part of therapeutic reflection, and all identifiers 

were removed or altered. 

The autoethnographic content, by contrast, is self-authored and self-disclosed by the 

researcher. Any allusions to family or formative relationships are similarly anonymized where 

relevant. Recent meta-analyses affirm that narrative therapy significantly reduces depressive 

symptoms, particularly in populations with somatic disorders, suggesting that symbolic re-

authorship processes, such as reframing illness narratives and activating inner identity roles, 

may have transdiagnostic relevance beyond traditional diagnostic frameworks (Hu, Han, 

Gains, & Jia, 2024). 

3. Psyche-Myth Architecture (PMA) in Psychological Models 

Understanding where the Psyche-Myth Architecture (PMA) resides within psychological 

theory requires both a historical lens and a symbolic shift. While prior models of the psyche 

have focused on structural, state-based, or relational configurations, PMA introduces a 

modular, symbolic-operational layer, one that governs narrative authorship, emotional 

sovereignty, and identity reconstruction through mythic constructs. 

Freud and Berne: Structural and State-Based Foundations 

Freud’s structural model of the psyche introduced a tripartite system comprising the Id, 

Ego, and Superego. The Id embodies primal drives and instinctual energies, operating 

unconsciously to fulfill basic urges. The Ego serves as a mediator, balancing the demands of 

the Id with the constraints of external reality, while the Superego represents the internalized 

moral authority, shaped by social and parental standards.  
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This model, articulated in The Ego and the Id (Freud, 1923/1961), underscores the 

dynamic regulation of psychic conflict through the negotiation of these intrapsychic forces. 

Building on a distinct but related trajectory, Eric Berne, within the framework of Transactional 

Analysis, proposed the ego-state model, an interactional and developmental reinterpretation 

of internal psychic functioning. Berne conceptualized the psyche as consisting of three 

functionally observable states: the Child, which encapsulates emotional memory, spontaneity, 

and impulsivity; the Adult, which processes information rationally and responds to the present 

moment; and the Parent, which embodies internalized rules, norms, and the voices of early 

caregivers (Berne, 1961). 

 While Freud’s model focused on structural negotiation within the self and Berne’s model 

emphasized relational transactions, both systems are essentially hierarchical and top-down in 

nature. Each aims to account for internal conflict resolution and psychological adaptation, 

Freud through the balancing of instinctual forces and moral imperatives, and Berne through 

behavioural clarity and communicative analysis. 

PMA as Sovereign Narrative Layer 

Psyche-Myth Architecture (PMA) does not replace these earlier models, it builds above 

them. PMA operates in what can be described as the Sovereign Narrative Layer of the psyche: 

the symbolic interface where ritual, role, story, and mythic structure regulate emotional 

experience and identity coherence. It is not simply what the psyche is; it is what the psyche 

constructs in order to survive, adapt, and eventually govern itself. In contrast to static ego 

states or psychodynamic agencies, PMA is composed of: 

▪ Operators (e.g., the Archivist, the Healer, the General); 

▪ Structures (e.g., Inner Courts, Temples, Shadow Courts); 

▪ Protocols (e.g., confession rites, memory access rituals, trials of shame). 

These symbolic constructs function as internal governance tools, often emerging in high-

acuity individuals for whom traditional relational or therapeutic scaffolds were unavailable. 

Table 1 presents a comparison of models across psychological layers, illustrating how PMA 

interfaces with Freudian, Jungian, and narrative approaches. As shown in the table, PMA 

reframes drives not as unconscious urges (Freud) but as symbolic quests embedded in 

personal myth. This mapping helps re-situate classical theories into a modular, sovereign 

system of inner authorship. 

Table 1. Model comparison table 

Model Focus Location Type 

Freud Id–Ego–Superego Intrapersonal psychic conflict Structural-Topographic 

Berne Parent–Adult–Child Internalized role-scripts Functional–State-Based 

PMA 
Architected symbolic roles 

(Operators, Houses, Rituals) 
Sovereign symbolic layer 

Modular–Mythic–

Operational 
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Mapping PMA Across Psychological Layers 

PMA does not negate prior systems, it hosts, reconstructs, and often reconfigures them. 

