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ABSTRACT 

Mark Solms provides a sophisticated extension and clarification of Freud’s Project in light of 

current neuropsychoanalytic thinking and Friston’s free-energy principle. This commentary 

focus’s upon Solms’ view of repression and defence in his updated Project, whereby Solms 

extends his recent work on the topic. After noting similarities and differences between 

Freud’s and Solms’ views on repression and defense, the commentary addresses the 

proposed mechanism of repression in Solms’ revised Project. An analysis of Solms’ account 

indicates there is not as yet a coherent mechanism of repression in his revised Project, 

although some type of plausible neural mechanism may nevertheless still be theoretically 

possible. Consequently, although there is likely merit in Solms’ position on repression and 

defence, there are still outstanding questions that need addressing before this merit can be 

fully recognised. 
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Mark Solms provides a sophisticated extension and clarification of Freud’s Project in light of 

current neuropsychoanalytic thinking and Friston’s free-energy principle (FEP). By way of 
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initial comments, there is much of value to be found in Solms’ re-working of the Project. 

Solms helps draw out Freud’s theoretically astute view that positions the human organism 

as a self-organising dynamic system, a line of thinking that was well ahead of Freud’s time. 

Solms’ theoretical extension of Freud’s Project, however, should also not be 

underappreciated: Solms helps fill gaps that Freud could not confidently address, while also 

providing an update of Solms’ own position, particularly with respect to viewing repression 

in light of the cognitive unconscious. 

 

The focus of this commentary is on Solms’ view of repression and defence in the updated 

Project, whereby he extends his recent work on the topic (e.g., Solms, 2018). Solms had 

recently re-conceptualised the repressed in terms of the non-declarative cognitive 

unconscious rather than potentially recoverable wishes or fantasies as traditionally 

conceived (e.g., Freud, 1915d). There may be merit to this position, but in a recent paper 

(Boag, 2020), I argued that there were at least two areas requiring clarification in Solms’ 

(2018) account: (i) the precise relation between repression and defence required 

elaboration, and; (ii) how does repression make declarative content become non-

declarative (i.e., what is the mechanism)? As such, Solms’ present discussion of repression 

and defence in the revised Project affords an excellent opportunity for addressing these 

issues. 

 

Similarities and differences between Solms’ and Freud’s view of repression 

To begin with, it is worth noting the theoretical similarities and differences between Freud’s 

and Solms’ position on repression. For Freud, the targets of repression are what Solms 
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refers to as endogenous or emotional needs. Such needs, including RAGE and FEAR 

responses, “inevitably conflict with one another” (Solms’ emphasis), providing fertile ground 

for repression as traditionally conceived. Like Freud’s (1915d) account, Solms adopts the 

position that “[a]bove … core homeostatic thresholds, endogenous needs act as a drive 

stimulus continuously…”, which is registered “as a demand for mental work”. However, in 

Solms’ account, although an active need presses both for action and consciousness, it may 

remain non-declarative. He writes, “although a prioritised need will achieve affective 

consciousness, it will not necessarily gain access to the pallium layers of ѱ and therefore to 

the predictive systems which permit conscious cognition and action” (Solms’ emphasis). In 

other words, such a prioritised need will be felt but lack any cognitive representative in 

working memory. This is unlikely to satisfy the need, however, and consequently emotional 

needs tend to achieve content in working memory. 

 

This pressing component of endogenous needs provides a basis for understanding one 

difficulty with explaining repression. Freud (1915d) recognises that since the targets of 

repression persist and press towards consciousness, repression must be an ongoing activity 

rather than an event that simply occurs once. So conceptualised, the theory of repression 

must address how an individual actively ignores the content of his or her own mind when 

the target continuously demands action and attention. As various commentators observe, 

this appears to require making repression an un-ending cycle of knowing in order not to 

know (Boag, 2012; Maze & Henry, 1996). 

