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The Seeking System and Freud's Dual-Drive Theory Today 
Commentary by Otto F. Kernberg

This commentary on Wright & Panksepp explores the implications of the functions of the SEEKING
system for the psychoanalytic theory of aggression and libido as basic drives. It proposes that, in
contrast to the temptation to relate the SEEKING system to Freud's libido drive, it should be understood
that the SEEKING system is a basic drive that couples with both rewarding and aversive affective
systems, and that Freud's dual-drive system may better be understood as a “tertiary” motivational
system—that is, a hierarchically supraordinate integration, respectively, of positive- and negative-affect
systems. Libido and aggression, thus conceived, would operate as an ultimate system at a symbolic,
experiential level, in contrast to the organization of basic affective drives at a neurobiological level. The
need to explore motivational systems both at a neurobiological level and at a derived, symbolic level is
illustrated with the examples of addiction and depression, referred to in Wright & Panksepp's article.

Jason Wright and Jaak Panksepp's path-breaking article conveys convincing evidence for the consideration of the
SEEKING system as a basic drive—a “primary-process” affective system that promotes psychomotor eagerness to obtain
resources that generate pleasure and eliminate disasters, provides a euphoric anticipatory excitement, and links up with
other, specific drives, particularly the rewarding affective systems of LUST, CARING, and PLAY, but also, if organismic
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priorities warrant it, with the aversive affective systems of FEAR and RAGE. It is a foundational system for mental
processes and intentionality, with a specific mesocortical limbic pathway spelled out in detail in the Target Article. The
SEEKING system generates an exploratory euphoria, directed toward objects in the external environment, and reinforces
the respectively dominant affective systems while promoting “secondary processes” of affective learning and memory.

The pathology of the SEEKING system affects the psychobiological functioning of the organism and has significant
implications for human psychopathology. Hyperactivity of the SEEKING system may be reflected in addictive syndromes
as well as in the hypertrophic search for and attribution of meaning in schizophrenia, while its inhibition is an important
feature of the total loss of pleasure in the activation of reward systems in depression.

From a broader perspective, the exploration of the SEEKING system continues the important work that Panksepp
and his coworkers are carrying out at the challenging border of mind/brain phenomena, the generation—on the basis of
neuronal network systems—of phenomenal consciousness and intentionality. Insofar as the functions of the SEEKING
system, and its relations with the functions of specific affective systems (LUST, CARING, PANIC/GRIEF, PLAY,
RAGE, FEAR) cover the basic psychological motivational systems, they have fundamental relevance for the
psychoanalytic theory of drives and their expression as conscious, and, particularly, unconscious desire. Here, a first,
semantic problem emerges: how does one define drives, in relation to motivation and desire?

Wright & Panksepp define drives as neurobiological systems that include greater control centers and regulatory
mechanisms. Motivation, in contrast, is defined as the expression of experiential and behavioral organization that arises
from the coupling of homeostatic drives with the SEEKING system: motivation reflects specific, goal-oriented behavior.
From a psychoanalytic viewpoint, motivation would correspond to desire—that is, specific unconscious wishes and fears
that reflect the underlying dual drives, of aggression and libido, postulated by psychoanalytic theory.

It would be tempting to consider the SEEKING system as corresponding broadly to the Freudian concept of libido.
From a strictly conceptual perspective, however, if Freud's dual-drive theory is taken seriously, the very fact that the
SEEKING system not only couples with positive reward systems but also with RAGE and FEAR—evidently affective
systems related to aggression—reflects its nonspecific nature, in contrast to the libido-aggressive antimony. One could
argue however, that the SEEKING system, in coupling with RAGE and FEAR, reflects precisely the instinctual fusion of
libido and aggression also conceived in Freudian theory.

From Wright & Panksepp's viewpoint, I would argue that the Freudian theory of libido and aggression (or, in the case
of the latter, the “death drive,” or the “negative” in André Green's formulation, 1993) would be situated hierarchically at a
“tertiary” level in Panksepp's formulation. For Panksepp, at a “primary-process” level, drives are activated under strictly
genetic control, with sequential generating, coupling, and enacting basic affective urges; at a “secondary-process” level,
learning processes and memory intervene to generate more focused goals; while on a “tertiary-process” level cultural and
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personal meanings are involved in the activation of drive derivated motivational enactments and decision making. Freud,
in describing the oral, anal, and genital developmental phases of libido—that is, individual libidinal development as one
of the fundamental drives—is implying complex influences of the interaction of baby and child with its object-related
environment, even if these are, of course, profoundly unconscious processes, signaled by the development of unconscious
fantasy that plays out the relationship between libido and aggression.

