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Recent advances in basic evolutionary biology have trans
formed ethology, but have had little impact on psychoand-
yss. As evolutionary gpproaches to human behavior begin
to focus on the specific behavior regulaion mechanisms
that have been shaped by natural selection, psychodynamic
mechanisms become natura objects of inquiry. The capac-
ity for represson is a the core of psychodynamics, and
must be explained fird. It is a firg-class evolutionary mys-
tery because it digtorts redity, it contributes to maladapta-
tion, and because existing explanations have been outmod-
ed by advances in evolutionary theory.

The evolutionary biologists Trivers and Alexander have
each proposed that represson conceals motives from the
«f, and thus better concedls them from others so that
sdfish motives can be covertly pursued. This dartling idea
becomes plausible when viewed in the light of modern
dudies of animd relationships and communication. Sever-
a other functions of represson aso enhance fitness by
decelving the sdif to better decelve others, but repression
may function more generdly by digtorting redity whenever
accurate perception would be maladaptive. Although re-
presson sometimes assists short-term strategies of manipu-
lation (chegting), it more often asssts long-term Srategies
that depend on maintenance of secure relationships.

This pogtion is largey consgent with exising psycho-
andytic theory. The specific ego defenses can be under-
sood as specidized capacities for deceiving others. The
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ubiquity of intrgosychic conflict between id wishes and
superego/ego inhibitions may have been shaped by the con-
dant choices that must be made between sdlfish Srategies
that offer a short-term benefit with a long-term socia cog,
versus dtruistic drategies that exact a short-term cost but
offer the possbility of a long-term reciprocity benefit.
Other psychodynamic characteristics of the mind, Oedipal
wishes, cadtration anxiety, trandference, and so0 forth, dso
require evolutionary explanations. In the process of the
search for them, psychoandysis may find the foundation
in basic biology that it has long sought, and evolutionary
biology may find that some of the evolved mechanisms
that regulate human behavior have dready been carefully
sudied by psychoanalyss.

WHY DO HUMANS HAVE THE CAPACITY FOR
REPRESSION?

Does represson offer a sdective advantage by serving some
adaptive function that resulted in natural sdlection shaping 1t to its
present form? Or is better viewed as an epiphenomenon of some
other functional unit of the bran? It is now possble to address
these quedtions in a fundamentaly new way. We dready have,
thanks to psychoanaytic investigations, a degp understanding of
the way in which represson modulates the expresson of impulses
and the incorporation of stimuli. Clinicians have sarted from the
observed fact of represson and have carefully studied itsrole in the
mental economy. In this sense, the functions of represson ae
aready well understood. The new question that has not been ad-
dressed iswhy represson is necessary et dl.

Why did natural selection shape such a complex and gpparently
unwiddily gpparatus, when much smpler mechanisms might have
saved the same functions equdly wel? Does the capecity for
repression offer special advantages over a smpler system? The
evolutionary function of the human capacity for represson is not
a dl obvious. It is of great importance, however, because the
accumulated knowledge of psychodynamics remans largely out-
gde of the dructure of the rest of science. If recent advances in
evolutionary theory can provide a foundation for psychodynamics
in basc biology, then there can be hope that the integration will
lead to rapid progress.

The fact of represson is a the very core of psychodynamics. It
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must be the gtarting point for a condderation of the evolutionary
functions of psychodynamic capecities. It remains an anomalous
and awkward concept that has kept psychoanaysis apart from the
re of science. Attempts to understand it from an evolutionary
perspective might promote the links that psychoandysts have long
sought with biology. It might convince many people who remain
skeptical about the whole idea of represson, and who are thus
unable to benefit from psychodynamic theories of human
behavior.

From an evolutionist’s point of view, the capacity for represson
holds specid interest. Fird, the focus of evolutionary studies of
human behavior is changing from the study of gross correaions
between behavior patterns and reproductive success, to the study
of the behavior regulation mechanisms that have been shaped by
natura selection. Psychodynamic mechanisms are likdy to have
been shaped by naturd selection, so it is of great interest to try to
understand how they contribute to Darwinian fitness. Even more
important, represson appears to be maladaptive. Represson dis-
torts the experience of redlity. How can such digtortion be helpful?
Furthermore, represson and the defenses that maintain it are re-
goongble for dl manner of human suffering and ineffectiveness
An evolutionist might well expect that a person without represson
would have a subgtantial sdlective advantage, and that the trait of
represson should be quickly eiminated by naturd sdection. It
turns out, of course, that inability to repress is a serious liability.
The desgn of the mind requires represson, even for dedling with
everyday matters. The expectations of naive evolutionists are at
variance with the observations of psychoandysts. This discrepan-
cy gives gpecid interest to the problem of the evolution of
represson.

A PROPOSAL ABOUT REPRESSON

Evolutionary biologists have developed a rdatively specific pro-
posal about the function of represson, but they started, not from
clinical knowledge about represson, but from studies of anima
relationships and communication. Whenever animas assist each
other by exchanges of resources or favors, an individua who can
gain atiny advantage with every exchange will have a reproductive
advantage over the individua who is exploited. Wherever a com-
munication system has evolved, there will aso be opportunities to
increase fitness by the use of deception. Indeed, the more carefully
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biologists look, the more extensve and exquisite are the systems of
deception they find. A dramatic example is the ability of predatory
fireflies to mimic the light flash pettern of a femde of another
species (Lloyd, 1986). The dluring flashes draw maes who are
looking for mates. A mae who cannot detect the deception is
devoured; one with better discrimination skills escapes to repro-
duce with a femde of his own species. This causes rgpid selection
for ability to detect such deceptions, which, in turn, causes strong
sdection for the ability of the predatory fireflies to deceive dill
better. The escdating spiral of sdection for deceptive abilities and
abilities to detect deception is very much like an arms race-there
is no winning, only the evolution of more and more complex and

costly but essentid systems.