It draws from multiple psychological sources and expresses them through symbolic, mythic 

form. Table 2 outlines the transition of how this evolution, from classical psychodynamic 

models to symbolic sovereignty, is not a rejection of tradition but a symbolic metamorphosis. 

showing how constructs from Freud, Jung, and structuralist psychology are reinterpreted 

through the PMA framework. The table serves as a scaffold, tracing how each classical layer 

is reauthored into a modular, mythic logic of inner systemization. 

Table 2. Evolving from classical psychological layers to the PMA framework 

Psychological Layer PMA Relationship 

Id / Drive (Freud) Draws from primal affect to encode archetypes 

Ego (Freud) Modifies and engineers’ ego narrative space 

Superego / Parent Deconstructs inherited scripts; rewrites law through ritual and myth 

Self-State Systems (IFS) Hosts and governs internal parts through Operator roles 

Narrative Identity (McAdams) Facilitates author-level rewriting of core self-myths 

Jungian Archetypes Actively deploys archetypes as Operators, Guardians, or Judges 

Symbolic Self-System (Stern, 

Ogden) 

PMA re-patterns affective-symbolic constellations into coherent 

inner mythos 

 

PMA resides within the ego–self axis, functioning as a symbolic regulatory layer that 

enables narrative coherence, identity sovereignty, and internal governance, particularly in 

individuals with disrupted attachment, identity trauma, or chronic existential threat. Rather than 

acting as a state or structure, PMA constructs the roles, laws, and story-world through which 

ego states are interpreted and re-authored. It is both: 

▪ A meaning-making system; 

▪ And a symbolic survival protocol. 

Neuropsychological Correlates (with Caution) 

Although PMA is a symbolic-operational model, not a neuroanatomical theory, its 

functions likely correlate with the default mode network (DMN): 

▪ Medial prefrontal cortex (MPFC): self-referential processing (Northoff et al., 2006; 

Moran et al., 2009). 

▪ Posterior cingulate cortex (PCC): autobiographical memory (Svoboda et al., 2006; 

Leech & Sharp, 2014). 

▪ Temporal-parietal junction (TPJ): narrative perspective and imagination (Saxe & 

Kanwisher, 2003; Mar, 2011). 
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These regions support introspective, story-based regulation and meaning-making - 

neurological capacities central to PMA’s narrative sovereignty function (Andrews-Hanna et al., 

2010). Hence, we assert: PMA is a functional-symbolic framework, not a reducible neural 

module. 

Summary of the PMA Map 

If Freud gave us the psyche’s engine, and Berne provided the dashboard, PMA gives us 

the architect’s blueprints, the inner-city planner, and the symbolic constitution. It describes not 

the impulses or reactions of the psyche, but the governance system the psyche builds to 

house, regulate, and ritualize those forces, especially in the wake of trauma, shame, and 

narrative collapse. In this way, PMA earns its place at the psychological junction where 

narrative, identity, and symbolic function converge. 

Narrative Vignettes: High-Acuity Clients Who Built Worlds 

For clients with limited access to external safety, narrative continuity often depends on 

the invention of internal sanctuaries. These are not whimsical fantasies, but intricate, often 

rule-bound architectures constructed to govern affect, preserve selfhood, and ritualize shame. 

The following vignettes are composites drawn from multiple real clients, each anonymized and 

synthesized for clarity. They illustrate three distinct but overlapping expressions of Inner 

Architecture in high-acuity individuals. 

Table 3 illustrates processes in the following case vignettes (Tables 1–3), each 

portraying symbolic enactments of psychological healing using the PMA framework. For 

instance, Table 2 presents a narrative in which the client re-encounters a dissociated part (‘The 

House of Locked Wings’) through a guided symbolic ritual, allowing for safe reintegration of 

previously split-off affect. 

