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Ab stract
This pa per dis cusses Freud's model of the psy chi cal ap pa ra tus in the “Pro -
ject”, and con cludes that it is a re mark ably so phis ti cated work which even to -
day is still highly rel e vant to neuropsychological theo ris ing. Freud re jects the 
no tion that what hap pens in the brain can be clearly local ised in space and
time. This an tic i pates the no tion of a dis trib uted sys tem found in re cent de -
vel op ments in com put ing (“neu ral net works”) and in Derrida's con cep tion of
sys tems char ac ter ised by différance. Ev ery part of such a sys tem is con sti -
tuted by its re la tion to the rest of the sys tem. Al though such sys tems are
spatio-temporal, pro cesses oc cur ring in them can not be pin pointed in space
and time. Against the com mon charge that Freud has a pas sive hy drau -
lic-reflex model of the psy chi cal ap pa ra tus, the au thors ar gue that Freud pres -
ents it as an open, com plex, self-organising sys tem. Ricoeur's (1972) claim
that the model of the psy chi cal ap pa ra tus in the “Pro ject” is es sen tially
solipsistic, is ac cord ingly re jected.
    In con clu sion the au thors ex plain why they pre fer the model in the “Pro -
ject” to the more lin ear model found in Ch. VII of the Traumdeutung.

Introduction : The Place of the “Project” in Freud's Oeuvre

In this pa per we dis cuss Freud's con tro ver sial “Pro ject for a sci en tific psy chol ogy”
(Freud 1895), in which he de vel ops a com pre hen sive model of “the psy chi cal ap pa ra -
tus”.

Many writ ers have ar gued or as sumed that Freud's “Pro ject” is fa tally flawed, of ten
charg ing that it em bod ies a hy drau lic-reflex model, or oth er wise re lies on thor oughly
dis cred ited XIXth Cen tury neu ro log i cal as sump tions (Amacher 1965; Andersson
1965; Derrida 1978; Holt 1965; Kitcher 1992; Ricoeur 1972). This ar ti cle, build ing on 
pre vi ous work by the au thors and oth ers (Cilliers 1990; Cilliers 1998; Gouws 1998;
Pribram & Gill 1976; Solms & Saling 1990) in stead ar gues that Freud's “Pro ject” is a
highly so phis ti cated work with great con tem po rary rel e vance, an tic i pat ing as it does



the emer gent transdisciplinary field of dis trib uted pro cess ing, or “neu ral net works”1,
and the study of com plex sys tems (Cilliers 1990, 1998).

One of the ar gu ments of ten cited for dis re gard ing or re ject ing Freud's “Pro ject” is
the al leged fact that Freud him self aban doned the model de vel oped in the “Pro ject” di -
rectly af ter hav ing for mu lated it. Two things seem to in di cate that this was in deed the
case. Firstly, the fact that he never asked Fliess to re turn the manu script. How ever,
even if there were proof that Freud did not have his own copy (which is un likely,
given the sim i lar ity be tween many of Freud's later for mu la tions and those in the “Pro -
ject”), it is not clear how de ci sive this ar gu ment would be. Sec ondly, Freud's let ter of
29 No vem ber 1895, in which he says: “I no lon ger un der stand the state of mind in
which I con cocted the psy chol ogy ... it seems to me to have been a kind of ab er ra tion”
(Freud 1954:134). But, as Sulloway (1992:123) emphasises, Freud was still re fin ing
his model long af ter this date, and in May 1896 re port ing: “I am get ting a higher and
higher opin ion of the chem i cal neurone the ory” (Freud 1954:123). More over, when
Freud says in the Traumdeutung (1900: 611) that the con tents of the mind are lo cated
be tween the neurones, he is do ing no more than take the dis trib uted model of the cor -
tex he pre sented in the “Pro ject” to its log i cal con clu sion.

We thus do not see any ma jor break be tween the “Pro ject” and (the fi nal chap ter) of
the Traumdeutung – where the con ti nu ity ad mit tedly of ten co mes through mainly in
the way Freud qual i fies his ini tially strictly lin ear schema – nor be tween these works
and his later metapsychology. Freud kept on trans form ing his the ory through out his
ca reer; the shifts oc cur ring be tween 1895 and 1900 to us do not jus tify im pos ing a
clear cae sura in his thought dur ing this pe riod. What ever the weak nesses of Sulloway's 
(1992) gen eral the sis may be, we agree with him that the ar gu ments with which some
au thors have iso lated the “Pro ject” from both Freud's later work and his pre vi ous neu -
ro log i cal work are un con vinc ing.2

The Central Features of Freud's Model in the “Project”
Our ex po si tion of the “Pro ject” fo cuses on its first part, the “Gen eral Scheme”, which
con tains, ac cord ing to Freud, “what could be de duced from the ba sic hy poth e ses, more 
or less a pri ori, moulded and cor rected in ac cor dance with var i ous fac tual ex pe ri -
ences” (347). It is here that we find the most strik ing par al lels with dis trib uted com put -
ing, as well as with Saussure's and Derrida's the o ries of the sign.

In the “Pro ject” Freud wished “to fur nish a psy chol ogy that shall be a nat u ral sci -
ence: that is, to rep re sent psy chi cal pro cesses as quan ti ta tively de ter mi na ble states of
specifiable ma te rial par ti cles” (1895:295). His dream was ev i dently to de scribe a “ma -
chine which ... would run of it self” (Freud 1954:129).3

2 S. Afr. J, Philos. 2001, 20(4)

1 The par al lel be tween Freud's “Pro ject” and dis trib uted com put ing has also been worked out by Glymour 
(1991), doubt lessly in de pend ently of Cilliers (1990). For a brief eval u a tion of Glymour's views, see note 
7, be low.

2 We agree with Strachey (in Freud 1895:290) that “the Pro ject ... con tains within it self the nu cleus of a
great part of Freud's later psy cho log i cal the o ries” and that “the Pro ject, or rather its in vis i ble ghost,
haunts the whole se ries of Freud's the o ret i cal writ ings to the very end”.

3 Writ ing to Fliess a few weeks af ter com plet ing the “Pro ject”, Freud (1954:129) en thuses: “Ev ery thing
fell into place, the cogs meshed, and the thing re ally seemed to be a ma chine which in a mo ment would
run of it self.”



The ba sic com po nents of Freud's model are “neurones” and “Q”. The neurones are
the ma te rial el e ments of the psy chi cal ap pa ra tus, while Freud in tro duces Q (or Qh.4) –
for Quan tity – as fol lows: “What dis tin guishes ac tiv ity from rest is to be re garded as
Q, sub ject to the gen eral laws of mo tion” (295). Q is thus some thing like the en ergy
driv ing the psy chi cal ap pa ra tus.

Freud, hav ing de scribed “neuronal ex ci ta tion as quan tity in a state of flow”, for mu -
lates his First Prin ci pal The o rem – "the prin ci ple of neuronal in er tia: that neurones
tend to di vest them selves of Q" and adds: “On this ba sis the struc ture and de vel op ment 
as well as the func tions [of neurones] are to be un der stood” (296).

A prim i tive neuronal sys tem ac cord ingly dis charges any Qh ac quired via sen sory
neurones di rectly through mo tor neurones lead ing to mus cu lar mech a nisms. “This dis -
charge rep re sents the pri mary func tion of the ner vous sys tem.” A sec ond ary func tion
de vel ops when it tran spires that some modes of dis charge lead to a “ces sa tion of the
stim u lus: flight from the stim u lus”, so that they are re tained and pre ferred (296). Now
fol lows a cru cial para graph, in which a num ber of im por tant no tions are in tro duced –
the ex is tence of en dog e nous stim uli; the role of “the ex i gen cies of life” (to which
Freud keeps on re fer ring in later writ ings, of ten as Ananke), the con stancy prin ci ple,
and the dis tinc tion be tween the pri mary and the sec ond ary func tion:

The prin ci ple of in er tia is, how ever, bro ken through from the first ow ing to an -
other cir cum stance. With an [in creas ing] com plex ity of the in te rior [of the or -
gan ism], the ner vous sys tem re ceives stim uli from the so matic el e ment it self –
en dog e nous stim uli – which have equally to be dis charged. These ... give rise to 
the ma jor needs: hun ger, res pi ra tion, sex u al ity. From these the or gan ism can not 
with draw as it does from ex ter nal stim uli; it can not em ploy their Q for flight
from the stim u lus. They only cease sub ject to par tic u lar con di tions, which must 
be re al ized in the ex ter nal world. (Cf., for in stance, the need for nour ish ment.)
In or der to ac com plish such an ac tion [spe cific ac tion], an ef fort is re quired
which is in de pend ent of en dog e nous Qh and in gen eral greater, since the in di -
vid ual is be ing sub jected to ... the ex i gen cies of life. In con se quence, the ner -
vous sys tem is obliged to aban don its orig i nal trend to in er tia (that is, to bring -
ing the level [of Qh] to zero). It must [main tain] a store of Qh suf fi cient to meet 
the de mand for a spe cific ac tion. Nev er the less, the man ner in which it does this
shows that the same trend per sists, mod i fied into an endeavour at least to keep
the Qh as low as pos si ble and to guard against any in crease of it – that is, to
keep it con stant. All the func tions of the ner vous sys tem can be com prised ei -
ther un der the as pect of the pri mary func tion or of the sec ond ary one im posed
by the ex i gen cies of life (296-297).