This has suggested to biologigts that humans should have exten-
sve capacities for deceiving each other. The crucia next step has
been taken by Alexander (1975, 1979, 1987) and Trivers (1976,
1985). Each has argued that being aware of on€'s own motives
might make it difficult to hide them adequately and that the capac-
ity for represson may, therefore, offer a sdective advantage by
increasing the ability to deceive others about the pursuit of covert
sfish motives. Thus, people who can sdf-deceptively beieve
themsdlves to be dtruigic while they are, in fact, pursuing sefish
moatives, will have higher Darwinian fitness, on the average, then
people who are conscioudy aware of their red motives. In isola
tion, this idea seems bizarre, and unworthy of consderation. In
the context of modern evolutionary biology, however, it is a short
and natural extenson of current idess. This proposal cannot be
caefully consdered without firgt addressing other explanations of
represson, and the selective forces that have shaped the human
mind. | present the proposa here in sketchy outline, so the reader
will have some notion of where the argument is headed.

Biologists have concluded that self-deception may be a useful
trait and have ssumbled on the fact of repression, while psycholo-
giss have been studying the mechanisms of represson for severd
generations. Clearly they should have much to say to each other. A
diadogue has been opened by Badcock (1986) in The Problem of
Altruism, and in articles by Lockard and by Slavin, but this mgor
problem has otherwise attracted little attention. This artticle ad-
dresses the problem of the evolution of represson and aso consid-
ers the origins of the defenses, and intrgpsychic conflict. The god
is to convince the reader that the facts discovered by psychoandy-
gs need evolutionary explanations of how they have been shaped

264 NESSE

by naturad sdection. The drategy is to propose evolutionary func-
tions for a variety of psychodynamic phenomena, in hopes that
some will be convincing, and that the others will a least illudtrate
worthy problems.

SEVERAL INADEQUATE EXPLANATIONS

Why is effective represson so essentid to the norma operation
of the mind? Four intuitively agopeding possbilities that are com-
monly proposed turn out to be insufficient in the light of modern
evolutionary theory: (1) represson limits the burden on the centra
processing unit of the mind; (2) represson regulates the intensity
of sensations dlowed into the mind; (3) repression results from the
operation of brain mechanisms and these mechanisms provide a
auffident  explanation; and (4) represson is essentid for the
smooth functionin% of society.

Fird, there is the posshility that represson functions to focus
the mind's energy on the task at hand so0 the centra processor is
not overloaded. The capacity of any information processing device
is limited, so efficiency is served by a mechanism that prioritizes
tasks and presents them one at a time to the central processor. A
person who smultaneoudy tries to cook dinner, write plays, and
plan how to ask for araiseis likely to do poorly at the table, with
the critics, and- in the payroll line. Smilarly, a person who has the
capacity to dismiss previoudy considered dternative plans that will
not be used has an advantage. When one expressway is taken in-
sead of another, it is wasteful to think about the problems that
might have come up on the dternate route. Represson may well
serve these functions to some extent, but active firm represson is
not only not needed to ded with these Stuations, it may result in
disadvantages. Suppression, or other mechanisms that regulate
attention, would be sufficient. 1t must be acknowledged that re-
presson does function to keep urgent drives out of awareness.
Because it is unnecessary to have full-fledged represson for this
purpose done, however, it is worthwhile to consider the possibility
that its drive regulaion function is a derivaive of some other
origind  function.

A related possihility is that represson regulates the intengity of
dimulation o as to avoid overwhedming the mechanisms of the
mind, in the same way that the ey€'s iris regulates the simulation
admitted to the retina (Shevrin, 1962). Thisis an observed function
that represson does serve, but again, the question is why other
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sampler more flexible mechaniams wouldn’t suffice. Also, it is less
externd gimuli than internd drives tha are regulated. It would
seem smple enough for naturad selection to modulate the force of
such drives, ingead of creating a whole separate machinery of
repression to control them in a secondary way. In summary, repres-
sion does regulate the experience and expression of drives, but this
function does not offer a complete explanaion of the digtinct
nature of represson. The regulation of drives may be a derivative
that has emerged after the capacity for repression was created for
some other purpose.

It is clear that the capacity for repression, like dl other menta
capacities, results from operation of the brain. It we had a com-
plete understanding of the wiring of al the brain’s neurons, would
this explain represson? It would be one part of a proximate expla:
nation, but the evolutionary explanation of represson is a com-
pletely separate matter. Biologica traits require both a proximate
explanation of anatomy and physiology and aso an evolutionary
explanation (sometimes caled an ultimate explanation) of the se-
lective forces that have shaped them to their present form. Recog-
nition of the need for two separate kinds of explanations for bio-
logicd phenomena is a broad conceptua advance, reatively
unappreciated in psychology, the history of which is detaled in
Mayr's (1982) Growth of Biological Thought. Tinbergen (1963)
and others have used this didtinction for years, but the case is
epecidly dearly summarized by Mayr:

... Nno biologicad problem is solved until both the proximae and the evolu-
tionary causation has been elucidated. Furthermore, the study of evolu-
tionary causes is as legitimate a pat of biology as is the dudy of the usudly
physco-chemicd  proximate causss. (p. 73

Mayr describes biology as two related but distinct areas of

inquiry:
... biology can be dvided into the dudy of proximate causes, the subject
of physiologicd sciences (broadly conceived), and into the <udy of ulti-
mae (evolutionary) causes, the subject matter of naturd history. . . . The
two hiologies that are concerned with the two kinds of causations are
remarkably self-contained. Proximate causes relate to the function of an
organism and its parts as well as its development, from functional mor-
phology down to biochemistry. Evolutionary, historicd, or ultimate causes,
on the other hand, attempt to explain why an organism isthe way it is.
Organisms, in contrast to inanimate objects, have two different sets of
causes because organisms have a genetic program. . . . (pp. 67, 68)
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For example, a complete explanation of a firefly’s glow requires
both a proximate explanation of how the glow organ works (its
anatomy, physiology, and regulatory mechanisms), and adso an
evolutionary explanation of why the glow apparatus was shaped by
natura sdection (it increases fitness by sarving the function of
locating mates). Psychiatry and psychology have generdly only
sought proximate causes (Nesse, 1984, 1987), but this is about to
change dramaticdly as more and more scientists recognize the
magor advances that an evolutionary perspective has brought to
the fidd of anima behavior. A proximate explanation of repres-
son will require underganding of menta function & many leves
of organization-brain anatomy, neura dructure and function,
and cognition and the mechaniams of psychodynamics. But even if
the wiring and anatomic details of every neuron were known, and
psychologica mechanisms were described in detail, a separate evo-
lutionary explanation for the existence of represson would ill be
necessary.