 

On the relation between repression and defence 
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Turning then to Solms’ position on repression and defence, we find a parallel with Freud’s 

distinction between primal repression and repression proper, the latter targeting what 

could be broadly regarded as ‘derivatives’ of the former, although an important distinction 

exists. For Solms, successful predictions typically become ‘legitimately’ transferred into the 

nondeclarative system unconscious, either through ‘brute repetition’ (rather than 

deliberation), fear conditioning, or due to or developmental factors (e.g., prior to the 

maturation of the declarative pallium). Repression, however, involves unsuccessful 

predictions becoming prematurely (or illegitimately) automatised. To borrow an example 

from Solms (2018), a child overwhelmed due to oedipal conflict and unable to meet its 

emotional needs may illegitimately automatise one prediction that offers a partial, but 

nevertheless incomplete solution. The hitherto declarative content becomes non-

declarative and is thereafter incapable of conscious declarative recall. 

 

Such unsuccessful predictions will not satisfy the emotional need, and so these should be 

updated (re-consolidated in working memory). Repression prevents this from occurring, 

and, consequently, “the ego suffers feelings and does not know why” (Solms’ emphasis). 

This is where defence steps in as a secondary response to repression. Défense involves “the 

suppression of affect through misleading cognitions” (Solms) and attempts to “explain away 

the affect by means of declarative cognitive work concerning other predictions – which falls 

short of updating the actual cause of the unpleasure” (Solms, his emphasis). Repression and 

defence can thus be distinguished in terms of the targets, sequence, and either long- or 

short-term consequences. Solms’ view of defence might also potentially address apparent 

findings claiming to undo ‘repression’ (or in Solms’ terms, ‘defence’), whereby unconscious 

but declarative content becomes conscious (e.g., Abbass, Town, & Driessen, 2012). 
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The mechanism of repression and defence 

There is, of course, a long history of discussion concerning the relation between repression 

and defence in psychoanalysis, and here is not the place to resurrect that debate. Suffice it 

here to say that if Solms can demonstrate a meaningful distinction between repression and 

defence, especially based on differing underlying mechanisms, then there is justification for 

his distinction, even if the specific choice of terms is arbitrary. 

 

In terms of addressing the mechanism of repression and defence, a relevant concept is that 

of side-cathexis, an inhibitory process in Solms’ Project considered necessary for declarative 

consciousness. For Solms, side-cathexes involve inhibition of the automatised pathways, 

which then allows addressing alternative pathways involved in cognitive consciousness: 

“only inhibited ѱ processes would typically become cognitively conscious – ‘declarable’” 

(Solms’ emphasis). On the other hand, if an automatised prediction is not inhibited by side-

cathexis, it may be felt as affects but not represented in declarative form because it does 

not proceed to the pallium. Nevertheless, as noted earlier, emotional needs (the potential 

targets of repression) tend to become represented in working memory given that 

automatisation is typically insufficient for satisfying them. 

 

As Solms recognises (like Freud), repression entails a dissociation between the affect and 

the idea representing the affect, although this is essentially a description of what we wish to 

explain. What we really need to know is how both the dissociation first occurs and then how 

it is maintained. So how does someone achieve repression (i.e., the non-declarative, 
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illegitimate automatisation of declarative content) in the face of intense and conflicting 

emotional needs such as RAGE and FEAR? A critical issue involved in answering this is found 

in Solms’ discussion as follows:  

 

“… when for whatever reason, the ego does not tolerate a particular automatized 

prediction becoming inhibited through side-cathexis, which means it does not tolerate 

it being held in mind (in working memory), that prediction will remain in a state of 

non-declarative certainty. This is what happens with ‘repression’. Repressed 

predictions, then, constitute that portion of ѱ which remains or becomes 

illegitimately certain” (Solms’ emphasis). 

