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Integrating neuropsychology with psychoanalytic thinking and experience, this paper offers a new view of the uncon-
scious that veers away from more traditional conceptualizations. Rather, it emphasizes the ever-present influence of
ongoing unconscious processes on much of our behaviors and mental states. Importantly, this new understanding is
based on the functional unity of the brain/mind.
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Introduction

Following Freud,1 most theories of the uncon-
scious have considered it as a separate mental entity,
containing well-delineated memories, forbidden
wishes, and painful conflicts or traumatic experi-
ences. Such unacceptable experiences are thought to
be repressed and kept hidden as a protective move.
Consequently, uncovering repressed or dissociated
experiences would make the unconscious conscious,
leading to psychic integration.

As we are learning, however, the immense uncon-
scious does not conform to this view. Rather, uncon-
scious processes are embedded in widespread neural
networks that always hum in the background and
cannot be reduced to specific events, memories, and
content. The unconscious realm is an amalgam of
fused perceptions, emotions, memories, and learn-
ing experiences.2 In interesting observations, neuro-
scientists have noted that there is no neural evidence
of a delineated “self” capable of unconsciously
directing experiences to a hidden “storage” place.3,4

The new picture of the unconscious indicates that
it is not a static and unknown aspect of our psycho-
logical structure. The unconscious comprises ongo-
ing brain/mind processes that underpin much of
who we are and determine our habitual functioning.
Significantly, the new model highlights the connec-
tion between unconscious and conscious processes,

and especially the brain/mind’s propensity to auto-
matically enact entrenched patterns.

Consequently, this new understanding clarifies
many of our recurrent struggles—our stubborn ten-
dency to repeat emotional, perceptual, and behav-
ioral response patterns even when they are clearly
inappropriate and even self-destructive. It also
explains the obstacles encountered when we try
to change such patterns and achieve a more stable
sense of well-being. An integrated neuropsycholog-
ical model of the unconscious–conscious contin-
uum will greatly expand our understanding of such
all-too-human difficulties.

Some neuropsychological features
of unconscious processes

One of the exciting developments in our under-
standing of the unconscious involves the greatly
expanded picture of its scope of action and influ-
ence. Unconscious processes are brain/mind func-
tions that are pervasive and generally much more
influential than we previously considered them to
be. Libet5 and Libet et al.6 conducted experiments
showing that brain activity preceded seemingly con-
scious decisions of subjects instructed to raise their
fingers at will. Since then, it has become clear that
unconscious processes are involved even when we
feel we make deliberate choices.7–9
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The unconscious is grounded in learning pro-
cesses rather than rejected or defensively disso-
ciated material. The brain’s capacity to acquire
implicit skills and establish patterns is central to
all unconscious processes. These patterns represent
the merger of all environmental and internal learn-
ing experiences, from the physioaffective ones to
the highest cognitive reasoning. These unconscious
learning processes, especially during early develop-
ment, are in the service of the important tasks of
survival, adaptation, and the maintenance of well-
being.

Relying on consolidated learning, the brain/mind
is on the lookout for what it is primed to repeat—
what it already knows and expects. Automatic pre-
diction as to the meaning of events is common.
People who harbor an unconscious tendency to feel
rejected will scan the interpersonal field for behav-
iors that could be interpreted as unwelcoming, for
example. They will experience rejection where it
does not really exist and find the “right evidence”
for their feelings and thoughts. In other words, they
will unconsciously project specific expectations and
then “convince” their conscious thought processes
that the projection is true and justifiable. Such com-
plex processes happen outside of awareness.

And, finally, the unconscious is in essence a
brain/mind system that actively relates to the exter-
nal and internal environments through perceptions,
priming, and actions.3,7,8,10,11

How did conscious and unconscious
systems evolve?

We developed these capacities in our distant past to
ensure survival, adaptation, and life management.
Following the critical purpose of adaptation, there
was evolutionary pressure to acquire a functioning
survival system that could act quickly, without delib-
eration, but still efficiently. We did indeed develop
the ability to enact behavioral patterns automati-
cally and without having to rely on any reflection.11

Recurrent problems were answered with implicit
learned responses that were executed quickly and
thoughtlessly.