The second gppeding but inadequate explanation for repres
son- that it is necessary for the existence of society-is under-
mined by another recent advance in evolutionary theory. Most
people 4ill think, as biologists once did, that naturd selection
operates for the benefit of a species. This turns out to be incorrect.
It now is clear that naturd sdlection is week at the leve of the
group as compared with the levd of the individuad, and the bene-
fits that result in sdection of a trait dmost dways go to individuds
and their genes, not to groups or species. This issue was brought to
a head by the problem of how to explain dtruitic behaviors. In
biology, dtruism is a technicd term that refers to behavior that
helps another individua but that results in a net fitness cogt to the
individud who performs it. The exisgence of dtruisic behaviors
has been awkward for evolutionary theory from the beginning.
How, for ingtance, could the tendency of the honeybee to sting
intruders be explained? The individua bee dies in the process, s0
bees with this trait are a a sdective disadvantage and the trait
should therefore be diminated. What about the predator warning
cdl given by birds and ground squirrels? How can these be main-
tained, since the caler with the genes for this trait is at increased
risk of predation? Such dtruistic behaviors do benefit the group
and the species, and these benefits were widdly accepted as a suffi-
cient explanaion durin%]the fird part of this century. As knowl-
edge about genes and their role in evolution grew, however, such
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“group-sdection” explanations were recognized to be unsatisfac-
tory, but they perssted because no dternative was available.

The problem of dtruism was solved by William Hamilton in
1964. He recognized that kin have some proportion of genes that
are exactly identicd, therefore, a gene that increases the surviva or
reproduction of enough kin can become more frequent in the gene
poal even if it causes the degth of the individud. This idea of “kin
section” is the mogt sgnificant single advance in modern evolu-
tionary behaviord biology. It can be quantitatively Stated as fol-
lows. a gene that induces dtruistic behavior will be sdected for
whenever the cog to the dtruigt is less than the benefit to kin times
the proportion of genes in common (C<B#*r). This is often illus
trated by W. B. S. Haldan€e's apocrypha reply when he was asked
whether he would give his life for his brother. “No,” he said, “Not
for one brother. But | would for two brothers. Or eight cousing!”
Hamilton's indght provided the long-sought dternative for group
sdection and thus invdidated most exigting evolutionary explana:
tions for behaviord traits and smultaneoudy set a new and much
more explicit criterion for evolutionary explanations of behavior.
An evolutionary explanation must now demondrate how the be-
havior increases the frequency in the gene pool of the genes that
are responsble for it. This gene' s eye view of behavior was adopted
mogt explicitly by Dawkinsin The Selfish Gene (1976).

The demise of group-sdection explanations means that the ca-
pacity for represson cannot be explained by its benefit to society in
generd. Any adaptive function proposed to explain repression
must increase the reproductive success of the individud or its kin.
But, how can represson possibly increase reproductive success?
Repression often seems to decrease reproductive success, for in-
dance, when it results in sexud inhibitions. On the other Sde, the
absence of represson often seems beneficia. People who have
been psychoanalyzed, for example, can become aware of primitive
impulses without acting on them. If digtortion of redity is disad-
vantageous and awareness of repressed materia is advantageous,
why hasn't natural sdection shaped a mind that operates this way
in the firg place? From an evolutionary perspective, the fact of
repression is a fird-class mysery. Like dtruiam, it is an anomaly,
and, therefore, of specid interest to biologists because the study of
traits that seem incompatible with evolutionary theory has often
led to important advances.

What about the whole enterprise of trying to understand capaci-
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ties like represson from an evolutionary viewpoint? Is it somehow
logicaly flaved or illegitimate? Some dill confuse evolutionary
explandions with teleologica thinking, even though teleology has
been largely diminaied from biology and bears only supeficid
resemblance to evolutionary explanations. Among biologids this is
seadily less of a problem, but many others do not understand that
teleologica explandtions tribute cause to future events (an intrin-
gcdly illogicd ides) while evolutionary explanations of a trait are
based on forces of sdection in the past. The functions of a trait
result in higher than average Dawinian fitness, but no god
directedness Is implied. It is Smply that those organisms who sur-
vive and reproduce the mogt effectively end up passing on more of
their genes.

A different possble fundamentd flaw, one that must be taken
more serioudy, is the posshility that certain capacities may not
have any evolutionary function. It is certainly not correct to dis
miss dl searches for the evolutionary functions of human menta
traits, but it remains conceivable that some traits, perhaps includ-
ing represson, are merely epiphenomena of other functiona units
of the mentd apparatus. It is possble that represson might serve
severd functions, and it might serve them poorly because of con-
draints imposed by the available precursors or the vagaries of
selection. How is one to tell which biologica characters have been
shaped by naturd sdlection and which have not, which are exquis-
tely adgpted to ther function and which are poor compromises?
There are no agreed-upon standards of evidence, so such questions
tend quickly to become muddled.

Often, the most convincing evidence that a trait has been direct-
ly shaped by natural sdlection (and serves a function and is there-
fore not an epiphenomenon) is found in a congderation of how its
form fits its function. The same argument that supports the pro-
posed specific hypothes's about function also may be used to sup-
port the generd premise that the trait being consdered has been
shaped by naturd selection. Congderation of these issues has d-
ready filled many books and no consensus in Sght. It is clear to me
that not dl traits serve functions, a trait may serve more than one
function, traits are rardy perfectly adapted to their function, mul-
tiple phylogentic and random factors constrain adaptation, and
daing a plaugble function for a trat is vedly different from a
scientific test of a specific hypotheses about the function of a trait.
Nonetheless, it is perfectly legitimate to try to understand the evo-
lutionary functions and origins of dl biologicd trats incuding
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psychological ones, and this often is best accomplished by assum-
ing thet they serve some specific functions, and then seeing if this
conjecture parsmonioudy accounts for the evidence and makes
new predictions that turn out to be correct.

In the specific case of the capacity for repression, there are
severd reasons to think that it is not an epiphenomenon or a result
of drift or other happenstance. Repression is complex, it is conss-
tently present in people, and it is intimately connected with behav-
iors crucia to reproductive success. Though not foolproof, these
criteria make it more likely that represson was shaped by natura
Section.

WHY ISN'T THE HUMAN MIND SIMPLER?