Table 3: Case vignettes illustrating symbolic re-authoring in the PMA framework 

Client A: The Archivist and the House of Locked Wings 

Profile 
16-year-old male, history of emotional neglect, borderline traits, high 

academic functioning. 

Description 

Client A described his inner world as a large estate house with many wings. 

Each wing corresponded to a category of emotional memory, grief, rage, 

humiliation, longing. He explained that most of these wings were locked. Only 

one inner figure, “the Archivist,” had access to them. The Archivist was 

neutral, silent, and governed what was allowed to surface during waking life. 

When asked why the wings were locked, he replied: 

“Because if I opened all the rooms at once, I wouldn’t survive 

the noise.” 

Therapy focused not on prying open the doors, but on developing rituals to 

allow supervised entry. He created an “Emotional Research Log,” where 

once a week, the Archivist would open one door and allow a memory or affect 

to be examined, then restored to its chamber. This was not dissociation. It 

was governed access. The client was not trying to forget—he was trying to 

survive remembering. 

Operator Identified The Archivist 

Architecture House with locked wings 

Governance Strategy Controlled memory access 

Ritual Tool Emotional Research Log 
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Client B: The Desert Cathedral and the Priestess Who Was Also the God 

Profile: 
16-year-old queer female, raised in a conservative religious household; 

history of suicidal ideation and dissociative episodes. 

Description 

Client B described entering a dreamlike trance state before sleep in which 

she would visit a vast Desert Cathedral—a structure made of bone, sand, 

and stained glass. In this space, she became both the Priestess and the 

Deity. As Priestess, she would perform rituals of forgiveness, confession, and 

purification. As Deity, she received worship, condemnation, and longing, 

often echoing the rejection she experienced from her family and faith 

community. 

Initially, this was interpreted as escapism. But over time, we came to 

understand it as a symbolic transmutation chamber. These roles allowed her 

to alchemize shame into sacred offering. She created a recurring ritual: once 

a week, she would kneel before herself and confess the week’s “failures,” 

receiving absolution and a single candle to light in the Cathedral’s inner 

sanctum. 

“When I forgive myself in the Cathedral, it feels real. Like the 

sky stops punishing me.” 

Operator Identified Priestess-Deity 

Architecture Desert Cathedral 

Governance Strategy Ritualized forgiveness of internalized shame 

Ritual Tool Weekly Absolution + Candle Offering 

Client C: The Shadow Court and the Trials of the Self 

Profile: 
16-year-old female, history of physical and verbal abuse, depression, 

frequent self-harm ideation. 

Description 

Client C reported an inner structure she called the Shadow Court, a circular 

tribunal of hooded figures that held trials every time she felt she had failed. 

In early sessions, she described this as automatic and brutal: the Court would 

sentence her to isolation, silence, or self-injury. 

Over time, however, we collaboratively introduced the idea that she could 

appoint her own advocates. She created a new figure, the Defender, 

modelled after a mentor she admired, who could speak on her behalf. The 

Court’s rulings began to shift. She drew up a “Writ of Mercy,” a document she 

would symbolically submit each time a ruling felt too harsh. 

The Court didn’t disappear. But it changed. It became an internal ritual justice 

system, complete with appeals, deliberation, and mercy clauses. One day, 

she said: 

“It’s still intense. But it’s fair now. I’m not always the villain 

anymore.” 

Operator Identified The Defender 

Architecture The Shadow Court 

Governance Strategy Judicial framing of inner blame 

Ritual Tool Writ of Mercy 
 

Table 4 presents a comparative analysis of symbolic elements across the three client 

vignettes (A–C). It identifies recurring motifs, such as containment figures, transformative 

thresholds, and internalized voices, as well as points of divergence in each client’s symbolic 

system 
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Table 4. Shared Symbolic Elements and Divergences Across Vignettes A–C 

Element Client A Client B Client C 

Operator Role The Archivist Priest-Deity The Defender 

Structure House with Locked Wings Desert Cathedral Shadow Court 

Primary Function Emotional access regulation 
Shame-to-sacred 

alchemy 

Judicial ritual of self-

blame 

Governance Tool Emotional Log Weekly Absolution Writ of Mercy 

4. Analyses and Interpretation 

These cases reflect not fantasy or psychosis, but intentional governance mechanisms 

built under duress. Each client constructed: 

▪ Spatialized architecture to host emotional experiences; 

▪ Role-bound operators to enact control, ritual, or compassion; 

▪ Symbolic protocols for emotional metabolization. 