The Sec ond Prin ci pal The o rem con cerns Freud's the ory of the neurones. The ner vous
sys tem con sists of a net work of in ter con nected neurones. A neurone may be cathected
[besetzt] – filled with a greater or lesser Qh – or it may be empty. The prin ci ple of in -
er tia leads to the hy poth e sis of a cur rent that flows from the den drites to the axon of
the neurone. The dual struc ture of the ner vous sys tem – that it is geared to ward both
the re cep tion and dis charge of stim uli – is there fore rep li cated at the level of the sin gle 
neurone. The pos tu lated sec ond ary func tion re quires the pos si bil ity of an ac cu mu la tion 
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4 Strachey (294) gives this gloss on these terms:
Q = Quan tity (in gen eral, or of the or der of mag ni tude in the ex ter nal world)

Qh = Quan tity (of the intercellular or der of mag ni tude)



of Qh. To ac count for this, Freud as sumes resistances that op pose dis charge; he pre -
sumes that these are lo cated in the con tacts be tween neurones, which there fore func -
tion si mul ta neously as con tacts and as bar ri ers: con tact-barriers (298).5

Freud sur mises that neurones be come dif fer en ti ated by ac quir ing a dif fer en tial ca -
pac ity for con duc tion, with “the pro cess of con duc tion it self [cre at ing] a dif fer en ti a -
tion in the pro to plasm and con se quently an im proved con duc tive ca pac ity for sub se -
quent con duc tion” (298-299). This al lows him to ac count for mem ory, which he op -
poses to per cep tion:

A main char ac ter is tic of ner vous tis sue is mem ory: ... a ca pac ity for be ing per -
ma nently al tered by sin gle oc cur rences – which of fers such a strik ing con trast
to the be hav iour of a ma te rial that per mits the pas sage of a wave-movement and 
there af ter re turns to its for mer con di tion (299).

Freud here gives his oft-to-be-repeated for mu la tion of the dual de mand that must be
met by the psy chi cal ap pa ra tus: an abil ity to re tain per ma nent traces of pre vi ous stim -
uli (mem ory), linked to an abil ity to be ever-open to new stim uli (per cep tion). In ac -
cor dance with the the ory of con tact-barriers he then pos tu lates two classes of
neurones:

per me able neurones (of fer ing no re sis tance and re tain ing noth ing) which serve
for per cep tion and im per me able ones (loaded with re sis tance, and hold ing back 
Qh), which are the ve hi cles of mem ory and so prob a bly of psy chi cal pro cesses
in gen eral. Hence for ward I shall call the for mer sys tem of neurones f and the
lat ter y (300).

The pas sage of ex ci ta tion leaves the per me able, f-neurones un changed, while each
pas sage of ex ci ta tion mod i fies the im per me able, y-ones, which “thus af ford a pos si bil -
ity of con sti tut ing mem ory” (299; trans la tion mod i fied). More pre cisely, what is per -
ma nently mod i fied in the y-neurones are their con tact-barriers. In learn ing they be -
come more per me able – their de gree of fa cil i ta tion in creases (300). Fa cili ta tions serve
the pri mary func tion, be cause through them the ner vous sys tem can avoid be ing filled
up with Qh (301).

“Ev ery y-neurone must ... have sev eral paths of con nec tion with other neurones –
that is, sev eral con tact-barriers. On this, in deed, de pends the pos si bil ity of the choice
that is de ter mined by fa cil i ta tion” (301). “Mem ory is rep re sented by the fa cili ta tions
ex ist ing be tween the y-neurones” (300). Fa cil i ta tion de ter mines which path is to be
taken by ex ci ta tions; if it “were ev ery where equal, it would not be pos si ble to see why
one path way should be pre ferred.” It is there fore more cor rect to say that “mem ory is
rep re sented by the dif fer ences in the fa cili ta tions be tween the y-neurones. ... Fa cil i ta -
tion de pends on the Qh which passes through the neurone ... and on the num ber of rep -
e ti tions of the pro cess” (300).

The y sys tem is pro tected from large ir rup tions of Q by the nerve-ending screens
and by the fact that it is con nected to the ex ter nal world only in di rectly. This pro tec -
tion fails in the case of pain, which is “char ac ter ized as an ir rup tion of ex ces sively
large Qs into f and y, that is, of Qs which are of a still higher or der than the f stim uli”

4 S. Afr. J, Philos. 2001, 20(4)

5 The pri mary mean ing of Freud's ex pres sion “con tact-bar rier” [Kontaktschranke] was prob a bly “a bar rier 
to con tact”, and not: “some thing that is both a con tact and a bar rier”. Nev er the less we take the lat ter
read ing of the con cept as per mis si ble and il lu mi nat ing. An idea close to that of the Kontaktschranke is
de vel oped in Derrida's (1982:ix-xxix) “Tympan”.



(307). The mech a nism that leads to the avoid ance of pain and the mech a nism that
coun ters the rais ing of Qh ten sion then co in cide.

To Freud any psy cho log i cal the ory must ad dress the twin prob lems of qual ity and
con scious ness. He pos tu lates that neuronal pro cesses will in the first in stance not be
con scious.

Pre vi ously, speak ing only of quan ti ties, Freud had treated mem ory in purely dif fer -
en tial terms (“mem ory is rep re sented by the dif fer ences in the fa cili ta tions be tween the 
y-neurones” (300)); now he sub jects qual i ties to a sim i lar treat ment (“dif fer ence”;
“se ries”):

Con scious ness gives us what are called qual i ties – sen sa tions which are dif fer -
ent in a great mul ti plic ity of ways and whose dif fer ence is dis tin guished ac cord -
ing to its re la tions with the ex ter nal world. Within this dif fer ence there are se -
ries, sim i lar i ties and so on, but ... no quan ti ties (308).

Qual ities can not arise in the ex ter nal world – where there are only quan ti ties – nor in y
– “re pro duc ing or re mem ber ing ..., speak ing gen er ally, is with out qual ity” (308). He
thus as sumes w: “a third set of neurones ... which is ex cited along with per cep tion, but
not along with re pro duc tion, and whose states of ex ci ta tion give rise to the var i ous
qual i ties – are, that is to say, con scious sen sa tions” (309).

Con scious ness not only ex hib its “the se ries of sen sory qual i ties [but also] the se ries
of sen sa tions of plea sure and unpleasure”. Freud now links the psy cho log i cal trend to
avoid ing unpleasure with his “pri mary trend to wards in er tia”; unpleasure would in -
volve

a rais ing of the level of Qh or an in creas ing quan ti ta tive pres sure: it would be
the w sen sa tion when there is an in crease of Qh in y. Plea sure would be the
sen sa tion of dis charge. .. In this man ner the quan ti ta tive pro cesses in y too
would reach con scious ness, once more as qual i ties (312).

The con stancy prin ci ple – the ten dency to keep Qh as low as pos si ble – there fore co in -
cides with some thing like an unpleasure prin ci ple – the ten dency to avoid unpleasure
when ever pos si ble. Ev ery thing that the hu man ner vous sys tem has ac quired in the
course of evo lu tion will be sub jec tively rep re sented as unpleasure, which “re mains the 
only means of ed u ca tion” (370).

This sug gests that all feed back is neg a tive feed back. How ever, much of Freud's
“Pro ject” an tic i pates Hebb's rule (Hebb 1949), which gives pride of place to pos i tive
feed back. Freud as sumed, ax i om at i cally, that if two neurones are si mul ta neously
cathected, this in creases the fa cil i ta tion be tween them, if need be via in ter me di ary
uncathected neurones.

[T]he quan ti ta tive cathexis of a y neurone, a, passes over to an other, b, if a and 
b have at some time been si mul ta neously cathected ... A Qh in neurone a will
go not only in the di rec tion of the bar rier which is the best fa cil i tated, but also
in the di rec tion of the bar rier which is cathected from the other side (319).

This informs his ac count of how an ex pe ri ence of sat is fac tion gives rise to a wish
(317ff). Hebb sug gested that the con nec tion strength be tween two neurones will in -
crease the more the con nec tion is used. Con sider three neurones, A, B and C. Each
time both A and B are ac tive si mul ta neously, the strength of their in ter con nec tion (let
us call it Wab) will in crease slightly, but when they are not ac tive, Wab will de cay
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slowly. In this way, if A and B are of ten ac tive to gether Wab will grow, but if A and B
are only as so ci ated spu ri ously and A and C more reg u larly, Wab will de cay and Wac

will grow. In this way, a net work will de velop in ter nal struc ture, i.e., learn, based only
on the lo cal in for ma tion avail able at each neurone (Cf. Cilliers 1998:17-18 for more
de tails).