The human mind is inordinately complex and delicate, as com-
pared with any number of designs that can be readily imagined.
The quirks that make it complex and ddlicate (repression, intrapsy-
chic conflict, etc.) cannot readily be explained as mere necessary
parts of the apparatus. This further judtifies serious consderation
of the posshility that the psychodynamic gpparatus evolved to
sarve specific, important, and perhaps peculiar functions. Imag-
ined dternate possible designs for the human mind do not offer a
strong argument, but they can undermine the easy assumption that
no other kind of mind is possble than the one we have. Alterna
tives are possible, and the capacities for represson and defenses
are thus especialy worthy of our best attempts to provide an evolu-
tionary explanation.

For example, the ego defenses seem obvioudy necessary to make
represson posshle But why isn't smple represson sufficient?
Why are there so many defenses, and why are they so elaborate? At
every moment, a barrage of primitive impulses struggle for expres-
son without our least awareness. Projection, reaction formation,
sublimation, and the rest of the defenses are not in evidence, Sm-
ple unadorned repression is sufficient. One would think that natu-
ra sdection would have strengthened this cepacity o that we
could be spared the energy drain, digtraction, and distortion of
redlity that are required by the use of other defenses. Y, there is
not just represson, but more than two dozen distinct defenses.
Why is this? The smple explanation, that they are necessary for
represson, is a proximate explanation and does not adequately
explain their exigence. Slavin (1985), in the main published atide
that addresses the quegtion, puts it well,
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The inherent need to disguise and subjectively misrepresent reality which is
implied in the operation of ego defense would seem to be, on the face of it,
a dysfunctional and maladaptive process. (p. 413)

The capacity for represson in generd, as diginct from the specific
defense mechanism of repression, is dso problematic, as dready
noted, because it digtorts redity. People can function perfectly well
with conscious awareness of many primitive impulses that they
need not act on. Why wasn't the mind designed this way in the first
place? At the very least, one might expect suppressed impulses to
be available to consciousness with modest effort. In fact, however,
much repression is impenetrable. We recognize what is repressed
only by its dim reflections in dreams, dips of the tongue, and
otherwise inexplicable pargpraxes and symptoms. The whole pro-
cess takes large amounts of energy and distracts us from important
concerns. It is implausible that represson exists merely to control
impulses or to smplify mentd life.

The congtant presence of intrgpsychic conflict a the core of the
mind is dso problematic. Warring forces clash congantly. The
battles are two-sded: id impulses versus ego representations of
externa redity and superego norms. These conflicts waste sub-
dantid time and energy. Why not have a smpler sysem that sets
the priority of a variety of drives according to current needs, op-
portunities, and risks? Why are there only two forces instead of
many opposing forces advocating for a variety of behaviors that
conflict in multifaceted ways? The enduring oppodtion of im-
pulses and inhibitions a the center of the mental gpparatus is an
unseemly design. Is there some reason why there are just two main
motivationd sysems that ae so inherently in conflict? What ex-
actly is conflict between? Id impulses and ego representations of
superego inhibitions, yes, but wha evolutionary functions could
have shaped these agencies? For what do they advocate, and why?

The human mind is far more complex than it needs to be, the
cagpacities for defenses and represson do not seem intringcaly
necessary, and the two-sided conflicts at the center of psychologi-
cd life seem wasteful. This does not imply that naturd sdlection
aways cregtes the smplest possble structure, but the mind could
have been shaped to a multitude of other forms that would have
been ampler, more efficient, and less fragile. Why is the human
mind so complex? Are the convoluted patterns of our minds mere-
ly remnants of phylogenetic paths, quirks of evolutionary history,
and condraints on pefection? Or, is there some reason, some
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specid sdection pressure, that accounts for the Byzantine com-
plexity of the mind?

DETERMINATES OF HUMAN
REPRODUCTIVE  SUCCESS

Before addressing repression and the defenses, we must consider
the factors that determine human reproductive success. Strength,
speed, and ability to resst infections are dl important to survivd,
and therefore to Darwinian fitness. But, Darwinian fitness is deter-
mined entirely by reproductive success of the sdf and kin; surviva
is important only as it contributes to this (Nesse, 1988). Thus, it is
no surprise that psychic energy is fundamentaly sexud in charac-
ter, that sexud thoughts are pervasive in human mentd life, and
that sexud pleasure is intense. In the concept of libido, Freud
remarkably anticipated a perspective that has come to dominate
evolutionary thinking only in recent decades. Reproduction is cru-
cid to fitness, but what specific factors determine human repro-
ductive success? Generd robustness and physica skills are impor-
tant , but far more important is the ability to conduct relationships.
Alexander (1989) has argued this at length and the following sec-
tion depends subgtantialy on his work. People evolved in smal
groups and their socia sKills in these groups must have been mgjor
determinants of ther reproductive success. Relationships increase
fitness not only by exchanges of help with kin, but aso by gaining
the benefits of reciprocity with others, that is, by exchanging fa
vors when that offers a net benefit to both parties. In such circum-
stances, especidly if the exchange is ddayed or in different curren-
cies, both flagrant defection and subtle chesting are expected and
inevitable. To succeed rdative to someone ese, which is the only
kind of success that is preserved in gene frequencies, an individua
must be able to gain a little more than the average other person.
This leads to an unending arms race. The sysem that results
should smultaneoudy dlow the individud to regp the benefits of
reciprocity exchanges, to protect himsdf or hersdf from gross and
subtle forms of cheeting, and to practice those forms of cheating
and exploitation that loca conditions make adagptive. Individuas
should differ, not in being dtruists or cheaters, but in drategies
they use to manipulate others ﬁTrivers, 1981). These ahilities to
negotiate relaionships successfully and to form and use dliances
effectivedly may be the most complex human skills. In the
100,000 years, as physica forces of sdection have become less
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important, the ability to negotiate relationships successfully has
become vastly more important. This sdection pressure should be
reflected in the distinctive characteridtics of the human mind.

INTRAPSYCHIC CONFLICT

Intrgpsychic conflict is such an obvious feeture of the mentd
landscape that we take it for granted. It is easy to assume that no
dterndtive is possble. We know that conflict is generdly between
the impulses of the id and the inhibitions of the ego representa
tions of redity and superego. But what congtituencies are repre-
sented on each side?