With time, another system, one that was slower
and therefore more flexible, developed as well. This
reflective capacity has led to thoughtful, more delib-
erate abilities, and executive functions that depend
on planning, flexibility, and mindful attention.2,12,13

What is becoming clear is that despite the (rela-

tively) more recent development of conscious pro-
cesses, the unconscious ones are still very much in
the picture. Furthermore, they are the center of our
functioning. Being ontologically older and much
better equipped to quickly respond to familiar situ-
ations, the unconscious realm has become an essen-
tial mode of functioning that is still part of all our
mental aspects. Studies in the fields of sociology,
psychology, and economics give ample evidence that
unconscious processes monitor, control, and guide
the way we pursue goals and largely determine our
approaches to changes in the environment.7,8,10,14–16

Some developmental aspects of the
unconscious: map making and self-states

The vast unconscious and the neural maps within
it are described by Antonio Damasio2 as encoded
neural organizations, networks, or maps. These
networks are characterized by different patterns of
synchronized activity as the brain responds to stim-
uli with either neural activity or rest. The different
neural configurations are mediated by various neu-
rotransmitters. As these neural circuits react to sim-
ilar stimuli in the same pattern (of firing or resting),
they create clusters of neural responses throughout
all brain regions. Neurons that fire together stay
connected (unfortunately, the significant role of
epigenetics in this process cannot be covered in this
paper). The reinforced combination of on-and-off
firings of neuron clusters in response to stimuli
create neural networks or maps, and these are asso-
ciated with specific developmental situations.2,4,12

Throughout development and on the basis of
many repeated interactions within differing inter-
personal contexts, we all develop more than one
emotional and behavioral map. Accordingly, we
experience different states of mind. What is impor-
tant for us to remember is that maps are amalgams of
experiences. They include the feelings, perceptions,
bodily sensations, cognitions, and defensive reac-
tions specific to repeated interactions or emotional
situations. It takes similar experiences to strengthen
a particular map.

At any time, a fraction of such networks gives
rise to conscious experiences or conscious self-
states.2,4,17 Although unconscious brain circuits
operate out of awareness, they are active and con-
stant participants in our perceptions and responses
to all internal and external stimuli. Brain, body,
and environment are inextricably linked at all times,
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from the perceptions and interpretations of all stim-
uli, to the emotional and behavioral responses that
follow.18,19

It is also helpful to realize that, although mem-
ories encoded in early childhood remain implicit,
they nonetheless become part of a neural map and
thus retain ongoing influence on perceptions and
behaviors. Early memories are not explicit or acces-
sible because the hippocampus, the memory center,
is fully online only after 4 or 5 years of age.

In the course of developing one’s sense of self,
the child’s immature cognitive abilities can lead to
negative self-centric interpretations as to the mean-
ing of interpersonal events. These also become part
of a neural map. Through a process of intersub-
jective identification with the parents—an essential
aspect of development—the source of painful and
traumatic experiences will be perceived by the child
as his/her “fault” rather than emanating from the
parent’s emotions and behavior. Feelings of shame,
fear, and humiliation, for example, become a justi-
fied and unquestioned part of the child’s sense of
self, further reinforcing a negative self-concept.20 In
addition, the child’s innate tendency to learn and
internalize emotional and interpersonal “lessons,”
coupled with the need to protect the parent at all
cost, often result in negative feelings and thoughts
that are turned against the self in painfully irrational
ways. This seems to be the root of our negative and
mostly irrational feelings about ourselves.

As development continues, new experiences
are perceived through, and incorporated into,
the already existing neural maps.2,12 This fur-
ther strengthens specific adaptational organizations,
response patterns, and defenses that successfully
maintain the child’s internal sense of well-being.

Automatically and outside of awareness, these
networks continue to scan the environment for
familiar reminders and treat perceived and actual
challenges according to old implicit convictions and
beliefs.2,9,21–25 To use our example again, children
or adults primed to perceive slights or rejection will
unconsciously be on the lookout for “signs” of rejec-
tion, seeing them where they may not really exist.

The enacted unconscious

This is what the brain does well: automatically,
and out of awareness, it implements past lessons
so that we do not have to relearn things each time.
The repeated enaction (a very useful term coined

by Varela et al.26) of neural/self-systems or pat-
terns gives expression to perceptual biases, emo-
tional patterns, automatic cognitive interpretations,
and defenses. Varela et al.,26 like many others (e.g.,
Colombetti18 and Gendlin27), stress the embodied
properties of the mind and their tendency to be
enacted on the environment.