It is true, at the same time, that Freud considered the dual-drive theory as reflecting the most profound level of the
demands the body makes on the psyche. But Freud, naturally, at a time of only rudimentary knowledge of neurobiology,
could not integrate modern affect theory and its neurobiological basis in his theoretical formulations: he placed the origin
of libido at the erogenous zones! He could not bridge the extraordinary gap between genetic determinations of both
homeostatic and object-related drive systems, on the one hand, and the role of affect systems in the organization of
motivational experiential behavior from birth on, on the other. I have proposed that affect systems are the primary,
biological motivational systems and that the developmental integration of affects and internalized object relations leads,
on the one hand, to the development of the tripartite structure (ego, superego, and id) and, on the other, to the coalescence
of positive affective systems into a hierarchically supraordinate integration as libido, and the corresponding hierarchically
supraordinate integration of negative affect systems into aggression. The libidinal drive would coalesce on the basis of the
combined lust, attachment, panic/grief, and playful bonding systems, and the aggressive drive on the basis of the
combined rage, fear, and disgust systems. Libido and aggression would represent a complex organization, at a symbolic
level of experiential motivational behavior,
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that is manifest clinically in the expression of positively and negatively invested focused motivations and conflicts,
organizing, one might say, psychic functioning at that symbolic level in a similar fashion to the integrating organization of
secondary affect systems under the influence of the primary-process SEEKING system at a neurobiological level.

In short, in parallel fashion to the complex integration of basic neurobiological functions, such as each separate affect
system, into more complex affective organizations, a similar organization at a purely symbolic level of organization of
phenomenal experiential developments leads to the hierarchically supraordinate integration of all positive intrapsychic as
well as object-related experiences, on the one hand, resulting in libido as the life and pleasure organizing “drive”—or
rather, motivational system—and, on the other, “aggression” as the corresponding, negative, destructive, and self-
destructive motivational system on the basis of all aggressive and self-aggressive internalized object relations. I also have
proposed that the concept of “death drive” be retained for the pathological predominance in some clinical conditions of
negative internalized object relations that may lead to an overwhelming dominance of self-destructive motivation.

Thus, an emerging monistic viewpoint that conceives of a hierarchical organization of neurobiological subsystems
into affect systems, and of these into supraordinate systems at a cognitive-affective level, gives rise to subjective and
intentional experiences. These experiences, in turn, become organized into complex symbolic and emotional systems.
Finally, the hierarchically supraordinate dual-drive system of Freudian theory—integrating, respectively, positive and
negative affect systems—involves the interaction, at various levels, with the underlying neurobiological systems and thus
would seem to do justice to the challenge of relating biological drive systems with the dual-drive system proposed in
psychoanalytic theory.

I shall try to illustrate this proposed formulation with the case of the two clinical conditions referred to in Wright &
Panksepp's paper: addiction and depression. In the case of addiction, a hypertrophic function of the SEEKING system,
coupled with the learned search for sensuous pleasure derived from a particular drug, may be combined with a severe
deterioration of object relations related to a narcissistic personality structure. The corresponding devaluation of others, the
pursuit of sexual relations as a defense against unconscious envy, and a replacement of the deteriorating pleasures of
erotic love with the dependency on drugs would imply a self-destructive mutual reinforcement of a hyper-functioning
SEEKING system and a defensive character constellation reflecting the unconscious dynamics of envy and devaluation.
Regarding the development of a major depression, the genetic disposition to the hyperactivity of the PANIC/FEAR
system activated by the experience of abandonment may be interacting with an abnormally strict and autopunitive
superego, in turn a consequence of the internalization of sadistic and prohibitive parental images, leading to an extreme
internalized abandonment by pathological guilt findings. Clinically, such combined etiological features are not
uncommon. Thus, direct genetic, primary and secondary processes and experiential pressures stemming from intrapsychic
structures and complex symbolic organizations may influence each other.

Wright & Panksepp's fundamental contribution to the primary-process SEEKING system signifies an important
advance in our knowledge and understanding of the organization of basic neuroaffective systems that constitute the
ultimate basis for the development of motivational-intentional systems at the level of unconscious and conscious
psychological processes. Freud's conclusion that libido and aggression were the ultimate underlying drives determining
unconscious conflict and the organization of the tripartite model was, I believe, a revolutionary advance in the
understanding of the development of the normal personality as well as of psychopathology. And Freud, of course,
developed the fundamental basis for our understanding of the relation between drive-derived motivations and the
internalization of object relations from birth on. But he could not foresee that the erroneous genetic assumptions
regarding the origin of libido—and his lack of detailed hypotheses about the genetic origin of aggression—were the



consequence of the unavailability, at his time, of the fundamental bridge that primary and secondary affect systems
represent in the still mysterious interphase of bodily and mental functioning. Wright & Panksepp's present article
illuminates and provides advances in that territory.
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