Freud re peat edly in di cates that brain pro cesses do not sim ply re flect pro cesses in the 
ex ter nal world: a com plex, non-linear, non-iconic tran scrip tion takes place be tween
the point where a quan tity in the ex ter nal world im pinges on the sense-organs and its
psy chic reg is tra tion.6 This partly hap pens in the tran si tion from ex ter nal quan tity to
quan tity in f, and partly in the tran si tion from f to y. Firstly, men tal qual i ties have no
an a logue in the ex ter nal world, which knows only quan ti ties. Fur ther more, the mag ni -
tude of a stim u lus is not pro por tional to the cor re spond ing ex ter nal quan tity. So, for
in stance, only quan ti ties be tween cer tain bound ary val ues lead to the reg is tra tion of
stim uli; above and be low these bound aries no stim uli are ef fected. Also:

a stron ger stim u lus fol lows dif fer ent [neuronal] path ways from a weaker one ...
the larger quan tity in f will be ex pressed by the fact that it cathects sev eral
neurones in y in stead of a sin gle one. ... Thus quan tity in f is ex pressed by
com pli ca tion in y. By this means the Q is held back from y, within cer tain lim -
its at least (314-315).

To sum ma rise the pre ced ing sec tion: in the “Pro ject” Freud di vides the psy chi cal ap -
pa ra tus into three main sub sys tems

f – the per cep tual sys tem. Nerves in this sys tem have no re sis tance; they freely al -
low the pas sage of Qh, and then re turn to their orig i nal state.

y – this sys tem con sists of a net work of richly in ter con nected neurones and is “the
ve hi cle for mem ory and so prob a bly of psy chi cal pro cesses in gen eral” (300).
Neurones in this sys tem learn by hav ing their in ter con nec tion strengths mod i fied.
Each time Qh flows be tween two neurones, their in ter con nec ted ness is strength -
ened, mak ing the sub se quent flow of Qh eas ier. Whereas neurones in the other
two sys tems are com pletely sub ject to the pri mary func tion – they are per me able,
i.e., di vest them selves com pletely of any Qh they re ceive – the (ini tially: im per me -
able) neurones in y, which (dif fer en tially) re sist the dis charge of Qh, are sub ject
to the sec ond ary func tion: they re tain a charge, but strive to keep it at a con stant,
low level. The sec ond ary func tion al lows for both flight from ex og e nous stim uli
and the spe cific ac tion which mod i fies the world in or der to dis charge en dog e nous 
stim uli (such as hun ger, res pi ra tion and sex u al ity).

w – whereas f and y only deal with quan ti ties, w al lows the con scious ness of qual i -
ties.

Freud's “Pro ject” in the Light of Saussure, Derrida and Neu ral Net works

A new light is cast on the sta tus of the “Pro ject” if we re gard its model of the cor tex
(or y?) as es sen tially that of a ‘dis trib uted sys tem’. Fol low ing ear lier work by Cilliers
(1990; 1998) and Gouws (1998) we re late Freud's “Pro ject” to the re search field in
com put ing and ar ti fi cial in tel li gence ('AI') known as ‘neu ral net works’ (Rumelhart &

6 S. Afr. J, Philos. 2001, 20(4)

6 As Wittgenstein (1978:44) has re marked, the whole no tion of rep re sen ta tion be comes prob lema tised in
Freud, some thing in which Helmholtz was prob a bly his pre de ces sor (Makari 1994:558-559). Dis trib uted 
com put ing is also in com pat i ble with clas si cal no tions of rep re sen ta tion.



McClelland 1986)7, as well as to Saussurean lin guis tics (Saussure 1974) and the phi -
los o phy of Derrida (e.g. 1978:200-205).

What are neu ral net works?

° One can make a sim ple math e mat i cal model of a neurone, in ter con nect a lot of
them, and sim u late this net work on a com puter (or build it out of elec tronic hard -
ware). A “neu ral net work” con sists of large num bers of sim ple neurones that are
richly in ter con nected.

° By in hib it ing and en hanc ing the con nec tions (syn ap ses, con tact bar ri ers) be tween
the dif fer ent neurones, such a net work can be made to re cog nise pat terns. When a
pat tern is iden ti fied cor rectly, the con nec tions be tween in di vid ual neurones are
given more weight (the re sis tance of the con nec tion de creases), while they are
given less weight (the re sis tance of the con nec tion in creases) when the net work
mis iden ti fies the pat tern. As this pro cess is re peated, the out put of the neu ral net -
work be comes more and more ac cu rate; the net work thus learns from its mis takes.

° The changes in the con nec tions are not the re sult of a programme – the net work
“learns” through trial and er ror. For ex am ple, a net work will be able to re cog nise a 
cer tain sound af ter it has been pre sented with a num ber of rel e vant ex am ples. The
in for ma tion nec es sary to do this is not stored in the net work in the form of spe cific 
data, but is dis trib uted over all the con nec tions in the net work. Thus there is no
sep a ra tion be tween a “programme” and “mem ory” as in con ven tional pro gram -
ming. The mem ory of the net work is a re sult of its his tory. (For more de tail, see
Cilliers 1998:16-21 and 25-36).

The par al lels be tween this de scrip tion and Freud's de scrip tion of the psy chi cal ap pa ra -
tus are strik ing. In Freud's model of the psy chi cal ap pa ra tus in the “Pro ject”, mem ory
and pro cess ing do not be long to dif fer ent parts of the ap pa ra tus ei ther. The dif fer en tial
re sis tance (impermeability) of the y neurones makes them the ve hi cle of both mem ory
and psy chi cal pro cesses in gen eral. (In con trast to this, Ch. VII of the Traumdeutung,
will as cribe the mem ory sys tems to spe cial ised mod ules, dif fer en ti ated from the rest of 
the psy chi cal ap pa ra tus and ap par ently only serv ing the mem ory func tion; in our view
a ret ro grade step from the model found in the “Pro ject”).

In what fol lows, what we say of neu ral net works can be taken as para dig matic of
dis trib uted sys tems gen er ally.

° Some of the units (neurones) in the neu ral net work may be taken as in put units,
and some as out put units. A unit's sta tus – in put or out put – is not fixed. There is
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7 Glymour's es say “Freud's an droids” (1991) in part also de vel ops the par al lels be tween Freud's “Pro ject”
and neu ral net works. We find Glymour's ac count es pe cially in ter est ing for his his tor i cal context -
ualisation of Freud's “Pro ject”. It dif fers some what from that given in Gouws (1998) on the ba sis of
other, mostly sec ond ary sources. (Ac cord ing to Glymour Freud's 1895 “Pro ject” owes much to Exner's
1894 work of the same name). Glymour is con ver sant with late XIXth Cen tury neu rol ogy and other rel e -
vant dis ci plines, and should be con sulted for the his tor i cal per spec tive.
 How ever, with out want ing to en ter into a de tailed de bate with Glymour in the con text of this ar ti cle, we 
dif fer from him on a num ber of im por tant points: we think he un der es ti mates the ex tent to which the
Freud ian model (which we have re con structed here with the aid of Derrida and Saussure) is at odds with
cur rent main stream com pu ta tional cog ni tive sci ence. He reads Freud in a way that is ba si cally se rial,
func tional, rep re sen ta tional and com pu ta tional and then claims that it is com pat i ble with cog ni tive sci -
ence. He thus misses out on the ex tent to which Freud's the o ret i cal po si tion, with its em pha sis on the un -
con scious, can be used crit i cally to show up some of the lim i ta tions of cur rent cog ni tive sci ence.
Glymour also in ter prets Freud's model in the “Pro ject” in the solipsistic way which we re ject be low. 



no dif fer ence be tween nor mal units and in put or out put units, and if cir cum stances 
de mand it, roles can be re versed.

Com pare the “Pro ject” here, where the cor tex is treated as con sist ing in es sence of a
huge net work of sim i lar, richly in ter con nected neurones. Freud sees all neurones as
ba si cally the same;8 dif fer ences be tween var i ous classes of neurones – e.g. sen sory and 
mo tor neurones – are a func tion of the con text in which the neurones find them selves.
In com par ing f-neurones and y-neurones, Freud says: “A dif fer ence in their es sence is 
re placed by a dif fer ence in the en vi ron ment to which they are des tined” (304). Freud's
de tailed knowl edge of the gross anat omy of the brain does not se duce him into im pos -
ing fur ther struc ture onto this net work (Ostow 1990:xii). If the brain can rightly be re -
garded as a form of dis trib uted sys tem, this lack of hi er ar chi cal struc ture, par a dox i -
cally, makes the men tal ap pa ra tus more pow er ful rather than less so – in com put ing,
the less pre de ter mined struc ture a neu ral net work has (above a cer tain min i mum), the
more pow er ful it be comes.
° Each unit has a num ber of units con nected to it, and is con nected in turn to a num -

ber of other units that may in clude those that pro vided the in put, and the unit it -
self. The con nec tion be tween any two units is as so ci ated with a cer tain 'weight'
that de ter mines the strength of in flu ence that the ac tive unit will have on the units
to which it is con nected. The char ac ter is tics of the net work are de ter mined by the
pat tern of weights be tween the var i ous units. A spe cial weight, or a spe cific unit
has no sig nif i cance, it is al ways the pat tern of ac tiv ity over the whole sys tem that
bears mean ing.