The unknowable, then, still gets to be expressed
and thus can be identified, recognized, and reflected
on. We reveal our unconscious maps in the unique
ways in which we think, feel, and behave. It is
true that much of the encoded content of fused
and associated memories, especially those that go
back to a preverbal time, is not accessible to explicit
recall. However, through repeated emotional and
behavioral manifestations, we do get to witness
the nature of particular unconscious patterns. If
we become sufficiently aware, the automatic and
repeated expressions of our perceptual, emotional,
cognitive, and behavioral tendencies can indicate
some of our underlying brain/mind self-systems. It
is not surprising that the motor areas in our brain
are closely intertwined with all other functions.12

This process of recreation happens automatically
and outside of awareness whenever we respond to
the external environment and to signals arising from
within us. Past encoded emotional, cognitive, and
behavioral patterns are always being resurrected in
the present. They blend the past, the present, the
conscious, and the unconscious.27–29

Self–other narratives as expressions
of unconscious self-systems

This section briefly explores one of the most familiar
characteristics of unconscious self-states or maps:
the all-consuming and utterly believable negative
convictions and narratives about the self and others.
These emotional/cognitive beliefs, frequently dis-
torted, are an inseparable part of unregulated emo-
tional states. Such self–other narratives can acquire
an intrusive, autonomous life; they surface unbid-
den and flare up as familiar thoughts, fantasies,
or images. They end up dominating our intrapsy-
chic and interpersonal experience. As an expression
of unconscious patterns, negative narratives that
automatically rise to the surface during stressful sit-
uations can shed light on unconscious–conscious
processes.

In essence, a recurrent negative narrative about
the self or others gives an emotionally stressful state
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its familiar shape and feel and intensifies its harm-
ful qualities. In the midst of an unregulated state,
the visceral, emotional, and cognitive are totally
intertwined; feelings are fueled by words, and the
words we tell ourselves reinforce the negative state.
Neurally, and therefore experientially, they are one
and the same. To quote Panksepp and Biven30

(p. 451): “in humans these [affective states] are
always accompanied by cognitive changes, such as
emotionally entangled attributions, ruminations, all
sort of plans and worries.” These joined expres-
sions of emotion and thought embody an impor-
tant aspect of our unconscious and reveal a great
deal about our implicit patterns.

As we see in our clinical work, such narratives—
easily activated during stressful situations or in the
transference—tend to be harsh and judgmental.
They tend to be distorted, at times clearly removed
from one’s impartial reality. How is it that a more
balanced perspective is lost and that what remains
is the conviction that one’s negative assessment of
the present situation is the only correct one? Being
an integral part of unconscious maps, such narra-
tives repeatedly enact unconscious self-states, bring-
ing hidden emotions, experiences, memories, and
the cognitive beliefs and interpretations embedded
within them to the fore.

A brief example: the case of Amya

Amy, a professional woman in her 30s, sought ther-
apy after starting a new job, for which she had under-
gone weeks of stressful interviews. In spite of her
wish for a smooth transition, she experienced strong
feelings of discomfort and anxiety from the first day
in her new position, as well as physical symptoms
of light-headedness, palpitations, and shortness of
breath. These feelings were followed by a state of
inertia and fatigue.

Amy was terrified she might not be able to fulfill
the demands of the new job. Thoughts of inevitable
failure were constantly on her mind. She was certain
she was already failing, because she was not proving
herself fast enough, and thereby disappointing those
who had placed trust in her. Attempting to unsuc-
cessfully fight her anxious feelings and the familiar

aAmy’s case is not based on any one patient but is an
amalgam of the difficulties encountered by many.

sense of lethargy that followed only made her feel
more defeated. At this point she came for treatment.

From the beginning of therapy, Amy knew that
in the past she had successfully held a great deal
of responsibility in very visible positions. She was
quite familiar with the new job’s environment, if
not its details. In spite of these realizations, her
discomfort did not lessen; on the contrary, it grew
to a painful and distracting level. Glumly, she said
that because she felt so exhausted, she had a diffi-
cult time actually achieving what she most wanted:
to become engaged again and perform successfully.
What quickly became apparent was Amy’s repeated
pattern of “falling apart” each time she started a
new project, always sinking for a while into what she
experienced as a confusing disconnect from reality.

Amy knew she was capable, and yet she had no
access to her feelings of competency. In school, each
new grade, and, later, each new work situation began
with the same self-doubts and intense fears of being
judged. The question that perplexed her most con-
cerned her inability to “learn from reality.” After
all, she had gone through these experiences in the
past and had ended up performing well, ultimately
enjoying both school and work.