It is not amply different drives. When a hungry person is read-
ing a good book, there is a conflict and the hunger may be re-
pr for a time, but there is no difficulty in becoming aware of
it if one wants to. What about the conflicts that interest us, those
that result in firm represson and defensve operations? What are
they between? It is a question that Freud addressed repeatedly, but
never answered satisfactorily (MacDonald, 1986; Sulloway, 1979).
At one time | suspected that naturd sdection might have created
two diginct channedls of motivation, one to motivate behaviors
that directly increase an individua’s reproductive success, and an-
other indirectly increases fitness by helping kin. Although at first
attractive, the idea does not fit with clinica evidence. For ingtance,
when a mother is conflicted about whether to feed hersdf first or
her baby, it isn’'t obvious what the role of the superego is. The wish
to feed the baby seems to emerge as much from the id as the
superego.

A conjecture that better fits the evidence is based on the obser-
vation that people often must choose between two dternaives,
one that offers immediate satisfaction (that directly increases per-
sond reproductive success) and one that offers delayed satisfac-
tion, usudly via dtruigic sdf-sacrifice in the short run with the
expectation of a net gain via reciprocation in the long run. On the
one sde, id impulses push toward behaviors that lead to immediate
and direct increases in fitness. On the other sde, superego and ego
use guilt and anxiety to decrease the likdihood of these impulsive
behaviors and motivate, by sdf-esteem and other emotiond satis-
factions, behaviors that help someone dse in the short run. Such
conflicts are not limited to certain people or circumstances, we dl
face them dl the time. When a beautiful woman suggests a second
drink to a young man who is supposed to drive a friend to the
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arport, the dilemma can be excruciating. Such Stuations are 0
common, and the payoffs that result from different choices are
likely to be so different in amount and kind, that natura sdlection
may have divided mativetion into two streams, one to advocate for
eech drategy. The id motivates behaviors that result in an immedi-

ate benefit a some cogt to reputation and relationships; the super-

€go motivates behaviors tha result in an immediate cog, but that
provide delayed benefits via reciprocity rdationships. The intengty
and ubiquity of conflicts between the two forces are an indication
of the importance of such decisons. A person who dways takes
the short-term dtrategy will have few friends and will be atacked
by the group. A person who aways gives way to the needs and

expectations of others is likdy to have fewer children than his or

her friendexploiters. The crucid fithess decisons humans must
make are amog dways between dtruism and sdfishness, just as
mora philosophers have long recognized. The dilemma is present
in every Studtion a every indant. Making these decisions correctly
is S0 crucid to human reproductive success that they are the centra

focus of our morad codes and our thinking, both conscious and

unconscious. Freud's digtinction between id and superego pardles
two inherently conflicting drategies for maximizing fitness Con-

tinuous mentad conflict may be essentid because autometicaly
giving the upper hand to ether dtrategy leads to fitness disagter.

REPRESSION

An evolutionary explandion that accounts for represson must
propose some benefit that comes from rigidly and completely ex-
cuding an idea from consciousness, while yet keeping it near the
centers of motivation. Such a proposa has been mentioned severa
times by Trivers and by Alexander over the last 15 years, but it has
gone dmost unrecognized. They sometimes seem to say they are
trying to understand the unconscious, but it is clear that they mean
the Freudian unconscious and, more specificdly, the capacity for
keeping materid unconscious, o | will focus on represson. They
propose that repression offers an advantage because it alows peo-
ple to deceive themsdaves about their own true motives, and thus
better deceive others as they unconscioudy pursue these covert
sfish motives. Deception is a required drategy in dl reation-
ships, and is, they argue, best pursued without even knowing it, so
that others are given no clues.
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[Man] will not see in himsdf what he does not wish to see, or wha he does
not wish his neighbors and fellows to see; and he is reluctant to see in other
organisms what he will not see in himsalf. All of biology, al of sience all
of humen endeavors have been gquided to some lage extent by this circum-
dance.  (Alexander, 1975, p. 97)

If (s Dawkins agues) deceit is fundamentad to animd communication,
then there must be drong selection to spot deception and this ought, in
turn, to select for a degree of self-deception, rendering some facts and
motives unconscious 0 as not to betray- by the subtle sgns of sdf-knowl-
edge-the deception being practiced. Thus, the conventional view that
naurd Sdection favors nervous systems which produce ever more accurate
images of the world must be a very nave view of mentd evolution. (Trivers,
1976, p. vi)

. . . the separateness of our individual self-interests, and the conflicts
among us tha deive from this separateness, have created a socid milieu in
which, paradoxicaly, the only way we can actudly maximize our own self-
interes and decdve successfully is by continualy denying-at lesst in cer-
tan socid aenastha we ae doing such things By conveying the impres
son that we do not intend to deceive, and that we ae in fact dtruisic and
have the interets of others a heat, we actudly advance our own (evolu-
tionary) sdf-interets . . . we have evolved to deceve even oursdves about

our true motives. (Alexander, 1979, p. 134)

.. the very worg thing one could reved to assocides and potentid in-
teractants is tha he is fird and foremodt, a sdf-intereded individud. One
way of avoiding the impression that this might be so is to deny that he-
donism or self-interest could possibly be a creed. Another isto believe
sncerdy that one is not sdf-interested. (Alexander, 1987, p. 120)

This radicd proposad deserves severd illudrations. A man who
believes that he will do anything for his new love and who can
sncerdy promise her his undying devotion, will be far more likely
to garner her sexud favors than a man who says the same things
without bdieving them (Symons, 1979). A person who hates an
exploiting superior, but experiences only admiraion and fedings
of inadequacy, will have a condgderable advantage over a someone
who is aware of rage and comptitive fedings (Hartung, 1988). We
tend to assume that the brain has been shaped for accurate percep-
tion of redity, but it is evident tha, in some Stuations, distorted
perceptions of redity may enhance fitness, and sdection will tend
to incorporate those tendencies to distortion (Trivers, 198 1).
Trivers and Alexander both emphasize the benefits that come
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from pursuing covert motives without awareness of these motives.
There are, however, many digtinct ways that represson could en-
hance fitness. | will describe a variety of plausble benefits of
represson o that they can be used to andyze the proposd that
represson was shaped because of the benefits it may offer in the
course of deceptive manipulations.