This is not mere escape. It is survival through narrative sovereignty. The Inner 

Architecture model makes space for these structures to be honoured, not dismantled, refined, 

not erased. 

At first, I thought these inner worlds were signs of fragmentation. That the locked wings, 

the cathedrals, the courts, all of it, meant something had broken and needed stitching back 

together. But as I sat with these clients, listened longer, and mapped their systems beside my 

own, something clicked: they weren’t collapsing. They were governing. They had built worlds. 

Not to escape reality, but to organize it. To survive it. To impose symbolic logic on an 

environment that gave them none. 

Each client had appointed internal figures to help manage unbearable experiences, 

figures like the Archivist, the Defender, the Priest-Deity. At first, I assumed these were 

projections of wounded “parts,” à la IFS. But they didn’t behave like dissociated fragments. 

They had jurisdiction. They had protocols. These were not intrusions on the psyche. These 

were installations. 

I began to ask myself: What if these inner figures aren’t broken pieces - but 

adaptive roles in a sovereign system? 

That shift changed everything. Instead of treating the Operator as a problem, I began 

treating them as a colleague. I would say, “What does your Defender think about this?” or “Can 

the Archivist allow us a glimpse into that wing?” And more often than not, the client would lean 

in, not out. The internal system responded not to dissection, but to respect. 

The rituals were everywhere once I learned how to see them. A client writing a weekly 

confessional letter to their Deity-Self. Symbolic writing, such as letters that reposition the self 

in relation to grief, shame, or past attachment figures, has demonstrated measurable 

therapeutic effect in recent studies, reinforcing the role of structured narrative interventions in 

accessing repressed emotion, reframing attachment wounds, and promoting closure through 

symbolic gesture (Tadros, Presley, & Ramadan, 2024). Another drawing runes before 
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unlocking a memory. Another submitting a Writ of Mercy to her Shadow Court. At first glance, 

these rituals seemed poetic or imaginative, possibly even spiritual. 

But they weren’t just metaphor. They were protocols. 

Each ritual governed affect flow: when shame could be processed, when grief could 

speak, when rage could be granted an audience. Rituals allowed the client to interact with 

emotion safely. Not by avoiding it, but by regulating how and when it was allowed to emerge. 

I saw that these weren’t just coping mechanisms. They were emotional infrastructure. 

One thing I’ve learned: when a client builds an inner world, the temptation is to treat it as 

“not real.” But to them, it’s real enough to regulate their identity. The Desert Cathedral wasn’t 

a delusion. It was a psychic HQ. The House of Locked Wings? An archive. The Shadow Court? 

A judiciary. 

In each case, the spatial metaphor wasn’t just storytelling- it was architecture. Emotional 

zones had location. Access was managed. Shame could be placed in a holding cell. Hope 

could be lit like a candle in a stained-glass sanctum. 

Clients weren’t fleeing reality. They were constructing internal sovereignty- because 

external sovereignty had never been an option. 

Working with these clients taught me to ask, not analyse. I stopped trying to integrate 

their figures or collapse their temples. Instead, I entered their mythos as a guest, sometimes 

as a diplomat, sometimes as a witness, occasionally as a midwife. 

What emerged was co-authorship. Not interpretation, not fixing, but refinement. I’d ask: 

“What does the Architect need to build next?” or “What part of the Temple is unguarded?” 

These questions didn’t dismantle the inner system. They helped the client govern it better. 

Some began assigning me a symbolic role within their system. One called me the Chronicler. 

Another made me a Visiting Magistrate. It humbled me. It showed me they didn’t just want 

therapy, they wanted collaboration in their inner governance. These clients didn’t need help 

“integrating their parts.” They needed their kingdom acknowledged. Their operators respected. 