Com pare Freud here on the dif fer en tial de gree of fa cil i ta tion be tween var i ous neur -
ones: “mem ory is rep re sented by the dif fer ences in the fa cili ta tions be tween the
y-neurones” (300). Saussure and Derrida also im me di ately spring to mind:

First of all, Saussure. “In lan guage [langue]” ac cord ing to Saussure's (1974:120) fa -
mous for mula, “there are only dif fer ences with out pos i tive terms.” That is: in langue
(lan guage as a sys tem), the terms be tween which dif fer en tial re la tions ob tain, are
them selves purely dif fer en tial. At no point does this dif fer en tial sys tem abut upon
terms that are them selves sim ply pos i tive, that is, con sti tuted non-differentially.

In Saussure's con cep tion, lan guage is dif fer en tial both at the level of the signifier
(speech sounds or writ ten words) and at the level of the sig ni fied (mean ing).
° Sig ni fi ers. Each let ter of the al pha bet func tions not through its in trin sic na ture, but 

be cause it dif fers from other let ters. In fact it can be real ised in to tally dif fer ent
ma te ri als (wood, ink on pa per, im ages on a com puter screen, tele vi sion or film) –
and take ut terly dif fer ent shapes. The fol low ing di ver gent ver sions of the ‘same’
let ter a:

are not iden ti cal with each other, but they (usu ally) dif fer suf fi ciently from the nu -
mer ous vari ants of other let ters, such as g:

to avoid be ing con fused with them. Pho nemes, too, do not func tion through hav -
ing a fixed acous tic na ture (in fact the 'same' pho neme can show enor mous acous -

8 S. Afr. J, Philos. 2001, 20(4)

8 Cur rent neu ro sci ence dis tin guishes be tween in hib i tory and ex cit atory neurones.



tic vari a tion), but through their dif fer ences from each other. The same prin ci ple
ap plies to

° signifieds (con cepts, mean ings): ‘pretty’ ac quires mean ing through dif fer ing from
sim i lar words like 'beau ti ful', ‘hand some’, ‘sexy’, as well as from dis sim i lar words 
like ‘red’, ‘kitchen’, ‘walk’, ‘but’, ‘than’, ‘un der stand ing’ etc. In the end each el e -
ment in lan guage de pends for its value on its dif fer en tial re la tions to all the other
el e ments in lan guage.

Derrida's no tion of différance ex tends and radi cal ises Saussure's no tion of différence9:
in any dis course

spo ken or writ ten ..., no el e ment can func tion as a sign with out re lat ing to an -
other el e ment which it self is not sim ply pres ent. This in ter weav ing re sults in
each ‘el e ment’ – pho neme or grapheme – be ing con sti tuted on the ba sis of the
trace within it of the other el e ments of the chain or sys tem. ... Noth ing, nei ther
among the el e ments nor within the sys tem, is any where ever sim ply pres ent or
ab sent. There are only, ev ery where, dif fer ences and traces of traces (Derrida
1981:26).10

Nei ther what is rep re sented in such a sys tem (con tents), nor what hap pens in such a
sys tem (func tion) can be equated with the state of, or events in, a par tic u lar part of that 
sys tem at any par tic u lar mo ment. The cor tex, the mind and lan guage can all be con -
ceived of as such dis trib uted sys tems and prof it ably de scribed us ing sim i lar vo cab u lar -
ies. Neu ral net works are a use ful ex em plar of dis trib uted sys tems:

° An im por tant char ac ter is tic of neu ral net works is that knowl edge is not rep re -
sented lo cally in an iconic fash ion, but that it is dis trib uted over the whole sys tem.
In for ma tion con cern ing a spe cific ob ject is also not iden ti fied with the con nec tion
strengths as so ci ated with a par tic u lar unit but is dis trib uted over the con nec tions
be tween many units. Ev ery as pect of the func tion ing of a neu ral net is purely re la -
tional. “All the knowl edge is in the con nec tions” (Rumelhart & McClelland 1986,
vol. I:75).

Freud only reaches sim i lar con clu sions grad u ally. For sim plic ity's sake, he ini tially
speaks as if men tal con tents are lo cated in sin gle neurones. Even tually he in tro duces a
first cor rec tion: “Per cep tual cathexes are never cathexes of sin gle neurones but al ways
of com plexes. So far we have ne glected this fea ture” (327). He real ises that the whole
pro cess thereby be comes far harder to rep re sent:

If we put com plexes in stead of the neurones and com plexes in stead of the
ideas, we come up against a com pli ca tion of prac ti cal thought which it is no
lon ger pos si ble to de scribe (378).

It is only in Ch. VII of the Traumdeutung that Freud takes his model of the psy chi cal
ap pa ra tus as a dis trib uted sys tem to its log i cal con clu sion:
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9 To dis tin guish crudely be tween Derridean différance and Saussurean différence; Saussure be lieves in
the pos si bil ity of a purely synchronic study of the dif fer ences in lan guage, whereas Derrida does n't: ev -
ery ap par ently synchronic dif fer ence in fact re fers to a past and a fu ture, and thus in volves différance.

10 Derrida (1978) gives a de tailed anal y sis of how, both in the “Pro ject” and in sub se quent texts, Freud
anal y ses con scious ness and the psy chi cal ap pa ra tus as es sen tially dif fer en tial in their struc ture and func -
tion. Ac cord ing to Derrida (1978:197-198), Freud's strug gle to cre ate a dif fer en tial dis course us ing con -
cepts tra di tion ally in ter preted in a non-dif fer en tial way, is only partly suc cess ful.



ideas, thoughts and psy chi cal struc tures in gen eral must never be re garded as
local ised in or ganic el e ments of the ner vous sys tem but rather, as one might
say, be tween them, where resistances and fa cili ta tions pro vide the cor re spond -
ing cor re lates (1900:611).

This pas sage may of fer an es sen tial clue as to why Freud re frained from for mu lat ing
his the o ries in neu ro log i cal terms af ter the “Pro ject”: the trans la tion of psy cho log i cal
pro cesses to neu ro log i cal ones in later sec tions of the “Pro ject” as sumed that men tal
con tents could be local ised in spe cific neurones or groups of neurones. The re la tions
be tween con tents can then be pic tured in straight for ward spa tial terms. The mo ment
the neu ro log i cal cor re late of men tal con tents be comes some thing wholly re la tional and 
dis trib uted, that can not be clearly lo cated or rep re sented spa tially,11 it be comes im pos -
si ble to spec ify neu ral equiv a lents (in terms of cathexes of neurones or neurone com -
plexes and fa cil i ta tion of con tact-barriers) for se man tic re la tions be tween men tal con -
tents. Or, sup pos ing such cor re lates could be pro vided (e.g. by a de vice pro duc ing a
de tailed and so phis ti cated im ag ing of neu ral events), to make the re la tion be tween
such neu ro log i cal events and the con scious or un con scious men tal pro cesses with
which they are cor re lated per spic u ous and in for ma tive. Freud is here con fronted with
dif fi cul ties sim i lar to those he ex presses in the Traumdeutung: his model stretches his
pow ers of ex po si tion to their limit, be cause it is by its very na ture at odds with the de -
mands of representability.

The lan guage of the “Pro ject” still con tains im por tant ves tiges of the localisationist
neuropsychology from which Freud had pro gres sively dis tanced him self over the pre -
ced ing years. If we ac cept this ar gu ment, it is pos si ble that Freud in later years both
main tained the gen eral model of the cor tex as a dis trib uted sys tem, and was con vinced 
that no de tailed neu ro log i cal ac count of spe cific psy cho log i cal pro cesses could (yet?)
be given in terms of such a model. When deal ing with neu ral net works we are in much 
the same po si tion: we do not re ally know or un der stand what steps oc cur where, when, 
and in what se quence when such net works gen er ate their re sults. For such
self-organising sys tems there is no Pro gram mer, no Sci en tist can un cover the full
Truth and the fi nal sig nif i cance of each el e ment.

Freud's model of the psy chi cal ap pa ra tus is a de vel op men tal model – the ap pa ra tus
can learn. Again neu ral net works of fer a par al lel. Whereas con ven tional com put ers
learn through be ing pro grammed, neu ral net works learn through ex pe ri ence.

° Net works can be im ple mented in such a way that weights can be changed au to -
mat i cally. In this way, a net work can learn. If a cer tain in put and the de sired out -

10 S. Afr. J, Philos. 2001, 20(3)

11 The com plex spa ti ali ty in volved in this model should not be con fused with a de nial of the spa ti ali ty of
the psy chi cal ap pa ra tus à la Des cartes. Derrida (1978:204) says that Freud's top o graph i cal de scrip tion is
one 

which ex ter nal space, that is, fa mil iar and con sti tuted space ... can not con tain. [Freud's de scrip tions deal in]

pure dif fer ences, dif fer ences of sit u a tion, of con nec tion, of lo cal iza tion, of struc tural re la tions more im por tant

than their sup port ing terms; and they are dif fer ences for which the rel a tiv ity of out side and in side is al ways to be 

de ter mined. The think ing of dif fer ence can nei ther dis pense with to pog ra phy nor ac cept the cur rent mod els of

spac ing.