In addition to conceding a covert motive thet is being pursued,
represson may hide a fal-back strategy that is held in reserve. For
ingance, a dissatisfied spouse may embark on a campaign to
please the mate, carefully hiding by represson, the dternate Strate-
gy, Smultaneoudy being consdered and planned, of leaving for
someone else. It need not be unsavory strategies that are repressed.
Often it is useful to repress warm fedings. For instance, when a
person threatens to leave a relationship, the threat lacks sincerity
unless warm fedings are repressed. This explains the dramatic
swings between intense love and bitter hatred experienced by cou-
ples who are in the process of trying either to change or leave the
relationship.

A third way in which represson can incresse fitness is by con-
ceding a drategy that will never be pursued because it conflicts
with fundamenta vaues (and thus would have too greast an emo-
tiona or fitness cost) or because it would just never be worthwhile.
This function of repression is substantidly the same as the impulse
control function long recognized by psychoandysis. Psychoanay-
Ss emphasizes the need to maintain integrity of the ego, while an
evolutionary view emphasizes that the disastrous socid and fitness
consequences of experiencing (and thus perhaps reveding) certain
motives, drategies, or fantases. For ingtance, perverse sexud
wishes, not uncommonly uncovered during psychoandyss, are
not repressed so they can be pursued covertly, or a some later
date. They jus would not increase fithess under any circum-
stances, and are best kept unconscious.

This third posshility is different from the origind Alexander/
Trivers proposd in that the drategy is never pursued. All three
functions are based on deception, but in the firgt two the hidden
motive is held close to the centers of motivation o it can be
pursued when it is advantageous, while in this third case, there is
no need to keep the motive close to centers of motivation because
there is no benefit in pursuing the motive. The deception serves to
protect the person’'s reputation and relationships. All three func-
tions use deception to sustan an appearance of dtruism. The
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difference is whether or not the sdfish motives are acted on cur-
rently, possibly later, or never. If the answer is never, then conced-
ing impulses becomes the same thing as contralling them.

A fourth function of repression is illusrated when one must
repress the transgresson of an dly so as to maintain an important
relationship. A persond dight might have been a misunderstand-
ing indead of a defection. Even if it was a defection, it might be
better to ignore it S0 as to maintain the rdationship. This function
has been suggested by Lockard (1977) and by Lloyd (1984). In this
case it is not one's own motives that are repressed, but those of
someone ese. This is epecidly vauable when the other is more
powerful (Hartung, in press). Deception is gill at the root of this
function of represson, but the motive is to mantan long-term
relationships, not to pursue short-term sdfish gain.

Not only motives are repressed. Guilt can be kept unconscious
just as rigidly, and with equa benefit. When it is best to fight
without ambivaence, the guilty inhibited person is a a disadvan
tage. When benefit comes from brazenly denying that an action
was sef-serving, the expresson of guilt is worse than usdess. In
many dtuations, however, the expresson of guilt is beneficid.
When a person wants to repair a relationship, and denid or ex-
cuses won't work, then expresson of abject guilt is caled for. A
mere gpology is worth little, emotiona expressons of remorse are
better, but tangible reparations of sdf-punishment are necessary
for full reconciliaion. This is hard for most theories to explan,
but an evolutionary view of reciprocity relationships suggests that
it is quite sendble to be skepticd of gpologies unless the guilty
party takes some action that decreases fitness by a least as much
as was ganed by the transgresson. Such actions are convincing
indicators that the transgresson will not be repested. It would not
be surprising if people had a built-in tendency to try to reestablish
relationships in this way. This may offer clues to the explanation of
masochism.

There are undoubtedly other Stuations in which the capacity for
represson can offer an advantage, but the above possbilities are
aufficient to dlow more detailed congderation of the hypothess
that represson evolved to enhance the ability to deceive others. In
one sense, the hypothesis is correct. In dl examples, the benefit to
the individud is contingent on, or a least involves, deception of
others. The use of the word “deception” implies, however, that the
benefits of represson come manly from short-term manipula
tions, in a word, from chegating. In fact, the sdlf-deception of
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represson more often functions to presarve a vauable rdation-
ghip. Mogt often, it inhibits the individud from acting in a way
that would give a short-term benefit. Most repressed motives are
never pursued. The emphass on the ubiquity and utility of decep-
tion in much current work on evolution and human behavior has
been a vaduable antithess to the naively reassuring group selec-
tionism of previous decades. In this case, however, it obscures the
broader function of represson. The most vauable function of
represson, it seems to me, is to enhance the individud’s ability to
sudan long-term relaionships by denying drives for persond
short-term gain, by overlooking opportunities to cheat, and by
fogering beliefs in the pogtive qualities of others. Represson fos-
ters benevolent self-deception and deception of others more often
than it fosters subtle cheeting. The capacity for self-deception does
enhance the ability to deceive others in order to pursue covert
sfish motives. But, in my opinion, this offers only pat of an
explandtion for the evolution of the capacity for represson.

Mogt often, it is ether drives or inhibitions that are repressed.
This fits well with the proposed modd of intrgpsychic conflict.
With each decision, fitness is pursued ether in the short run or in
the long run. When the long run wins out, as it does mog of the
time, the drive is repressed. When the short-term benefit is pur-
sued, guilt is repressed. Almost aways, it is beneficid for one or
the other to be repressed. People who lack the capacity for repres-
son (obsessives and certain psychotics) experience horrible ambiv-
dence and cannot dly their conscious mind with just one sde.
Thus, their secret drategies are exposed to the world, while guilt
Smultaneoudy inhibits sHf-sarving action.

The most comprehensve review of the implications of evolu-
tionary biology for psychoandysis has been provided by Badcock
(1986). He emphasizes the crucid importance of deception in ne-
gotiating reaionships and reviews the development of the idea
that repression serves to enhance deception. He notes that the use
of the word “unconscious’ in this context refers not to the genera
unconscious, but to the Freudian unconscious, thet is, the locus of
actively repressed materid (p. 43). Without this darification it is
easy to wadte time trying to understand the functions of the uncon-
scious in generd, a task that is unnecessary because there is no
reason to expect that there has been an advantage to experiencing
blood pressure regulation, gal bladder activity, and the myriad
other bodily regulations that go on outsde our awareness. He
moves quickly from the advantages of sdlf-deception to the origins
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of the Oedipa complex and a variety of other fascinating specula-
tions about the evolutionary sgnificance of other psychoandytic
phenomena. Another careful review (Lockard, 1980) covers the
history of the idea and the few data-oriented studies that bear on
it. Lockard and Paulhaus (1988) offers wide ranging reviews.