Their rituals honoured. And once that happened? 

They didn’t become dependent. They became sovereign. 

Therapeutic Implications: Teaching the Temple 

The more I worked with clients who had built intricate internal worlds, the more I realized 

therapy wasn’t about getting them out of those worlds, it was about helping them learn how to 

govern them. Many didn’t need to “come back to reality.” They needed permission to make 

their inner reality liveable, structured, just, sacred. They weren’t fleeing. They were founding. 

So, I stopped trying to pull them into the therapist’s world. I started stepping into theirs. 

Traditional therapy often approaches internal constructs like debris: they need to be 

cleared, integrated, or explained away. But clients with Inner Architecture don’t need 

demolition crews. They need ritual engineers. Instead of saying: 

“That’s just a coping mechanism,” I say: “What does that part do in your inner system?” 

Instead of asking: 

“What are you escaping from?” I ask: “What is your inner world designed to protect?” 

Once I honoured the architecture, clients stopped defending it. They began expanding 

it, with me.  



Journal of Contemporary Approaches in Psychology and Psychotherapy 

 20 

Inner Figures as Governance Roles 

These aren’t “parts” like in IFS. They’re Operators: symbolic roles with jurisdiction, ritual 

authority, and narrative power. Some examples I’ve encountered or co-created: 

▪ The Archivist – controls access to memory; 

▪ The Confessor – witnesses and absolves shame; 

▪ The General – protects boundaries and declares war on internalized oppression; 

▪ The Diplomat – translates external messages into internal terms of sovereignty; 

▪ The Architect – builds the space, installs the rules; 

▪ The Beast – regulates desire, fury, hunger. 

Each has its role. Therapy becomes a process of cabinet meetings, not amputations. We 

clarify who’s running the show, who needs promotion, and who might be exhausted from over-

functioning. The Sovereign (Meta-Operator) is not listed above because it integrates all other 

Operators, grants symbolic authority, reauthors mythic identity, and determines when the ritual 

is complete. It is not another figure in the system; it is the system’s self-governing center. 

When clients perform actions like writing letters to internal figures, lighting symbolic 

candles, or staging inner trials, these aren’t just metaphors, they’re protocols for emotional 

regulation. Teaching the Temple means: 

▪ Recognizing rituals not as distractions, but tools of sovereignty; 

▪ Helping clients refine these rituals, add witnesses, seals, sacred phrases; 

▪ Introducing new roles or rules when governance breaks down (e.g., installing a 

Guardian to keep the Shadow Court in check). 

Sometimes I say, “What if you draft a new constitutional clause for your Temple?”.  The 

moment I speak their symbolic language, they stop dissociating. They start legislating. A critical 

shift: many high-acuity clients don’t respond well to talk of “safety,” because safety has always 

been conditional, performative, or withheld. Instead, they resonate with the concept of 

sovereignty. Sovereignty is: 

▪ The right to define your internal laws; 

▪ The power to choose who enters your psychic terrain; 

▪ The authority to install, revise, and retire symbolic roles as needed. 

Teaching the Temple means restoring authorship. Not just of memory, but of meaning. 

Table 5 illustrates how conventional clinical strategies are translated into symbolic inner 

architecture within the PMA framework. 

Table 5: Translating clinical strategies into inner architecture within the PMA framework 

Clinical Strategy Inner Architecture Translation 

Externalizing a problem “Which Operator is currently overwhelmed?” 

Emotion regulation “What ritual do you use to process this emotion?” 

Boundary setting “Does your general need reinforcement?” 

Narrative re-authoring “What new myth can replace the broken one?” 

Internal family negotiation “Call a cabinet meeting. Who needs a voice?” 
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Clinical Strategy Inner Architecture Translation 

Somatic resourcing “Where in your Temple does this emotion live?” 

Termination of therapy “How will your inner system carry on without the Chronicler?” 