 

The basic meaning of the words ‘to not tolerate something’ implies a relationship, here 

between the ego and the target of repression (S does not tolerate y), whereby the target is 

rejected. So what, then, is the precise meaning of ‘the ego does not tolerate a particular 

automatized prediction becoming inhibited through side-cathexis’ or ‘tolerate it being held 

in mind (in working memory)’ (Solms’ emphasis). Solms is better positioned to clarify this, 

but it seems to me that if a side-cathexis is necessary for attaining representation in working 

memory, then the claim that ‘the ego does not tolerate a particular automatised prediction 

becoming inhibited through side-cathexis’ must mean that the automatised prediction is 

prevented from ever entering working memory in the first place (because the necessary 

side-cathexis does not occur). However, if it is the case that an unmet, prioritised emotional 

need never enters working memory, then where is the conflict that triggers repression and 

in what sense is the content rejected? 
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On the other hand, to say that the ego ‘does not tolerate it being held in mind (in working 

memory)’ suggests something different: to me this statement suggests that the emotional 

need in question is, at least on one occasion, known in working memory, found 

objectionable, and then rejected. If something different is meant here (i.e., that the 

automatised prediction is never known or held in working memory and then rejected) then 

the meaning of ‘does not tolerate’ requires clarification. 

 

As such, it is still not precisely clear to me that we have a coherent mechanism of repression 

in this revised Project. Nevertheless, perhaps the obvious answer here might be in terms of 

postulating a neural mechanism consequent on fear conditioning and perhaps ω modulation 

at the level of the midbrain decision triangle and reticular activating system (given that 

Solms writes that such modulation can block entry to the declarative pallium). As such, we 

could postulate a neural mechanism involving fear conditioning that thereafter prevents the 

emotional need from access to the declarative pallium. As Solms and Freud both recognise, 

the nervous system “has the most decided inclination to withdrawal from pain” (Solms’ text, 

his italics), and as Solms writes, “pain experiences encode FEAR associations like nothing 

else; fear conditioning occurs through single-exposure learning”. An emotional need based 

in RAGE might then instigate an intense FEAR response (“which is not pain but which 

nevertheless has a strong resemblance to it”—Solms) such that attention is reflexively 

withdrawn from it, and instigating the blocking neural mechanism. But as stated before, 

however, this would requires some minimal awareness and repulsive evaluation of the 

target (in this example RAGE) because it would be FEAR of RAGE (or the consequences of 

RAGE) that entails the actual nature of the conflict which instigates repression. 
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In any case, there is no in principle objection to there being some such type of neural 

mechanism to account for Solms’ view of repression. In fact, Maze and Henry (1996) had 

proposed something similar, whereby neural inhibition based on intense anxiety could 

occur, thereafter preventing the offending target from becoming known. Given that the 

need persists but is incapable of declarative awareness, there is no theoretical problem with 

then accounting for repression as an ongoing activity as discussed previously. The existence 

of such repression becomes then an empirical question. 

 

On the other hand, the mechanism of defence as conceived by Solms (and Freud) does raise 

some theoretical issues. If I follow Solms (and Freud) correctly, a side-cathexis is consequent 

on something akin to ‘signal unpleasure’—a small amount of unpleasure provides the 

impetus for diversion away from the automatised prediction: “If ѱ is able to put this 

inhibition [side-cathexis] into operation soon enough, the release of unpleasure, and at the 

same time defence, will be slight” (Solms). I agree with Bazan (2012) that the concept of 

side-cathexis need not be teleologically construed as Maze (1983) suggests, but Maze’s 

point about maintaining defence is nevertheless still relevant here: the ego cannot know to 

inhibit an automatised prediction without first ‘tolerating’ it, and thus defence requires 

repeatedly knowing what should not be known (although this may simply be negative affect, 

which defence then responds to, rather than the not the targets of defence as traditionally 

conceived). As final words, I think that there is likely merit in Solms’ position on repression 

and defence, but there are still outstanding questions that need addressing before this 

merit can be recognised. 
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