A digtinct position on this problem has been advanced by Slavin
(1987). He emphasizes the advantages of deception in the negotia-
tion of the parent-offsoring conflict, first described by Trivers
(1974) in a semind paper that outlines the inevitability of conflicts
that occur between parents with remaining reproductive capacity
and thar offspring who have been inevitably shaped to manipulate
the parents to provide more resources and help than is in the
parent’s best reproductive interests. Because the parent is more
powerful, it is expected that the parent will manipulate the off-
Soring to behave in ways that are in the best interests of the parent
but not the offgoring. Parental sanctions againg sbling conflict
are agood example. Slavin notes that deception is the best weapon
that the youngster has, and it is likely to be used fully. The child's
wishes that are acceptable to the parent stay conscious while others
that would be punished if detected, are pursued unconscioudy.
Represson is a “built-in mechanism to help ensure autonomy from
the family environment” (p. 425). His expodtion is convincing, but
seems to me to be a specid case of the more generd functions of
represson outlined above. His proposa has the pecid merit of
providing an explanation for why children might express, and even
act according to moral principles provided by the parents, even
when such actions are not in the child's interests. And it suggests
that there should be a stage a the time of separation from the
parents, when obedience to the dictates of the superego should
weaken.

EVOLUTIONARY FUNCTIONS OF THE
DEFENSES

One generd dtrategy of deception, well described by Slavin, isto
act younger than the actud age, thus manipulating the parent into
providing resources that would only be in the parent’s interest to
provide for a younger offspring. This offers an explanation for the
capacity for regresson. The notion that regresson may serve as a
drategy of deception is of enormous interest. It helps to account
for the ubiquity of regresson in dressful Studions where in-
creased investment is in the parent’s best interests. The ubiquity of



EVOLUTIONARY FUNCTIONS OF REPRESSION 279

regresson may have led to its use as a genera sgnd of a need for
ad, perhgps one usad routindy and automatically by adults as well
as children. Slavin provides a detailed description of the benefits
of deception for both parties in parent-child interactions, and
convincingly argues that the menta agencies function to modulate
the use of these defenses. In adults, however, he decreases empha-

gs on the bendfits of deception and implies that it may involve
regresson to earlier modes of interaction. It would be nice to find
that these deceptive drategies are used mainly by children and
regressed adults, but | fear that, in fact, children’s ability to use
repression in the service of deception may be but an early and

relatively crude precursor of skills that become so smooth in adult-
hood that they are easily overlooked.

The suggestion that represson functions by enhancing the ca
pacity for deception leads naturaly to the suppostion that other
defenses may aso. This may explain why the defenses are so many
and so eaborate. The various ego defenses may be elaborate and
specidized drategies for deception. Although the benefits of re-
presson may mainly support long-term drategies, the benefits of
the specific ego defenses may arise mainly from their support of
short-term deceptive strategies.

Reaction formation, for example, may be more effective than
smple represson a promoting deception in certain circumstances.
The man who is aroused by a proposition from an attractive wom-
an may loudly proclam the next day at church tha he is garting
an antipornography group. Whether he pursues the sexua oppor-
tunity or not, he effectively hides his secret. If he overdoes it, of
course, people will recognize that *he doth protest too much,” but
it is surprisng how reluctant people are to consder impure motives
in loud mordigts. Projection is effective for smilar reasons. If
someone angrily accuses other people of afailing, most people are
distracted from the posshbility that the person is trying to conced
the same failing and they will be reluctant to accuse him or her or
it. Also, the person who experiences his or her own impulses in
others will often accurady anticipate the unsavory motives of
others, especidly if they face smilar choices.

Empathy is vauable because it dlows a person to experience the
world as another does and, therefore, to act towards the person in
ways that are especidly finely tuned to the other person’s specid
needs. This alows people to anticipate the needs of their friends.
It aso, however, dlows them intuitively to know what will effec-
tively deceve (and manipulate) a specific other individud. This is
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a far cry from the usud more benevolent view of the capacity for
empathy, but it may offer a least as powerful an explanation.

Identification with the aggressor is one of the so-cdled “primi-
tive defenses” The case of Patty Hearst horrified the country but
exerted a fascination and sympathy as well, because many people
intuitively knew that a kidngpped woman might be able to survive
only by psychologicdly joining her captors. What most people
don't know is that such kidnappings continue to be a part of
everyday life in severd parts of the world, and have undoubtably
been common during human evolution. A person with an un-
changeable loydty to one group would be a a substantid disad-
vantage in the environment of evolutionary adaptedness.

What about splitting? It is a drategy as important to adult
human rdationships as the ability to diginguish good and bad
milk are to the infant. A person with the ability to split the affec-
tions of others has a powerful weagpon, especidly in Stuations
where rdationship patners are otherwise unavalable By usng
glitting, a person can disupt and establish dliance and gan a
chance to form an dliance with one of the previous patners. This
works only if the chosen partner is idedized and thus can be
deceptively flattered and promised the moon, and if the other
party is depreciated so as to disengage the affections of the chosen
new dly. A person with the ability to split the affections of others
has a powerful wegpon. By disrupting an established dliance the
Flitter gains a chance to form a reationship with one of the
previous partners. The chosen partner is idedized and thus can be
deceptivey flattered and promised the moon without facts getting
in the way. The other party is depreciated so as to disengage the
dfections of the chosen new dly. Splitting is a mechanism for
negotiating interpersond triangles. People who use splitting exten-
svely tend, because of both projection and their past experience,
to expect that others cannot be trusted. In such dtuations, it may
be best to defect firdt, preferably by provoking the other person
into reection so that he or she appears responsible. The Folitter
can then mantan a blandess sdf-image and can try to further
exploit the guilt of the other person. Narcisssts and borderlines
use these drategies excessvely and are therefore unable to sustain
stidying rdationships, but they are just trying to rdae in the
ways they know best. One might guess that children would learn to
emphasize gplitting as a mgor mode of interpersona manipula:
tion in Stuations where emotiond support became available main-
ly by splitting an dreedy ungable parentd reaionship. One might
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aso expect such drategies to be frequent in people who have not
experienced stable reciprocity relaionships, and who have learned
to manipulate people by extreme and unconscious forms of flat-
tery followed by defection. They are understandably suspicious
when someone is unaccountably kind to them.