Therapy, then, becomes an act of Temple literacy. You don’t erase the system. You read 

it, respect it, and, when invited, help refine its mythic code. Because sometimes the most 

healing thing you can say isn’t: “You’re safe now.” It’s: “You built something sacred. Let’s help 

it run better”. 

Conclusion 

We Were Not Broken- We Were Building 

This paper began with a simple but defiant truth: no one was coming. For many high-

acuity clients, and for myself, this realization didn’t lead to collapse. It led to construction. We 

built temples. We appointed Operators. We enacted rituals not as fantasies, but as survival 

logics. This wasn’t dissociation. It wasn’t regression. It was an act of sovereign engineering. 

What this paper offers are not just another take on trauma or parts work. Its novelty lies 

in naming and mapping Inner Architecture as a deliberate, symbolic system built by individuals 

whose inner world became the last remaining place they could shape. It reframes the therapist 

not as an analyst or fixer, but as a diplomatic envoy, a co-drafter of internal constitutions, a 

ritual co-conspirator in psychic governance. Combining evocative autoethnography with 

narrative inquiry, this work bridges the personal and the clinical. It makes visible the mythic 

mechanisms clients already use: operator logic, ritualized emotional processing, spatialized 

identity management. 

The contribution to the field is this: 

▪ A new vocabulary and framework for understanding symbolic survival systems. 

▪ A therapeutic approach that refines and deploys, rather than dismantles, inner 

constructs. 

▪ A reframing of high-acuity clients not as fragmented, but as sovereign authors of their 

own mythic operating systems. 

“If Benigni built a raft to survive trauma, and Fellini made a dream to transcend it, 

Psyche-Myth Architecture (PMA) is the blueprint for building either, on command.” 

We were not broken. We were building. And now, with guidance, we can govern 

what we built. 

Broader Applicability of Inner Architecture 

While the Inner Architecture framework was developed in the context of high-acuity 

psychological presentations, its principles hold valuable potential for a wider spectrum of 

clients. In adolescent counselling, for instance, the identification of internal “Operators” (such 

as the Guardian or Strategist) can foster self-regulation and narrative coherence amid 

emotional turbulence. Similarly, individuals navigating post-breakup reconstruction may 

benefit from reclaiming Sovereign authorship and engaging in symbolic rituals to process grief 

and re-establish self-worth. Emerging reviews emphasize the adaptability of narrative therapy 

in cases of complicated grief, offering flexible frameworks for symbolic integration that allow 
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clients to externalize pain, reframe loss within mythic continuity, and reconstruct meaning 

without relying on pathologizing labels (Santos & Soares, 2024).  

In cases of burnout, the framework can support clients in discerning conflicting internal 

roles (e.g., the Over worker vs. the Inner Healer) and rebalancing their internal governance 

system. By offering a non-pathologizing and narratively flexible approach, Inner Architecture 

enables clients across diverse contexts to reclaim agency, reconstruct meaning, and engage 

with their psychological challenges through a structured yet personally resonant symbolic lens. 

Future Research Directions 

To advance empirical understanding of the Inner Architecture model, future studies may 

explore both its clinical efficacy and theoretical adaptability. One promising avenue involves 

investigating the measurable impact of Operator identification (e.g., Guardian, Trickster, 

Sovereign) on client-reported narrative coherence, emotional regulation, and therapeutic 

engagement. Mixed-methods research could examine whether clients who are able to 

recognize and work with distinct internal roles show greater gains in self-concept clarity or 

reduced symptom distress.  

Additionally, cross-cultural studies are needed to evaluate how clinicians and clients from 

diverse backgrounds adapt the symbolic elements of Inner Architecture, particularly in contexts 

where mythic or metaphorical language may hold different cultural valences. Qualitative 

research could also examine how the model functions in specific populations, such as 

adolescents, neurodivergent individuals, or trauma survivors, and whether its integration with 

existing modalities (e.g., IFS, narrative therapy, or somatic psychotherapy) enhances 

treatment outcomes. Developing standardized assessment tools, such as an Inner 

Governance Inventory or Operator Role Recognition Scale, may further support future inquiry 

and enable comparative studies across settings. 
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