Her puzzlement about the repetitious nature of
the repeated fear of failing captured, in effect, the
tenacity of implicit cognitive/affective states asso-
ciated with particular situations. It highlights how
difficult it is to differentiate in real time between past
experiences and a present that, although it carries
emotional similarities, is entirely different. Amy’s
difficulties remind us that, during emotional dys-
regulation, the distorted narratives about the self are
subjectively experienced as being entirely couched
in objective facts and therefore justified. In this case,
under the normal stress of a new job, an unconscious
internal certainty of extreme self-doubt and fear of
being incompetent became the only dimension of
Amy’s experience.

The roots of repetitions: the relationship
between cortical and subcortical brain
regions

Unconscious self-systems repeat themselves when
the influence of subcortical regions (e.g., the cere-
bellum and the basal ganglia, which encode pro-
cedural learning and all emotional, cognitive, and
behavioral habits) overrides the influence of higher
level cortical areas. When this happens, subcortical
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neural messages bias the prefrontal cortex to inter-
pret perceptions in an inflexible way that entirely
relies on old maps and patterns. New information
is not processed. In an interpersonal situation, for
example, when an entrenched prediction is biased
toward a humiliating outcome, as in Amy’s uncon-
scious world, the subcortical networks release old
emotional habits and behaviors regardless of their
adaptability to new situations.21 As in her case, pre-
dictions regarding certain failure, shame, and poten-
tial humiliation were based on an internal model
alone, so they did not take into account the clear
and fresh aspects embedded in the current reality.
These faulty predictive processes encoded long ago
led to distorted expectations and predictions.22,23

The links between conscious and unconscious
functioning, for example, between subcortical
regions and the prefrontal cortex and its various
executive functions,31 explain the sway that uncon-
scious processes have over higher executive func-
tions. It is important to underline the brain/mind’s
propensity to employ existing maps in the constant
effort to make sense of and interpret reality. We
can all recognize in ourselves this tendency to see
the world according to what we already know—
according to our subcortical maps.

The brain/mind favors automaticity. An auto-
mated response is one that occurs without conscious
participation, biasing the prefrontal cortex to release
old patterns in a rigid and repetitive way. Imaging
studies show that automatic behaviors demand less
effort and stimulate less activation than deliberate
behaviors.11,28 Similarly, there is a decrease in brain
activation during learning, which indicates that rep-
resentations within the brain have become more
efficient as automaticity has taken hold.21

The (im)possibility of change: concluding
thoughts

The continuous tug between the habitual power of
the unconscious and the weaker ability of the pre-
frontal cortex’s efforts to slow down and reflect2,24

explains how unconscious patterns seem to have
a life of their own, often winning over conscious
intention and willful decisions. This characteris-
tic explains what we often witness: a tendency to
feel, behave, and interpret the world in very famil-
iar and predictable ways, even when circumstances
differ. These guiding systems work against us. This
also explains why the occasional insight and even a

determination to act differently often fail at achiev-
ing enduring change. In this case, the brain/mind
habits override intention and motivation.

However, we are not simply doomed to only
repeat old patterns. The more deliberate, higher
order functions of the prefrontal cortex provide
autonomy from fast, thoughtless behaviors; but to
enhance the ability to override automaticity, we need
to recruit the slowed-down reflective capacities. This
capacity can be especially effective when reflec-
tive awareness occurs in the midst of an emotional
experience.

For many patients, unless mindful efforts are
exerted in the midst of emotional dysregulation,32

the automatic activation of subcortical networks
can overcome the slower and reflective prefrontal
cortex.33,34 Understanding the powerful forces
of repetition and resistance, while at the same
time attempting to empathically nudge patients
toward greater awareness, can be therapeutically
successful.35–37 All therapeutic changes are really
changes in neural networks, the emotional network
in particular, and the many associations and cogni-
tive convictions stemming from them.38

As part of any therapeutic process, we need to
recognize and address the built-in difficulties that
resist change and unconsciously and automatically
repeat relational, defensive, emotional, and behav-
ioral patterns. A better knowledge of unconscious
processes and their embeddedness within our neu-
robiology will enable us all to tackle and ameliorate
difficult patterns with more empathy and effective-
ness. Understanding the power of reflective aware-
ness to slow down harmful automatic processes39

can greatly inform such efforts.
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