What about passve aggressve behavior? It is infuriating and
often sdf-defeating, but it may be the best way for a powerless
person to manipulate a more powerful person who would retdiate
massvdy if any overt defiance were recognized. Whining, bit-
ching, mdingering, hypochondrias, and Smilar drategies are dso
useful when dedling with a more powerful person.

Introjection of vaues and beliefs serves early in life to dlow the
transmisson of cultural norms and traditions. Later in life, uncon-
stious introjection of the leader's wishes is likely to benefit the
individua as well as the group, especidly if the leader is powerful
and has substantial resources to didribute. Identification with a
powerful person offers profound advantages, while accurate per-
ception of the Stuation might be disastrous.

The more “mature’ defenses didtort redity more subtly. Ration-
dization explains the behavior of the sdf and others in ways that
digract from the true motives, a benefit both to deception of
others, and to maintaining sdf-esteem when a defection by anoth-
er or the self must be accepted. Intelectudization keeps affect
Separate from the content that arouses it, so that pleasure or anger
is not shown in public a& moments that would lead to trouble.
Then there are the defenses that are the most mature of dl: humor
and sublimation. Humor turns problematic confrontetions into
play s0 that neither party is required to compete serioudy, with the
risks that would entall. It is dso a way of gracefully giving way
without acknowledgment of inferior status. It can aso be used to
insult a third party subtly so as to define the in-group and out-
group (Alexander, 1986). In sublimation, the desred activity is
caried out in displacement and some derivaive saisfactions is
achieved. The activity offers benefits to the individud, even if they
are quite digant from the origind am.

Finaly we come to asceticiam and dtruism. It is no accident
that these defenses are valued above others. What could be better
or more admirable (or beneficia for ud) than the person who
abjures personal pleasure and resources for the sake of helping
others? These people are our saints and we admire and encourage
them, even if we don't dways emulate them. The defense of dtru-
ism gives the sdif over to the satisfactions of pride and self-esteem
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as subdtitutes for resources and sex. Our saints are poor and unin-
terested in money and sex, as they must be, for we quickly suspect
the self-proclaimed atruist or ascetic who takes pleasure in person-
ad saidactions.

We dl like to gppear to be dtruists, but neurotics try especidly
hard. They experience themsdves as mordly superior to other
people and they pride themsaves on their dtruistic behavior. They
tend to become bitter after experience with the disgppointingly
sdfish nature of most people. Paradoxicaly, however, they are dso
wary of those who say that al people are basicaly motivated to
pursue their sdf-interests one way or another. Such proposds
threaten their fundamental dtrategy of appearing to be an ided
reciprocator, and ided relationship partner.

Just one step further is the dtrategy of ing to be a naive,
vulnerable perespon reedy to be e><p|egi)t/ed. I?Oggrerxe %eople are self-
destructively beneficent (i.e, make dtruigic mistakes), it might be
profitable to try to convince others that one is such a mistake-
maker so as to be accepted as a cooperator in order that the other
will be beneficent in expectation of large return through “mistakes’
later (Alexander, 1987). This is not a bad description of certain
forms of neurosis. Such people tend to attract exploiters, but they
don't end the relationship when the other tries to defect. Instead,
they induce guilt, demand expensive reparations, and unconscious-
ly inflict dl kinds of subtle revenge if the partner does not comply.
Both partners in such rdationships are lidble to exert subgtantial
efforts to undermine the sdf-esteem of the other in order to in-
duce the beief that that no dternative reationships are posshble
and it is not possible to leave. It makes perfect sense that such
people are paticulaly reuctant to admit any lessthan-dtruistic
impulse in themsdves. Such an admisson would wreck their whole

strategy.

PSYCHOANALYSIS AND EVOLUTIONARY
BIOLOGY

The specific proposds about intrgpsychic conflict, the capacity
for repression, and the ego defenses must dl be regarded as only
suggedtions. Finding ways to test them will likey prove devilishly
difficult. In the meantime, they are & least consstent with modern
evolutionary biology and psychoandyss, and may provide a dart-
ing point. The stronger concluson is that the mentd Sructures
discovered by psychoandyss are biologica capacities that have
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been shaped by natural sdection, and, therefore, that they must
have evolutionary explanations. The search for these explanations
must begin with an underganding of the evolutionary origins of
represson and intrgpsychic conflict, but it will quickly advance to
address oedipal wishes, cadration anxiety, the developmenta
stages, transference, concepts of sdf, narcisssm, and many others.
All may be profitably consdered in the light of the new evolution-
ary theory. This work may provide the foundation in biology that
has long been sought by psychoandyss. It is conceivable that
attempts to answer these new questions will lead to rapid progress
in psychodynamics, and perhaps ultimately to long overdue re-
gpect from the rest of science.

The proposd about represson has many disturbing implica
tions. Perhgps mogt disturbing is the suggestion that we cannot
trust ourselves. When we experience ourselves as most generous,
we m;y merdy be manipulating others for our own benefit in
epecidly subtle ways. When we are feding most angry, we may be
especidly guilty. It has been no secret that sdlf-knowledge is diffi-
cult to attain. Freud reveded the enormity of the task by showing
that our conscious experience is just the tip of the iceberg. Now, if
it is correct tha the defenses serve mainly to deceive oursalves o
that we can better deceive others, the task is found to be many-fold
more difficult than it seemed, if not dtogether impossble. Whoev-
er would undertake the task of sdf-exploration would do well to
begin with the task of understanding why we are so sdf-deceived,
why, that is, people with the capacity for represson have a sdective
advantage.

Ancther implication is equdly disurbing. We humans have
been trying to understand how our minds work for thousands of
years. We have made progress, but the field of psychology remains
frugrating, a collection of facts and theories that do scant justice
to the complexity of the human mind. It is tempting to think that
we have smply been going about it wrong, that a coherent psychal-
ogy is posshle. But, what if the convoluted structure of the mind is
neither accidenta nor intringcaly necessary for mentd function?
What if the arms race between deception and ability to detect
deception has created layer on layer of complexity, layers that are
useful in the socid competition that largey determines human
reproductive success. This may be the red reason why the human
mind is not like a computer. Not only are our minds shaped for
fitness maximization, ingtead of accuracy and retiondity, but they
have also been shaped by naturd selection to be impenetrable to
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others, and, therefore, to oursalves. No wonder psychology is so
infernaly  complicated.
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