Com pare this with Freud's com par i son, in the Traumdeutung, of the ob jects of in ter nal per cep tion with
vir tual im ages in an op ti cal in stru ment: “Ev ery thing that can be an ob ject of our in ter nal per cep tion is vir tual, like 

the im age pro duced in a tele scope by the pas sage of light-rays” (1900:611).



put is pro vided, the net work will shuf fle the weights in such a way that the two are 
matched.

Freud makes much the same point as the last sen tence – where we speak of shuf fling,
he speaks of (a sort of ran dom) ex per i men tal dis place ment. “The aim ... is reached by
means of an ex per i men tal dis place ment of Qh along ev ery path way” (329). (Sim i lar
for mu la tions are to be found in the Traumdeutung12).

His way of say ing that the “de sired out put” is pro vided, is to speak of the cathexis of 
a “wish ful idea” or “aim” – and aims are al ways in ti mately con nected with the ef fects
of pre vi ous ex pe ri ences of sat is fac tion, unpleasure or pain. When the wish ful idea is
cathected, “trav el ling is dom i nated not by the fa cil i ta tion but by an aim” (329). This
shows that Freud's psy chi cal ap pa ra tus is te le o log i cal – aim-directed – even if it ul ti -
mately works ac cord ing to mech a nis tic prin ci ples.

If neu ral net works func tion in a purely re la tional way:

the sys tem can not be rule-based on a first level ... The net work may ap pear to
fol low rules, but these are emer gent prop er ties that are ab stracted from the
func tion ing of the net work, and not prin ci ples that de ter mine the func tion ing
(Rumelhart & McClelland 1986, vol. I:24).

Such a sys tem is self-organising, i.e. it de vel ops in ter nal struc ture with out the in ter -
ven tion of an ex ter nal agent. Here we have a “ma chine which ... run[s] of it self”
(Freud 1954:129). If the sys tem is not rule-based, it is of course non-algorithmic. The
method of cal cu la tion it self can be seen as a pro cess of 're lax ation'. In stead of fol low -
ing a se ries of log i cal steps, a so lu tion is reached by find ing the op ti mal com pro mise
be tween a num ber of con straints. 'The sys tem should be thought of more as set tling
into a so lu tion than cal cu lat ing a so lu tion' (Rumelhart and McClelland 1986, vol.
I:135). In the “Pro ject” the neurones also “set tle into a so lu tion,” sim ply by striv ing to
di vest them selves of en ergy.

It is clear that the gen eral fea tures of Freud's model in the “Pro ject” are the same as
or very sim i lar to the fea tures of neu ral net works in com put ing we have de scribed
above. It de serves note that com put ers built on this prin ci ple can du pli cate the re sults
of rule-based com put ers. This fact be lies the ap par ently un bridge able gap be tween a
bi o log i cal de scrip tion of the cor tex and the higher in tel lec tual ca pac i ties like logic and
ra tio nal ity.

There is there fore no rea son to think that a brain struc tured ac cord ing to the broad
prin ci ples guid ing the “Pro ject”, would be in ca pa ble of in tel lec tual func tions that re -
quire the ma nip u la tion of for mal sys tems (or that can typ i cally be mod elled on for mal
sys tems such as con ven tional com puter programmes). If Freud's “Pro ject”, and neu ral
net works, for that mat ter, hark back to associationist psy chol ogy in many ways, this
does not im ply that they are in ca pa ble of ac count ing for rule-following be hav iour – a

S. Afr. J. Philos. 2001, 20(4) 11

12 In dis cuss ing the gen e sis of dreams in the Traumdeutung, Freud (190:576) re peat edly qual i fies the lin ear 
im pli ca tions of his ba sic sche matic rep re sen ta tion of the psy chic ap pa ra tus, which sug gests that its com -
po nents are tra versed in a fixed tem po ral se quence:

it seems to me un nec es sary to sup pose that dream-pro cesses re ally main tain ... the chro no log i cal or der in which I 

have de scribed them [W]hat hap pens in re al ity is no doubt a si mul ta neous ex plor ing of one path and an other, a

swing ing of the ex ci ta tion now this way and now that, un til at last it ac cu mu lates in the di rec tion that is most op -

por tune and one par tic u lar group ing be comes the per ma nent one.

This evokes the func tion ing of a neu ral net work, rather than the lin ear ex e cu tion of some thing like a
com puter programme.



charge of ten lev elled against associationist psy chol ogy. The struc ture of a net work of
neurones (or part thereof) can be as rigid as is nec es sary, and it will then re spond to a
cer tain in put as if it is fol low ing a rule.

Con versely, there is no com puter sys tem that can hold a nor mal con ver sa tion, un der -
stand a joke, de vise a new rec ipe or dis tin guish be tween a Bur gundy and a claret.
These and many other forms of in tel li gent be hav iour (or typ i cally hu man forms of be -
hav iour, in clud ing ir ra tio nal ones) in our opin ion re quire, among other things, the in te -
gra tion of a vast amount of ex pe ri ences or pieces of knowl edge, rather than the ap pli -
ca tion of rules. Rules prob a bly form only a sub set of what is in volved in hu man men -
tal pro cesses, even those of the most in tel lec tual sort. If in tel li gence would stop where
rules end, the pos si bil i ties of in tel li gent be hav iour would be very lim ited in deed.
Connectionism seems to of fer more hope of mod el ling forms of in tel li gence that are
(ap par ently) not re duc ible to the ap pli ca tion of rules. Ad mit tedly, there is as yet no
proof that neu ral net works will be any more suc cess ful than con ven tional com put ers in 
mod el ling these be hav iours; they have, how ever, out per formed them in cer tain sim pler 
tasks of a sim i lar na ture. (And mod elled some not so sim ple pat terns as well: a neu ral
net work trained to gen er ate the past tense from the pres ent mim icked the pat tern of
mis takes chil dren make in the pro cess of ac quir ing this com pe tence (Rumelhart &
McClelland 1986, Vol. 2:216-271)).

How could Freud have been so pre scient? Are we not forc ibly read ing our own
ideas, of ap par ently re cent or i gin, back into a text writ ten more than a cen tury ago?
We doubt it. Per haps Freud's pre science is less enig matic than one would think. Not
be ing math e mat i cally ori ented, and be ing nec es sar ily in no cent of Chomskyan lin guis -
tics as well as late XXth Cen tury par a digms in com puter sci ence and AI, he was not
in clined to take op er a tions in for mal sys tems (rule-based sys tems) as the par a digm for
men tal pro cesses. Con versely, his whole Bildung in ba si cally non-mathematical sci -
ence: bi ol ogy, med i cine, neu rol ogy, psychopathology – in all of which qual i ta tive ob -
ser va tion and de scrip tion play a ma jor role – in clined him in a very dif fer ent di rec tion, 
in which it is very nat u ral to take se ri ously the mi cro-structure of ner vous tis sue, as
that could be em pir i cally as cer tained in his day: richly in ter con nected neurones. Given 
his ma te ri al ism, this had to be, in some way, wholly or in part, the ma te rial sub strate of 
men tal func tions. More over, the func tions that in ter est him form a var ie gated col lec -
tion, much of which had re ceived scant at ten tion in mod els of mind to whom man the
sci en tist and lo gi cian was para dig matic: per cep tion, mem ory, plea sure and unpleasure, 
wishes, dreams, lan guage, jokes, mech a nisms of de fence and psychopathological phe -
nom ena. To him, the ma nip u la tion of for mal sys tems, such as we find in math e mat ics
and sym bolic logic, was there fore nei ther the es sen tial men tal explanandum nor the
para dig matic men tal explanans.

Of course, the strik ing par al lels be tween the men tal ap pa ra tus in the “Pro ject” and
neu ral net works by no means prove the va lid ity of Freud's model. How ever, they do
show a num ber of things. Firstly, they show how close to some of the most re cent de -
vel op ments in AI and com put ing Freud's ap proach is. This is a far cry from the charge
that the lim its of Freud's “Pro ject” are ba si cally iden ti cal to those of out dated XIXth
Cen tury par a digms such as associationist psy chol ogy or main stream Vi en nese neu rol -
ogy. Sec ondly, they un der line the ho lis tic, non-linear na ture of Freud's net work model
of the men tal ap pa ra tus in the “Pro ject”. Thirdly, they con firm that Freud was highly
per spi ca cious in see ing “what can be de duced from [his] ba sic hy poth e ses” (347).
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Freud's “Pro ject” mod els both the brain and the mind in connectionist terms, i.e. as
dis trib uted sys tems. In Des cartes' ac count mind and body in deed rep re sented two to -
tally dif fer ent or ders. Im por tantly, the body was spa tial, while the mind was not. In
con trast, XIXth Cen tury neu ro sci ence typ i cally thought that men tal con tents and func -
tions could be mapped onto the brain in a sim ple and di rect way: they could be local -
ised in the brain. This at tempt to re late mind and brain was built on atomistic, overly
sim plis tic spa tial no tions.

