
PHYSICAL AND PSYCHOLOGICAL SURVIVAL AS MOTIVES: 

EXPLAINING ALL ATTENTION AND MEMORY 

Rebecca C. Curtis 
PhD, WA White Institute, NY, & Emerita, Adelphi University, Garden City, NY (USA) 

Abstract 

“The last peculiarity of consciousness to which attention is to be drawn. . . is that. . . it is always interested 

more in one part of its object (thought) than in another, and welcomes and rejects, or chooses, all the while” 

(James, 1890). Gladwell (2005) has documented many effects of unconscious processing in his best-seller 

Blink. But he does not address what happens to threatening experiences. Although researchers have 

investigated threats related to survival, only recently have they begun to investigate threats to individuals’ 

identity and their major belief systems. We cannot give everything in our environment conscious attention. 

The amount of information we can keep in mind at any one time is limited. Like a flashlight on a dark night, 

the beam of attention is narrow and must also scan the environment (Wachtel, 1967). Sensory processes 

are selective. Visually, most salient to our attention are stimuli that are novel, unexpected, aversive, and 

pleasurable. We are particularly attracted to people, places, bodies, and body parts (Kanwisher). Neural 

pathways are selected in according to the value system. There is consensus that the major value is usually 

survival. The motivations of physical and psychological survival are often more important than feeling 

good.  
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1. Introduction

1.1. All attention and memory are not conscious 
Consciousness is useful with problems of a non-routine kind (Popper & Eccles, 1977). Edelman 

(1989) argued that the brain operates according to the same principles that Darwin proposed for species 

evolution--variation and selection. Overall, research has indicated that people pay more attention to 

negative and threatening information. Fear-relevant pictures such as snakes have been found to capture 

more attention than fear-irrelevant pictures, such as flowers. Heightened attention is given to both erotic 

scenes and scenes of mutilation--suggesting both defensive and appetitive motivations.  

Attention appears to "blink" under certain circumstances (Chun & Potter, 1995). People are less 

likely to perceive other images after threatening and erotic pictures. If the second item is arousing, the 

"blink" effect is diminished (Anderson & Phelps, 2001). How are we to understand avoidance of threatening 

experiences? The answer lies in a pre-attentive evaluation system. Research on perceptual defense referred 

to as the "New Look" and “New Look 2” suggested a pre-attentive evaluative system that led people to take 

longer to perceive threatening information. Now experimental psychologists have again endorsed the notion 

of “pre-attentional” processes (Ohman, 1992; Bargh, 2006). with entry into consciousness affected by the 

relevance of the activated meanings to the goals of a person. Selection affects all attention and memory. 

In model proposed integrating contemporary relational psychoanalysis and scientific psychology, 

we have self-preservation and preservation of meaning as primary human motivations in place of ego 

instincts and id instincts of sex and aggression. In place of structures of ego, superego, and id we have the 

experiencing self, representations of actual and ideal self-states, and unconscious aspects of self. More 

precisely, we have many neural networks that can be activated by external situations or inner 

urges--conscious control/monitoring functions and mental representations, including those of various 

selves, some frequently activated, some usually unconscious.  

1.2. Pre-attentive evaluations for threats – anxiety leads to either over-attention to details 

or under-attention to details; evaluations select for values and goals 
In place of three different "it's" (id), we have pre-attentive evaluations of relevancy to goals and 

consistency with already existing representations, responding automatically or with selection for conscious 
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processing. Because people are motivated not only to sustain life, but also to preserve its meaning, mental 

organizing processes are motivated by their very nature, with people integrating, ignoring, or inhibiting 

new experiences both consciously and unconsciously.  

Human beings would not have survived in early environments if they let their attention wander 

from circumstances fraught with a high possibility of immediate danger—death. Still, the quick, 

evolutionarily “primitive” emotional responses that are not routed through the cortex often prevail when 

survival is at stake, especially when the risk is very high. Selective processes operate at early, intermediate, 

and late stages of attention, including those that operate prior to identification (Luck and Hillyard, 2000). 

Motives bias interpersonal perception (Maner et al., 2005). When people are made anxious 

experimentally, they are more likely to see others in stereotyped ways (Stephan & Stephan, 1985). Motives 

influence perceptions of ambiguous stimuli., If the subject is deprived of food, they (sic) will say ‘I see 

pieces of meat’ (Pally & Olds 1998, p. 983). It seems reasonable to think that psychological values, such 

as a favorable self-view, might operate in a similar fashion. Motives and emotions often remain or become 

activated out of awareness. 

That motivation affects memory is demonstrated by research on instructions to remember or forget. 

The research on directed forgetting and memory has shown that people will forget more of what they are 

instructed to forget than of what they are instructed to remember (Bjork, 1989; Davidson & Bowers, 1991; 

MacLeod, 1975; Paller, 1990; Wetzel, 1975). Repressors are also especially good at forgetting if instructed 

to do so (Myers et al., 1998).  

A body of research showing poorer recall for words following threatening words (Kulas, Conger, 

& Smolin, 2003; MacKay et al., 2004; Raymond, Fenske, & Tavisoli, 2003), suggests that emotional stimuli 

may receive more elaborate assessment. People are also less likely to perceive other images after 

threatening and erotic pictures. After seeing a bare breast or a severed limb, however, they had a greater 

chance of missing the perpendicular image (Chun & Marois, 2002). Blinks in Attention. Attention appears 

to “blink” under certain circumstances (Chun & Potter, 1995; Raymond, Shapiro, & Arnell, 1992). If two 

items in a list of fifteen. The experiments regarding selective attention have been used to document the fact 

that information not attended to is perceived unconsciously. This body of research assumes that attention 

is selective but that information of “high relevance” will be perceived when it is not specifically attended 

to (Johnston & Dark, 1986). This work on selective attention has led to a revival of interest in “perception 

without awareness’” (Bornstein & Pittman, 1992; Wegner & Bargh, 1998). 

“From the functional, evolutionary perspective, it follows that the burden for the discovery of 

threat should be placed on early, rapid, and parallel pre-attentive processing mechanisms, which define 

threat on the basis of relatively simple stimulus attributes” states Ohman (1997, p. 169). Ohman cites 

LeDoux’s (1994) differentiation of the “quick and dirty” emotional route that by passes the longer  

thalamic-cortical emotional route to the amygdala. This processing does not require a full meaning analysis 

and does not require much contact with memory.  

 
Figure 1. Routes After Pre-Attentive System Evaluates Experiences as Important. 
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Figure 2. New Model. Associated and Dissociated (Not “Repressed”) Neural Networks  

including Conscious Control Networks. 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Network 3 contains material that is traditionally thought of as repressed—that is, it is incompatible 

with a dominant (or frequently activated) self-state and actively disconnected from conscious control. 

Networks 1 and 2 can be activated simultaneously, but networks 1 and 3 cannot be activated simultaneously. 

Network 4 can be activated by Network 3, but not simultaneously with Network 1. Network 4 is connected 

directly to conscious awareness and can be activated simultaneously with Network 2. States 1 and 4 are 

traditionally thought of as dissociated from one another. They each can be activated, but not simultaneously. 

 

2. Discussion (conclusions) 
 

Experiences are selected just as surely as are genetic variations. Darwin (1859) stated: “I have 

called this principle by which each slight variation, if useful, is preserved, by the term Natural Selection.”. 

Each slight variation of neural connections, if useful, is also preserved (more likely to be activated again) 

by a similar process of natural selection. A more complete version of this argument can be found in the 

whole book by Curtis (2009). 
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