The no tion of dis trib uted sys tems, how ever, of fers a dif fer ent av e nue of ap proach.
Al though a dis trib uted sys tem is al ways real ised spa tially, this is not space as a phi los -
o phy of pres ence con ceives it. Above, we said that Derrida's words (1981:26) were es -
pe cially rel e vant here; in such a sys tem “noth ing ... is ever sim ply pres ent or ab sent.
There are only, ev ery where, dif fer ences and traces of traces.” We re marked that nei -
ther what is rep re sented in such a sys tem (con tents), nor what hap pens in such a sys -
tem (func tion) can be equated with the state or the events in a par tic u lar part of that
sys tem at any par tic u lar mo ment. Both the brain and the mind can be con ceived of as
such dis trib uted sys tems, which can be de scribed us ing sim i lar vo cab u lar ies. As such,
it is less ob vi ous that mind-descriptions and brain-descriptions must be in com men su ra -
ble in prin ci ple. (This is not to say that there is any sim ple way of trans lat ing spe cific
men tal de scrip tions into spe cific brain de scrip tions – but then the point is: it is no to ri -
ously dif fi cult to de scribe ex actly what hap pens in a dis trib uted sys tem, any way).

In the place of Des cartes' di vi sion be tween a sui generis non-distributed men tal sub -
stance and a sui generis non-distributed bodily sub stance (which he ad mit ted to be
mys te ri ously in ter re lated), we now have minds and brains (cor ti ces), both con ceived
of as dis trib uted sys tems, so that a text (es pe cially one con cerned with the most gen -
eral fea tures of the sys tem) can si mul ta neously be a 'lit eral' neu ro log i cal de scrip tion
and a 'met a phoric' psy cho log i cal de scrip tion – and in a piece of theo ris ing like the
“Pro ject” it will be hard, and per haps not even very cru cial, to say ex actly when a de -
scrip tion is 'neu ro log i cal' and when it is 'psy cho log i cal'.

If we can ac cept the de sir abil ity, or even in ev i ta bil ity, of met a phor for cog ni tion and 
for sci ence, should it sur prise us that cer tain in formed neu ro log i cal de scrip tions can
of fer us a pow er ful lan guage for talk ing about the mind? Is the prima fa cie like li hood
of a par al lel ism not greater here than be tween minds and clocks, minds and ma chines,
or minds and con ven tional com put ers? (Of course we would have to know at what
level such a par al lel ism is to be dis cerned, so as not to fall back into the na ive hab its of 
XIXth Cen tury localisationism). Wollheim (1985:44) is prob a bly right in at trib ut ing to 
Freud the quite rea son able con vic tion that “psy cho log i cal phe nom ena ex hibit many of
the same char ac ter is tics and char ac ter is tic pat terns as the neuro-physiological phe nom -
ena on which they are caus ally de pend ent.”

Is the “Pro ject” Ba sically 'Solipsistic'? I. The Role of the Other
in the “Pro ject”
Ac cord ing to Ricoeur the Freud ian 'to pog ra phy' in the “Pro ject” is ba si cally solipsistic. 
He finds

that it does not ac count for the intersubjective na ture of the dra mas form ing its
main theme [e.g.] the pa ren tal re la tion [and] the ther a peu tic re la tion ... what
nour ishes anal y sis is al ways a de bate be tween consciousnesses. [I]n the Freud -
ian to pog ra phy that de bate is pro jected onto a rep re sen ta tion of the psy chi cal
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ap pa ra tus in which only the 'vi cis si tudes of the in stincts' within an iso lated sys -
tem are thematized. Stated bluntly, the Freud ian sys tem ati za tion is solipsistic,
whereas the sit u a tions and re la tions anal y sis speaks of and which speak in
anal y sis are intersubjective (Ricoeur 1972:61 – our ital ics).13

If this charge were jus ti fied, its im pli ca tions would be dev as tat ing for Freud's “Pro -
ject”. But is it? Does Freud in the “Pro ject” in deed give a solipsistic model that makes
the very intersubjective phe nom ena he is try ing to il lu mi nate be come im pos si ble?

To be sure, most of Freud's de scrip tions in the “Pro ject” do in deed re fer (or seem to
re fer) to a sin gle men tal ap pa ra tus, which could there fore sound like an “iso lated sys -
tem”. (More over, some pas sages in the “Pro ject” do in deed have a solipsistic ring.14)
The other per son does how ever ex plic itly make her or his ap pear ance, al beit in a lim -
ited num ber of guises: as (first) help ing ob ject (331); as at trac tive other; frus trat ing
other, and thus oc ca sion for thought; re pul sive other; (first) hos tile ob ject (331);
speak ing other (367) and source of lan guage; ob ject of moral sen ti ments, such as re -
morse (352) and sym pa thy (333-334); ob ject of im i ta tion (333-334); and, fi nally,
“thing” evad ing judge ment (334).

Freud treats sym pa thy and im i ta tion (at least in their most prim i tive form – as spe -
cies of “pri mary judg ment”) as men tal acts in which the non-identity of self and other
is not yet re cog nised. If so lip sism is the idea that the own ex is tence is ev i dent, but not
that of the (hu man or non-human) other, then the sit u a tion of “pri mary judg ment” is
rightly not solipsistic, but rather sym bi otic. The prob lem con front ing Freud's model is
not: ‘how does the iso lated, lone sub ject over come so lip sism?’, but rather: ‘how does
an or gan ism that ini tially does not dis tin guish be tween self and non-self de velop into
one that has a sense of it self as dif fer ent and sep a rate from the non-self?’ (Let us for
the mo ment re mark that il lu sion and de lu sion can at tach to both po si tions: in iden ti fy -
ing with the other, dif fer ences and non-identity are de nied, whereas sim i lar ity and
non-separation can be de nied by a sub ject who sees him self as dif fer ent and sep a rate).
Sym pa thy for the pain of an other is ini tially not dis tin guished from (the mem ory of)
one's own pain, and it there fore can not yet be called ‘sym pa thy for the other’; sim i larly 
the im i ta tion Freud de scribes here does not yet know it self as im i ta tion.

Such are thus the ex plicit guises the other takes in the “Pro ject”. But does the ba sic
model of the men tal ap pa ra tus as a dis trib uted sys tem not in it self doom the sub ject to
so lip sism? Fair enough: in the “Pro ject” Freud does not de vote much space to the re la -
tion with other peo ple; the role of lan guage is in di cated only in broad out lines; we hear 
noth ing about the role of groups, so ci ety, cul ture, in sti tu tions, rules, and so on. (None
of this can rea son ably count as an ob jec tion to a text as pro gram matic as this one). Any 
neu ro log i cal model of the psy chi cal ap pa ra tus or brain, how ever unsolipsistic in its in -

14 S. Afr. J, Philos. 2001, 20(4)

13 Rollins (1967:487) dis tin guishes be tween three forms of so lip sism: ‘re al ity so lip sism’ – “the no tion of
the self as the sup posed to tal ity of ex is tence”; ‘knowl edge so lip sism’ – “the no tion of the self and its
states as the only ob ject of real knowl edge and the or i gin of any prob lem atic knowl edge of other ex is -
tence”; and ‘eth i cal so lip sism’ – an eth i cal doc trine fa vour ing self-seek ing or ego ism. Ricoeur seems to
be us ing the term 'so lip sism' in a far looser sense, to in di cate an ap proach in which the psy chi cal ap pa ra -
tus is treated as an “iso lated sys tem” that does not es sen tially in ter act with other psy chi cal ap pa ra tuses.
We ar gue that Freud is not a so lip sist in Ricoeur's or any of Rollins's senses.

14 An ex am ple would be the fol low ing:

The sys tem y is out of con tact with the ex ter nal world; it only re ceives Q on the one hand from the f neurones

them selves, and on the other from the cel lu lar el e ments in the in te rior of the body (304).



ten tion, is likely to have a solipsistic ring to it, be cause its (in es cap ably tech ni cal) lan -
guage will not be the ev ery day lan guage in which the ex is tence of oth ers is ax i om atic.

The prob lem of so lip sism and its Siamese twin – the prob lem of other minds – usu -
ally pre sup pose an on to log i cal gulf sep a rat ing self and outer world (so cial or ma te rial), 
with con ti nu ity on ei ther side of the gulf, but the gulf it self rep re sent ing rad i cal dis -
con ti nu ity. The self is suf fi ciently ho mo ge neous that all its parts have con tact with
each other, or free ac cess to each other. But this con ti nu ity is in ter rupted go ing to the
out side world.

Freud's model could in many ways not be fur ther from clas si cal so lip sism. The prob -
lem is not how to es tab lish some sort of ten u ous con tact across an on to log i cal gulf
sep a rat ing the in ter nal space of the sub ject from the outer space of the so cial and ma te -
rial world, but rather the re verse. Im pulses com ing from the out side world com monly
have a far greater mag ni tude than the in ter nal im pulses by which the psy chi cal ap pa ra -
tus func tions, so that they have to be damped down. To as cribe a solipsistic po si tion to 
an ap pa ra tus that is con stantly bat tling so as not to be over whelmed by im pulses from
out side would be rather per verse. Far from the sub ject be ing a lone in tel li gence hav ing 
to scan the heav ens with a ra dio tele scope in the hope of dis cov er ing that it is not
alone in the uni verse, or by dint of end less in ven tive ness com mu ni cat ing with other
intelligences, the other con stantly and in sis tently bears down upon him, bear ing the
threat of pain and dis rup tion – qual i ta tive and quan ti ta tive over load – as well as the
prom ise of sat is fac tion of needs or wishes. From the per spec tive of Freud's model the
doc trine of so lip sism ap pears in a very dif fer ent light: as a piece of wish ful think ing in
which an or gan ism that is com pletely sub ject to Ananke and con stantly in dan ger of
be ing en gulfed by its en vi ron ment, dreams that it is es sen tially in su lated from it.

Not that Freud's al ter na tive re places ab so lute dis con ti nu ity with a unity be tween ev -
ery thing and ev ery thing; his al ter na tive to a rad i cal dis con ti nu ity be tween sub ject and
world, sub ject and sub ject, is nei ther purely continuist, nor purely discontinuist.
Neurones, the mi cro scopic el e ments of the psy chi cal ap pa ra tus, are sep a rated from,
and con nected to each other by 'con tact-barriers' with vari able de grees of per me abil ity.

Freud's model of the men tal ap pa ra tus makes the very sub stance of the psy chi cal ap -
pa ra tus con sist of bar rier-apertures, in stead of work ing with a di chot omy be tween
bound aries and that which is sep a rated by bound aries, and a di chot omy be tween bar -
ri ers and ap er tures. This forms a marked con trast with Breuer's (1895:193) di chot omy 
be tween “com plete in ter nal con nec tions” and “[to tal] sev er ance of con nec tions be -
tween the psy chi cal el e ments” in the Studies on Hys te ria,15 which ap peared in the
same year in which Freud was pen ning his “Pro ject”.

Neurones “have con tact with one an other through the me dium of a for eign sub -
stance, [and] ter mi nate upon one an other as they do upon por tions of for eign tis sue”
(298). In stead of a ho mo ge neous mind only abut ting on some thing other at its outer
lim its, we find a mi cro scopic, fractal-like dis tri bu tion of oth er ness through out the very 
fab ric of the psy chi cal ap pa ra tus.
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15 Breuer there pos tu lates a di chot omy be tween the wak ing state, in which

the brain func tions as a unit with com plete in ter nal con nec tions [and] deep est sleep, [where the] sev er ance of

con nec tions be tween the psy chi cal el e ments ... be comes to tal. [I]n sleep the paths of con nec tion and con duc tion

in the brain are not traversable by ex ci ta tions of the psy chi cal el e ments (? cor ti cal cells), whereas in wak ing life

they are com pletely so traversable (1895:193).



In the “Pro ject” the ‘in ner na ture’ of the psy chi cal ap pa ra tus is very sim i lar to its
‘outer sur face’: some thing dif fer en tially al low ing the pas sage of Q, and re sist ing it. 
Ev ery thing in the psy chi cal ap pa ra tus has the sta tus of in ter face.16 The mind-substance 
is tra versed by dis con ti nu ities both mi cro scop i cally (the con tact-barriers) and mac ro -
scop i cally (e.g. be tween sys tems such as f, y and w, or be tween what is re pressed and
the rest of the psy che). These dis con ti nu ities are not ab so lute breaks: they si mul ta -
neously con nect (“con tact”) and sep a rate (“bar ri ers”). Ev ery thing is in ter con nected,
but par tially and dif fer en tially. Noth ing is to tally sep a rate (or, in Derrida's phrase: to -
tally ab sent). In stead of a di chot omy “in ter con nected/sep a rate”, there are dif fer ences
in de gree – of fa cil i ta tion – that de ter mine the de gree or ease of in ter ac tion. These dif -
fer en tial resistances are not ob sta cles to thought, but con sti tute the very mech a nism
and con tent of mem ory, and thereby, in di rectly, of thought. Freud finds a way to nav i -
gate be tween the Scylla and Charybdis of 'mo nism' and 'plu ral ism', ab so lute con ti nu ity
and ab so lute dis con ti nu ity.

The im pulses by which neurones com mu ni cate with each other do not dif fer es sen -
tially from the im pulses whereby the nu clear neurones com mu ni cate with the in te rior
of the body, and f/y  com mu ni ca tion takes place; the only sig nif i cant dif fer ence with
im pulses com ing to f from the ex ter nal world is one of mag ni tude. It is even pos si ble
for the nerve-ending ap pa ra tuses to be by passed, so that y is ex posed un pro tected to
quan ti ties of far greater mag ni tude than the intra-y or der of mag ni tude. Pain then oc -
curs.

In the “Pro ject” the plea sure and unpleasure (to the point of pain) that go with the
ap pear ance of the other are de picted as such el e men tary, ur-psy chic re al i ties that it
would again sound per verse to say that in this model the re al ity of the other is any -
where ever in ques tion for the sub ject. An or gan ism that has the avoid ance of pain as
its most press ing con cern (“pain ... is the most im per a tive of all pro cesses” (307)) can
hardly be a solipsistic crea ture.

Is the “Pro ject” Ba sically ‘Solipsistic’? II. The Role of Lan guage

The psy chi cal ap pa ra tus is also spared a solipsistic fate be cause of the role Freud as -
cribes to lan guage. Noth ing in di cates that the psy chi cal ap pa ra tus is closer to “its own
words” than to those of the other. Be cause the im por tance of con scious ness is sorely
re duced, a con scious ness ac com pa ny ing the own words can not priv i lege these above
the words of oth ers. (In fact words are the me dium of con scious ness – this is not a
model in which con scious ness may or may not be added to words). If we may sus pect
that lan guage is ‘dis torted’, trans formed or pro cessed when it passes the bound ary be -
tween the sub ject and the out side world, we should also bear in mind that the same
will hap pen con stantly as it passes bar ri ers in the in te rior of the men tal ap pa ra tus. (The 
very func tion ing of the ap pa ra tus – the flow of Qh-con sists in such a pass ing of bar ri -

16 S. Afr. J, Philos. 2001, 20(4)

16 In Freud there is a very strong ten dency to think as a sur face (and thus: in ter face) what might oth er wise
be con ceived as an en tity. We find it back much later in his con cep tion of the ego in The ego and the id:

The ego is first and fore most a bodily ego; it is not merely a sur face en tity, but is it self the pro jec tion of a sur face 

(1923:26).

In clas si cal meta phys ics, en ti ties tend to be thought of as hav ing a min i mal, and un in ter est ing, sur face.
In clas si cal on tol ogy, the para dig matic en tity is con ceived of as a sphere, or anal o gous to a sphere. To -
day fractal ge om e try helps us to think of sur faces (and en ti ties) in a very dif fer ent way.



ers). Lin guis tic signs are al ways be ing pro cessed, whether intrasubjectively or inter -
sub jectively.

In the “Pro ject”, the self (to use a term Freud avoided) is nei ther an atom nor com -
posed of at oms. In Derridean terms we could put it as fol lows: in a dif fer en tial field
the bound aries of selves, units, en ti ties or sys tems are not pre-given. Both the sub ject
and the out side world are net works (this is what is at stake in Derrida's met a phors of
“text” and “writ ing”) in which noth ing is ever en tirely pres ent or ab sent, and in which
past, pres ent and fu ture are par a dox i cally in ter twined. If the psy chi cal ap pa ra tus is in
it self a net work, there is noth ing in Freud's model in the “Pro ject” pre vent ing us from
see ing it as part of a larger net work, on the model of a net work of neu ral net works. If
the solipsistic psy che is a stand-alone PC, the psy che in the “Pro ject” is net worked
from scratch.17 For such an en larged neu ral net work, the im pos si bil ity of lo cal isa tion
will re peat it self in an even more preg nant form: it will again be hard or im pos si ble to
say what hap pens where. So cial and cul tural phe nom ena can not be re duced to
localisable events in spe cific in di vid u als – not even large num bers of spe cific in di vid -
u als. (The gen eral no tion of dis trib uted sys tems thus gives a ra tio nale for the re jec tion
of meth od olog i cal in di vid u al ism in so cial sci ence). If we ac cept Freud's ma te ri al ist
stance, and main tain that there is no sec ond world next to the ma te rial world of space
and time, we must bear in mind that our no tions of space and time have be come very
strange and com plex.

Even if we were to think in terms of a bar rier be tween sub ject and ob ject, bar ri ers
are not im per me able or uncircumventable. (A bar rier, gen er ally, does not ab so lutely
pre vent the pas sage of what it is a bar rier to, rather the bar rier only al lows it pas sage in 
a trans mog ri fied form, or once a cer tain thresh old of force has been ex ceeded). In
Freud’s con cep tion, bar ri ers are not an ob sta cle to thought/cog ni tion, but the very me -
dium of thought/cog ni tion18 At many dif fer ent lev els of the Freud ian text, the du al ity
of ‘paths’ and ‘bar ri ers’ is re placed by what amounts to a mid dle term: path/bar ri ers,
i.e.: con tact-barriers.
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17 Al though Freud does not here work out this pos si bil ity, we see no a pri ori rea son why parts of the psy -
chi cal ap pa ra tus may not be more in ti mately con nected with – and de pend ent on – parts of other psy chi -
cal ap pa ra tuses than with other parts of them selves. (Cf. Freud's later re mark: “The Ucs. of one hu man
be ing can re act upon that of an other, with out pass ing through the Cs.” (1915:194)). An im pli ca tion of
this would be that 'wishes' and 'mem o ries' (Prager 1998) will not nec es sar ily de rive from 'the sub ject's
own ex pe ri ence', as as sumed in the “Pro ject”.

18 When Freud sees a re sis tance as si mul ta neously a fa cil i ta tion, this move is not unique to the “Pro ject”.
In his tech ni cal writ ings he sim i larly pres ents ap par ent ob sta cles to anal y sis as the very me dium of anal -
y sis. These ob sta cles are linked to the fol low ing: the fact of am ne sia; the fact that not ev ery body is
hypnotisable; the fact that Freud was not very good at hyp no sis; the pa tient's re sis tance to treat ment; and 
the phe nom e non of trans fer ence.
In Wittgenstein and Kant fric tion (re sis tance) also en ables that which it at first sight might seem to hin -
der:

We have got on to slip pery ice where there is no fric tion and so in a cer tain sense the con di tions are ideal, but

also, just be cause of that, we are un able to walk. We want to walk: so we need fric tion. Back to the rough

ground! (Wittgenstein 1968:§107)

The light dove, cleav ing the air in her free flight, and feel ing its re sis tance, might imag ine that its flight would

be still eas ier in empty space. [Plato] did not ob serve that with all his ef forts he made no ad vance – meet ing no

re sis tance that might, as it were, serve as a sup port upon which he could take a stand, to which he could ap ply

his pow ers, and so set his un der stand ing in mo tion (Kant 1982:47 [A5]).



So lip sism is pre mised on the self be ing an im me di ate ev i dence to it self, as uni fied
and sep a rate (it is ev i dent that cer tain ideas are the prop erty of the self, and of no-one
else). If we take Freud's view to its log i cal con clu sion, we can not sus tain this be lief:
for any in di vid ual sub ject, it will be hard or im pos si ble to say ex actly to what ex tent an 
idea or wish is or is not the sub ject's “own” idea or wish. In the “Pro ject”, far from the
self be ing a dis crete unit try ing to find its way back to the world, so cial and oth er wise,
there is very lit tle in di ca tion that there is a self hav ing a spon ta ne ous sense of it self as
uni fied and sep a rate.

Why we Find the Model of the Psy chi cal Ap pa ra tus in the
“Pro ject” Richer than that in the Traumdeutung

The model pre sented in the “Pro ject” is that of the men tal ap pa ra tus as a net work: si -
mul ta neously a net work of neurones, and a net work of ideas. Compared to this, the
ba sic ac count given in the metapsychological chap ter (Ch. VII) of the Traumdeutung
is much more lin ear: the men tal ap pa ra tus as a se ries of more or less sim ple, more or
less dis crete and in ter nally ho mo ge neous sys tems. Self-organisation re quires re cur -
rence – the ex is tence of loops in a sys tem, so that the out put of a unit leads to changes
in its in put. A lin ear sys tem there fore can not be self-organising (Cilliers 1998:134).

In Ch. VII of the Traumdeutung Freud ar gu ably gives a mod u lar rather than a dis -
trib uted, ho lis tic model of the mind's struc ture. (Or, al ter na tively, pic tures its func tion -
ing as the pas sage of ex ci ta tions through a se ries of vi cis si tudes that typ i cally dis play a 
fixed tem po ral se quence). The re peated qual i fi ca tions that Freud at ta ches to this ba si -
cally lin ear model do not suc ceed in turn ing it into a model as es sen tially or ev i dently
non-linear as that found in the “Pro ject”.

Scat tered re marks in di cate that Freud still imag ines the phys i cal ba sis of this ap pa ra -
tus to be a net work of neurones – now with the ex plicit pro viso that ideas can not be
clearly lo cated in neurones or groups of neurones. How ever, the model it self is pre -
sented in sim ple spa tial terms. (Again with a pro viso: that this is just scaf fold ing, a
model that should not be in ter preted lit er ally. But even if we do not take this scaf fold -
ing lit er ally, it con tin ues to guide our re cep tion of the text).

We find the model pre sented in the “Pro ject” pref er a ble to that of the Traumdeutung
for a num ber of rea sons:

Firstly, it emphasises a mul ti plic ity of el e ments, of dif fer ences, and of het er o ge -
neous re la tions, far more than does the model pre sented in the Traumdeutung. The
“Pro ject” makes it clear that the psy chi cal ap pa ra tus is truly com plex, rather than just
com pli cated. The in for ma tion in com plex sys tems can only be com pressed to a very
lim ited ex tent. “To de scribe a com plex sys tem you have, in a cer tain sense, to re peat
the sys tem” (Cilliers, 1998:10; see xiii & 2-5 for more on the dis tinc tion be tween com -
plex ity and com pli ca tion). This fits in neatly with the psy cho an a lytic con vic tion that
there is no short route (no route shorter than an ex tended psy cho anal y sis or some thing
sim i lar) to gain any real un der stand ing of how an in di vid ual's mind func tions. Si mul ta -
neously, if the mind of the in di vid ual were not com plex, it would be un able to deal
with the com plex ity of the en vi ron ment in which he or she wishes to sur vive and
thrive.

Sec ondly, it is more ev i dently of a piece with the net work model found in Freud's
her me neu tics and semiotics – a net work of ideas re lated to each other through com plex 
as so cia tive webs, whose non-linearity Freud ex presses in con cepts like ‘con den sa tion’

18 S. Afr. J, Philos. 2001, 20(4)



and ‘dis place ment’. It is there fore more con du cive to the in te gra tion of Freud ian her -
me neu tics and semiotics with Freud ian metapsychology.

In the third place, it is more con sis tent with a dif fer en tial semiotics (and, we would
add: a dif fer en tial on tol ogy) à la Saussure and Derrida, and thereby

(the fourth rea son) more con sis tent with a neu ral net work com puter model, which
gives an in de pend ent con fir ma tion – from the hard-nosed world of in for ma tion sci ence 
– that the type of model found in Freud's “Pro ject”, Saussurean lin guis tics and
Derridean de cons truc tion is co her ent and con vinc ingly de scribes real-world com plex
sys tems. Im por tantly, in the “Pro ject” mem ory and think ing are not as cribed to sep a -
rate sys tems or mod ules, as in the Traumdeutung. This is more com pat i ble with
Freud's clin i cal aware ness of the di a lec tic be tween (the re trieval of) mem ory and other
men tal pro cesses, while be ing less com pat i ble with his (prob a bly un sus tain able) con -
vic tions con cern ing the com plete ness and per ma nence of mem ory (as op posed to its
re trieval).

Finally, be ing non-dualistic,19 non-atomistic and non-solipsistic in its ba sic as sump -
tions, Freud's model of the psy chi cal ap pa ra tus in the “Pro ject”, more than that in the
Traumdeutung, pro vides a ba sis for a non-Cartesian ap proach to ques tions of inter -
subjectivity; it helps us not to read Car te sian pre sup po si tions back into Freud, so that
sub jects again be come dis crete, mono lithic en ti ties, that are closed in upon them selves. 
(In as much as Freud's dis course is still a mix of dif fer en tial and older, sub stantialistic
no tions, a study of the “Pro ject” can ad vance our on go ing task of dis tin guish ing be -
tween those as pects in Freud which rep re sent an ad vance over the tra di tion, and those
in which he still lags be hind the im pli ca tions of his own dis cov er ies).

Freud's no tions re gard ing the most gen eral, con sti tu tive re la tions be tween the sub -
ject and oth ers get a very dif fer ent com plex ion if we take the net work model as es sen -
tial to his view of the psy chi cal ap pa ra tus. The in di vid ual sub ject is a net work that is
part of a net work of net works. Lan guage and cul ture are them selves net works that
help to net work in di vid ual sub jects to gether. The ques tion is not how iso lated in di vid -
u als can over come their iso la tion to make con tact with other in di vid u als and ex ter nal
re al ity, but rather how some parts of an in ter con nected net work can con sti tute them -
selves as rel a tively in de pend ent units vis à vis the rest of the net work. The dis tinc tion
self/other is not a clear and unproblematic given, but some thing that has to be con sti -
tuted, and re con sti tuted from mo ment to mo ment. It is a mine field of il lu sions and de -
lu sions, in which it is highly un likely that the true in ter con nec ted ness be tween var i ous
sub jects will be ac knowl edged and cor rectly per ceived, and as un likely that acts and
agency will be at trib uted cor rectly or im par tially to the var i ous sub jects dis tin guished.
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